
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


 


Midnight Shaman, Fire Witch


 


by Serenity Woods











 


Midnight Shaman, Fire Witch


 


Text
copyright 2012 Serenity Woods


All
Rights Reserved


 


This
book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are
products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations
is coincidental.








Also
Available by Serenity Woods


 


Black
Hawke Down


Surrender
Your Heart


Something
Blue


White-Hot
Christmas


An
Uncommon Sense


Come
Rain or Come Shine (anthology)


Stranded
with a Scotsman


Remember
Me


Seven
Sexy Sins


 


Coming
Soon


 


Whistling
Dixie


Making
Sense


Mr.
Insatiable


Six
Naughty Nights








Reviews for some of Serenity’s other books


 


Black Hawke
Down (an excerpt is provided at the back of this book)


 


“Black Hawke
Down by Serenity Woods is the best short story I've ever read.”—Two Lips
Reviews


 


An Uncommon
Sense (an excerpt is provided at the back of this book)


 


“This book was
an unexpected delight… I’ve never read a book quite like this one and I
thoroughly enjoyed it. Hats off to Serenity for a completely romantic
read!”—Close Encounters with the Night Kind


 


Seven Sexy
Sins


 


“Seven Sexy Sins
by Serenity Woods is the epitome of perfection in a friends turned
lovers novel. With the humor, hot sex, and chocolate a plenty, you will
not be able to resist this absolutely delicious story… [It] kept me up late
into the night, and even after I finished it, I still couldn’t go to sleep
due to the humongous smile that wouldn’t leave my face.”—Sizzling Hot Book
Reviews


 


White-Hot
Christmas


 


“Highly
recommended”—Library Journal’s XPress Reviews (their first ever starred review
of a digital-first book)








 


 


To Tony and Chris,
my Kiwi boys


 






Chapter One


Before he even saw her, Damien sensed her as a powerful
pulse of energy across the dance floor. It vibrated up through him,
unmistakable in spite of the pounding music, the hundreds of bodies moving in
rhythm, and the dark atmosphere. He inhaled sharply, caught off guard as his
blood rushed with the sensation. It had been a long time since he’d felt a
surge as intense as that. Leaning on the railing of the raised balcony that ran
around the nightclub, he scanned the crowd with impatient eyes.


He’d been tracking her for days, a task that had soon turned
from an interesting diversion into an obsession. Her power intrigued him and
made him uneasy in equal measure. Did she belong to a coven? None he’d spoken
to had admitted to knowing her. Having a renegade witch on the loose—especially
such a powerful one—could be disastrous in the current climate. He had to find
her, and soon, before the vampire he also hunted tracked her down.


He studied the people dancing below him, bodies bouncing to
the insistent beat of the music. He could feel her, but trying to pinpoint her
location with the energy of everyone else interfering had proved as difficult
as picking out a song from a hundred iPods playing at the same time. He could
only think of one way guaranteed to be successful.


He looked to his left and right, making sure nobody was
watching him, and then closed his eyes. Surreptitiously, he touched a finger to
the spot between his eyebrows, opening up his portal to the otherworlds.


A surge of power shot through him from the crown of his head
down through his chakras, those spinning vortexes sending strands of energy
racing to the ends of his fingers and the tips of his toes. Sexual energy
flooded him, hot and fierce—a by-product of opening the portal, but as a
skilled channeller, he suppressed it easily, like calming a wild cat.


Speaking of wild animals… He opened his eyes and saw Storm
sitting by his feet, watching him with his glowing yellow gaze. He nodded to
the wolf, who stood, ready to move. His animal spirit guide shivered, his white
coat shimmering in the laser lights from the stage.


“I know,” Damien whispered, so as not to draw attention to
himself. “I can feel her too.”


He looked down once again at the dance floor. To his eyes,
the room now shimmered with light, every person surrounded by their vivid
auras, which glowed a rainbow of colours from dark greens and blues to vibrant
pinks and yellows depending on their mood. He scanned the crowd, searching for
the girl. She was close—he could feel it in the pulse of his blood, in the
throb at his temples, like sensing thunder in the air.


And then he saw her, dancing toward the back of the floor,
in the darkest part of the room. Small and slim, she had shining dark hair that
swayed like a silk curtain as she turned her head from side to side with the
music. Storm alerted, and Damien knew the wolf had seen her too. He watched her
for a moment, the teacher in him studying the way her power manifested, the man
in him examining the curve of her breasts and hips. She wasn’t the prettiest
woman on the dance floor—there were others far more voluptuous, and with much
finer features. She had a wide mouth, which shone with gloss in the flashing
lights, and an almost boyish figure, her breasts small and high. Her clothing
didn’t particularly attract attention either—she wore a red T-shirt and dark
jeans, by no means the most revealing, expensive, or fashionable clothes on
display. 


And yet she drew the eyes of all those around her. Both men
and women cast sidelong glances at her, and he smiled as he surveyed her aura.
Larger than everyone else’s in the room and much brighter, it swirled with
orange and scarlet, like two pots of oily paint left to mix and blend. As he
watched, it pulsed with gold, and now the ripples of the pulse washed over him
in a wave, and he shuddered. The dancers near her felt it too, glancing around
as if looking for a draught, confused by the feelings she aroused in them. They
had no idea she attracted them as a magnet attracts iron filings, inexorable as
gravity, powerful as a black hole.


He snapped his fingers at Storm, who followed him down the
stairs and onto the heaving dance floor. Damien moved quickly, afraid she would
sense him coming and disappear. As he reached the back part of the floor,
however, he could see her lost in the music, caught in the rising sea of energy
from the full moon outside. He weaved through the dancers, his breath coming
more quickly as he neared her. Gods, but she was a powerful creature. Pulses of
energy continued to flood from her in golden waves in time to the music, and
tendrils of smoke-like light snaked from her, wrapping themselves around the
legs of those dancing nearby.


Why could they not sense it? It always puzzled him why others
couldn’t see the magic when it appeared so clear to him. He paused behind her.
She moved sensually, rhythmically, almost in a trance, her aura now a deep red,
glowing with sexual energy. Her figure was clearer now—she was young and very
slim, but her curves were obvious beneath the tight T-shirt and jeans—a woman’s
figure, not a young girl’s.


Heat began to rise within him in spite of his tight
self-control. Storm stood in the darkness, watching them, tongue lolling out of
one side of his mouth. I know, Damien answered in response to the wolf’s
unspoken warning. I’ll be careful. He touched his brow again briefly.
The wolf vanished, and the light around him faded, throwing him into darkness.


 


Kimi was hardly aware of the other people on the dance
floor. She’d come alone, intent only on satisfying the irresistible urge to
dance. The beat of the music had captivated her completely, and all she could
think about was the pulse of it in her blood, the throb of it in her ears.
Something was happening, and she didn’t know what to do about it. There had
been occasions in her past when she’d been conscious of the sensation of energy
rising through her, but a couple of hours on the dance floor had usually been
enough to burn it off. But it had never been this powerful before. 


She felt incredibly… What? She ran her hands down her body
as she continued to move. Sexy. She was so turned on, it made her
breasts ache, and she had a dull throbbing between her thighs. Her heart
pounded, and fear rose within her. What was wrong with her? Half of her wanted
to head for the nearest door and go home, but her feet seemed leashed to the
floor, leaving her only enough room to writhe like a chained animal in heat. 


Not really knowing what drove her, or how to direct it, Kimi
moved to the beat, turning on the spot as she raised her arms above her head.
She nearly danced straight into him—he stood so close behind her. She stopped
and gasped, staring at the stranger who watched her so intensely. He wasn’t
dancing, seemingly oblivious to the pounding music and the people nearby.


Wow. She ran her gaze down him. Tall, much taller
than her, and slim hipped in his dark jeans, he wore a black T-shirt that clung
tightly to a powerful chest. An intricate spiral tattoo curled around his left
upper arm. His hair was dark blond, closely cropped at the back and sides,
brushed up at the front. He was gorgeous, with intense, dark blue eyes and
strong, handsome features, a slight hint of stubble on his chin. 


Why was he staring at her? Normally she would have told a
guy—even such a gorgeous one—who stared at her so boldly to get lost, but under
his intense gaze, every cell of her body tingled. Without thinking, she began
to move again just inches from his body, winding her shoulders and hips
provocatively, heat radiating between them.


Slowly, he began to move with her, echoing her rhythm, his
body mirroring hers. His hand came up to rest on her hip, and she shivered,
closing her eyes as the music began to overtake her once again. What was with
her tonight? She opened her eyes to see him watching her with his dark gaze,
and she bit her lip as her breathing quickened. She wanted to press herself
against him, to feel his hands running up her body, stroking her breasts. She
wanted him to kiss her, to gather her up in his arms, to crush her to him. She
had a fever, a terrible thirst, and instinctively she knew only he could quench
it. 


Desire rose within her, sweeping up through her, flushing
her cheeks, and she tipped her head back with a sigh.


When the stream of energy shot from her, she was completely
helpless to stop it. It erupted from her forehead like a firebolt, a beam of
gold light, hitting him squarely between the eyes. 


He swore, loudly. Electricity fired between them, exploding
in a shower of sparks where their bodies touched as if she’d pushed her fingers
into a live socket. Every inch of her sizzled, and her muscles tensed
erotically, making her gasp. The row of coloured light bulbs high above them
burst, popping one after the other in a line, scattering glass across the dance
floor, and several women screamed. Kimi froze as he grabbed her arm, his face
showing his fury. As people began to move away from the broken glass, he strode
toward the back entrance of the club, pulling her with him.


Her mind spinning, and having little choice as he had such a
tight grip on her arm, Kimi stumbled after him. Her heart thumped and her mouth
went dry as he opened the door, taking her outside into the cold, English,
October night air.


“Not here,” he snapped, walking away from the busy high
street toward a quieter side road.


Kimi tripped along next to him, not sure whether to be
frightened or indignant at his aggressiveness. She decided on indignant and
opened her mouth to scream blue murder, but as she looked down and saw the
white wolf trotting at his heels, her voice vanished. The wolf looked up at her
with glowing yellow eyes, and Kimi’s head spun. Who owned a wolf for a pet in
London? And what was with the blue sparks that still crackled where the guy
held her arm? Did he have a Taser strapped to him or something?


Pulling her into the side street, the man spun her around in
his grip so she faced him and pushed her not-so-gently up against the wall,
keeping a tight hold on her arm. “What happened in there?” He towered over her,
anger making his eyes even darker.


Kimi stared at him, hardly hearing him. She shook with fear,
but at the same time, the moonlight that slanted across him in bands of pearly
white captivated her gaze. His skin glowed with silver, and his eyes glittered.
He was so…fascinating. Something stirred in her blood, something she
couldn’t control. The fever she’d felt inside the dance club rose inside her
again, and her breathing quickened. She’d never wanted anything more than she
wanted him at that moment. 


Stepping up to him, she kissed him full on the mouth, desire
coursing through her uncontrollably, and she pressed herself against him.
Sparks erupted between them, crackling audibly, sizzling her lips, but still
she couldn’t stop.


He grasped both her upper arms. She thought he might push
her away, but instead he pulled her to him roughly, crushing her to his body.
She placed her hands on his chest, touching his firm muscles beneath the
T-shirt. His erection pressed hard against the flat of her stomach. Exultant
pleasure flooded her as she realised he was as hot for her as she was for him. 


She slid her arms up around his neck, opening her mouth and
sighing as he brushed his tongue against hers. Then, just as suddenly, he
wrenched himself free, thrusting her back to the wall.


“For Herne’s sake!” he exclaimed.


“I can’t stop it.” She gasped, burning as if on fire, and
smeared her lips with the back of her hand, his kiss imprinted on them as if
he’d branded her.


“Close your portal,” he yelled. 


“What? What are you talking about?” Anger surged through
her, overriding the lust temporarily, and she pushed herself off the wall,
taking a step toward him. “Who are you? And why is there a wolf sitting by your
feet?”


His eyes widened. “You can see Storm?” 


“Of course I can see him—he’s sitting right there.” She
pointed, then exclaimed at her hand, amazed and frightened to see sparks
jumping from the end of her fingertips. “What’s happening to me?” Her hair
lifted around her face, crackling with static, like a black silken tablecloth
shaken at one end.


He stared at her. Then he said, a bit more gently, “Come
here.” He placed his hand on her forehead with his palm over the space between
her eyebrows. Sparks popped, making her jump, but he ignored them. He closed
his eyes. 


Kimi opened her mouth to say something, but the words didn’t
come out. The fever rose within her again. It crept up her body and every
muscle tensed, drenching her in sweat. For a moment she felt as if she were on
fire and wondered whether she would spontaneously self-combust. 


A strange pressure grew between her eyes as the energy
gathered in her brow. His hand burned white-hot, and she gasped as all the
passion, the frenzy that had been driving her that evening, drained from her as
if he’d sucked her dry. His head dipped, and the ends of his hair brightened
and turned scarlet, like strands of wire heated on a flame.


He muttered something beneath his breath. An odd sensation
tickled her brow, a feeling of completeness, of closure. The sparks jumping between
them began to fade, and gradually she returned to normal, the static
electricity vanishing from her hair, which now hung limp around her shoulders.
She sagged back against the wall, exhausted, breathing heavily, and looked up
at him in shock.


He stepped back into the road. The wolf had vanished, but
the stranger now glowed as if he’d swallowed a light bulb which illuminated him
from the inside out. When he stared at her his eyes were so hot, so passionate,
she gasped. 


He stood several feet from her, closed those flame-filled
eyes, and tipped his head back, spreading his arms, palms upwards. With a long
sigh, he exhaled, releasing the energy to the stars. It filtered from his skin
in a golden cloud, dispersing into the night sky like sparkling dust.


When he’d finished and the glow around him had paled, he
dropped his head to look at her. He didn’t seem the least bit disturbed by the
transference of energy that had just occurred. He touched his forehead between
his eyes in the place where the bolt of energy had erupted from her to strike
him in the club, and then he sighed.


“Are you all right now?” He studied her face with concern.


Kimi felt like a wrung-out rag. She was also acutely
embarrassed. Her cheeks burned as she thought of how she’d kissed him and
pressed herself against him. She covered her embarrassment with fury, deciding
attack was the best form of defence. “What’s going on here?” 


He looked up. “It’s the moon.” She followed his gaze to the
white swell of the satellite high in the sky, casting them both in its silver
light. “She’s full tonight.”


“What are you talking about?” she demanded. “What’s the moon
got to do with this?”


“Geez,” he said, “you’re one little firecracker even with
your portal shut, aren’t you?”


Kimi wanted to shout at him, but she didn’t have enough
energy. She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, her head spinning.


“Hey, careful.” He stepped toward her. “You don’t want to go
opening it again, not yet.” 


She had to get away. She couldn’t think clearly with him
nearby. 


He held out a hand toward her, but in spite of her shaky
legs she twisted under his arm and began sprinting along the road toward the
high street. 


Behind her, he swore, loudly. He yelled a few words in a
language she didn’t understand, then something tangled in her legs, and she
fell forward onto the hard concrete. She had a brief glimpse of white fur and
kicked out, but the invisible wolf only growled, refusing to let her get up.


The handsome stranger appeared above her. He glared at her
and held out a hand, palm down, muttering something under his breath. 


Kimi tried to protest, but sleep overcame her before the
words could leave her mouth, and, like a blanket shaken out at a picnic, she
sank down slowly onto the path.


 






Chapter Two


How long she slept, she didn’t know, but when she finally
opened her eyes she lay on the back seat of a moving car. Outside, the regular
lampposts of a motorway flashed in the night sky through the side window, and
the thrum of the engine reverberated through her.


She sat up, exclaiming at the sharp pain in her shoulder and
knee, remembering how she’d crashed onto the concrete as the wolf tangled in
her legs. Rubbing her shoulder, she glared at the back of the driver’s head.
The mysterious blond stranger sat in the driver’s seat, his left hand resting
on the wheel, his right arm on the sill of the window.


In his rear-view mirror, his dark blue eyes glanced at her.


Abruptly, she leaped for the door. She wasn’t quite sure
what she planned to do with the car speeding at over eighty miles an hour, but
before she could touch the handle he took the wheel with his right hand and
flicked the fingers of his left hand toward her. A heavy weight pinned her to
the seat. She couldn’t see it, but she had a sneaky feeling it might be wolf-shaped.


“Let me go,” she whispered, panic sweeping over her.


His eyes met hers again briefly before returning to the
road. “Don’t worry—you’re not a prisoner, in spite of what it might look like.”


“Oh really?”


“Really. Although you may not know it, you’re actually in
grave danger and I’m here to help you. We’re on our way to a special house in
Devon. There are people there who need to talk to you—they won’t harm you, and
once you’ve spoken to them, you’ll be free to go, if you wish. But until then,
Storm’s not getting off you until you promise me you won’t try to escape.”


Danger? What danger? What was he talking about? Hot breath
wafted over her face, and she grimaced. So it was the wolf sitting on
her lap. Why couldn’t she see it now? She tried to move and it shifted,
squashing her with its sharp, wolfy paws. She wanted to yell, to scream, to
bang on the windows and get someone to stop the car and drag her out, but the
way the man had sent her to sleep with a wave of his hand—and the weight of the
wolf—told her she wouldn’t even make it to the door.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” he told her quietly.


“Could have fooled me.” Her shoulder throbbed, her knee
stung, and she felt close to tears.


“That was your fault,” he said, amused. “You ran away.
Promise me you won’t try to get out, and I’ll release Storm. I have a muesli
bar here. I’m sure you’re hungry.”


“I’m not,” she said immediately.


“Rubbish. You’ll be ravenous after that surge. If you eat
something, it will help ground you. But it’s up to you.”


Her stomach growled in response, and she scowled. She was
starving.


She sat stubbornly though, refusing to give in to him. He
said nothing more, keeping his eyes on the road, glancing at her occasionally
in his mirror.


Why couldn’t she move? It couldn’t really be an invisible
wolf sitting on her lap. She didn’t believe in such things. And yet she could
smell the dampness of its fur and feel the heat of its breath on her skin.


She studied the guy resentfully, knowing she should be
frightened of him, wanting to hate him. He’d kidnapped her and restrained her,
and he was somehow responsible for the strange events that had occurred in the
nightclub. She should be doing everything she could to force him to pull over
so she could escape.


A prickle on her skin made her sit still, however. She’d
learned to rely on her intuition over the years, especially since living on her
own in London. Sometimes it came as foresight—realising who was on the
telephone before she picked it up, or an unerring way of knowing what someone
was thinking before they spoke. At other times, it appeared as goose bumps
telling her to be wary of someone, or a warm feeling in her stomach that
usually meant the person was going to be a friend. This time, it came like a
sensual whisper of soft silk over her skin, a gentle reassurance that she could
trust him. She didn’t understand it. But she would follow her gut feeling, for
the moment. 


“Get him off me,” she said eventually. “I don’t want to
smell of dog all evening. And what the hell is he, anyway?”


He grinned and flicked his fingers again. Instantly the
weight lifted, and she gasped, her limbs suddenly light. “He’s my animal spirit
guide,” he said.


She stared at him incredulously. “You’re kidding me?”


“No.”


“Spirit guides don’t exist. Angels and the afterlife—that’s
all bullshit.”


He met her gaze briefly. “If you say so.” He sounded amused
again.


She went quiet, confused. She’d seen the wolf, and then he’d
vanished. She couldn’t see him, but she’d felt him sitting on her. She couldn’t
explain it. And what about the events in the nightclub? How could she make
sense of that?


He must have seen her puzzlement, because he said, “I’ll
explain everything in time, I promise. Climb into the front with me and eat the
muesli bar. It’ll make you feel better.”


She hesitated, then sighed and rose, squeezing herself
between the two front seats, wincing as she grazed her shoulder on his
headrest. Sinking into the left-hand seat, she buckled herself in, scowling.


“Are you sore?” he asked.


“I fell onto a concrete pavement. Of course I’m sore.”


“A simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed.”


She shifted, aware she was being surly. “I hurt my shoulder
and my knee,” she said sulkily.


He glanced across at her. “Will you let me help?”


“Have you got some painkillers?”


He laughed. “Sorry, no. Something better, though.” He held
out his hand toward her, and she flinched away from him automatically. He
looked over at her again and gave her a smile. “I won’t hurt you—I swear.” 


She watched him suspiciously, but again felt a gentle sweep
of reassurance ripple through her, as if someone had whispered in her ear, it’s
okay. You can trust him. She didn’t move toward him. But neither did she
move away as he rested his left hand on her right shoulder.


For a moment, nothing happened. She was about to wriggle awkwardly
when his hand grew suddenly hot.


She gasped. “What are you doing?”


“Taking the pain away.” He said it easily, as it was the
most natural thing in the world. After a moment, he lifted his hand.


She rolled her shoulder, amazed to find the soreness had
vanished. “It’s better!”


“Good.” He smiled. “Lift your knee up.”


She did so wordlessly, turning in the seat to offer him her
left knee. He put his hand on it, and again heat flowed through her. When he
lifted his hand back to the steering wheel, she turned back in the seat,
shocked to find the pain had disappeared. “How did you do that?”


“I’m a healer.”


“You mean like a doctor?”


He laughed. “Not quite.”


“I don’t understand.”


He glanced over, and his eyes were suddenly full of pity.
“This must be very difficult for you.”


She stared at him wordlessly. In the big scheme of things,
this was nothing. Years ago at home she’d been shunned, beaten, ignored, and
bullied, made to feel like a freak. She’d left at eighteen and caught a bus to
London, lived homeless for a few months before getting a job in a cafe, then
scrounged a month or two on someone’s floor before finding herself a room of
her own. She’d fought off men who wanted to pay her for sexual services she
wasn’t interested in having on several occasions, and had cried herself to
sleep out of fear and loneliness every night for the first six months, until
she forced herself to realise nobody was going to come and rescue her, no
matter how much she prayed. She’d felt worthless and unloved all of her adult life,
and most of her childhood. So no, in the big scheme of things, this was nothing
at all.


And yet, it was everything. In the space of a few hours he’d
opened up her world and blown her boundaries and limits to smithereens, as if
she’d thought she was living a whole, complete life, and suddenly he’d revealed
she was on stage, acting a lie. It frightened her, and excited her, just a
little bit.


“Are you really taking me to Devon?” she asked.


“Yes. I’m not your enemy.”


“You have kidnapped me.”


“I tried to ask you to come with me, but you were too busy
running away. Anyway, I haven’t kidnapped you. I’ve ‘borrowed’ you—that’s all.”


“Po-tay-to, po-tah-to,” she said. 


He laughed, and the regular rhythm of her heart gave a
little bump at the warmth in his eyes. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t
possibly be attracted to the guy that had abducted her.


Then she remembered the way she’d kissed him outside the
nightclub, the desire that had flooded through her when she first saw him.
Something odd was definitely going on.


“Eat the bar,” he said.


She peeled off the wrapper and took a bite. The taste of
oats and chocolate flooded her mouth as she chewed, and when she swallowed, the
light-headed, dizzy feeling she’d had began to evaporate.


“Better?” he asked.


“Yes.”


He nodded. “Food will always ground you after a surge.” He
glanced across at her. “What’s your name, by the way?”


Should she tell him? She sighed as the urge to trust him
rippled through her again. “Kimi,” she said irritably. “Kimi Fox.”


He gave her a curious look.


“What?”


“Your name. It means ‘Secret’ in Algonquin.”


“Fox?”


“No, Kimi.”


“Huh.”


“You like that?”


She shrugged. “I guess. Doesn’t say anything about me
though—I didn’t choose it.”


“It’s been said that our names choose us and they’re put
into the minds of our parents. I happen to believe a name can tell you a lot
about someone.”


“It’s an interesting notion.” In spite of the ridiculousness
of the idea, it was odd that it did say something about her, certainly
since she’d arrived in London, anyway. She wouldn’t admit that to him, though.
“What’s your name?”


“I’m Damien.” He held out a hand to her. “I’m pleased to
meet you, Secret.”


She refused to shake. “I can’t say the feeling’s mutual.”


His eyes twinkled as he replaced his hand on the wheel and
said, “That’s not the way it appeared earlier.” 


Her cheeks flamed.


“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tease,” he said, laughing. “Don’t be
embarrassed. I’m amazed you managed to control the energy as well as you did.
Most women would be flat on their backs under a man by now, trying to sex it
out.”


And so would I, if you’d let me. She cringed as she
remembered how shameless she’d been. “Well not me,” she told him indignantly.


He raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you find sex helps to dispel
the energy?”


She said nothing, confused, speechless with annoyance,
embarrassed beyond belief. He glanced across at her, surprised at her silence.
He studied her red cheeks, her awkwardness, and then his eyes widened with
incredulous understanding. “Good grief, you’re kidding me? How old are you?”


“Twenty-one,” she said tartly.


“I didn’t think there were any twenty-one year old
virgins in this day and age.”


“Well, what would you know—you’re practically a pensioner.”


“I’m only twenty-six,” he said wryly.


“I stand by what I said. Almost Victorian.” 


“Thank you for that.”


She studied him, unable to stop looking at the way the light
from the lampposts flashing by on the roadside defined the muscles of his arms.
She looked at his tattoo, at the black swirls circling his biceps. Something
made her reach out and brush her finger along the ink, tracing the pattern. As
she did so, there was a loud crack, sparks erupting on his skin as if she’d
struck a match.


“Ouch,” he said.


She swore. “I’m sorry. What the hell is that?”


He laughed. “Perhaps you should finish that muesli bar
before you explode.”


She flushed scarlet and took a bite of the bar, eyeing him
nervously. She remembered the way he’d somehow taken all the energy from her
outside the club, and then the golden glitter had dispersed into space. “Aren’t
you hungry too?” she mumbled, her mouth full.


“No. But I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you.” 


“Doing what?”


“All in good time.” He shot her another look from those
sensual eyes. Kimi shivered and clamped down on her emotions firmly. She could
not send sparks flying again—it frightened her, and anyway, it was just too
embarrassing to have physical evidence of her attraction to him. 


She concentrated on calming her breathing, aware that
somehow the electricity that had passed between them was connected to her
emotions. It worked…the rush died down. She sighed with relief. 


“Good,” he said, obviously aware of her attempt to rein in
her feelings. “You learn quickly.”


She scowled at him. “You sound like my old science teacher.”


“Well I am a teacher, of sorts. I train witches.”


In the middle of finishing the last mouthful of the muesli
bar, she coughed. “Sorry, what did you say?”


“I train witches. Women—and sometimes men—like yourself, who
exhibit special powers.”


“Me?” She blinked. “I’m not a witch!”


“Yes, sweetheart, you are. And a very powerful one, if I’m
not mistaken.”


She laughed, flustered and sceptical at the same time. “I
think you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I left school at sixteen without a
single qualification. I’m a waitress at a seedy local cafe, and I live on my
own in a tiny one-bedroom flat. I have no skills to speak of… I even struggle
to balance my cheque book. I’m not talented at anything.”


He frowned and gave her a curious, almost pitying look. “You
really don’t have a clue what you’re capable of, do you? But you must have realised
over the years that you’re special?”


Special? No one had ever used that word to describe her
before. 


“What?” he said, smiling.


Again she felt the subtle urge to trust him. It didn’t come
easily. She’d spent the last three years keeping herself to herself, not
trusting a soul. But his gentle smiled reassured her. Reluctantly, she nodded.
“Okay, I admit maybe there have been things in the past I’ve been able to do
that have seemed…different. You’re the first person, though, who’s ever
suggested my abilities are anything other than evil.”


His dark blue eyes took on a determined look. “People are
always quick to condemn anything they don’t understand. Magic is like
electricity. You can use electricity to shock someone with a Taser weapon, or
you can use it to power life support. The electricity itself isn’t good or
bad—it’s how you apply it. It’s the same with magic.”


“Magic?”


He didn’t answer her at first. Instead, he said, “You said
there are things you’ve been able to do that seem ‘different’. Can you describe
them to me?”


She played with the wrapper as she looked out the window.
Her aunt’s voice rang in her ears. Witchcraft is the work of the Devil!
She shuddered. “It’s difficult for me to talk about.”


“Okay.” He thought for a moment. “Tell me about your
mother.”


Kimi’s throat tightened. “She’s dead.” She found it hard to
say, even after all these years.


His hand rested on hers. She looked down at it, trying to
control the rush of emotion that flooded through her whenever she thought about
her mother. 


“I’m sorry,” he said gently. He put his hand back on the
steering wheel. “How long ago?”


She looked across at him, surprised at his question. Usually
when she told people her mother had died, they got embarrassed and changed the
subject. She wasn’t used to talking about it. “She killed herself. When I was
eight.”


“Ah.” The answer didn’t seem to surprise him. “And your
dad?”


“He left us the year before she died. I grew up with my father’s
sister—my aunt and uncle.”


He nodded. “And they didn’t like your abilities?”


She gave a harsh laugh. “That’s the understatement of the
year.” She thought of the times they’d beaten her, locked her in her room, and
denied her food. He glanced across at her, and she let a smile touch her lips.
“Sometimes I’d do things to wind them up. Especially my uncle. I’d make things
move when he didn’t expect it. Just little things—ashtrays, salt pots, that
sort of thing. Or I’d set fire to stuff, make his newspaper burst into flames.”
She sighed. “At other times things happened when I couldn’t help it—usually
when I got angry. Mirrors would shatter, or books would fall out of the
shelves. Candles would leap really high. I was always good at fire. They
thought I’d attracted a poltergeist, some kind of weird teenage hormonal thing,
but it was just me, misdirecting energy I guess.”


“It’s very common among untrained witches,” he said. “Control
of energy is the first thing we teach. It can be very frightening, and
occasionally dangerous, when it’s uncontrolled.”


“Tell me about it.” She shifted in her seat. “I ran away,”
she admitted, surprised she was telling him. “I mean, I’d reached eighteen, old
enough to leave home, but I didn’t tell them where I was going. I was sick of
them punishing me for things I couldn’t control.”


He went quiet for a moment. He frowned, and she wasn’t sure
if he was annoyed with her, or at something she’d said. She looked out of the
window and waited for him to speak.


Eventually he cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Kimi. You’re
not the first person to be treated like that because of what you are, and you
won’t be the last. If it was up to me, it would be those sorts of bastards
who’d be burned at the stake.” He spoke vehemently, surprising her, as up until
then he’d seemed so affable. Then he cleared his throat again. “Did your mother
have any special abilities?”


Kimi glanced at him, then looked away. For the first time, a
smile touched her lips. “She used to help me do tricks. Make a candle burn
brighter. Calm a restless animal. She taught me about the herbs in the garden,
and about the phases of the moon.”


“But your father didn’t like that.”


“No. He hated it. They used to have terrible arguments, and
he demanded she stop, and that she stop teaching me. But she couldn’t, I don’t
think. She didn’t know how to stop. So he left her.”


He nodded. “Is that why she killed herself?”


“My aunt and uncle always told me it was because she
couldn’t cope with her abilities—that the Devil drove her to it, but I knew it
was never that. She loved the things she could do. But she loved my father too.
She was devastated when he left. She was…unstable, you know? She couldn’t cope
without him. That’s why she took her own life.” Kimi bit her lip, hard. Why had
she told him all that? She never talked about it, ever.


“And what happened to your talents when you began living
with your aunt and uncle?”


She looked at her hands. “They told me supernatural
abilities were sent by the Devil. They punished me if I did anything they saw
as freaky. But…I couldn’t stop. Like my mum, I didn’t know how to. I tried to
convince myself I was seeing things, that I was making it all up in my head.”
She glanced over at him. “I wasn’t, was I?”


His gaze left the road momentarily to meet hers. He smiled
then, suddenly, impishly, and shook his head. “Absolutely not.”






Chapter Three


Excitement surged through her, combined with bewilderment.
She’d tried to tell herself for years that her mother was mad, that she was
fooling herself. The thought that everything her mother had told her was true
made her inexplicably happy—and uncontrollably sad, at the same time.


“Can we stop?” she asked. “I need to…you know. Use the
bathroom.”


“Of course. There’s a service station in a mile or two.” He
remained quiet until the slip road appeared out of the gloom and then took the
exit, driving up to the brightly lit building and parking out the front.


He turned off the engine and moved to face her. She shrank
back against the car door, but when he reached to take her hand, she let him,
quietened by his gentle gaze.


“Kimi,” he said, “I’m really sorry I kidnapped you like I
did. It was a terrible liberty, and I’ll get into a lot of trouble for it.” He
didn’t explain with whom. Did he mean the police? “But I did it because I was
worried about your safety. There’s something following you, something that
wants you dead. I’m not saying this to frighten you, only to explain why I did
what I did. I want to protect you. I want to help you understand your
abilities, and to show you that you’re not evil, and in fact you’re a very
powerful witch. That’s why I’m taking you to Devon—you’ll be safe at The Crux.”


“The Crux?”


“It’s where I live. There are a lot more people like me
there.”


Her eyes widened. More tall, handsome men?


His lips twitched as if he’d read her mind. “More people
with the same powers you and I have.” 


She thought about his words. “Who’s following me? And why
does he want me dead?”


He studied her for a moment. “I’ll tell you more when we get
back in the car. But I want you to know that I’m here to keep you safe. I know
it’s a ridiculous thing to ask when I’ve kidnapped you, but I need you to trust
me.”


She met his gaze. His eyes were clear, honest. If he’d been
any other guy, she’d have been wrenching open the door and running a mile,
screaming blue murder. She took a deep breath. “The weird thing is, against all
my better instincts, I do trust you.” She pulled a face as he smiled. “I
think I’m suffering from that Oslo thingy.”


He grinned then. “You mean Stockholm Syndrome?”


“I knew it was a Scandinavian capital.”


He laughed and reached out a hand to touch her face. She met
his gaze as his fingers brushed her cheek, having a sudden, clear memory of his
lips on hers, his body pressed against her. He’d wanted her, even though he’d
forced himself to pull back. The thought made her glow.


“Come on,” he said, dropping his hand.


They went into the building and she visited the Ladies’.
When she came out the cubicle, she washed her hands and stood looking in the
mirror for a moment. Was she being crazy? Why should she trust a man who’d
taken her away against her will? And yet she couldn’t erase the pleasurable
feeling she had at the thought of him calling her ‘special’. For most of her
life, she’d been told she was wicked, evil. And here was someone who apparently
had similar abilities to her, and who knew about the strange otherworld she’d
sensed but never investigated. It frightened her, but it intrigued her, too.


She came out the toilets to see him waiting for her. He was
leaning against the opposite wall, looking to his right, and she paused for a
moment, taking the opportunity to study him properly for the first time in
decent lighting. He drew the gazes of most of the women walking past him,
although he didn’t seem to notice. Tall and muscular, with dark blond hair, he
made her heart thump, but there was something else about him that she couldn’t
put her finger on which attracted her, a restless energy that vibrated from
him, as if he was excited, full of the joy of life, raring to go. He turned to
look in her direction, and she caught her breath as their eyes met. For a
second he just stared at her, and a frisson of electricity ran down her spine.
Something shot between them, not as strong as in the club, but still sharp and
immediate, making her catch her breath. His eyes widened, and she knew he’d
felt it too.


Then he smiled, and the moment passed. She walked toward
him, tipping her head. “Are you waiting to make sure I don’t run?”


“Something like that.” Giving her an amused look, he turned
and picked up the cardboard carry tray from the ledge behind him that held two
takeaway cups. “Coffee?”


She took one. The cup warmed her hands, and she sipped it
with pleasure. “Thanks.”


“You’re welcome. So…you’re coming with me?”


“Do I have a choice?”


Up until then his eyes had been formal, even slightly
distant, but now they glinted mischievously. “No.”


Her heart rate increasing a little, she hid her own smile.
“I guess we’d better go then.”


They left the building. Halfway to the car, however, Damien
stopped dead, and she almost bumped into him.


“What…?” Her voice tailed off as a sliver of cold trailed
down her spine. She went still as a rock, noticing he’d done the same. A heavy
feeling of dread and fear lodged in her stomach. Instinctively, her hand crept
into his. “What is it?” she whispered.


He glanced at her, his fingers tightening. “Can you feel
it?”


“I feel cold…and frightened. But I don’t know why.”


He nodded grimly. “Follow me, quickly. Don’t stop until
we’re in the car.” He began to walk and then broke into a run, and Kimi followed
him, still holding his hand. When they reached the car and he pressed the
switch on his key, she left him to open the passenger door and slid inside,
slamming it quick. He did the same, thrusting the key into the ignition and
turning it quickly. Immediately he moved the gearstick into reverse, swinging
the car around before throwing it into first. Something skittered across the
tarmac in front of them, and Kimi gasped. Damien slammed his foot on the
accelerator, and the wheels spun briefly before the car shot forward. A black
figure flashed past Kimi’s window, and something sharp clattered on the glass,
like nails. She ducked instinctively, but the car had moved on, and they’d left
the creature—whatever it was—behind them.


He swore. “We shouldn’t have stopped. Sorry. I didn’t think
he’d find us this quick.”


Her heart pounded. “Who the hell was he?” She’d seen only a
flash of his face, but the sharp, rotten teeth had been enough to scare her
almost witless.


He sighed and checked in his mirror before easing the car
from the slip road onto the motorway. “Something you do not want to meet
on a dark night, believe me.”


She had no doubt now he’d been telling the truth and
something dangerous had been following her. She’d sensed it and had known
instinctively it wished her ill. But she still didn’t know what it was. “Okay,
so you could be describing anything from a giant spider to a politician. Will
you be straight with me?”


“You really want to know?”


“Yes.”


“It’s a vampire.”


She stared at him. “Now I know you’re kidding me.”


“I’m really not.”


“So is the entire cast of Buffy in town?”


“There’s just the one vampire,” he said, amused. “They sent
me to hunt it down, but when I realised who it was tracking I changed my
tactics and followed you instead.”


“So you’re, like, a vampire hunter then?” She managed to
sound only slightly sarcastic.


“That’s one of the things I do,” he said, not a hint of
irony in his voice.


“You really expect me to believe there are such…creatures?”
Even as she said the words, she thought about the face she’d seen at the window
and shivered. The face hadn’t been human. “Why does it want me?”


“If it killed you, it could feed off your personal energy.” 


“But why me? In particular?”


“I told you—you’re a very powerful witch. It can sense you.”
She stared at him, and he must have mistaken her scepticism for fear. “Don’t
worry. Now it has to get to you through me.”


“I’m not worried,” she said sharply. “I don’t need
protecting like some medieval damsel—I don’t need a knight in shining armour.”


“I don’t care. I’m not leaving your side till it’s dead.” He
glanced at her. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s my job—I train witches and
teach them how to protect themselves. You’re powerful enough to fight a dozen
vampires and not break a sweat—you just need to learn how. And until you do,
I’m not going anywhere, no matter how much you scowl at me.”


A shiver ran up her body from her spine to the roots of her
hair. Nobody had cared for her like this since her mother died. Her aunt and
uncle had always made her feel they looked after her out of duty, not
love—she’d never been under the impression when she ran away that they would be
anything other than relieved she’d gone. Damien’s protectiveness, as if he
cared for her when he’d only known her a few hours, puzzled her, and warmed her
right through.


She looked out of the window, noting from the signs that
they were in Devon now. “What happened to me tonight?” She remembered the
energy that had risen through her, and the way the sparks had jumped between
them.


“Let’s just get you home, shall we?” he said. “I don’t want
to freak you out any more than you’re already freaked.”


“And I already don’t believe anything you’ve said. I might
as well not believe this too.”


“Okay.” He sighed. “We’re all made of energy, right? Even
scientists agree every living thing consist of energy, with molecules vibrating
at incredible rates. Well, energy moves through us—we kind of conduct it. It
enters us through the crown of our head and flows through a series of channels,
a bit like blood vessels. Those of us who know how can learn to control the
flow and use it, like directing electricity to turn on the lights.”


“Or making a candle burn brighter?”


“Yes. That’s how it works.”


She nodded. “I’m not saying I believe you…but it makes
sense.” She could remember her mother telling her to imagine the rays of the
sun flowing down her arms. “So, assuming you’re telling the truth, why was it
so powerful tonight?”


“The energy always flows stronger during a full moon.”


She thought about that for a while. Then she said, “But
there’s a full moon every month. Why don’t I feel like that each time?”


He shrugged. “There are lots of reasons.”


“Like…”


“Finish your coffee. We’ll be there soon.”


“Will you stop brushing me off?” she snapped.


He raised an eyebrow, seemingly undaunted by having her
scold him. “Look, we’ve only just met, and I’ve already treated you pretty
appallingly tonight. I don’t want to embarrass you any further.”


“Well now you’ve got to tell me—you’ve built it up into this
big thing now, and I’m going to make it up in my head, so you might as well put
me out of my misery.”


“Oh for the love of…” He rolled his eyes. “Menstruation,
Kimi. Your menstrual cycle affects how the energy flows within you. If you’re
ovulating or you have your period, and it happened to coincide with the full
moon—that could have been why you felt the energy more.” He glanced across at
her. 


She blushed so hard for a moment she thought the surge—as
he’d called it—was coming back. She did have her period, but she wasn’t
about to tell him that. Why was she having this conversation with a man she’d
only just met?


She forced her discomfiture down, however, aware she had to
know more about what had happened that evening. There were too many unanswered
questions. “I… I don’t think that was it,” she stammered.


“What do you mean?”


How could she put into words what she’d felt? “It didn’t
come from inside me. It came from…I don’t know…the Earth or something. No, not
the Earth…it was like I could feel the energy from all the stars converging in
me…” Her voice trailed off as he glanced at her again. “That sounds stupid,”
she mumbled.


“No it doesn’t.” He sounded thoughtful.


She shivered. “I know it got stronger when I turned around
and saw you standing there.”


He laughed then. “That doesn’t mean it was anything to do
with me in particular.” 


“What do you mean?”


He gave her an exasperated look. “You really want me to
embarrass you again?”


“Go for it. I’m a big girl—I can cope.”


“Okay, you asked for it. For an untrained witch, it is very
easy to get the energy flow confused with sexual energy.”


“Oh.”


“Exactly. When you get a surge—that’s what we call a rise in
energy, like what happened to you tonight—it can feel like you’re…you know…hot.
Sexy. And having sex can dissipate excess energy. It’s all connected, but if I
trained you, you’d be able to distinguish between the two. You’d learn to
control the energy, and not let it control you.”


“So you’re saying that’s what happened tonight? I got
confused, misinterpreted the signs?”


“Well, not all of them,” he said with amusement, and she had
a sudden flash of his hips pressed to hers, his erection hard against her. “But
yes, that’s all it was—when I stood before you, because you’re untrained, you
mistook the energy for sexual interest and got carried away.”


“No, you’re wrong.” She frowned impatiently. “I’m not
completely ignorant. I’ve been out with guys. I know what it feels like to be
attracted to someone. But it was more than that.” She hesitated. She didn’t
have a clue what she was talking about, and she didn’t want to make a fool of
herself.


“Tell me,” he said. “I have a rule in my classes: no
question is too stupid to ask.”


“Clearly you haven’t had me in your lessons. I suck at
school.”


“None of us is born knowing, Kimi. And you wouldn’t be
bottom of my class—I can assure you. Tell me what you’re thinking.”


Perhaps it would be best to be bold and say it straight out.
“I don’t know,” she admitted, “I just feel we connected somehow. I know it
wouldn’t have been the same if anyone else in the world had stood before me at
that moment. It was like…something slipped into place, like a piece of a
puzzle, or two cogs interlinking. We were meant to meet tonight, and when we
did, something happened.” She stopped, flustered. She hadn’t even known what
she was going to say until the words came out, and now he was looking at her
strangely.


For a while, he said nothing, studying the road ahead of him.
His left hand steered the car, his right elbow leaning on the windowsill with
his fingers resting on his lips. What was he thinking? He seemed lost in
thought. She finished off her coffee, looking out of the window.


He signalled at the next slip road and came off the
motorway, heading east. 


“Where are we going again?” she asked.


“The Crux,” he said. “It’s the central coven in England,
like the headquarters, if you like. In a country estate on the outskirts of
Exeter.”


“Coven?”


“Are you going to freak out again?” he said. She could see
his amusement. She studied him for a moment, thinking how gorgeous he was,
remembering how he’d kissed her. He glanced across at her. “What?”


“Do you really think I’m a witch?” she asked.


“Yes.”


“Do you think my mother was one too?”


“Yes. Your local coven should have picked you both up. They
should have taught you how to control your abilities. I’m not sure why you
weren’t found.”


Kimi shrugged and looked at her hands. “Anyone who came
looking for me would have got very short shrift. And I guess my father would
have discouraged anyone from helping my mother.”


He nodded and took a side road off the main road, and the
scenery began to turn more rural, hedges replacing the rows of houses, the
roads growing narrower.


“Damien?”


“Yes?”


“Why can’t I see your wolf now?”


“He’s sitting right at your feet.” He smiled. “We can train
ourselves to ‘turn off’ our awareness to the otherworlds. We use what’s
sometimes called your third eye, here.” He gestured between his eyebrows. “We
call it the portal, and train ourselves to be able to open and close it at will
by touching it—that way we’re able to cut ourselves off, because we don’t want
to have the energy with us all the time, as you found out tonight.”


“That’s what you did to me.” She remembered the way he’d
touched her forehead, and how the energy had flowed from her into him. She
wanted to scoff at all this magic nonsense, but it was beginning to make sense.
“You closed mine, outside the club.”


“Yes. That’s why you can’t see Storm. But he’s there. If you
want, I’ll teach you how to open it.”


“Can you see him even with your portal shut?”


He glanced at her feet. “No, but I can sense him now, after
years of training. I know where he is at all times.” He gave the wolf a fond
smile. 


Kimi’s gaze lingered on his face. Did he have a girlfriend?
He must have—men as good looking as him didn’t tend to have trouble getting
laid. Did he smile that way when he looked at her, whoever she was?


He signalled and, with a start, she realised the car was
slowing down.


“Are we there?” she asked.


“Yes.” He turned left between two tall posts into a long,
tree-lined drive. Ahead of them a huge house glowed white in the light of the
full moon. “Welcome to The Crux.”






Chapter Four


Damien wound the car up the wide drive and smiled at the
look on Kimi’s face. “Not bad, is it?”


She stared at the house, obviously flabbergasted. “Jesus, you
didn’t tell me you lived at Hogwarts!”


 “Yu-huh. I bet this impresses the girls.”


“I wouldn’t know,” he said wryly. “It’s not the kind of
place you bring a date.”


She raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re kidding me. Why not?
It’d make you a guaranteed babe magnet.”


He gave her an exasperated look. “There’s more to life than
dating, Kimi.”


“Oh yeah, I forgot you’re a hundred and twelve.”


Ahead of them the road forked, curving either side of a
concrete mound out of which sprouted a post with a red box on top, illuminated
beneath a lamppost. He slowed the car and stopped it by the side of the box,
put the handbrake on and slid the gearstick into neutral, but left the engine
running. Only then did he turn in his seat and look at her.


She stuck her tongue out at him. “What?”


Her eyes glittered in the moonlight, and her skin looked
pale and smooth as china. She fascinated him, but he couldn’t put his finger on
why. His heart thumped louder than usual. He was acutely conscious of her
sitting there, her small breasts rising and falling quickly, her tongue
moistening her lips.


“Have I put my foot in it?” she asked. “Are you really a
hundred and twelve or something?”


“No… I really am only twenty-six, although I now feel a
hundred and twelve, thanks to you.”


“You started it.”


“Kimi…” He let out a deep breath slowly. “What is it about
you that’s driving me mad?”


“That would be my animal magnetism. My womanly wiles.”


A smile crept onto his face. “Yes, that must be it.” 


She studied him with her dark eyes. “You’re attracted to
me.” She looked surprised then, and embarrassed, as if she hadn’t meant to say
it.


He said nothing for a moment. It happened occasionally at
The Crux—one of the young trainee witches would get a crush on him, and he’d
have to put her down gently. He was used to it, handing them a tissue to mop up
their tears, comforting them kindly, in a completely non-sexual manner.


But Kimi was different. She was right—he was
attracted to her. His gaze lingered on where her nipples stood out against her
T-shirt. His blood thundered through his veins, and his trousers tightened as
his erection grew. That irritated him. What the hell was he doing?


“I’m not allowed to be attracted to witches,” he told her,
trying to tear his gaze away from her breasts.


“Not allowed?” she taunted him. “You don’t strike me as the
kind of guy who follows rules.” Her breathing had quickened.


Storm stirred by his legs, but Damien ignored him. His gaze
rested on her lips. Instinctively she moistened them with her tongue. He
inhaled, and her lips sparked as if she’d touched them to a battery. 


She jumped and pressed her fingers to her mouth. “I’m sorry,
I didn’t mean—”


“No, no, that was all me.” His voice was husky. Something
was drawing him to her, inexorable, strong as a powerful magnet. He took her
hand and moved it away from her mouth, then leaned forward in his seat. Sliding
his left arm behind her, he pulled her toward him and stopped when his lips
hovered a millimetre from hers. He could feel her trying to control her energy
flow, attempting to stop the surge. She was a fast learner, and powerful with
it. Pleased, he touched his lips to hers gently. Her mouth opened under his,
and in response he brushed his tongue against hers in a slow, sensual kiss.


She cupped his face with her hand, brushing the slight
stubble on his cheeks with her thumbs, and then slid her fingers into his hair.
Damien’s head spun. Again, Storm nudged his legs, but he told the wolf to go
away in his head. His aura was intermingling with hers, strands of desire
wrapping around them like fine gold thread, tightening, drawing them together.
He couldn’t have stopped kissing her if his life had depended on it.


His hand was on her thigh, and he moved it up to her
ribcage, brushing underneath her breast, above her thumping heart. 


At that moment, the full moon came out from behind a cloud.


Moonlight slanted across the car, silvery-white, charging
them with pure, unadulterated energy. He should have realised what it would do
to her, but he couldn’t stop himself. He brushed her nipple with his thumb and,
at that moment, she lost all resolve, all control. Energy thundered through
her, and she gasped as the car lit up with bright white light. Both the
headlights popped at the fron, and, above them, the lamppost brightened and
then cracked, spraying glass across the road.


He swore and pulled back. They stared at each other for a
moment. He was furious with himself. “That,” he said flatly, “is why there are
rules.”


Ignoring the tremble in her bottom lip, he turned in his
seat and revved the car, reassuring himself it hadn’t stalled, and then lowered
the window. Reaching out, he put the palm of his hand over a black circle
painted on top of the red box.


The fence shimmered in the darkness. He raised his window
again and drove on, too fast really considering they didn’t have any lights,
but anger forced his foot harder on the pedal. Damn it. He was so cross
with himself he wanted to bang his head on the steering wheel. She was only
twenty-one, and he’d cast a sleep spell over her, stuffed her in his car,
embarrassed the hell out of her, and now he’d kissed her. Usually his
self-control was made of iron. What had this little stick of dynamite done to
make him lose it?


Confused, he glanced across at her. She was looking out of
the window, jaw set, obviously angry, although he’d seen her lovely green eyes
glinting with tears before she’d turned away. He remembered what she’d said
earlier: It was like…something slipped into place. We were meant to meet
tonight, and when we did, something happened. The thought made him shiver.
The terrible thing was that he knew what she meant. He’d felt it too—the
sensation that their meeting was fated, unavoidable, as fixed in time as if it
were carved in stone. 


What did that mean? Was she a test—sent by the Gods to see
whether he truly could resist temptation? If so, it was the worst possible
thing that could have happened to him, especially now, with an invasion by the
forces of darkness hovering on the horizon. He took his oath to the Elders very
seriously, aware more than most of the dangers of being involved with another
person with magical powers. He believed with all his heart that the Gods had
put him on the Earth to lead others and train them in the use of their talents
so that the forces of light could continue to defend themselves against the
forces of darkness. He was their champion. So why had they brought Kimi to
tempt him?


They exited the avenue of trees and he drove around a
central mound in front of the house that sported a tall standing stone. He stopped
the car, parked, and turned off the engine.


They sat in the darkness, and he sighed heavily. He had to
put an end to this, now. 


He looked across at her. “I could never date you,” he said
eventually, trying to make light of it. “You’d cost me a fortune in light
bulbs.”


She glared at him, clearly too angry to smile. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, softening as he saw her wet cheeks. “I
shouldn’t have kissed you.”


“I’m tired,” she said flatly. “Can we go in now?”


He frowned with regret. He wanted to say something to make
her feel better, but there was nothing to say. He’d made a mistake, and he had
to live with her resentment. 


He nodded. “Come on. Let’s find you a room—you must be
shattered. You can meet everyone in the morning.”


 


Kimi got out of the car and wiped her face, glad to move
away from him. His kiss had shocked her. She’d pushed him into it, and pleasure
had surged through her when he’d succumbed. But then he’d apologised for it,
and her pleasure had faded. She’d seen his regret. It made her incredibly sad,
and that puzzled her. She’d only just met the guy. It was hardly the end of the
world if he blew her off.


Determined to act as if she didn’t care what he thought of
her, she gestured with her head toward the road. “What was it you did back
there, with the red box? I thought I saw some kind of shimmery thing, but there
was no fence.”


“It’s a magical barrier. Nothing supernatural can get in or
out without disabling it. You’ll be safe here.”


As they walked up the wide steps to the front door, she realised
she didn’t have anything with her, no overnight case, no clothes, no make-up,
not even a toothbrush.


“There are quite a few young women here—they’ll lend you
anything you need,” he said.


“What are you a mind reader now?”


“You’re twenty-one and you’re female—I’d worry if you weren’t
thinking about clothes and make-up.” He held the door open for her. “Come on,
little Miss Secret.”


She slipped past him, then gasped as she found herself in a
huge, high-ceilinged entry hall, with a white marble floor and a large
chandelier hanging in the middle. Around it spiralled a wide central staircase.


“Oh my God,” she said. “This is like Buckingham Palace. Are
we going to meet the Queen?”


He smiled. “Come on. I’ll take you to a room.” He walked
toward the staircase. She followed him, her heels tapping on the marble steps.


“What is this place?” she whispered.


“A Grade I listed building. We look after it for the head of
the National Trust.”


“Don’t tell me, she’s a witch?”


“Yes. Many witches work in museums and stately homes. They
have a natural connection with historical places.” He spoke as if it was the
most natural thing in the world. “Just along here.”


They’d reached the top of the staircase and walked west
along a corridor that ran the width of the house. He stopped by one that bore
the number eleven. 


“Ella’s always up late,” he said, and knocked on the door.


“Yes?” asked a voice from inside.


He opened it slightly. “It’s Damien. Can I come in?”


“Yes, of course.”


He pushed the door open and went in. Kimi followed him nervously.


The room was large and beautifully decorated. Kimi had never
been in a bedroom like it. It had a sofa and two chairs as well as two large
double beds, and to the right was a fantastic marble bathroom.


The young woman, who sat curled in one of the chairs
reading, now unfurled herself and got to her feet, coming over to them. “Hi, Damien.”


“Hey, Ella.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I knew you’d be
up.”


“Sleeping’s a waste of time—too much work to do,” she said
wryly. She was beautiful—slim, blonde, and curvy, maybe a couple of years older
than Kimi, and Kimi felt a surge of jealousy, which she curbed quickly in case
it blew the lights out again. 


Ella looked past Damien at Kimi and smiled. It was a
pleasant, friendly smile, and guilt flooded Kimi at her mean thoughts.


“This is your renegade witch, is it?” Ella asked.


“Yep,” he said. “Found her—just in time though. Bastard vamp
tracked us all the way to Sedgemoor—took me by surprise. Ella, I need to go and
see the Elders, are they still up?”


“I’d imagine so, taking brandy in the library,” she said in
a plummy voice.


“With the lead piping?” Kimi said, and they both laughed.


“I know, I keep expecting Colonel Mustard to turn up,” said
Ella. She made a shooing motion with her hands at Damien. “Go on, I’ll look after
her. You go and kiss ass downstairs.”


He hesitated, looking at Kimi. “Are you going to be all
right?”


“I guess.” 


He met her gaze for a moment, then looked across at Ella,
who raised an eyebrow. He smiled at them both. “Okay, I’ll see you in the morning.”



Kimi watched him go and let out the breath she’d been
holding, feeling strangely forlorn. 


Ella caught her hand, though, and gave it a squeeze. “You
okay? You want a cup of hot chocolate?”


“Sure,” Kimi said awkwardly. She perched on the edge of one
of the chairs as Ella went over to a kettle on a table in the corner and set up
two mugs, spooning powder into them from a jar. Kimi had heard exclusive hotels
had rooms like this, but she’d never seen one.


“So he found you then?” Ella perched on the edge of the sofa
as she waited for the kettle to boil. “I heard he was surprised to find an
untrained witch on the loose.” She tipped her head. “You don’t belong to a
coven?”


“No. I don’t know anything about any of this stuff.”


Ella smiled. “It’s a good job he found you then. That’s a
particularly nasty vampire you’ve got after you.”


“Oh.” Kimi swallowed. “I didn’t know I was being followed.”


“Oh you wouldn’t have seen it—they’re sneaky bastards—they
live in the shadows. Usually Damien can catch them in hours, but this one must
have been particularly powerful to evade him for so long. But you were safe as
soon as Damien spotted you. He’d go through fire to save his witches.”


Kimi shivered. The phrase seemed so possessive. His
witches, as if they belonged to him. Christ, it sounded like he had a
harem. Was she to be added to his collection now? “You’re one as well?” she
asked.


“Everyone here has some kind of magical power.”


Kimi was wary and fascinated in equal measure. It was
strange after having to cope alone for so long to think there were others with
similar abilities. “What can you do?”


“Oh usual stuff. I’m only a level two. Basic spellcasting,
although it doesn’t always work for me. Damien’s been training me in
telekinesis, you know, moving stuff with your mind.” She looked around her and
picked up a pen lying on the table, then rested it on her palm. “Watch.” She
concentrated for a moment. 


The pen shivered, then rose in the air about half an inch
before falling back onto Ella’s hand. Kimi exclaimed, “Jesus.”


Ella laughed. “If that impresses you, you’re in for a treat
when Damien shows you what he can do.” She put the pen down and studied Kimi
curiously. “What about you? You must be something special for him to bring you
here.”


“I don’t know,” Kimi said honestly, still shaken by the
levitating pen. “I’ve got no idea what I can do.”


“Well, you must be at least level two. They only bring two
and above to The Crux.”


“Why?” Kimi asked. “What happens here?”


“Well, training obviously. And now they’re preparing for an
invasion from the forces of darkness.”


Kimi swallowed, thinking of the thing that had clattered on
the window, its face all sharp, rotten teeth. “An invasion?”


“Well demons—vampires and stuff—are always trying to find a
way to break through the veil—that’s the barrier between us and the
otherworlds. Occasionally they’re successful, like the vampire that was after
you. It’s our job to try and stop them, and to find and destroy them when they
do break through. Without the general public knowing, of course.”


“Do they come through one at a time?”


“Usually. But the Elders think the forces of darkness are
gathering for a full invasion. We’re all training madly to try and get ready
for it.”


She didn’t look insane, Kimi thought. Like Damien, Ella
spoke about these things as if they were perfectly normal. Was it some kind of
mass hysteria, or was all this stuff really true? She thought about the
vampire, and the way Damien had dispersed the energy that had flowed through
her. Throughout her life, she’d tried so hard to deny the things she’d seen.
Perhaps it was about time she started letting herself believe. 


“Where’s Damien gone?” she asked. “Who are the Elders?”


“The other four—two guys and two women—who run The Crux with
him.”


Kimi blinked. “Damien runs this place?”


Ella laughed. “Yes, didn’t he tell you?”


“He told me he was a teacher—that he trains witches.”


“Well yes, he does that as well.” 


Kimi frowned. “So what makes him one of the Elders then? Is
he a powerful witch too?”


Ella gave her a curious look. “He really didn’t tell you?”


“Um, no.”


“Damien’s a Midnight Shaman.” 






Chapter Five


Ella got up to make the hot chocolate as the kettle boiled.


Kimi blinked. “A what?”


“A Midnight Shaman,” Ella repeated, pouring the boiling
water into the cups. She stirred them vigorously before bringing one over to
Kimi. Then she curled up in the chair next to Kimi’s.


“Is that the name for a male witch?” Kimi asked.


“No, they’re warlocks,” Ella said. “Shamans are something
else entirely. I mean they can still do magic and stuff, but they’re much more
than that.”


“So what can they do that’s different to us?” Why hadn’t she
guessed he was something special, not just a grunt doing somebody else’s
bidding?


“There are more witches and warlocks than shamans,” Ella
said, “but shamans are more spiritual. We all have animal spirit guides, but
only shamans can communicate with them. The guides help them cross over to the
otherworlds, and they can speak to the Higher Powers.”


Kimi’s head was buzzing. “So what’s a Midnight Shaman then?”


Ella sipped her hot chocolate. “There are only two in
England, as far as I know, and they both live here at The Crux. Anyone who can
do magic specialises in one branch—be it nature, water, fire, metal, that sort
of thing. But Midnight Shamans have much greater control over energy—they are
skilled channellers and great healers, and can cast magic in any form. They
even have control over time, hence the term Midnight. They are very,
very powerful. ”


Kimi shivered, remembering the way Damien had put his hand
on her shoulder and taken away the pain. Of course he was exceptional.
She should have known. She felt stupid and breathless with wonder at the same
time. It was like being told the man who brought your pizza to the door was the
President of the United States.


Ella was watching her as she sipped her drink. “What
happened between you two?” she asked curiously.


Kimi studied her, suddenly wary. “Are you his girlfriend?”


Ella burst out laughing. “Good lord, no. Dating is strictly
forbidden at The Crux. It’s really dangerous, Kimi—the first thing they teach
is not to be blasé about our powers. Even us level two witches wield a
frightening amount of energy.” She shifted in her seat. “It’s all about
channelling, you see? Did Damien tell you about that?”


“A little.”


“Well the more you practice doing it, the better you get.
Level fives like Damien and the other Elders can channel energy from out
there—” She waved a hand in the air vaguely “—through themselves to the Earth,
without letting any leak out.”


“Leak out?”


“There’s an energy channel running down the centre of your
body like a river, parallel to your spine. It’s controlled by seven chakras, at
various points along your body.” She counted to seven, touching her hand to the
crown of her head, her forehead, her throat, her heart, the base of her ribs,
her stomach, and finally pointing between her legs with a grin. “These chakras
are gates which control the energy flow down smaller channels like sluices to
various parts of your body. They can be open—for example when you need energy
in your hands for healing. Or they can be closed, in which case all the energy
flows through to the earth. It takes an immense amount of skill to be able to
channel all the energy to the base chakra without letting any ‘leak out’ to
other parts of the body.”


“And that’s why witches can’t date each other?” 


“Yes. It’s just dangerous. Like touching two live wires.”
She moved forward in her seat and held up her hand. “Come here—I’ll show you.”


Kimi stared at her, then leaned forward, hand raised. Ella touched
their fingertips together. There was a visible crack, and the space around
their hands lit up with orange sparks.


“Shit.” Ella jumped back. “Wow, that’s impressive.”


Kimi withdrew her hand, shocked at what happened, even
though she’d seen it when she touched Damien. “Sorry—was that my fault?”


Ella laughed. “It was a bigger reaction than I’d expected.
Usually we just get a slight tingling feeling. It’s not surprising, though, if
you’ve never been trained. You’ll be bleeding energy all over the place. That’s
how the vampire would have tracked you.” She sat back and picked up her mug
again. “The energy is so unpredictable. In fact, it’s one reason the Elders
have to take an oath never to get involved with any of their students.”


Kimi curled up again. “What sort of oath?”


“A magical one. It makes the Elders take their
responsibilities seriously. It’s all about balance, see? If they break their
oath with a student and cause a disparity in the flow of energy in the world,
the universe demands payment in return—they have to sacrifice their powers. And
because no witch or warlock or shaman wants to be without their powers, it
keeps them on the straight and narrow.” Her eyes were mischievous. “He is very
sexy though.”


Kimi blushed and laughed. “Yes.” And knowing how powerful he
was didn’t exactly turn her off. 


Ella grinned, then sighed. “Seriously, sweetie—admire him,
flirt with him, but don’t fall for him. Although it’s useless to say that,
because everyone does. But you won’t get anywhere, believe me. You’ll only end
up with a broken heart, and you won’t be the first. He takes his oath very
seriously. His self-control is amazing—he spends all day, every day with
gaggles of young women, often on a one-to-one basis, and I’ve never known him
to give in, not once.” 


Kimi had a flash of memory of Damien crushing her to him
outside the club, of him lowering his lips to hers in the car, his eyes dark
with passion. Not once?


“So he doesn’t date at all?” she asked.


“Only ordinary girls, non-magic ones, you know.”


“Does he have a girlfriend at the moment?”


Ella shrugged. “He keeps his private life, well, you know,
private. But I can’t imagine he hasn’t. Can you?”


Kimi sipped her drink, saying nothing. She thought about
what Ella had told her about him being a Midnight Shaman. If he really was
incredibly powerful, and if she really was a powerful witch, it would explain
what had happened between them. It would also explain why he was wary of
getting involved with her.


“You said there were two Midnight Shamans here,” she said,
trying to distract herself from the memory of him brushing her nipple with his
fingers. “Who’s the other one?”


“Damien’s father, Robert Stone. He’s one of the Elders too.”


Kimi’s eyes widened. “His father?”


“Yes—I guess it runs in the family. He’s probably a bit more
powerful than Damien, but only just. It’s a close thing.”


“Are they alike?”


“Well you can tell Robert’s his dad physically. But he’s not
as nice.” She pulled a face.


“You don’t like him?”


“He’s quite arrogant, and he can be cruel when he’s training,
you know, not very sympathetic if you get tired and stuff. Unlike Damien, who’s
always thoughtful, always considerate.” Ella saw the look on Kimi’s face and
laughed. “I can see what you’re thinking and no, he’s not perfect! He’s very
patient, but he does have quite a temper. He clashes a lot with his dad. They
don’t get on very well. They yell a lot at each other—things are always getting
broken round here, doors slamming. You get used to it.”


Kimi sipped her drink again. “What about his mum? Is she
here too?”


Ella leaned forward conspiratorially. “Ah, well, there’s the
story, you see. Serena and Robert never married. She was a witch here, a
powerful one, and she fell for Robert. He’d already taken his oath, but I guess
they thought she was in control of her energy enough to be able to get away
with having a relationship. If she’d channelled a hundred percent, no one would
ever have found out. But just after Damien was born, something went wrong, and
they were found out.”


“But Robert didn’t have to give up his powers as a result?”


Ella gave her a wry look. “No. Serena offered to give hers
up instead.”


“And he said yes?”


“Yep.”


Kimi mulled over that news. “What happened after that?”


“I guess that although Serena made the offer, she never
expected Robert to take it. They split up shortly after. I think that’s the
main reason why Damien doesn’t get on with his Dad—he thinks his father should
never have let her make that sacrifice for him. She lives in Exeter now—she
never married. Damien goes and sees her a lot.” Ella yawned. “It’s getting
quite late. Do you want to go to bed?”


“I’m not really tired yet.”


“Do you mind if I do? I’ve been working hard today, and I’m
starting to fall asleep on my feet.”


“Of course not.”


“You can read or whatever. You won’t keep me awake.” She
yawned again, got up, and went into the bathroom. A few minutes later she came
out again in her pyjamas, her blonde hair brushed to a shine. She climbed into
the right-hand bed. “Nice to meet you, Kimi.”


“You too. Sleep well.”


Ella turned over. Within minutes, her breathing deepened and
she was asleep.


Kimi moved onto the sofa and stretched out. Her mind was
buzzing too much for her to doze off. Just hours before, she’d never heard of
The Crux, or Damien. She’d thought herself a freak, evil, even. She’d tried to
ignore the truth of what she was.


It was still difficult to take it all in, but so much of
what they’d said made sense, it was becoming harder for her to maintain her
scepticism. It was as if she’d spent her life chained in a cell, and now
someone had opened the door and there was a whole world out there for her. It
was scary, but it was also exciting, too.


How lucky that Damien had found her. He’d been following
her, tracking her like a wolf, like his spirit guide. Even the word ‘tracking’ was
feral, making her think of something untamed, wild. She was shocked that he was
incredibly powerful, but not surprised.


I’ve never known him to give in, not once, Ella had
said.


Kimi touched her fingers to her lips. There’s a first
time for everything.


She wondered what he was saying to the Elders downstairs
about her. Suddenly, she was desperate to know.


She didn’t dare go down in person. But there was another way
she could eavesdrop.


Ever since she was a child, Kimi had dreamed she could leave
her body and travel as a spirit. When she was younger, it had happened
naturally, and it had sometimes scared her, but as she’d grown older, she’d
been able to control it more and plan where she wanted to go. She’d always
forced herself to accept she was dreaming, even though sometimes she overheard
conversations and found out information she couldn’t otherwise have known. Now
she began to wonder whether she truly had been asleep, or if in fact she had
been moving outside her physical body.


She lay on the sofa and calmed her breathing, placing one
hand over her heart, one on her stomach. Nobody had taught her this—it was pure
instinct, always had been. Gradually she relaxed. Her breathing became slow and
regular. She concentrated on the rise and fall of her chest, the in and out of
her breath.


After a few minutes she sat up, turned, and pushed herself
to her feet. She looked back at the sofa, seeing her physical body lying there,
eyes closed, to all intents and purposes asleep. Her heart pounded with excitement.
She walked soundlessly across the room, then passed easily through the door
onto the landing outside.


She walked down the marble staircase. This time her feet
made no sound on the stairs and she glided rather than walked. At the bottom,
she followed the light shining from a room across the other side of the large
foyer. 


At the door, she paused. Would any of them be able to sense
her? She would have to risk it. What would be the worst they would do anyway?
Send her back to London?


She walked into the room. It was the library, she realised
immediately, seeing the walls lined with bookshelves, the comfortable leather
armchairs, the patterned rugs. This really looked like something out of Cluedo.
She wouldn’t be surprised if there was a secret passage to the billiard room
somewhere behind the shelves.


There were five people in the room, three men, two women.
Three of them were sitting down, drinking. One man was standing, his back to
the fireplace, holding a glass of an amber-coloured liquid. Kimi knew instantly
it must be Robert, Damien’s father. They had the same strong features, the same
height and build, though Robert’s hair was grey and slightly longer than Damien’s,
and his expression showed a cynicism and hardness not yet apparent in his
son’s.


Damien stood not far from her, pouring himself a glass of
whisky from a dark green bottle. She caught her breath, wondering if he would
sense her presence, but he put a couple of cubes of ice in the glass and turned
away, and she realised he had no idea she was there. His hair was damp and he’d
changed his clothes. He was wearing a light blue polo shirt over another pair
of jeans. 


He must have had a shower and only just come down. He looked
younger, and as gorgeous in blue as he did in black. She followed him as he
walked over to one of the armchairs and sat, sipping his whisky.


“Good of you to join us,” Robert said, his voice holding
more than a hint of sarcasm.


“I’m sorry,” Damien said evenly. “I needed to freshen
up—I’ve had a busy day.”


“So I understand. She led you a right merry song and dance,
from what I hear, which I find very interesting.” Robert, one hand tucked in
his jeans pocket, indicated with the hand holding the glass that he was tired
of waiting. “Come on then. Tell us what’s so special about this witch of
yours.”






Chapter Six


Though she was in spirit form, Kimi still found herself
holding her breath. What was Damien going to say about her? She watched him sip
his whisky. He sat back in the chair, one ankle resting on the other knee, and
appeared relaxed. Storm sat by his feet, however, alert and watchful, and she
got the impression Damien wasn’t as calm as he seemed.


“What do you want to know?” he asked.


“Are you being purposefully dense?”


The other man in the room held up his hand. “All right, Robert.”
He was quite a bit older, with a shock of white hair and a white beard, but his
face was more gentle and his voice diplomatic. She got the feeling he was used
to stepping between the two Stone men. “I know you’re defensive of your
witches, Damien, most times rightly so, but no need to be in this case. We only
want to know a bit about her. She sounds interesting. We all know you’re the
best hunter at The Crux—she must be quite something to have eluded you for a
few days.”


Damien swirled the whisky in his glass, cooling it on the
ice cubes. “She is.” He took a large swallow of the drink. “She’s a psychic
savant.”


They all gasped. Kimi stared at him, perplexed. She’d only
heard of the word in an autistic sense, to describe a person with an
extraordinary ability or expertise, such as an amazing musical skill.


The white-haired man frowned. “That’s unlikely. We’ve not
had any documented for over a hundred years. How can you be sure?”


“Max, she opened my portal remotely.”


Max stared, Robert coughed into his drink, and both women
covered their mouths with their hands. “You’re joking,” Max said.


“Nope.”


Kimi wasn’t sure to what he was referring. Was it that
moment in the nightclub when the energy had shot from her into him? She hadn’t
done it intentionally, and she’d had no idea what she’d done. But clearly, they
thought it unusual.


The younger of the two women, slightly plump and with dyed
red hair, leaned forward intently. “It could have been a trick, a coincidence,
a weak moment on your part…”


Damien gave her a look that suggested he wasn’t impressed
with her insinuation that he was capable of weak moments. “It wasn’t a trick,”
he said firmly. “And it wasn’t just that. She can see Storm.”


“Good grief,” said the other woman, a slim lady with grey
hair in a bun and glasses. “You’re sure?”


“She mentioned him before I did.”


“Gods, that’s amazing. I think you must be right about her.”


Robert shook his head, exasperated. “Margaret, come on—he
must be mistaken. I’ve never known anyone be able to see another’s spirit guide
without being introduced. Clearly he’s confused and misread the signs.”


“I’m not mistaken!” Damien snapped. He stood and walked over
to the drinks cabinet and poured more whisky into his glass. Kimi could see he
was trying to calm himself. Being in control of his feelings was very important
to him, she thought. She supposed it made sense if he was indeed as powerful as
Ella had suggested—kind of like trying to insulate oneself against a thousand
voltage power supply.


Kimi glanced down at Storm, who looked over at her and
licked his nose. She smiled wryly. Damien wasn’t mistaken. The wolf was as
clear to her as if he were physically in the room.


When Damien turned back to the others, he seemed calmer and
leaned casually against the cabinet. “Look, I know I’m right. I could sense her
a mile away. Her aura was twice as big as everyone else’s in the club. And she
had the gold pulse—now I know I’m not wrong in thinking that’s unusual.” All of
them, except for Robert, shook their heads. Damien sighed, or was it a shiver?
“She was channelling like you wouldn’t believe. Everyone in the club was aware
of her. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


Kimi shivered. Was he really talking about her? He sounded
in awe.


“Then you’re mistaken in thinking she’s a natural,” Robert
sat flatly. “She must be privately trained, maybe even in another country.”


“No.” Damien stared at his father. “She doesn’t have a clue
how powerful she is. She doesn’t know anything about the Craft. She didn’t even
know what a portal was. She blew all the lights in the nightclub and had no
idea why.”


The two men studied each other. Kimi remembered what Ella
had said: He clashes a lot with his dad. They don’t get on very well. She
could see what Ella had meant. Ella had said Robert was slightly more powerful
than Damien, but only just. Was that the issue here? Damien was younger, still
developing his powers—was his father jealous? Afraid Damien would overtake him?


Max cleared his throat. “What’s her name by the way?”


“Kimi,” said Damien, finally tearing his eyes away from his
father. He let out a deep breath. “She’s only twenty-one.”


“And what level do you think she is?”


“At least four. Maybe even a five, with training.”


Kimi’s eyes widened. Five? The same as him and the other
Elders? She was so shocked she gasped, then clapped her hand over her mouth
before remembering nobody could hear her.


Max leaned back in his chair, exhaling with surprise. “Well,
I think you did the right thing in bringing her here. At least we can protect
her.”


“Did she come here willingly?” Margaret asked.


Damien opened his mouth, hesitated, glanced across at them,
then had the grace to grin ruefully.


Robert rolled his eyes. “Oh good grief. You kidnapped her?”


“What was I supposed to do? She tried to run away from me.
And don’t forget the vampire’s still out there. She’s so unaware of what she
is, she’s virtually broadcasting herself to him—she has no self-control, no way
of reining in her power. She was in terrible danger. My job’s to protect
witches, not to let them hand themselves to vampires on a plate.”


“And you left the vampire out there? Alone? Amongst a city
of innocents?”


“I’ll find him,” Damien said through gritted teeth. “I’ll
leave tomorrow.” 


“And what do you think this witch will do when she wakes
up?” Robert asked. “Is she going to take to her heels at the first
opportunity?”


Damien shrugged. “I told her that her life depended on
coming here. I want to explain fully the dangers in being out there on her own,
without a coven. And she has no family in London, as far as I know. I like to
think she’ll stay here and help us.” He frowned. Kimi wondered if he was
thinking about how he’d kissed her.


“You must do your best to convince her,” said the other,
plumper, red-haired woman. “If she really is as powerful as you say, we’ll need
her when the invasion comes.”


Damien said nothing, taking a sip from his drink. She
studied him as the others continued talking, thinking how incredibly sexy he
was. His power was a huge turn on, but that wasn’t the only thing that made him
so attractive to her. She looked at his arms, the spiral tattoo on his left
arm, the way his blue polo shirt stretched across his muscular chest, and his
short dark blond hair. She knew what it felt like under her fingers. 


He took another large mouthful from the glass and leaned his
mouth on the back of his hand as he swallowed, wincing. Clearly, he hadn’t
added any water to it. His right hand bore a single ring, and she remembered
the way it had rested on her thigh, sliding up her waist to her ribcage.


At that moment, he took another sip from the whisky, right
as she thought about his mouth closing over hers. A small but bright spark
jumped from the glass onto his lips. He moved the glass an inch away, startled.
He stared at it as Kimi stood terrified he would realise she was there. He
glanced around, looking over at the doorway. Seeing nothing, a slight frown
marring his forehead, he turned his attention back to the conversation.


Kimi let out a long, shaky, spiritual breath. Storm looked
over at her as she did so. He could obviously see her. She stuck her tongue out
at him, and his tail wagged.


“So we’ll leave it to you, Damien,” Max was saying. “You
need to convince her to stay, and train her to control her powers.”


Damien put down his drink. “Actually, I’d rather one of you
took over her training.”


Kimi felt as if he’d punched her in the stomach. He didn’t
want to train her?


The red-haired woman frowned. “What are you talking about?
You train all the new witches.”


“Not this one, Rose, please. I’d really rather not. I’ve got
enough to do getting everyone ready for the invasion—I haven’t got time to
start with a newbie. She’s completely raw—she needs to start with the basics.
If the invasion comes before Halloween as we are suspecting, she won’t be
trained in time anyway. I don’t want to waste precious time on such a
beginner.” He sounded impatient.


Kimi’s cheeks flushed with humiliation. He thought her
powerful, but that didn’t mean he found her interesting enough to want to
devote time to her. The kiss had meant nothing. She’d been an interesting
diversion—he’d just been trying to teach her a lesson. Cold-hearted bastard.
Anyway, they were all presuming she would stay and help with the invasion. Why
should she? What was she going to get out of it?


Her concentration faded and the scene before her flickered,
then before she could do anything about it, she was back in her body and sat up
with a jolt. Ella was asleep in bed, and the room was quiet. Kimi hugged her
knees and rested her head on them. What was she doing here? She’d been whatever
the magical word for ‘drugged’ was, packed into a car and kidnapped, and she’d
tried to convince herself her kidnapper was someone who felt something for her.
How ridiculous. The whole thing was ridiculous. She didn’t belong there.


She got to her feet, picked up her shoes, and went to the
door. She couldn’t stay there another minute. She let herself out of the room
quietly and crept down the marble staircase, her bare feet as soundless as her
spirit self had been. The front door squeaked slightly and she winced, but no
alarms went off and nobody came rushing out. She slipped out and pulled it shut
behind her.


Luckily, the sky was clear and the full moon hung like a
Christmas bauble in the darkness, lighting the park before her like something
out of a black and white movie. A tear ran down her cheek, but she wiped it
away furiously. She was not going to cry over him.


Slipping on her shoes, she ran down the steps, disappearing
into the trees at the bottom.


 


Damien was only half listening to the conversation going on
between the Elders. He couldn’t see Storm at that moment, but he could sense
his movements and knew the wolf had wandered over to the door. He looked
around, distracted, remembering the spark on his lips, but the others were too
intent on the conversation to allow him time to reflect on it.


“What is it, Damien?” Margaret was asking. “What’s bothering
you about Kimi?”


He looked back, seeing them all watching him, and turned
away to pour himself another whisky. I shouldn’t drink any more. He’d
already had enough. Too much alcohol blurred his sharp senses. But the evening
had unsettled him, and he felt in need of something to calm himself.


He turned back, glass in hand. Margaret looked curious, Rose
suspicious, Max was interested, and his father just frowned, as usual. He
looked at the amber liquid shining on the ice cubes, but in his mind’s eye, he
was seeing Kimi with her curtain of shining black hair and bright green eyes.
He could picture the way she’d danced so sensuously at the nightclub, and how
he’d felt when her aura pulsed gold over him.


Was it just her raw power that had affected him so badly? He
didn’t know. He’d told the truth when he’d said he’d never had trouble before.
How many witches had he trained? It was in the hundreds, easily, almost all
women, and often younger than himself. Mostly he taught in classrooms, but
sometimes he would train them one-to-one if they were having trouble learning
to control their power. Alone with a witch…what could be more of a turn on, if
he let himself? Two people in an intimate setting, talking about controlling
sexual energies… 


Damien could have had all the fun in the world, if he’d
wanted. Women of all kinds came through The Crux—beautiful, sexy, funny,
naughty, slender, voluptuous… He loved women, and could find something
attractive about all of them. And he wasn’t stupid—he knew there was more than
one trainee who’d fallen for him. But he’d never encouraged it, and had never
been tempted to give in and break his oath to the Elders, not once. He’d never
even dated someone with magical power. Retaining his own powers was too
important to him—that and the honour of the young women who came into his care
often innocent and naive. It sounded pretentious and affected, but it was the
truth. He did see himself as their protector. He felt very possessive toward
them all—they were his witches, and he’d never done anything to ruin
that relationship. He didn’t need to—he had enough contact with non-witch girls
in town not to have to worry about it.


But now? Why had Kimi affected him so that night? He thought
of the way he’d pulled her toward him when she kissed him, how he’d grown hard
as he pressed himself against her. Since the age of thirteen, he’d had
extensive training to learn to separate his growing teenage-boy ever-present
lustfulness from his shamanic powers. It had not been easy, and it had taken
years of concentration and frustration to refine. All the Elders had gone to
great lengths to ensure he was perfectly in command of his feelings. They
wouldn’t let him be alone with the young women if they didn’t trust him to
control himself. So how in Herne’s name had he given in tonight?


It must be something to do with the way her power had
affected him. She’d blasted him with that surge of energy, and he’d had to
drain a phenomenal amount of power from her at the end. Surely, that was why
he’d felt such a strong attraction to her?


But he knew he was kidding himself. The man in him, as well
as the shaman, had been extremely attracted to Kimi. There was something about
her—she was so tiny and slim, she seemed almost fragile, and yet she was very
much a woman… 


He swirled the whisky in his glass. She was only twenty-one,
still a virgin, and even though she was a psychic savant—a completely natural
witch with advanced natural abilities, she still needed guidance in how to
control the energies flooding through her. The last thing she needed was a
shaman coming onto her. How could he have lost control like that?


He remembered Kimi’s comment about their meeting being
pre-ordained, and frowned. He didn’t want this complication. He didn’t like
losing control. Everything about his life depended on him retaining that
control. Kimi was powerful, but she was nothing special. She’d been wrong—there
was nothing fateful about their meeting. Her sexy little ass had turned him on
when she was dancing, that was all.


He suddenly realised everyone was still waiting for him to
answer Margaret’s question. She was watching him, frowning. He gave her a
smile. He didn’t want to worry her—he respected Margaret above all the others
there—even his father. Especially above his father.


He cleared his throat. “I just think it would be better if
someone else mentored her.” He sipped his whisky as they continued to stare at
him. 


“Spit it out,” said Rose, amused.


“She’s very powerful,” he said softly. “And very young. It…might
be safer.”


Max raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding me? After all the
women you’ve trained? Has one of them finally got through your iron
self-control?”


“Don’t mock me, Max.”


The older man smiled. “I’m not. You know we’re all impressed
with how you conduct yourself at The Crux. Your behaviour is exemplary, always
has been. But if she really is as powerful as you say, we won’t be able to help
her. You are the only one here capable of controlling her.”


“Not the only one,” said Robert. Damien looked across at his
father. Robert looked amused. “I’ll train her—I’ll keep the little witch in
line.”


Damien bristled. “No,” he said before he could stop himself.


Robert raised an eyebrow, humour fading. “I beg your
pardon?”


Damien finished off his drink and left the glass on the
table. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ll do it.”


Robert gave a cynical laugh. “I don’t think so, not if
there’s a chance you can’t keep your dick in your pants.”


“Robert!” scolded Margaret. Rose hid a smile behind her
hand. Max rolled his eyes. 


Damien studied his father, carefully erasing any sign of
emotion from his face. “I found her, I’m in charge of training at The Crux—I’ll
do it.” 


“You just said—”


“I said I’m concerned she has latent abilities we don’t even
know about. She may turn out to be more powerful than you or me. What would you
say then?”


“More powerful than you, maybe,” said Robert, finishing off
his own drink. “I doubt she’d be more powerful than me.”


“Pride comes before a fall, Dad,” said Damien. “There’s
always somebody more powerful than ourselves and we have to remember that.”


Robert dismissed the words with a wave of his hand.
“Whatever. Do what you like. Just remember what happens if you disobey the
rules.”


“How could I forget?” Damien said softly. 


Robert stared at him, unmoving. Between them, the air
crackled gently, full of static. “What did you just say?”


Damien felt Storm circle around his legs in warning, but the
drink had gone to his head and suddenly he didn’t care. “You heard me.”


Robert studied him, his eyes half-lidded. “Well, well, she’s
really got to you, hasn’t she?”


“This has nothing to do with Kimi.”


“This has everything to do with her.” Robert stepped closer.
“I’m just trying to protect you, son.”


“Like hell you are—trying to cover your own back and look
after your reputation, you mean. As usual.”


Robert shrugged. “You sure you want to risk everything for
this girl? Like I said, I can keep her in line if you want.”


Heat built in Damien’s hands and he knew his aura would be
glowing an angry orange-red. “Keep away from her,” he said in a low voice. “I’m
warning you.”


“Oh, you’re warning me now?” Robert laughed. “You’re drunk.”


“Even pissed, I’m twice the shaman you are.”


“You want to go outside and prove it, boy?”


“Oh for Goddess’s sake, get a grip on your testosterone you
two,” Margaret snapped, standing.


Damien opened his mouth to say something, but the peal of an
alarm throughout the house interrupted him. They all froze and looked at each
other.


“Kimi?” said Max.


“Which room did you put her in?” Rose asked.


“Ella’s.”


Rose closed her eyes and sent out a pulse of searching
energy. Immediately she opened her eyes and jumped to her feet. “She’s not
there.”


Damien swore. He went to run out of the room, but his father
grabbed his arm. “Let her go. If she doesn’t want to be here, why should we
waste our energy on her?”


Damien snatched his arm away. “That’s the outer perimeter
alarm, not the house alarm. Something’s come in, not out.”


Margaret stared at him. “The vampire? How did he get past
the fence?”


Damien walked toward the door. “I’ll find her. Then I’ll
find him.”


“I’ll help you.” Robert grabbed his jacket from the chair. 


Damien opened his mouth to refuse, then knew he was being
selfish. Two hunters were always better than one. “Come on then,” he said
tersely.


“We’ll watch the house and the girls,” said Rose.


“Keep safe,” said Damien, backing away and giving them a
warning glance.


Margaret fixed him with a steely stare. “Kill him, Damien.
We can’t afford to have a vampire on the loose, not at the moment.”


“I’m on it.” He disappeared into the darkness.


 






Chapter Seven


Damien ran through the dark foyer, pausing briefly by the
front door to grab his long, black coat. He threw it around his shoulders,
hiding his light blue shirt. Around the house, he could hear footsteps and
people starting to shout as the alarm woke them. 


Margaret and Robert appeared behind him. “I’ll lock up,” she
said to them. “Seal the door from the outside.”


“Okay.”


“Be careful. Don’t underestimate him,” said Margaret. “We
know he’s one of the most powerful vampires we’ve seen cross over.”


“Don’t worry, Margaret,” Damien scolded. He gave her a brief
kiss on the cheek. “If the Stone men can’t track him down, we’re really in
trouble.”


“That’s what worries me,” she mumbled, but it was too late,
they were already out the door.


Behind them, Margaret turned the big key in the lock.
Immediately they began to seal the door—Robert on the left, Damien on the
right, running their hands slowly up the edge and casting a gold light in the
crack between the door and the frame. The magical brand would burn any vampire
that tried to break through.


As soon as their hands met at the top of the frame, they
broke away. They ran down the front steps, pausing at the bottom where the
drive swept in a circle around the standing stone.


“How do you think he got through the fence?” Damien said.


“No idea. My guess is someone let him in.”


Damien stared at his father. “Let him in? You mean we have a
mole at The Crux?”


Robert shrugged. “Only thing I can think of. Someone who’s
already gone over to the forces of darkness.”


There was no time to discuss it. Kimi’s life was at stake.
Together they scanned the grounds, the dark trees and bushes trimmed with silver
from the full moon. 


“I can feel her,” said Robert. “She’s scared.”


Damien nodded. He could sense Kimi too, a stirring in his
blood, as obvious to him as if she were wearing strong perfume. He touched his
forehead between his eyes, and his father did the same. Damien inhaled as her
energy trail leapt to life as a blaze of gold down the road and into the woods
that covered a good few miles of land south of the house. In front of him,
Storm looked up, eyes questioning. Robert’s spirit guide, a hawk called Vigil,
hovered above the wolf, waiting for them.


“I’ll get the girl, you get the vampire,” Robert said. He
held up his hand as Damien went to protest. “You’re a better hunter than me.
Don’t worry—I’ll protect her.”


There wasn’t time to argue. Damien knew every passing minute
put her in more danger. He nodded reluctantly. They ran to the standing stone,
then parted, Robert going west, following Kimi’s energy trail down into the
wood, Vigil just ahead of him. Damien watched him for a moment, then glanced down
at Storm, who seemed puzzled at why Damien wasn’t going with the older man.


“He’ll look after her,” said Damien, knowing even though
they had issues, there was nobody he’d rather entrust Kimi to than his father.
“We’ve got other fish to fry. Come on Storm, let’s track the bastard down.”


Robert had already disappeared between the trees. Damien set
off in the opposite direction. The vampire would be on her trail. She’d smell
like a bitch in heat to the demon—how could he not be following her? Damien had
to fight against his urge to go and protect her. Concentrate, he told
himself firmly as he reached the eastern edge of the wood. He had to try to
ignore the effects of the alcohol. He’d been stupid to drink when there was a
vampire on the loose—he wouldn’t make the same mistake again.


He paused at the edge of the trees, forced himself to relax,
and sent out a pulse of searching energy. Immediately he saw the vampire’s aura
as a dark red mist writhing through the trees. If he followed it, he should
come up behind the brute. He gave a wry smile and snapped his fingers at Storm.
Together they jumped the small stream circling the wood and let the trees
swallow them up.


 


Kimi wished she’d thought to steal one of the coats that had
been hanging on the rack by the front door. It was early October, it was cold,
and she was only wearing a T-shirt on her top half. She couldn’t believe she
had nothing with her—no phone, no purse, no money. What was she going to do?
She’d have to try to thumb a lift into Exeter and hope to God some nutcase
didn’t stop and pick her up.


Still, she had her fury to keep her warm. The thought of how
Damien had kidnapped her only to discard her like a pair of smelly old trainers
made her burn with humiliation and anger. She’d thought they shared something
special—she’d felt the connection in the nightclub. Something had happened
between them she couldn’t explain, but clearly, it didn’t mean anything to the
arrogant shaman. Obviously, he couldn’t spare the time for a beginner. She was
nothing to him other than a nuisance, something annoying he’d picked up along
the way, like dog shit on his shoes.


Grumbling under her breath, she didn’t realise she was being
followed until she was well into the woods.


She stopped, looking around her, suddenly wary. The moon
shone, but it couldn’t penetrate into the thickest part of the trees, and it
was dark in there. She moved until her back met a tree, her feet sinking into
mulch and dried leaves, and brushed her fingertips against the roughness of the
bark.


She’d been cold in the fresh October night, but suddenly the
temperature plummeted, and her breath frosted before her face. 


Her heart pounded so loud she had trouble listening for
sounds of whoever was following her. Was it Damien? Had he come to bring her
back? Something settled over the woods like a heavy fog, invisible, but she
could sense it, like a cloud of evil, oppressing and dark, causing fear to rise
up inside her. She knew she stank of it, as if she’d eaten garlic, only not so
obnoxious to vampires. Her skin prickled, and she had the same feelings she’d
had outside the service station: uneasiness and a sensation of panic. Was he
here? Had he somehow breached the magical barrier around The Crux?


Suddenly she felt incredibly foolish trying to run away from
the house. Damien had thought her so important he’d driven her all the way to
Devon to keep her safe. Even though she’d resented the way he’d done it, he’d
had her best interests at heart. She knew absolutely nothing about vampires
other than what she’d seen on TV—she had no idea how to fight one, how to kill
one. Were shows like Buffy based on fact—would a stake through the heart kill
one? Or chopping off its head, or setting fire to it? She had neither sharp
weapon nor fire, but she could probably find herself a stake.


Before she could bend down and search on the ground for a
branch, however, a hand clamped over her mouth, pulling her to the side, then
another arm wrapped around her, pressing her arms to her sides. 


Fear rose like a snake inside her. Her heart hammered, and
she tried to rip her head free and scream, but his arms were too tight, and she
could barely move. She was about to bite hard on his hand, when a low voice
came against her ear. “Kimi? Don’t struggle—it’s Robert, Damien’s father. I’m
here to help, not to hurt you.”


She was so relieved she nearly passed out. She stopped
struggling and went still, breathing hard beneath his hand.


“Keep quiet, okay?”


She nodded, and he released the hand over her mouth, but
kept her pressed close to him, so he could whisper in her ear.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


She nodded again, swallowing, then said softly back, “The
vampire’s here, in the grounds.”


“I know.”


“Where’s Damien?”


“Hunting him down.”


A shiver ran down her from the top of her head to her toes.


“Are you cold?” he said, obviously feeling her shake.


She shook her head. The thought of Damien out there
protecting her had warmed her from the inside out.


“I’m going to take you back to the house,” Robert said,
stepping away from her, but keeping hold of her arm.


“No.” She shook herself free. “Thank you for coming to find
me, but I’m not leaving him out here alone.”


He gave her an impatient look. “He’s a big boy—he can cope
with one vampire.”


“I’m not going.”


“He wanted me to take you back. You’re a liability out here.
He’ll only worry about you, and it will distract him. Herne knows he doesn’t
need that tonight—he’s had enough whisky to do that for him.”


She hesitated. She didn’t want to leave him out there, but
also didn’t want to make things worse for him. She nodded reluctantly to
Robert, who gave an exasperated sigh and mumbled something about ‘hormonal
teenage witches’ before starting to walk back toward the house, keeping a tight
grip on her arm, so she had to stumble along behind him. Ahead flapped a large
brown hawk. Was that his spirit guide?


What was it with these Stone men? She remembered how Damien
had grabbed her arm at the nightclub and practically dragged her outside. She
thought about him out there in the woods, alone, facing some hideous demon, and
bit her lip. But Robert wasn’t concerned about him. Clearly, he did this kind
of thing a lot.


Just then, she tripped on a fallen branch and fell forward,
hitting the ground before Robert could catch her. She rolled, not making a
sound, but grimaced as pain shot through her hand where she’d tried to save her
fall.


Robert put a hand under her arm and heaved her to her feet.
She held up her hand, catching a view of it in a sliver of moonlight that
shafted through the trees. Dark red liquid oozed from the cut. “I’m bleeding,”
she whispered to Robert.


He swore violently.


“It’s okay, it’s not bad,” she said, surprised.


“Doesn’t matter. He’ll still be able to smell it.”


Her heart skipped a beat. Robert’s face was grim in the
semi-darkness, and he’d gone completely still, searching the forest before
them. Had he heard something? She licked the cut on her hand, trying to suck
away the blood, grimacing at the metallic taste. Her breathing came quickly—was
the vampire close? What had happened to Damien?


Once again, the air grew cold. She held her breath as
something rustled in the trees to the south. Someone—or something—was running
through the wood toward them. Twigs cracked underfoot and branches whipped as
the figure pushed through, not caring whether they could hear him or not. Her
heart seemed to rise into her mouth, and terror turned her stomach to water. 


Suddenly there was an explosion as if someone had let off a
flare, and a loud crack filled the air like a rifle shot. Another flash of
light illuminated the trees, so bright it lit the whole forest. A high-pitched
screech made her jump with fright, a sound so inhuman and evil, so loud and
high, it made her teeth ache. The scream cut off abruptly. She could only
imagine why.


“Looks like Damien found him,” Robert said, starting to push
her backward. “Quick, let’s head back to the house.”


Kimi followed him but kept looking back to where the scream
had come from. Was Damien all right? Had he killed the vampire—was that what
the screech had been?


Robert stopped so suddenly she bumped into him. Ahead of
them, the hawk had stopped moving and hovered uneasily. 


“What?” Her skin crawled, and her breath misted once again
before her face.


“There’s another one,” he said softly. “Ahead of us, in the
bushes.”


Kimi’s mouth went dry. “Another one?”


“At least one.” He frowned. “Maybe more.”


Kimi clutched hold of his arm. Why, oh why, had she tried to
run away? Her hand throbbed and felt cold as the air touched the blood running
down her arm. She could almost hear the vampire lusting after the liquid. How
stupid was she, to cut herself when it was hunting her?


“What are we going to do?” Terror made her teeth chatter.


“Fight them,” Robert said firmly. He glanced down at her.
“Don’t worry. This is our territory.”


But the vampires had broken through their magical fence,
hadn’t they? She didn’t understand. Where had they come from?


There was a movement in the trees to her right, and she spun
around to face it. Robert turned and then ducked instinctively, pulling her
with him as something sailed over their heads. She stared as a wolf landed in
front of them beside the hawk, crouching and snarling at something in the trees
ahead. Its fur was a beautiful silver-white.


“Storm…” She turned her head, knowing who stood in the
shadows. Damien stepped out beside her. He wore a long black coat, almost
invisible against the darkness of the wood. He was also breathing heavily, and
sported a long cut across his face.


“You’re hurt,” said Robert.


“Bastard hurled a throwing star at me. Guess the whisky’s
slowed my reactions. Got him though.” Damien came up behind Kimi, resting a
hand on her hip. He murmured in her ear, “Trying to escape? I should put you
across my knee for that.”


She turned to look up at him, and he winked at her. She
glared back. How could he be making light of this?


“There’s more than one, Damien,” said Robert.


“I know—I can feel them.”


Ahead of them, there was movement, and Damien and Robert
stepped forward. They stood in an identical pose like a boxer’s ready stance,
sideways on and light on their feet, left hand outstretched toward the figure
that emerged from the trees.


Kimi stared at her first view of a vampire as it came
forward into the strip of moonlight. She gave an involuntary gasp, bringing her
hand up to her mouth, forgetting it was bleeding. This was no Hollywood
interpretation of a demon with fake white fangs and a bad attitude. Though it
was the same height as a tall, well-built man, the vampire’s face was drawn and
white as snow, its pupils scarlet pinpoints of fire, its mouth a frightening
combination of black flesh and irregular, sharp yellow teeth. There was
something otherworldly and inhuman about it. It oozed evil.


Storm snarled. The vampire snarled back. Crouching, it left
the ground with an amazing leap, jumping a good fifteen feet into the air
toward them.






Chapter Eight


Kimi squealed, backing away into the tree, tasting blood and
only then realising she’d smeared her hand across her mouth. The vampire
hissed, but at that moment, both Damien and Robert cast a ball of fire from
their outstretched hands toward the vampire, which erupted against its skin
with an explosion of flame. The vampire dropped to the ground, screaming, but
still alive. It rolled away from them, kicking out at the white wolf that tried
to hamper its movement by snapping at its legs, and got to its feet, snarling.


Damien and Robert began to summon energy again, but a
rustling in the undergrowth behind Kimi distracted her. She peered around the
tree, squinting into the darkness. Was it just an animal? Her breath caught in
her throat as she saw another pair of scarlet eyes watching her.


She backed up hurriedly, bumping into Robert, who turned,
startled. “There’s another one,” she said breathlessly, pointing. He followed
her finger and swore as he saw what she’d seen. To her alarm, another pair of
eyes appeared a foot to the right, and then another…


“Damien,” she said hurriedly.


“I know.” He hurled another firebolt at the vampire nearest
to him. “I can feel them. They’re coming from everywhere.”


“How many?” she asked.


He sent out a searching pulse. “More than ten. It’s an
ambush.”


“Cast a circle,” said Robert, and Damien nodded. Back to
back, with pointed fingers they quickly drew the shape of a large ring on the
ground around them. A bright blue flame leaped up from the earth, encircling
them in a cylinder of light about ten feet across. Storm jumped through it to
crouch at Damien’s feet and Robert’s hawk flew above his head. As the vampires
began to close in, they stopped and snarled as they reached the circle, unable
to cross.


“It won’t keep them for long,” said Robert. He frowned,
looking through the flames at the snarling, horrific faces of the vampires that
had crept out of the shadows to close in on their prey. “Where the hell have
they come from?”


“They must have just come through the veil.” Damien wiped
his face, trying to get rid of the blood where the throwing star had cut him.
He glanced at Kimi and his brow creased in concern as he reached out and
touched her face. “You’re bleeding too.”


“It’s only my hand. I touched my face by mistake. What are
we going to do?”


“We’ll have to fight,” he said. He looked at his father.
“You were supposed to get her back to the house.”


“We didn’t have time,” said Robert impatiently. “She cut
herself, and they smelled it and came straight for her.”


“How are we going to keep her safe?”


“Hello, I’m standing right here,” said Kimi hotly. “Don’t
talk about me in the third person.”


To her irritation, they ignored her, continuing to talk
tactics. She pulled Damien’s arm angrily. “I must be able to do something.”


The two men looked at her and exchanged a glance.


“I’m not useless!” she snapped. She glared at Damien. “You
said yourself I was powerful enough to fight a dozen vampires—I just need to
learn how.”


“This is hardly the moment…”


“Well it seems like now would be a jolly good time to have a
first lesson. If I really am as powerful as you keep saying, there must be
something I can do.” She heaved a sigh as the hawk hovering above Robert’s head
brushed her hair for the third time with its wings. “Can you please keep this
bird out of my way?”


Robert stared at her. “You can see Vigil?”


“Well, the goddamn thing keeps flipping its wings in my
face.”


Damien shrugged. “Told you.” He sounded smug.


Robert looked completely shocked. He glanced back at her,
newfound admiration in his eyes. He looked at Damien. “Is she powerful enough
to attempt a red flare?”


Damien stared back. “I think she might be.”


She glanced from one to the other. “Okay, what’s that?”


“It’s a fire spell,” said Damien, “a wide area one, rather
than a direct one. Think what happens when you drop a stone into water, the way
a ripple spreads out. If it was powerful enough, it could take them all out.
But it usually takes at least five casters to make it work.”


She swallowed, looking at the cruel, evil faces leering at
her through the blue flames. “We’d better do something quickly—they look
awfully keen to get through this barrier.”


“Do it,” said Robert. “Even if it doesn’t work, we’ve got to
fight them anyway.”


“It’ll be one hell of a battle,” said Damien. He seemed
excited by it, his eyes glowing with energy. He turned to her. “You want to
try?”


“Sure.” Jeez, five hours ago she didn’t have a clue there
were such things as vampires. If she were dreaming, surely she’d wake up soon?


“She’s not activated,” said Robert.


“I know—I closed her down in London.” Damien pulled her to
him. His eyes were hot and mischievous. “Let’s fire you up,” he whispered, and,
before she could answer back, he lowered his lips to hers in a fierce, hard
kiss. Kimi gasped, but he didn’t pull away—he laced his hand through her hair
and deepened his kiss, his tongue warm against hers, his other arm tightening
around her waist, pulling her against him.


It was totally unexpected, and something popped between her
eyebrows. Although her portal had already been open—it must have been, she
thought dazedly, because she could see their spirit guides—at that moment he
triggered something within her, and heat shot through her, burning down inside
as if she’d drunk a whole glass of quality brandy, neat. It seared her,
scalding down through each chakra, gathering in her solar plexus, and sparks
erupted between them in a bang, making him take a step back. 


“Damien!” Robert looked furious.


“It was the quickest way.” He met her gaze with wide,
intense eyes and then glanced at his father. “You can punish me later.” He
shook his shoulders and let his coat slip to the ground, grinning at her. “This
is going to get hot!”


Kimi breathed quickly, her heart pounding as the surge built
inside her the way it had at the nightclub. “What do I do?” she gasped, her
hands growing hot, her hair beginning to crackle with static.


Damien grasped her right hand firmly, ignoring the sizzles
that jumped between them. “Let’s do it,” he said, holding their hands out,
waiting for Robert to place his on top.


The three of them stood like spokes on a wheel, right hands
adjoined. Kimi looked across at the vampires, bit her lip and forced herself to
look away as the blue flames began to die down and their faces leered with
anticipation.


Damien touched her shoulder, making her look up at him. “You
need to try and focus your energy.” He caught her gaze, his blue eyes dazzling
her. “Force it to gather in your solar plexus, here.” He put his hand at the
bottom of his ribs in the middle of his torso. “Then direct it to your hand.
Imagine it as a golden liquid, as if you’re pushing it along to your palm.”


She nodded, heart pounding.


Damien closed his eyes. So did Robert. Kimi followed them,
concentrating on the heat pouring through her.


“Focus, focus,” she whispered to herself. 


For a moment, nothing happened. She frowned, desperate to
help, but totally without a clue as to what she should do. She could feel the
energy, but how did she make it flow out of her hand?


She remembered what Damien had said, that sexual desire and
the flow of energy were separate things, but were all connected when it came to
it. She thought of the way he’d kissed her, his hand cupping her head, his body
pressed against hers. Her mouth opening under his, his lips warm, his tongue
soft and gentle.


Heat shot through her again. But this time she imagined the
power as a liquid, as molten gold, pooling in her stomach and flowing up her
body and down her arm. She channelled it naturally, feeling a sudden rush as if
someone had poured a huge bucket of hot water over her.


Something must have happened, because the two men gasped.
There was an audible crack, and Kimi’s eyes flew open to see the three of them
encased in a bright red light that poured down from the heavens as if a
thousand watt torch shone on them. It flowed down them and spread out from
their feet in a ripple, dousing the blue flame, then expanding outward rapidly
in a circle of scarlet light.


There was a deep boom, the ground shaking beneath their
feet, reverberating up through them.


Kimi felt as if she stood on top of a heat vent. Hot wind
blew up, sending her hair floating around her head, and her body burned. Sweat
ran down her back, and she gasped in shock. Part of her was terrified and
wanted to stop, to step back and escape the feeling, but she ignored it,
because another part of her, a greater part, suddenly understood what Ella had
tried to explain to her. She was just a vessel for the power, as if she was a
funnel collecting the energy in her crown chakra and channelling it down to her
solar plexus. It didn’t come from her. It flowed through her. As
soon as she thought that, it seemed the energy began to surge more easily. She
welcomed it in, feeling it pour down through her, and sent it shooting to her
hand, directing it into the pool forming with the two men. 


The circle of scarlet energy continued to spread slowly
outwards until it reached the vampires who watched the oncoming blast in
horror. Kimi poured her hate and fear of the demons into the flare, channelling
the power down. She felt as if she had harnessed the energy in a volcanic lava
flow, an inexorable force, white hot, burning and cremating everything in
sight. 


Branches crumbled, leaves turned to ash, whole trees crashed
to the ground around them. Kimi could not believe the power flooding through
the three of them. She was intensely aware of both men, of the energy that each
of them channelled as if they clutched hold of a high voltage cable. Damien
opened his eyes and looked at her, and she gasped in shock. His eyes leapt with
fire, so hot she thought they were going to turn her to ash too. He closed his
eyes again and tipped his head back, his blond hair glowing so bright she could
barely look at it, like filaments in a light bulb. She knew he was helping
direct her energy down to the earth. He was amazing, she thought—if she was
like a lava flow, then he was the volcano, channelling the power of the earth
through her. Desire shot through her, increasing her surge even more,
thundering through her, shaking her to her molten core.


Still the flare spread. The closest vampires screamed as it
seared over them, turning flesh into cinders and crumbling bone to powder. The
flare continued to widen, and nothing could stand in its path. Some of the
vampires turned to run, but it was like trying to escape a pyroclastic flow.
The heat blistered them, turned them to embers, then to dry dust.


All of them were destroyed.


Robert lifted his hand first, stepping back in shock. The
flare blazed brightly, faded to a dull red glow, then disappeared altogether. Damien
held her hand for a moment longer, then broke contact, breathing heavily. Kimi
staggered back, the energy flow stopping abruptly, leaving her ears ringing.
She was completely drenched in sweat and panting. She felt like she’d lived
through a nuclear explosion. 


“Oh my God.” Her knees shook and she sank to the forest
floor. The three of them looked around. Everything within a hundred yard radius
had been razed to the ground. Ash fluttered in the air, landing on their hair
and shoulders like snow.


Damien burst out laughing. Robert looked at him and also
started to laugh wryly, hands on hips, shaking his head.


Damien looked at Kimi sitting on the floor, her mouth open.
He crouched down and picked up her hand. Unlike her, he seemed completely
untouched by the force of the energy that had surged through them all. His eyes
were very warm, full of humour and admiration. “Are you all right?” he asked,
reaching out to touch her face.


She swallowed. “It worked then?”


Damien looked up at his father, then back at her. “Yes, it
worked,” he said softly. “I think we’ve safely answered the question of whether
you are a witch or not. And a fire witch too, if I’m not mistaken.”


Robert came over to them and bent down beside them. He
studied Kimi curiously. “I’m amazed,” he said. He looked at his son. “You were
right.”


Damien nodded. “Now you see why I kidnapped her.”


“Absolutely.”


Kimi didn’t have the energy to tell them not to talk about her
in the third person again. She still couldn’t completely comprehend what had
just happened to them.


Robert pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll do a perimeter
check and make sure there aren’t any stragglers that got away.” He looked down
at them. “You need to get her back and get her hand bound. And I think she may
want to rest for a while.”


Damien nodded, standing up. He met his father’s eyes. Robert
held out his hand. Damien smiled wryly and took it, and they shook firmly. 


“Good work,” said Robert.


“Likewise,” said Damien. “Although I think we should accept
we were just innocent bystanders in this.”


Robert laughed, then headed off for the northern perimeter.
Ash floated up around him as he walked through the cindered area, and then he
entered the trees and was gone.


 






Chapter Nine


Damien watched him go, then turned and looked at the young
woman still sitting on the floor. He studied her with amusement. She looked
completely exhausted, as drenched as if she’d been out in a thunderstorm. He
grinned and held out his hand. She took it and let him haul to her feet.


A surge of protectiveness flooded him as she swayed slightly
and shivered. The heat of the flare had faded, and now the coolness of the
October night was reasserting itself. He glanced down, seeing her nipples
standing out like buttons through the red T-shirt that now clung to her body.
He raised an eyebrow. “Are you cold or just pleased to see me?”


She blushed, and he laughed, bending to pick up his coat,
then placing it tenderly around her shoulders. She pulled the edges together at
her throat, hiding her body from him.


“Now then,” he said, smoothing the collar, “I think there’s
a little matter of the running away incident we need to straighten out. I
distinctly remember mentioning something about putting you over my knee.”


She didn’t laugh. She looked up at him with her beautiful
green eyes, and he was surprised to see a spark of anger in them, and also a
hint of sadness. “You didn’t want me here,” she whispered. She shook her head,
lifting her chin, some of her energy returning. “What was it you said?
Something about not wanting to ‘waste precious time on such a beginner?’”


“Oh,” he murmured. “Sounds like someone was eavesdropping.”
He looked at her with interest. “I wondered why Storm was fidgeting. Astral
travel, was it?”


She shrugged. “Do you deny saying it?”


“Well, it seems pointless considering you were standing
there,” he said wryly. “But I’m guessing you disappeared shortly after that?
You didn’t hear the end of the conversation?”


She glared at him. “Don’t go all disappointed teacher on me
again—it irritates the hell out of me.”


He sighed and brushed the collar of the coat, sending flakes
of ash fluttering to the floor. “The reason I said all that was because I
suspected how powerful you are and I was…concerned it wouldn’t be a good idea
if I trained you.” He met her gaze. “I’ve never dated a witch. Never even
kissed one. I’ve taken an oath, you see. A vow to the Elders and to The Crux
that I would never touch one of my students. Can you imagine what would happen
if the two of us got all hot and sweaty in a training session?” His pulse
quickened at the thought.


Kimi swallowed. He studied the smudge of blood that stained
her cheek and licked his thumb, then smeared it over her skin, trying to clean it
up. He did it again, brushing slowly over her top lip.


“I don’t think your father would approve of you doing that,”
she whispered.


“No,” he agreed reluctantly. He dropped his hand. She was
right. He shouldn’t touch her. He shouldn’t really be within ten miles of her.


She looked up at him. He could see the change in her
thoughts from resentment to understanding, the realisation shifting in her eyes
like clouds passing over the moon. She stepped very slightly closer. Her green
gaze held a hint of pity. “It’s all about control with you, isn’t it?”


“Absolutely,” he said. “And bearing in mind that with sex
there has to be a certain amount of letting go of that, it would not be
a good idea for us to get involved.”


She nodded. But she didn’t move away. He reached up a hand
and lifted a strand of hair that had stuck to her cheek, tucking it behind her
ear. He thought of how she’d channelled the energy, of how powerful her surge
had been. He’d known she was something different, but it had even taken him by
surprise, and he’d known more than a few witches in his time.


“You’re amazing,” he whispered.


“You too,” she said, just as softly.


A smile curled his lips. “Welcome to the Mutual Admiration
Society.”


She smiled back. Then, still holding his coat together at
her throat, she raised the other hand to touch the wound on his face. “Is it
painful?”


He shook his head, holding his breath as she brushed his
skin with her fingers.


“What I want to know is,” she said, stepping even closer to
him, her thumb grazing the stubble on his cheek, “if we’re not supposed to get
intimate, why aren’t you marching me up to The Crux right now?”


“I don’t know,” he said honestly. Something was happening,
something momentous, like the slide of tectonic plates beneath his feet. He
couldn’t have moved if his life depended on it. The full force of the whisky
he’d drunk that evening and the light of the full moon flooded through him, and
he felt slightly heady. 


“I want to say thank you,” she whispered, “for saving my
life tonight.” She brushed his lips with her thumb. “What I’m about to do is
not your fault. You’re not giving in, you’re not losing control, you’re just
letting a friend show gratitude for your generous courage.” 


He looked into her eyes, then at her soft mouth. He could
feel her energy being contained and realised she was doing her best to control
it. Even so, he should turn around right now and walk away. Off you go,
he urged himself. Back to the house. Start walking.


But he didn’t.


He stood, unmoving, as she raised herself on tip-toes and
gently touched her lips to his. He didn’t take her in his arms. But neither did
he pull away.


She gave him gentle kisses, continuing to stroke his
cheekbone with her thumb. When her tongue brushed his lips, he inhaled sharply,
then breathed out in a long sigh. 


She pulled back, looking up. “Your eyes have gone dark,” she
murmured. “Are you thinking about your father?”


“Mm, no, actually I was thinking about what you would look
like naked.”


Her eyes widened, then sparkled. She tsked. “I don’t
think Robert would approve.”


“No.” Once again, he felt a flash of warning, almost as if
Storm were tugging at his trouser leg, although he could see the wolf sitting
patiently out of the corner of his eye, watching them.


“At least there aren’t any light bulbs here,” she pointed
out, her lashes lowering, her voice husky with desire. 


“True.” He could hear the yearning in her voice. In spite of
her resentment at the way he’d kidnapped her, she wanted to kiss him again.
Something was pulling them together. He could see she, too, felt the weight of
the moment, could sense something shifting under them, the advance of an
historic event.


They studied one another, waiting. Time seemed to shudder to
a halt. Damien wouldn’t have been surprised if his watch had stopped. There was
nothing else in the world, nothing but the two of them standing in what
remained of the wood, the ash floating around them like snow. 


For the first time since being created an Elder, he was
considering breaking his oath. How—in merely a matter of hours—had she managed
to find a chink in his skin-tight armour? She was gorgeous, but he’d known many
attractive women in his time. She was powerful, true, maybe the most powerful
witch he’d ever seen, apart from Margaret and Rose, but instinctively he knew that
wasn’t the only reason they’d been attracted to each other. He’d known he was
in trouble from that moment outside the nightclub when he pulled her to him,
feeling like all the clocks in the world had struck midnight, that something
momentous had been set in motion. He didn’t want this complication in his life.
But, at the moment, he wasn’t sure he had a lot of choice.


It was only a kiss, he told himself, looking at her soft
lips. But deep down he knew it was more than that. Both of them were poised on
the edge of a precipice, about to fall, and he was the one holding them back.
He’d been physically aware of the turn of the Earth since he was born, of the
wheel of the stars above his head, of the waxing and waning of the moon. These
movements of the natural world were part of him, and now they were screaming to
him that this woman held his fate in her hands. There was a connection between
them—Kimi had sensed it first, he realised—something vaster than a basic sexual
attraction. Their fate was laced in the spinning of the planets, carved in the
ancient runes that lay deep in the Earth. They were either going to save the
world—or obliterate it. He stood at the fork of two paths—one of them was his
destiny, and one would destroy him. 


But which was which? 


His heart thumped. Was it the whisky making him dizzy,
reckless? His blood surged around his body at the heat emanating from her. 


And at that moment, he knew he had to have her.


To hell with it. He knew which path he wanted to take.
Perhaps he was damned. If so, he had been since the beginning of time.
What was the point in fighting it?


He closed the last inch between them and put his arms around
her. She lifted her arms around his neck, letting the coat fall open. She
pressed against him, her taut nipples grazing his chest, and desire shot
through him like a rush of adrenalin. He lowered his lips and kissed her
firmly, the softness of her mouth and tongue doing nothing to dampen the heat
rising inside him. She brushed the short hair on the back of his head, stroked
his neck, and he pressed one hand firmly on her lower back, pulling her against
him, letting her feel the full extent of his passion. He kept one hand between
her shoulder blades, making sure she didn’t pull away—not that she seemed
inclined to do that. 


He kissed her leisurely, enjoying the taste of her, trying
not to rush it. Now that he’d given in, he wanted the moment to last. His heart
pounded, but he remained as still as possible, afraid if he moved he might end
the spell, keeping his power reined in tightly like a hungry animal. It was as
if they were in the eye of a tornado, aware of time whirling around them, but
they stood motionless in the centre. He’d never felt so aware of a woman, so
conscious of every single part of her. He desired her so much it hurt.


Slowly he moved his hand to her waist, then up her ribcage,
the thud of her heart beneath his fingers. He could feel the pulse of her blood
through her veins as clearly as he could the turning of the tide. Cupping the
swell of her breast, tentatively he brushed her nipple with his thumb. A small
spark jumped between her skin and his hand and they laughed softly.


Behind them, someone cleared his or her throat.


They froze. Damien pulled back slowly and looked at Kimi,
and as one, they turned and looked around. It was Margaret. Her face was
carefully devoid of emotion, and she studied Damien, then looked at the young
woman in his arms.


“Good evening,” she said. “You must be Kimi.”


Kimi stepped back, although Damien caught hold of her hand
and held it. “Yes. Hello,” she said.


“I’m Margaret,” said the older woman. “I understand you’ve
been through quite an experience this evening.”


Kimi swallowed nervously. She tried to pull her hand free of
his, but he had a tight grip and wouldn’t let go. “Yes, it was quite…overwhelming.”


Margaret nodded. She looked pointedly at their linked hands.
“Perhaps you should go and get that wound seen to, my dear. Ella is waiting for
you just outside the trees. She’ll show you where the first aid box is.”


Kimi looked up at Damien. Her eyes showed her worry for him.



“Go on,” he said softly. “I’ll be up in a minute.”


She looked about to resist, but he shook his head, and she
nodded, backing away from him. Turning, without looking at Margaret, she walked
through the ash-covered area to the edge of the trees, disappearing from view.


Damien put his hands in the pockets of his jeans and waited
for Margaret to speak. Her gaze ran down him, and he knew his desire for Kimi
was still obvious. Her eyes met his, and he raised an eyebrow, lips curving
with wry amusement.


She glanced away, looking at the wide area of devastation.
“That must have been quite a flare.”


He glowed with pride and smugness. He’d been right—Kimi had
been exceptional. “It was amazing, Margaret. Her power…it took all of us by
surprise.”


She nodded, turning back to face him. They studied each
other for a moment.


Damien waited to see how she would address what she’d seen.
He expected anger and even emotional blackmail—he’d disappointed her, let her
down, yada yada. He was ready to retaliate, poised to counter her like a
panther waiting to spring. Margaret had been his main teacher as he grew up,
and he respected her and had never, ever, argued with her before. It was the
way he’d been brought up, and he’d always valued her abilities too much to
question her, even if he didn’t understand her motivation on any particular
issue. 


But he would not be able to stand there and take it if she
began lecturing him on his duties. He knew his responsibilities, goddamn it—had
followed them to the letter in all the years he’d been at The Crux, never
straying from them once. And he was tired of being responsible.


Margaret watched him silently as these thoughts ran through
his head and for a brief moment he wondered if she could read his mind.
Finally, she said, “We’ve known each other for a long time, haven’t we?”


Some of the resentment stirring inside him faded. “Yes.”


“This is the first time I’ve ever seen you come close to
breaking your oath.” She frowned as he remained silent. “Do you have anything
to say on the matter?”


“No.”


She came closer to him. She seemed curious. “What’s
different about this girl? Is it her power?”


“No. I don’t know, I…” His voice tailed off. He couldn’t put
into words the feelings he had about Kimi, about their fates being entangled
like skeins of wool. He didn’t want to. It was private—not a thing he wanted to
share.


She looked up into his eyes. “I have a lot of respect for
you, Damien. Don’t tell Robert, but I think you’re the most powerful shaman
I’ve met, on either side of the Atlantic. I’m telling you this not to inflate
your ego, but to remind you—you have a duty to The Crux. I know it’s a heavy
burden on such young shoulders, but there’s nothing I can do about that. We
have an invasion coming—we need you now more than ever. You know what oath you
took. You know what it means. It’s nothing to do with Robert and me—the very
fabric of reality won’t let you break it idly. We are here to keep the balance
between light and dark, and if you take from one side, you will have to give
with another. If you get involved with this girl, you will forfeit your powers.
If you give in to this weakness, it will be your undoing.”


She studied him, waiting for him to reply, but when didn’t
say anything, she frowned. “Consider this a warning, Damien. Remember the Rule
of Three.”


He knew what she meant. Whatever you do comes back to you
threefold. If he broke his oath, he would suffer three times the pain the
pleasure would bring. “I understand.”


She hesitated, then nodded. Turning without another word,
she walked back over the ash-covered ground toward the trees.


Damien looked up at the full moon, closing his eyes and
letting the pearly white light wash over him. He could still taste Kimi, could
feel the press of her hips against his, the heaviness of her breast in his
hand. By kissing her, he’d chosen a path, set the wheels in motion toward a
fate he wasn’t sure was good for him or the world in general. But it was too
late. He’d jumped into the deep ocean, head first. 


He opened his eyes and began to walk back to the house, a
small smile touching his lips.


 


Kimi pushed through the trees, her heart pounding. What was
she thinking? How could she have forced Damien to kiss her like that?


Had she forced him? Surely, he couldn’t be forced to do
anything he didn’t want to do. Still, she shouldn’t fool herself. She had
encouraged him. He hadn’t planned to kiss her, but she’d tempted him, urged him
on. She’d been aware of his reluctance and conscious of the intensity of the
moment as he considered what he was doing. Her heart had swelled at the moment
he gave in.


But what was Margaret saying to him now? Kimi remembered
Ella’s warning that an Elder who broke their oath had their powers removed. Oh
God, was Margaret punishing him at that very moment?


Kimi had no idea what strange connection she had with Damien,
but a connection there definitely was, and, in spite of all the self-control he
apparently had, it seemed almost non-existent where she was concerned. She felt
a deep thrill at that thought. He’d never lost control before—and yet after one
night he was kissing her, touching her. Why? What was between them that made
him so weak?


That thought brought her up short. Is that what she wanted,
to make him weak, useless against the forces of darkness? Unbidden, the memory
of her mother and father arguing flashed through her mind. Witchcraft may not
be evil, but it did corrupt people and turn them against one another. Surely,
if she was his Achilles’ Heel, it was up to her to keep away from him. She
could not be responsible for him losing his powers. No kiss, no sex was worth
that. 


Well, maybe it would be worth it temporarily. She remembered
his hips pressed to hers and the hardness of him against the flat of her
stomach. Clearly, he’d wanted her badly. Lust flared through her, and she
shivered. She couldn’t shake the feeling they were being drawn together like
two powerful magnets, and it was going to be impossible to keep themselves
apart. How would it feel to give in to such desire? 


She shook her head crossly. He would very quickly regret it.
Once he’d slaked his lust, he would never forgive her for being the reason he
was no longer a shaman. His power was the very essence of him, and he’d be lost
without it. And she couldn’t bear for him to look at her with anger or hatred.
She couldn’t bear it if the same thing happened to her as happened to her
mother. Equally, the thought of exposing herself to the energies they’d
unleashed that night frightened her. She had absolutely no control over her power,
and coming into close contact with him was like putting a live cable into
water. It was up to her to make sure they never touched again.


She thought of his deep blue eyes and the way he looked at
her, as if he’d been walking for weeks in the desert and she was a bottle of
cool, clear water.


It was not going to be easy.


“Kimi?”


 She jumped, then realised it was only Ella, waiting
nervously at the edge of the wood. 


Ella sighed with relief. “Oh thank the Goddess, they said
there were vampires out here, and I thought they got you!”


“Not quite,” said Kimi, suddenly shaky, although whether it
was from the thought of the vampires or from Damien’s kiss, she wasn’t sure.


Ella studied her. Then she smiled. “Come on. You look like
hell! Why don’t we get you back to the room, and you can have a shower?”


“I hurt my hand…” Kimi began to say, then looked down at it.
It had stopped throbbing, and the wound had closed over. Damien had taken her
hand when Margaret appeared. Was that when he’d healed it? “Doesn’t matter,”
she added, glowing inside.


“Come on.” Ella said nothing else, leading her up the road
toward the house. Lights were on around the drive now, and there were people
everywhere, of both sexes, all ages. They looked at her curiously as they
walked up, but Ella led her straight up the steps and indoors, shaking her head
as a couple of people went to say something.


Inside, Kimi saw Robert had already returned and was talking
to Margaret. Did that mean Margaret hadn’t taken Damien’s powers away? They
both looked over at her as she entered, and she shivered as Robert frowned. 


Ella saw the movement. “Quick, up to the shower and then off
to bed with you!” She led Kimi up the stairs to their room.


“I don’t have any other clothes,” Kimi realised, her teeth
beginning to chatter.


“I have a pair of pyjamas you can borrow and I’m sure
there’s something I can lend you for tomorrow, until you get your own stuff. Go
on, get in the shower—there’s shampoo and stuff there, use whatever you need.”


“Thank you,” Kimi said, tears coming into her eyes at the
other girl’s kindness.


“Hey, it’s what we do here,” said Ella, giving her a hug.
“It’s not easy, being involved in this sort of stuff. That’s why The Crux is
such a great place—it’s very supportive. They’re here to help us, you know.”


“Have you been here long?” Kimi asked, stripping off her
sweat-soaked T-shirt and jeans and shyly accepting the towel from Ella.


“Students come here from all over England, usually for
anything from two weeks to a few months, until they feel ready, you know? But
I’ve been here a bit longer, nearly a year now. I came as a student, but they
thought I could be useful with the new girls and help them get settled.” She
smiled. “Your eyes are nearly closed. Go and have a quick shower, then get into
bed. You can sort everything out tomorrow.”


Kimi nodded and went into the bathroom. She set the shower
to hot and stripped off her underwear, then got under the scalding water. It
made her gasp, but it finally drove away the last of the shivers. She scrubbed
herself from head to toe and washed her hair, then emerged glowing and squeaky
clean. She put on the spare pyjamas and borrowed Ella’s hair dryer, then
finally went back into the bedroom. Ella was waiting. She’d turned down the bed
and directed Kimi to slip inside.


“I’m popping out to see what’s going on,” she said, “But
I’ll be back up very shortly.” She gave Kimi a warning look. “No sneaking out,
now. Tomorrow, if you want to leave, they’ll let you, but you must make sure
you’re safe first.”


“I won’t,” said Kimi. She turned on her side and pulled the
quilt around her. 


Ella nodded and went out, closing the door quietly behind
her.


Kimi lay there for a moment. She should think about what she
was doing—did she really want to stay? Did she want to help with this invasion?
What did she think about her new, amazing talent?


But as she began to doze off, her thoughts drifted to Damien
and the way he’d hunted down the vampire in the woods, keeping her safe, then
found her and kissed her in a way she’d never been kissed before. The memory of
his lips on hers accompanied her into the land of sleep.


 






Chapter Ten


When she awoke, her watch and the sunshine outside told her
it was after ten. She sat up, shocked—she was normally an early riser and was
stunned to see it so late. But then she probably hadn’t got to bed until about
three, she reminded herself.


There was no sign of Ella, but her roommate had left a
change of clothes lying across the armchair. Kimi got up and inspected them:
bra and knickers, a pale pink T-shirt, and soft grey trousers. There was no
sign of her own clothes. She tried out the new ones—the knickers were fine, but
the bra was far too big, Ella being decidedly more generous in that department
than herself. She would have to go bra-less. The trousers were a bit long, but
comfortable, and the T-shirt was pleasant enough. She brushed her hair with
Ella’s brush, then used a bit of her toothpaste and rinsed out her mouth.
Finally she couldn’t put it off any longer—she had to go downstairs.


Her shoes were missing too, and Ella had obviously forgotten
to leave her a replacement pair. Barefoot, Kimi opened the door and went
cautiously into the corridor.


The house was quiet. She walked along the corridor to the
stairs and went down them. Where should she go? Where was everyone? Through the
fog of tiredness, she vaguely remembered a good fifty or so people outside the
house the night before, but now there was no sign of anyone.


In the foyer, she finally met someone: a middle-aged woman
carrying a basketful of washing, who smiled pleasantly at Kimi’s nervous
‘hello’.


“Hi, you must be Kimi. I’m Sue,” said the woman. “I’m in
charge of laundry here.”


“I was just wondering where everyone was,” Kimi said. “It’s
very quiet.”


“Oh most of them are in classes—they usually start around
nine. But some of them have stopped for a break—they’ll be in the Day Room—just
over there. You’ll be able to get a coffee and muffins or something if you’re
hungry.”


“Thanks.” Kimi swallowed as Sue went off carrying the
basket. She walked over to the room Sue had indicated. The door was open, and
she could hear voices inside. Part of her wanted to just turn around and go
back up to the room. She was a loner—always had been, and wasn’t used to
spending much time with other people. But she was desperate for a cup of
coffee.


She went over to the door and paused, looking around. There
were about ten or eleven people in the room, most of them sipping coffee and
eating muffins from the large piles that graced the long tables along one side
of the room. 


The first thing she noticed was Damien, a few feet away from
her, talking to a couple of men his own age she hadn’t seen before. She let out
a shaky sigh of relief. Clearly, they hadn’t banished him from The Crux or
anything. Maybe Margaret had let him off this time. He had his back to her, but
didn’t turn around, and she wasn’t sure whether to go up to him or not. She
didn’t recognise anyone else in the room. There were coffee pots on one of the
tables, and she thought maybe she’d go and pour herself a cup, and then it was
up to him if he came over to her.


As she walked behind him, however, he reached out a hand and
caught hers, holding it tightly, stopping her in her tracks. Her heart gave a
little jump—she hadn’t even realised he knew she was there. He still didn’t
turn around, but let one of the men finish off his conversation, although she
saw the other man glance across at her curiously.


She waited shyly as the conversation finished. Then Damien
turned and looked at her.


“Morning,” he said, smiling. He looked her up and down,
noting her lack of shoes, and, she was sure by the way his eyes lingered, her
lack of a bra. “You look…nice.”


She made a conscious effort not to cross her arms over her
chest. “Hi.” Why was he still holding her hand? She slid hers from his
discreetly. She must remember her plan to keep her distance.


“Did you sleep okay?” he asked.


“Like the proverbial log.” 


“Good.” He introduced her to the two men, although she knew
she wouldn’t remember their names. “Coffee?” he asked after they’d shaken
hands.


“Please.” 


He walked over to the table. He’d changed into khaki
combat-style trousers and a stone-coloured linen shirt, and he smelled of his
usual sandalwood and lemon soap, stirring her senses.


He poured her a coffee and brought it over. “You’d better
have something to eat. Want me to get you a cooked breakfast?”


“Oh good grief, no thank you. A muffin will be fine.”


“Only if you promise to have a big lunch.”


“Yes sir,” she said, exasperated.


He grinned and passed her a plate and she chose a chocolate
one. “So you’re still here, then,” she observed. He gave her a curious look. “I
mean you weren’t thrown out, or anything? Still have your powers?”


“Yes. I got a warning, that’s all.”


Her smile faded. “Oh.”


“Don’t worry.” His eyes were warm. “It was worth it.”


She didn’t want to have that conversation with him. She took
a bite out of the muffin and looked around the room as she ate. “Is this one of
your classes?” she asked, trying to change the topic.


“Yes. We finished a bit early.” He checked his watch. “I’ve
got about half an hour before my next one. Shall I give you a quick tour of the
place? Perhaps we can find you some shoes. I can run you back to your flat to
pick some things up tomorrow. If you choose to stay, that is.”


She met his gaze, then lowered her eyes. “I haven’t decided
yet.” He said nothing, and eventually she raised her eyes to see him studying
her. “I shouldn’t,” she said softly. “We both know I shouldn’t.”


He remained silent. His gaze was resting on her lips and she
knew he was thinking about their kiss in the woods.  


“Don’t…” she said, the hairs standing up on her neck and
arms.


He looked amused. “What?”


“Look at me like that.”


“Like what?” He was teasing her now.


“Damien, seriously. I… I’ve got to keep away from you and it
makes it so much harder when you look at me like I’m a huge bar of chocolate.”
In spite of her attempt at lightening the conversation, tears pricked her
eyelids. “I was nearly responsible for you losing your powers. I won’t let it
happen again.”


“Hey,” he said, all humour vanishing, “anything that happens
to me will be my fault and my fault alone. I’m a big boy—I’m completely capable
of restraining myself. If I don’t…that’s because I’ve chosen not to.”


She knew that was only half-true. “But if I wasn’t here,
there’d be no choice to be made,” she whispered.


He tipped his head. “Maybe.” He started to smile. “But life
would be a lot duller.” He took her empty coffee cup from her hand and put it
on the table. “Come on—let’s have a look around the house.”


“Don’t Robert and Margaret want to see me?” she protested as
he caught her hand again and led her out of the room. She was sure she was
going to have to face up to them for what she’d done the night before. Surely
tempting one of the two important Midnight Shamans away from his duties wasn’t
something she’d get away with lightly.


Damien shrugged. “Dunno. Don’t care.” He led her out of the
room and across the foyer. She looked up at him. There was a slight frown on
his face, and his jaw was set stubbornly. He’d defied Margaret. The thought
sent a wave of mixed pleasure and panic through her.


“The west wing of the house has all the classrooms,” he
said, leading her through an archway in the centre of the west wall of the
foyer, which turned out to be a corridor that stretched the length of the
house. There were doors either side of the corridor, some of which were open.
He stopped by one and she looked into the empty room. It was large and airy,
with windows that looked out onto a beautiful lawn at the back of the house. It
wasn’t quite the sort of classroom she was used to—there were no desks or
chairs and the floor was littered with coloured beanbags, although there was a
whiteboard to one side. “This is a meditation room,” he clarified.


“Oh.”


“Meditation is a key part of our studies. Learning to still
the mind is an art and it can take years. You can sit in on a class later, if
you like.”


“Okay.”


Still holding her hand, he walked further down the corridor.


“You can let go,” she said wryly. “I promise I won’t run
away.”


“I like touching you.” He stopped and looked down at her.
“I’d rather it be another part of your anatomy but your hand will have to do…for
now.”


Her cheeks warmed. “Damien…”


He laughed and continued to the next room. “This is a
standard classroom.” 


She peered in. This time there were desks and chairs in a
U-shape around the room, with a whiteboard at the front. She swallowed. “School
makes me nervous.”


He squeezed her hand. “It’s not like that. Everyone’s here
to learn. It’s not about passing exams. If you don’t like a class, you get up
and walk out. We’re all adults. If you don’t get on with one of us, you can
just go into someone else’s class.”


“Does anyone ever leave your classes?”


“Well, no. But the option’s there.”


Of course they wouldn’t. She was sure his classes were
heaving with women, all with “I love you” written on their eyelids like the
students taught by Indiana Jones.


“Further on there are smaller rooms for individual
practice,” he said. “There’s a booking sheet on the door. Sometimes a little
one-on-one is what’s needed.” He winked at her.


She looked away, trying not to smile. Don’t encourage him,
she scolded herself. 


They walked back up the corridor and into the foyer. “Well,
you’ve already been in the library,” he said, giving her one of his disapproving
stares, “so we won’t bother with that.”


“Hmm. I meant to ask you. What’s a… psychic savant?”


He smiled. “It means a natural witch. Everyone’s born with
some psychic talent. Many people start developing it in their teens. Some
people never explore it. Occasionally someone comes along who almost doesn’t
need to be taught—casting spells and channelling comes completely naturally.”


“You think I’m like that?”


“Well, duh.”


She considered his words. “But I don’t know anything about
witchcraft.”


“Of course, you have a lot to learn—we all do. Techniques,
terminology, background, control—that sort of thing. It will help you to
understand what you do. But your power’s already there. You don’t need help
developing that.” He walked down the corridor opposite the one leading to the
classrooms, pulling her with him. “This is the business wing of the house. The
Elders’ offices are here. The kitchens, laundry rooms, that sort of thing. And
there’s a gym that you’re free to use whenever you like. Healthy body, healthy
mind.”


“So is The Crux like a hotel?”


He laughed. “Kind of, I suppose. Except we’re not waited on
hand and foot. We do have a couple of members of staff come in to help out with
laundry and cleaning, but we’re all expected to keep our own rooms clean, and
we all take turns in the kitchens.”


“You cook?” she asked incredulously.


“Of course. That muffin you ate this morning was mine.”


She stared at him. “You’re kidding me.”


He grinned. “No. Shocked?”


“A little. I can’t imagine you with an apron and a rolling
pin.”


“I make a mean curry, I can tell you.” He opened a door.
“This is my office.”


She walked in, curious to see something personal of his. It
was a large room, looking out onto the same lawns at the back of the house as
the meditation room had. There was a large mahogany desk with its back to the
window, the walls lined with shelves filled with books. There were a couple of
leather armchairs in front of the desk. The room smelled of leather, books, and
his sandalwood soap.


She looked up at him, smiling. “It’s very you.”


He laughed. “I hope that’s a compliment.”


“Yes, of course.” She went up to the bookshelves. The titles
were mainly about witchcraft and psychic development. “Do you have any
hobbies?”


“All my other books are in my room upstairs, if that’s what
you’re asking. This is where I work.”


She shrugged, trying not to think about his bedroom. “Just
curious.”


He smiled. “I follow Exeter City FC, for my sins. I like
history, especially ancient history. And dogs. And music, particularly blues or
soul.”


He sat casually on the edge of his desk. He was so
breathtakingly gorgeous it took her breath away. She shouldn’t have entered his
office. She shouldn’t be finding out more about him. It wasn’t going to help
with her determination to keep him at a distance.


She shifted awkwardly. “I ought to go.”


He sighed. “Look, it’s nearly eleven. I’m about to teach an
advanced class—they’re developing their telekinesis skills. Why don’t you join
us?”


“Oh God no, I couldn’t…”


“Kimi, you’ll be the most powerful person in the room.”


“Apart from you,” she said softly, warmth spreading through
her at his compliment.


His lips curved. “Well, obviously.”


She sighed. “Okay, as long as I don’t have to say anything.”



“I’ll even give you a gold star if you behave,” he teased.
“Now come on, we can call in at the lost property on the way—they usually have
a few spare pairs of shoes in there.”


 


Kimi let Damien lead her to the classroom. Her nerves began
to build at the thought of meeting a class full of other witches, in spite of
his comments about everyone being there to learn. 


“Relax,” he said, obviously sensing her tension. “You’ll
enjoy this, I promise.” He walked up to a door and opened it with a flourish. 






Chapter Eleven


 “‘How now, you secret, black and midnight hags?’” Damien
said to the room in general. “‘What is’t you do?’”


“‘A deed without a name,’” several voices chorused, followed
by laughter.


“Morning,” he grinned. He turned and beckoned Kimi toward
him and winked. “‘Something wicked this way comes.’”


Kimi blushed and walked into the room. There were nine
people sitting at the desks, all but two of them women, and they all looked up
with interest as she entered. 


“This is Kimi,” Damien said. “She’s joining us today.”


“Morning Kimi,” everyone said, and she smiled nervously.
With relief, she saw Ella. The blonde girl looked pleased and motioned to the
empty seat beside her.


Kimi looked across at Damien, who gestured for her to sit,
so she went over and sat beside her roommate.


“Hey,” Ella said as Damien started cleaning the whiteboard.
“Good to see you. Are you going to be taking this class?”


“I’m not sure,” Kimi whispered. “I’m just observing.” She
frowned. “Does he always enter the room in such a charming manner?”


Ella laughed. “It’s a quote from Macbeth—about the three witches,
you know? ‘Hubble, bubble, toil and trouble?’”


“Ah,” said Kimi. “That makes more sense.” She hadn’t missed
his mention of the word ‘secret’. Had he chosen the quote for her benefit?


“Right,” Damien said, putting down the board rubber. “Where
did we get to last time?”


“Energy fields,” said one of the women. 


“Ah yes. I remember.” He popped the lid off a whiteboard
marker. “We were talking about everything having its own energy. About how you
have to imagine your own energy field expanding to encompass an object.” He
began to draw on the board. “When you want to move something with your mind,
you have to bring it within your energy field, your aura. It has to almost
become a part of you, spiritually at any rate.”


Kimi watched the other students as he demonstrated his words
with pictures. Some of them took notes—others, like Ella, sat and watched. At
one point one of the men got up and helped himself to a cup of water from the
cooler in the corner—occasionally a couple chatted quietly, although most of the
time everyone seemed content to listen to him.


He was very good with people, she thought. He’d handed out
large silver rings, about twelve inches in diameter, to everyone and was now
encouraging them to start levitating them into the air. He was so patient and
gentle, quick to offer advice if they were struggling, generous with praise,
funny and intelligent, the perfect teacher. She sighed inwardly. Of course he
was.


Some people had more success than others with the rings.
Ella managed to lift hers an inch off the desk, but it was clearly an effort,
and it dropped eventually, clanging onto the table. “These are heavier than
they look,” she complained, breathing heavily. “What are they made of, lead?”


Damien laughed, walking past her table. “Reach out your aura,”
he reminded her. “Hold it in your mind.”


“I am trying, Mr. Bossy.”


He smiled and stopped in front of Kimi’s desk. She’d shaken
her head when he offered her a ring earlier. Now he held out another hoop. She
just looked at him.


“Go on, Kimi,” said Ella. “Have a go. It doesn’t matter if
you can’t do it.”


Damien met Kimi’s gaze, and his eyes twinkled. 


“No, thank you,” she said, her cheeks burning. Why was he
embarrassing her like this? She wasn’t ready to make a fool of herself, not
yet.


He dropped to his haunches in front of her desk and placed
the silver ring on its edge in the middle, holding it upright with a finger.
Slowly, he lifted his hand, concentrating on the ring. Kimi watched, eyes wide,
as it stayed up, edge on. He moved his finger in a circle, and the ring began
to rotate. He did it effortlessly, flicking his gaze up to hers with a smile,
before catching the ring in his hand and holding it out to her. “Now you try.”


She met his gaze. She was about to refuse, but his eyes were
very gentle and warm. She realised he wouldn’t have asked her if he didn’t
think she could do it.


Still reluctant, she reached out and took it. Around her,
everyone looked over. They would have heard what had happened in the woods the
night before, and they were all interested to see what she could do. This was
where she made a complete idiot of herself and made them all laugh.


She sighed. “What do I do?”


He stood the ring on its edge and then moved her hand to
rest on the top. “Think about what I was saying, about reaching out your aura
to encompass it. It is part of you. Hold it in your mind.”


She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Trying to
ignore everyone else in the room, she focussed on the ring. After a few
moments, she lifted her hand.


The ring fell onto the desk with a clang.


He didn’t laugh, or scold. He lifted it again and placed her
hand back on it. “Try again.”


Twice more she did it, and both times the same thing
happened.


“Damien…”


Patiently he moved her hand on top of it a fourth time.
“It’s a part of you,” he told her softly. “Grasp it with your mind. You can do
it, Kimi.”


This time she closed her eyes. She imagined what happened
when she moved in spirit form, even though her body was still lying there. With
her spirit hand, she reached out and touched the ring. Then she lifted her
physical hand.


Everyone in the room gasped. She opened her eyes and saw the
ring still on its edge.


Her heart began to beat faster. Suddenly she understood what
he’d been trying to convey to her. With her mind, she turned the ring, and to
her delight it began to spin slowly.


Damien pushed himself to his feet. “Now, lift it off the
desk.”


“What?”


“Go on. Pick it up.”


She imagined her spirit hand raising the silver hoop, and it
levitated slowly into the air six inches.


“Now lift Ella’s.”


Kimi looked at him, then across at the desk next to hers.
Ella pushed the ring toward her. Kimi reached out with her mind and raised it
until it hung in the air next to her own.


Damien walked around the room, pointing at one desk after
another, and gradually Kimi raised all ten rings in the air until they hung in
a line about four feet off the floor. 


“Now hold them there,” he told her, walking to the back of
the room.


She concentrated, frowning. The effort was beginning to make
her sweat. He came back carrying a pink ribbon. He sat on the desk opposite her
and threw the ribbon into the air. To her amazement, it didn’t fall but
stretched out in a line. He moved his hand and she watched, open mouthed, as
the ribbon began to move through the air toward her hoops.


Gradually he weaved the ribbon through the rings. He moved
the pink band so gracefully it was like a gymnast at work, she thought. She was
beginning to breathe hard with the effort of holding up the hoops.


“Now spin them clockwise,” he said as the ribbon finished
threading its way through the rings.


Gritting her teeth and concentrating hard, she began to spin
all ten hoops slowly clockwise until the ribbon tightened in a pink twine.


“Stop. Now anti-clockwise.”


She had to tighten all her muscles to stop the rings
spinning. It was as difficult as lifting a heavy object. Once they’d stopped,
she started to rotate them the other way. Sweat popped out on her forehead as
she focussed. The ribbon unwound and then began to tighten again.


“Now, one clockwise, the next anti-clockwise.”


“You’re kidding me.”


“Try it.”


She stood, pushing the chair back, one hand held toward the
rings as she did as he demanded. Part of her wanted to tell him to get lost—she
wasn’t a monkey about to dance for his pleasure, but the other part wanted to
meet and even exceed his expectations. Gradually she spun the rings in opposite
directions, watching as he laced the ribbon easily backward and forward through
them. 


For him it seemed effortless. He wasn’t even watching the
pink band. As usual, he was watching her. She flicked her gaze over to him. Was
it her imagination or was there something extremely sexual about the way he was
entwining the ribbon through the rings? His eyes were warm, a slight smile on
his lips. Unbidden, the thought of him kissing her in the woods crept into her
mind.


As soon as she started thinking about him like that,
however, she lost concentration. As one, the rings dropped from where she’d
been holding them. The ribbon caught them and neatly tied itself in a bow.


In the doorway, somebody clapped, slowly. The whole class
turned to see Rose leaning against the doorjamb, watching them.


“Stop showing off,” she said.


Damien threw her a look. “I wasn’t showing off—I was
demonstrating.”


She glanced at him doubtfully before looking over at Kimi.
“Margaret would like to see you please, if you have a minute.”


“Of course.” Kimi hesitated, exhausted, drenched in sweat. 


“Can you find your way?” asked Rose. “I need to have a quick
word with Mr Show-Off Shaman here.”


Ella stood. “I’ll take her, Rose.”


“Okay, thanks.”


Kimi glanced at Damien, who winked at her, and she followed
Ella out of the room and down the corridor toward the east end of the house. 


Rose’s words echoed in her ears as she walked. Stop
showing off. Was she talking to her or Damien? He’d been trying to prove to
her how powerful she was. By forcing her to stop the rings and rotate them in
the opposite direction, he’d been testing her energy, and showing her what she
could do.


Ella looked across at her. “Are you okay?”


Kimi sighed. “Yes, thanks. A bit tired.”


“That was amazing, what you just did. They said you were
powerful, but I didn’t realise quite what they meant.”


“I didn’t know I could do that until I did it. I hope nobody
thought I was showing off.”


Ella stopped and gave her a hug. “Hey, no. Ignore Rose—she
was having a dig at Damien for some reason.” She took Kimi’s arm as they
continued down the corridor. “The Elders have a strange relationship with each
other. They’re all supposed to be equals, but of course, Damien’s the youngest,
and he grew up with them, so they tend to mother him. As far as I know, he was
a model teenager—never rebelled or anything—he was always very disciplined,
very responsible. But I think he resents being treated like he’s inferior to
them now, because of course he’s not—he’s more powerful—than Margaret, Rose and
Max, anyway.”


They walked across the entrance foyer and into the corridor
leading to the Elders’ offices. Ella stopped outside one. “This is Margaret’s.
Good luck!”


“Thanks.” Kimi watched Ella walk away, suddenly nervous. Why
did Margaret want to see her? Surely it would be about the events of the
previous night?


She knocked on the door, and when Margaret answered with
“Hello,” she opened it and went in. Margaret’s office was completely different
to Damien’s. Decorated with lots of aluminium shelves, grey filing cabinets,
and a standard office desk, it was much more your typical business office than
his old-fashioned study. And much less comfortable.


She stood in front of Margaret’s desk. The older women was
typing on her computer and finished off her sentence, then looked over. “Hello,
Kimi. Thank you for coming—please, have a seat.”


“Thank you.” Kimi sat on the edge of the chair, hands
together, conscious of her sweating palms.


Margaret leaned forward, elbows on the table, fingers
clasped, and surveyed Kimi. “You did a wonderful job last night,” she said
eventually, surprising Kimi. “Your power was amazing, and your control of it
was exemplary.”


“Thank you,” Kimi said again. 


Margaret rested her lips on her hands for a moment. Then she
said, “Clearly, after last night you will be aware of the problems we are
having with the forces of darkness at the moment. Incursions are happening all
over the place, and we believe the constant pressure they’re putting on the veil
means they’re going to attempt a full scale invasion in the near future.”


“Damien did mention it,” Kimi said, then cursed herself for
saying his name as Margaret frowned.


Still the older woman didn’t mention what she’d seen in the
woods. “We are desperately training all of our witches, warlocks and shamans to
be prepared for a possible invasion. Many come here to learn advanced
techniques to take back to their covens across the country. It’s a difficult
time for us all, and tempers are short. But it is imperative we do not lose the
battle, when it comes.” 


She got up and poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot
on a table to one side. She offered it to Kimi, who shook her head. Margaret
sat back down. “The Crux is so named not just because it is the centre of all
the covens in the UK, but because it sits at the middle of a latticework of ley
lines that radiate out to all corners of the country. Do you know what a ley
line is?”


“Some kind of energy channel?” Kimi offered.


“Exactly. The Crux is the focus point of the country’s
energy, the centre of conduits laid down thousands of years ago when our
ancient ancestors first learned the ways of the Earth. We’re not sure exactly
where the focal point is—that information has been lost over the thousands of
years. We think it’s probably right underneath the house, beneath the Great
Hall. It is a powerful place—and also a weak one. If the invasion is going to
come, it is likely to happen here. To this end, obviously it would be good for
you to stay here and help us.”


She sipped her coffee. “Kimi, can I be honest with you?”


Uh-oh, Kimi thought. “Of course.”


“You are one of the most powerful witches I’ve seen for a
long time. We are thrilled that Damien found you—although I apologise for his…unconventional
methods of transporting you here.”


“That’s okay. I understand why he did it now.”


“That’s good. As I said, we are exhilarated that you have
come to light at this crucial time. We would love to have you working with us
over the next few months as the threat of an invasion grows near. There is a
lot we could teach you—ways to control and strengthen your abilities.” She
stood and came around the front of the desk and perched on the edge. “However,
I have one more matter to discuss with you.”






Chapter Twelve


Here it comes, thought Kimi.


“I’m sure you know what I’m about to say,” Margaret
continued. “Damien is our most powerful weapon against the forces of darkness.
Without him and his father, our chances of fighting off the invasion will be
difficult, if not impossible. It is imperative he remains focussed, and does
not stray from his responsibilities. To this end, you should think very
carefully about deciding to stay here, at The Crux. I can direct you to a coven
nearer to where you live, if you wish. You will be just as useful to us there.”


Kimi looked up at the older woman, vaguely threatened by the
way Margaret was leaning over her. She stood up and moved back, determined not
to be intimidated. Whatever decision she made, it would be hers alone—she would
not let Margaret force her into something.


Margaret studied her. Suddenly, she smiled. “I can see what
he sees in you. You are a pretty little thing, and powerful with it.”


Kimi felt patronised, but said nothing. She’d only known Damien
for hours—it seemed ridiculous, but equally she also knew there was more than
physical attraction between them, something Margaret had not yet seen.


“We all know what men are like,” Margaret continued wryly.
“Led by what’s in their trousers.” She gave Kimi a direct look. “Sometimes
their desires take over their common sense—if they have any of it in the first
place. And it is up to us, as mature, sensible women, to make sure they keep on
the right track.”


“I understand what you’re saying,” said Kimi softly. “And I
don’t want him to lose his powers any more than you do.”


“Do you promise not to go near him if you stay here, Kimi?
Can you say to me, ‘I promise?’”


Kimi frowned. What was she, twelve? “I can tell you I’ll
follow my conscience. I know what’s at stake.”


Margaret studied her. Kimi got the feeling that the older
woman was annoyed Kimi hadn’t played her game. Eventually, however, she leaned
back and gave a deep sigh. “So have you decided what you would like to do?”


“Yes,” Kimi said. “I’m not going to stay.”


The older woman studied her. “You’re sure?”


“I didn’t want to come here in the first place, but even
forgetting about that, I’m not stupid, Margaret. I know I’m not good for him. I
know it would be best if I went. But I’m going because it’s my decision, not
because you’ve told me to.”


Margaret gave a wry smile, and Kimi realised in Margaret’s
eyes it didn’t matter—she’d influenced Kimi enough to get the resolution that
she wanted. “I think you’ve made the right decision. One of us will run you
back to London tomorrow.”


“Okay.”


Margaret stood and held out her hand. “Have a nice rest of
the day, Kimi. I’m glad to have met you.”


Kimi shook her hand. She couldn’t return the comment so she
said nothing. Turning, she left the room, closing the door behind her.


Outside, she paused, leaning against the door, biting her
lip. She’d made the right decision. So why did she feel so upset?


She walked slowly down the corridor, glancing in Damien’s
office as she past. She stopped. He was sitting at his desk, writing. He was
left-handed, she noticed.


She took a moment to study him—from his short, dark blond
hair to his wide shoulders and the intriguing tattoo curling from underneath
his shirt sleeve. She would never get to run her hands up his arms and touch
that tattoo, or find out what would happen if he kissed her again. She leaned
against the doorjamb, suddenly tired, resting her head on the wood.


He moved to get something from his drawer and glanced up as
he did so. Pleasure spread across his face as he spotted her at the door, which
made her glow. He leaned back in his chair. “Still in one piece then?”


“Just.”


The pleasure faded from his face. “Are you okay?”


She looked down at the floor. “I told Margaret I’m not going
to stay. I’m going back tomorrow.”


He stared at her. “Oh?”


“It’s the right decision, Damien. I can’t stay here. You and
me—it was never going to happen—for lots of reasons. It was my choice.” Mostly.
She shivered as she remembered the older woman’s threatening undercurrent.


He turned his swivel chair slowly from side to side,
watching her, fingers linked. She got the distinct impression he hadn’t heard a
word she’d said. Remembering she wasn’t wearing a bra, she looked at her chest,
then back at him. “Are you picturing me naked again?”


His eyebrows rose and he followed her gaze down, then up
again. “Well now I am.”


“Damien…”


“You started it.”


She glared at him. “Have you listened to anything I’ve
said?”


“I listened. I just didn’t take any notice.”


“Look…”


He gave her his now-familiar teacher’s stare. “Kimi,
Margaret’s out of order. She isn’t the only Elder around here. She’s not my
boss, and she’s not my mother. I understand she’s concerned, and I appreciate
she’s got The Crux’s best interests at heart, but I don’t much care for her
telling you what to do, nor for being told how to run my personal life.”


“Yes, but the trouble is your personal life isn’t separate
from everything else, is it?”


His eyes narrowed suddenly. “What did she say to you,
exactly?”


“She asked me to promise I wouldn’t go near you.”


He stopped turning his chair and stared at her. “And did
you?”


“I dunno, I thought…”


He sat forward, arms on the table. “Kimi, all jesting aside,
did you actually say the words, ‘I promise’? Think about it—it’s very
important.”


She frowned. “No. I didn’t feel it was her place to ask
me—I’m not a kid, I don’t have to ‘cross my heart’ to mean what I say.”


He nodded. “Good.”


“Why did it matter?”


“Don’t worry about it.”


Kimi sighed. “She did impress upon me that I have to think
for the both of us. Because, as a man, you can’t control yourself.”


His eyes gleamed as he leaned back again. “It’s not that I
can’t. More that I don’t want to.”


“But that’s the problem, isn’t it? Margaret thinks I’m
corrupting you. She thinks I’m your Kryptonite.” He laughed out loud at that.
She glared at him again. “I’m serious. She thinks I make you lose your
willpower. That when I’m around, you don’t know what you want.”


He turned the chair from side to side again, amusement
curving his lips. “I know what I want. I just haven’t figured out how to
get it yet.”


A shiver ran down her spine. His eyes were very warm. She
knew exactly what he was thinking. “Stop it,” she whispered. “I’ve made my
choice. Yes, Margaret influenced me, but I’m telling you, it’s the right
decision. I can’t stay. I don’t want to stay. I didn’t choose to come here. My
powers…they’re exciting but they’re also scary. I don’t want to know more about
them. My mother killed herself because of them, and my father left her because
of them. I don’t want the same thing to happen to me. I just want to forget
about it all, and go back to what I was.”


A tear ran down her face, but she met his gaze openly. She
couldn’t read what he was thinking, but his eyes were very dark, very intense.
Briefly, she remembered how she’d felt when she turned and saw him in the
nightclub. That jolt of recognition, of realisation that here was the man her
life had been leading toward—here was her destiny. It was all rubbish. They
could never be together—it wasn’t meant to be.


Turning, without another word, she walked from the room.


 


Later that day, when he finally felt he’d calmed down enough
to face her, Damien went to Margaret’s office.


He stood in the doorway, seeing her at the window, looking
out over the garden. At fifty-seven, she looked ten years younger, her grey
hair the only real indication she was as old as she was. He frowned. He was
very fond of her. He trusted her implicitly. She’d been his main mentor over
the years, and she’d taught him almost everything he knew. Almost. He knew it
was beginning to irk her, as well as his father, that he was becoming more
powerful than they were. Whereas she used to know that little bit more than he
did, he’d discovered things about his abilities she could not comprehend.


He owed her a lot, and he respected her. But he wasn’t five
years old anymore. He wasn’t even fifteen. He was a full-grown man, an Elder
himself. He wasn’t going to let her treat him like her subordinate any more,
and he wasn’t going to let her run his life.


He cleared his throat, and she turned. He didn’t miss the
brief look of wariness that crossed her face before she smiled, beckoning him
in. “Evening.”


“Hey.” He walked in to stand against one of her filing
cabinets, hands in his pockets.


“What can I do for you, love?” She sat and began to tidy her
desk, putting files away, switching off her computer. When he didn’t reply, she
glanced up at him. She paused, then sat back in her chair. “What?”


“I spoke to Kimi.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” A small smile played on her
lips.


Resentment and irritation coiled in his stomach, but he
forced himself to remain calm. “I respect you, Margaret. You taught me an awful
lot and you were very good to me as I was growing up. And I was honoured when
the four of you made me an Elder.” He came over to her desk and perched on the
edge, looking down on her. “The warning you gave me last night was justified—it
was an Elder’s duty. None of us is above the natural law, and I deserved it.
But from what Kimi said, it sounds like you tried to cast a promise spell on
her. Is that true?”


She shrugged. “It didn’t work—she didn’t take the bait.”


“That’s hardly the point. Thank the Gods she was sensible
enough to see through your ploy.” His eyes narrowed. “Does my father know you
tried?”


Her lips curved. “It was his idea.”


Fury washed over him like icy cold water. He fixed her with
his stare and was pleased when her smile faded slowly. “You told her she
couldn’t stay here.”


“I did no such thing.” She shrugged again. “Although I did
say it would be a good idea if she returned home.” 


“It’s not your place to decide whether she stays or goes,”
he snapped.


“And whose is it—yours?” She gave a harsh laugh. “I don’t
think so.”


“Why not? I’m an Elder, same as you. I’m not a teenager
anymore, and I won’t be treated like your inferior.”


She glared at him. “Damien, you’re so infatuated with this
girl you’re not seeing straight. How long have you known her? Not even
twenty-four hours!” She stood up and faced him. “Has it entered your head maybe
it’s a tad of a coincidence that you happened to find such a powerful witch out
of the blue—a psychic savant who’s never been trained?”


He stood as well, glad he was taller. He wasn’t going to let
her intimidate him. “What are you saying—that Kimi works for the forces of
darkness?”


“Of course not,” she said impatiently. “But it’s perfectly
possible they engineered your meeting and have cast some kind of spell over you
to distract you from your responsibilities.”


“Bollocks.”


“No, it’s not.” Her voice rose. “You are a reliable, mature,
and conscientious young man who’s never given us a moment of doubt in the last
five years. But a few hours in this little madam’s company, and suddenly you’re
Mr. Reckless, about to throw everything away for a quick shag.” He started to
deny it and she glared at him. “I saw you, Damien, in the woods. Touching her.”


Unusually, his cheeks warmed, but not from embarrassment. He
felt strangely hurt and upset that she was intimating the magical moment he’d
experienced in the woods had been merely due to lust. Of course, there was that
as well, he couldn’t deny it, but the thought that this woman had stood there
and watched while he and Kimi shared such an intimate experience somehow
tarnished the silver secret he’d been keeping in his heart.


He glared at her. “Maybe I’m just tired of being ‘reliable’
and ‘conscientious’—I’m only twenty-six for Herne’s sake. That doesn’t mean I’m
possessed.”


“The Damien I know would never throw away his talents—his
whole life—for a little slut like that,” she spat.


At that moment all his respect, all his admiration for her,
fled, to be replaced by white-hot anger. “Don’t talk about her like that,” he
said carefully.


Margaret sneered at him. “She’s just a girl, Damien. A
powerful one, true, but just a girl.”


“No,” he said. “She’s not.” He didn’t elaborate. She didn’t
deserve it. He walked to the door. “Anyway, I’m driving her to London
tomorrow.” 


“You are not!” she said, furious. “I forbid it!”


He went very still. “I beg your pardon?”


She realised she’d gone too far and tried to backtrack. “I
meant I’d rather one of us…”


He couldn’t trust himself to speak. Turning, he walked out
of her office, banging the door loudly behind him.


 


The next day was cool but sunny. Kimi arose around
six-thirty, showered, and changed back into her own clothes, which someone had
washed, ironed and returned to the room. She had no possessions with her, no
case. Empty-handed, she left Ella sleeping quietly and went downstairs.


After her meeting with Margaret the previous afternoon, Kimi
had spent the remainder of the day in her room. Ella had tried to get her out
several times, but Kimi had been adamant. She didn’t want to mix with the other
students, nor have people try to convince her not to go. She just wanted to go
home. Even if the thought of returning to her single dingy room made her heart
sink, at least it was hers.


Later, when Ella had gone down to watch TV with some of the
others, there had been a knock on her door. She’d answered it, staring in
surprise, then smiling wryly as she saw Damien and what he was carrying.


“Chocolates?” she asked as he handed her a plate of what
looked like home-made truffles.


“I thought you might need something to cheer you up.”


She sighed at him. “I might not like chocolate.”


He rolled his eyes. “What woman doesn’t like chocolate?”


“True.” She looked at the truffles. “Who made them?”


“I did, this afternoon.”


She raised her eyebrows. “So is there likely to be some
sleep-inducing drug in them or something?”


“Kimi…”


She smiled. “Just kidding, Damien. Thank you, it was very
thoughtful.” 


He leaned against the doorjamb. “I came up to tell you I’ll
drive you to London tomorrow—shall we leave early? Around eight?”


“Don’t you think it would be better if Robert or Margaret
took me?”


“I’ve already had this conversation with them. I’m taking you.”
He spoke firmly.


Kimi knew it would be pointless to argue with him. “Okay.
Eight o’clock.”


He nodded, hesitating as if about to say something else to
her, but she gave him a pleading glance, so he just smiled. “Sleep well.”


She’d closed the door and sat on her bed, missing him
already. How stupid was that? She looked down at the plate of chocolates.
Slowly she reached out and took one. She bit into it. The hard chocolate shell
cracked, releasing a flood of soft ganache in the middle, with just a hint of
brandy. She’d sighed, falling back onto the bed as she licked her fingers. How
come he could still turn her on even when he wasn’t in the room? And how was
she going to cope without him?


Now, as she made her way down the sweeping staircase, she
felt sad that she wouldn’t be returning to the house. Sighing, she walked
through the foyer to the lounge and grabbed a cup of coffee, then wandered back
out. She wondered if he was up yet. 


“Looking for Damien?” a voice said behind her. She turned
and saw Max smiling at her.


She couldn’t help but blush. “I wondered if he was up
yet—he’s supposed to be taking me to London this morning.”


“Yes, I know,” he said wryly. “I heard the argument about
that all the way out in the gym.”


Kimi pulled a face. “Sorry. I seem to have caused a few
problems since I arrived.”


“Nothing that wasn’t already brewing, believe me. Damien and
Margaret have butted heads for a while. It was always going to happen. She
still thinks of him as the teenager she taught and forgets he’s an Elder now,
too. And it’s difficult for Robert to accept his son’s very fast approaching
being as powerful as him.”


She nodded. “So it’s not just about me then?”


He shrugged. “Everyone’s a bit tense at the moment. The
invasion could happen any day, and we’re not ready. We certainly can’t afford
to be without Damien when the time comes.”


She recognised the gentle warning. “Yes, I realise that.
That’s why I’m going back.”


“I was sorry to hear that, Kimi.”


“Thank you.” She sipped her coffee, studying him. “Are any
of the Elders married?” she asked curiously.


“I am,” he smiled. “And so’s Rose. We both live in Exeter.
Robert never married—he does have a lady friend in town but he lives here.
Margaret also never married, and she lives here too.” His smiled increased.
“But I have a feeling it’s not us you’re really interested in.”


Her cheeks grew arm, but she said, “I can’t deny I find him
attractive, Max. But there can never be anything between us. I do understand
that.”


He sighed. “Things are difficult at the moment, but none of
us knows what the future holds. I saw the look in his eyes when he talked about
you.”


She looked away. She didn’t want to hear that. “Do you know
if he’s up yet?”


“Oh God yes, he’s one of those freaks who only needs about
five hours’ sleep. He’s out running.”


“Oh.”


“He went out about twenty minutes ago so he’s probably on
his way back by now. If you wait outside, you’ll see him coming up the road.”


“Thanks, Max.”


She watched him go, then glanced at the front door, which
stood open, welcoming in the fresh October breeze. She walked out, sipping her
coffee. Standing at the top of the flight of steps, she looked across the
ground, and saw Damien jogging up the main road toward the house.






Chapter Thirteen


She sat on the top step, watching him as he approached. He
was wearing navy sweatpants and a grey T-shirt, darkened with a deep ‘V’ of
sweat. He slowed to a walk as he got to the steps and saw her. He had an iPod
clipped to his shirt, and he pulled his earpieces out.


“Hey.” He was breathing heavily, but smiled.


“Hey.” 


He ran up the steps, coming to sit beside her. “Did you
sleep okay?”


She shrugged. “Not too bad.” She was vividly aware of the
heat of his body through his T-shirt. He smelled heavenly, of hot, healthy
male. He met her gaze and held it, and she found herself unable to look away.
This was how he would look during sex, she thought: flushed, sweaty, breathing
hard. Desire threaded through her, her pulse quickening. She wanted nothing
more than to strip off the T-shirt now sticking to his muscular chest and run
her hands up his hot skin and through his damp hair—press her lips to the
hollow of his throat where sweat was beading and touch her tongue there, taste
the saltiness. In spite of the bright sunshine, his pupils were so large his
eyes looked black, and she realised he knew exactly what she was thinking.


“Oh God.” She closed her eyes and covered them with her
hands. “I so need to leave here.” Her hands itched to rip off his clothes,
right there on the front step. She forced herself to calm the surge she could
feel creeping up on her. “Have you put a spell on me?” she whispered, opening
her eyes and looking up at him. 


He gave a small laugh. “No.” His smile faded. “I don’t know
what’s going on between us. I do know it’s like nothing I’ve felt before.” He
ran a hand through his damp hair and she watched the short layers spring up
again. “I’m not going to beg you not to go,” he said. “But I wish you’d stay. I
can’t protect you all the way up in London.”


“Well, you killed the vampires. I can take care of myself. I
have done for the last two years.”


He smiled. “I know. But don’t you want to find out more
about your powers? Learn how to control them? I could teach you so much.”


“I can’t, Damien. I can’t be near you… I’ve got to be
strong, for both our sakes.”


His eyes narrowed. She could see he was angry, although not
with her, she sensed. With Margaret and Robert, probably.


Eventually, however, he took a deep breath, then let it out
slowly. “I’d better go and have a shower.”


“Okay.”


“I won’t be long.”


“Sure.” She looked out across the grounds as he went inside.
She had to fight not to cry. She was making the right decision. Wasn’t she? 


Within twenty minutes, he was back down again, showered and
dressed in dark blue jeans and a short-sleeved white shirt. He came out
carrying his car keys, seeing her still sitting there. “You want to say goodbye
to anyone?”


“No. I spoke to Ella last night.”


“Okay. Come on, then.”


Together, they went down to his car. “You got the lights
fixed,” she noticed, amused.


He laughed. “Yes, I ran it into town yesterday.” He opened
the passenger door and held it open for her, and she slid in.


Soon they were on the road. Damien took the route back to
the M5, and they headed north for the M4, the traffic relatively light, the sun
shining.


Kimi looked out of the window as he drove, not really seeing
the verges flash by. She felt depressed, her spirits low.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


She sighed. “How do you always seem to know what I’m
thinking?”


“I cheat,” he said. “I look at your aura.”


“Ah. What’s it doing now?”


“It’s grey and dark blue. I’ve not seen it like that
before.”


She glanced over at him and smiled sadly. “I’m going to miss
you.”


His eyes left the road briefly to meet hers. “Me too.”


She looked out of the window. “I spoke to Max this morning.”


“Oh?”


“He was telling me about the Elders’ love lives.”


“Oh…?” He grinned. “What did he say about me?”


“That you have a string of ladies at your beck and call.
Practically a harem.”


He laughed out loud. “Yeah, that sounds like me. Not.”


She smiled. “Actually, he didn’t say anything about you. But…you
do have lady friends?”


He looked across at her, amused. “Well, I’m not a monk, if
that’s what you mean. And I like sex, if that’s what you’re also asking.”


She flushed. She hardly needed him to tell her that. If
anyone was made for lovemaking, it was the gorgeous Midnight Shaman sitting
next to her.


She had to ask, though. “Is there a ‘special someone’?”


 “Apart from you, you mean?”


She laughed at that. “Yes, apart from me.”


He sighed. “I dated a girl for a couple of years. That ended
over six months ago. Since then, there’s been nothing serious.”


 “Did she know you were a shaman?”


 “No.”


 “That must be really difficult. Not being able to be
yourself.”


 “It was. I think it contributed to why we broke up. I
wasn’t very open about stuff and that’s obviously a problem in any
relationship.”


She studied him curiously. “Do Max and Rose’s partners know
about them?”


“Oh yes. I don’t think you could be married to someone and
keep it quiet.”


 “So you would have told your girlfriend eventually? If it
had become more serious?”


He shrugged and glanced at her again. “I guess. A marriage
should be built on trust, don’t you think?”


She looked out of the window. “To be honest, I’m not sure.
It didn’t work out so well for my parents.”


 “There must have been other things wrong in the
relationship. I can’t imagine he would have left just because of that.”


 “I don’t know, Damien, you’ve been around witches and
warlocks and shamans since you were born. Most people don’t have a clue about
this sort of stuff. It’s the kind of thing you see on Hollywood movies—it’s not
real life, to the rest of the world anyway. Hell, I didn’t know anything about
it, and I’ve actually got powers. When you don’t understand, you block it out
of your mind. Tell yourself you’re going mad, or you’re seeing things. I knew I
had powers but I thought I was a freak.”


 “It must have been very difficult, growing up in such an
environment. I can only imagine. From the age of about five I was doing
exercises to enhance my concentration and strengthen my mind.”


She studied him. “Do you sometimes feel claustrophobic,
working and living at The Crux? Do you ever feel the need to get away?”


 “Sometimes. I’m quite happy there. I like teaching and
meeting people. I go into Exeter once or twice a week in the evenings, meet
some mates, and go for a beer.”


“Get laid.” She couldn’t help the comment.


He gave her one of his looks. “As I was saying… I often go
around the country meeting up with other covens. And I have travelled a bit.
When I was eighteen, I went to New Zealand for a year.” He lifted his arm,
indicating the tattoo. “That’s where I got this.”


“Does it represent anything? Or is it just a pretty shape?”


 “Pretty?” He flexed his arm muscle. “It’s a manly
shape, I’ll have you know.” She laughed and he grinned. “The koru’s based on
the silver fern when it’s new and curled up. It represents new life, growth,
strength, and peace. All good stuff, I thought.”


 “It’s lovely.” Unable to stop herself, she reached out a
finger and traced the black line where it looped around his arm. 


He looked over and their eyes met, and a spark jumped from
her finger onto his skin. 


She sighed. “Crap.”


He laughed, pulled the iPod out of his pocket and handed it
to her. “Go on, put on some music. I’m in a singing mood.”


“Happy I’m going?”


“No… Pleased to be spending a few hours in some pleasant
company.”


Cheeks warming, she plugged it into the car and scrolled
through his music. He had an eclectic mix, some of which she knew, some she
didn’t. She set it on shuffle and started it playing.


Even though the thought of never seeing him again made her
heart pound and her eyes prick with tears, she still thoroughly enjoyed the
next few hours. Damien sang every song to her, his voice rich and lyrical, and
she joined in when she knew the song, listened when she didn’t. 


Eventually he took the slip road to the M25. It was busy but
the traffic was moving. It took a further hour and a half to thread their way
through to the area where she lived. As they began to near her flat, gradually
she fell quiet. After a while, he turned the iPod off. “Not long now,” he said
quietly, Kimi said nothing, not trusting herself to speak.


Finally, he pulled up in her road and parked. They sat there
for a moment. She couldn’t think of anything to say. She looked up at him,
wondering how she could tell him what she was feeling. To her surprise, he was
looking out of the window, up at the row of tall houses, frowning.


“What’s up?” she asked.


He looked back at her. “There’s a black energy around here.”


“It’s London, Damien, everything’s black here.”


“I’m serious.”


She went cold. “A vampire?”


“No. Human. But definitely not a follower of the light.” He
got out of the car and she followed. She walked up next to him. Without
thinking, her hand crept into his.


He looked down at her. “I think someone’s waiting for you in
your flat.”


Her heart thumped and her mouth went dry. “Oh my God.”


His hand tightened. “Let’s go up and find out who it is.” He
led the way to the front door to her building. She inserted the key in the door
and opened it quietly. Her heart thumped at the thought of there being an
intruder in her home.


Damien walked forward into the hallway. He looked around at
her and she signalled up and held up two fingers. He nodded and made for the
stairs, still holding her hand.


Together, they climbed the stairs to the second floor. At
the top, Kimi indicated her front door was down the hall and third on the
right. Damien nodded again. He paused and closed his eyes. Kimi shivered as she
felt a pulse of energy emanate from him that ran right to her very core like
the tolling of a huge bell.


“He’s in your flat,” he confirmed. “You stay here.”


“Hey, no way.” She gripped his hand tighter as he went to
let go. “This is my territory.”


He looked down at her. Then he grinned. “Come on then.”


They moved quietly to her front door. Damien took the key
from her and inserted it in the lock. Gently, he turned it and pushed the door
open.


Luckily, they both saw the white shaft of lightning flare
and ducked instinctively as it rocketed over their heads. Damien swore and
thrust a hand toward the figure standing in the entrance to her tiny lounge.
Though he didn’t touch him, Damien’s energy propelled the man back as if he’d
pushed him, and the intruder flew across the room, meeting the wall with a
solid crunch.


Damien strode into the room, Kimi on his heels. The man was
on all fours, trying to catch his breath, but as they came in, he rolled behind
the sofa and got to his feet. Kimi gasped as he cast a spell that sent a myriad
of tiny black knives hurtling through the air toward them. Damien passed his
hand in an arc, however, and the knives turned into flowers, dropping
harmlessly to the floor in a shower of blue petals.


Quickly, before the other warlock could cast another spell, Damien
clenched his fist and flicked his hand as if he was throwing confetti over him.
A glitter of dust spread from his fingers, scattering over the man and covering
him in a sparkling layer of gold. The man went rigid, frozen to the spot, only
his eyes able to move around the room with alarm as he realised he was
completely at their mercy.


Kimi stared, mouth open. Damien’s spellcasting had been
smooth and effortless, and she was stunned to see the man so easily overwhelmed.
Her mouth went dry, her brain fogging with confusion.


Damien walked up to him. The warlock’s eyes flicked over to
Kimi, then come back to his again. “Do you know him?” Damien asked her, eyes
narrowing.


Kimi nodded. “It’s my uncle, Brad.” She stared at him,
completely confused. Brad, a warlock? What the hell?


Damien fixed the older man with a firm stare. “I’m going to
release you now. But I want you to remain where you are. Any sign of movement
and I’ll restrain you again, understand?”


Brad looked down, then up again in affirmation. Damien drew
an imaginary line down Brad’s body, and the man gasped, suddenly released from
whatever had been binding him.


“Who are you?” Brad demanded.


“We ask the questions,” Damien snapped. He looked at Kimi
and raised an eyebrow.


Her head was still spinning with the information that her
uncle had special powers. “Since when have you been a warlock?” she asked,
incredulous.


“Since forever.” He smiled mockingly.


She stared at him, aghast. “I don’t understand. I can’t believe
it—all this time you’ve had magical powers, and yet you spent years making me
think I was some kind of freak!”


Brad looked her up and down. “Well, we were hardly going to
help you develop your talents, were we?”


“We? You mean Louise…”


“Is a witch? Oh yes.”


“Oh my God.” Kimi felt faint. “But why…” her voice trailed
off. She didn’t know where to start. She felt sick, and, for a moment, the room
spun.


Damien put a hand in the small of her back, and warmth
spread through her. She wasn’t sure if it was the physical heat from his hand
or if he was somehow sending energy into her, but whatever it was, it calmed
and reassured her. 


She looked down and saw Storm beside them, hackles raised,
and realised Damien had somehow activated her portal. He wanted her to be aware
of the energies here, she thought, studying Brad again. This time she could see
a faint grey shadow around him, as if someone had drawn him in charcoal and
smudged the edges. He worked for the forces of darkness. The realisation
shocked her.


Brad studied the shaman curiously. “You’re one of the
Stones,” he realised suddenly. “The son, I’m guessing.” To Kimi’s surprise and
delight, fear lit his eyes.


Damien’s hand was still warm on her back, and Kimi took a
deep breath and let it out slowly, drawing on his energy, letting it soothe
her. She lifted her chin and glared at her uncle. “So you knew I had magical
powers?”


“Of course.”


“And all these years you’ve tried to make me scared to use
them?”


Brad just smirked.


“Why?” she whispered, a wave of anguish sweeping over her.
“And why didn’t you help Mum when she was struggling to cope with hers?”


“He was instructed to bring you both down,” Damien said
flatly. “Weren’t you?”


Brad shrugged. “I work for the forces of darkness. What can
I say?”


Kimi stared at him. She was struggling to get her head
around the fact that, when her mother was in trouble all those years ago, Brad
and Louise had known and understood what she was going through, but had just
stood by and watched. “So you left her to take her own life? She was your
sister!”


Brad just looked at her.


Kimi was horrified. It was as if someone had taken her life,
ripped it open, and turned it inside out. What she had thought was teenage
angst and family animosity had morphed into something far more sinister and
evil. Anger fired through her, and her hands grew hot.


Even as she began to raise her hand toward Brad, Damien took
it in his own and held it firmly. She tried to pull away crossly, wanting to
vent her energy on her uncle, but he refused to let her go. 


“So what are you doing here?” he demanded of the warlock.
“You finally tracked her down—for what purpose?”


“To bring her back home,” Brad said. “Where we can keep an
eye on her. The city’s dangerous, Kimi. Anything can happen to a young girl out
there alone.”


She went cold. “You set the vampire on me. You got him to
track me.”


“Well, we had to find you somehow,” he said impatiently.
“You’d done a pretty good job of hiding your tracks, so more…drastic measures
were called for.” He looked Kimi up and down, then glanced at Damien, his lips
curving. “Didn’t realise you’d hooked up with someone from the light. Has he
managed to get your frigid little arse into bed?”


Before she could gasp a retort, Damien stepped forward. His
fist met Brad’s chin with a solid crack. Kimi gasped, her hands automatically
going to her mouth as Brad stumbled back, caught his heel on the rug and tumbled
to the floor. She hadn’t even realised Damien was angry. 


Now he stood over the prone warlock, shaking his hand as his
knuckles obviously stung. “You’re lucky I don’t kill humans,” he snapped.


Brad waggled his jaw and sent the shaman a derisory look.
“So what are you going to do—glare me into unconsciousness?”


Damien held out a hand toward him. The warlock’s eyes went
suddenly wary. “What…”


“You come near Kimi again and I will kill you.” Damien
clenched his hand into a fist. “Tabula rasa,” he said.


Brad’s face went white. “No!” he yelled.


Damien splayed his fingers, and ribbons of white light
curled from them over the prone man’s head. Kimi watched in shock as they
landed on his skin like the tentacles of a jellyfish, then seemed to press
through his skull. Brad went still, mouth open, and shuddered.


“What are you doing?” she asked Damien, horrified in spite
of her uncle’s recent revelations.


Damien lifted his hand. The white ribbons of light faded. He
poked Brad with his foot. “Get up.”


The warlock rolled over and struggled to his feet. He looked
around the room, confusion filling his face.


“Get out,” Damien said. “Go on.” He gestured toward the
exit.


Brad stumbled to the door, and they heard his feet tripping
down the corridor.


“What did you do?” Kimi said, aghast.


“Wiped his memory.” Damien sucked his knuckles. “Jeez,
haven’t hit someone for years. I’d forgotten how much it hurts.”


“Will it last forever? His memory loss, I mean?”


He shook his head. “It’ll gradually come back to him over
the next few weeks.”


She looked up at him. The full reality of what she’d learned
washed over her. Brad and Louise were actually working for the forces of darkness,
and had spent her formative years telling her she was evil and a freak, when in
fact they’d known perfectly well she was a powerful witch. 


And her mother… Kimi’s eyes filled with tears. Her mother
had thought herself all alone, when, in fact, they could have helped her, but
they’d stood by and let her take her own life.


The tears spilled down her cheeks and she pressed her hand
to her mouth. 


“Oh, come here.” Damien reached out and pulled her into his
arms.


 






Chapter Fourteen


Damien let Kimi nestle into him as her wracking sobs shook her
whole body. He sighed, his arms tightening around her. Part of him wished he’d
killed the bastard. Would that make her feel better? Probably not. Would have
made him feel better though.


He let her cry into his shirt, stroking her hair and
murmuring gentle words of reassurance. It wasn’t just the shock of finding out
about Brad, he thought, it was all the stress of the past few days and maybe
even some of the struggle of the past few years coming out in her. She’d tried
so hard to cope on her own, but the realisation of what had happened in her
family had made her realise how insecure her life truly was. 


A surge of protectiveness made him pick her up and carry her
over to the sofa where he sat with her on his lap, cradling her in his arms,
resting his cheek against the top of her head. He contented himself with
holding her, waiting for her shock and anger to take its natural course, and
sure enough, gradually her sobs began to lessen, and her breathing slowed.


He kissed the top of her head, cursing himself as he did so,
but unable to hold back the strong urge to comfort her. She moved, glancing at
Storm, who’d rested his head on his knee and was looking up at her. She held
out a hand toward him. Damien went to tell her not to touch the wolf, but, to
his shock, Storm’s tongue slipped through her fingers. She would only have felt
it on the astral level, but she shivered, and he knew she’d felt the touch. He
glared at the wolf, whose eyebrows moved as it looked up at him. She’d even
captivated his spirit guide. That had never happened before. What was going on?


Kimi remained where she was, in the circle of his arms, but
he felt a change in the air, a sudden stillness, a focussing of the moment,
similar to what he’d felt in the woods. The hairs rose on his arms, and his
neck prickled. He knew if they’d been outside the birdsong would have ceased,
and falling leaves would have frozen in mid-air, halfway to the ground. 


He held his breath. His heart thudded so loud, she must have
been able to hear it. His portal was still open, and her aura pulsed gold. He
examined it, drawn to the swirling colours. In spite of her grief, it was a
deep blue, tinged with purple, a witch’s aura. Storm looked up, and Damien
pulled back to see what the wolf was looking at.


Above her head, nestled in the depths of her aura like an
egg in a pile of feathers, was a small, sparkling star. 


Damien stared. 


Margaret had been wrong. The forces of darkness hadn’t sent
Kimi. Quite the opposite. The star was the gift of the Goddess, a sign of Her
blessing, and it marked Kimi as not only an exceptional witch, which he already
knew, but also as a person who was going to play an integral part in the events
to come—as Her emissary, Her messenger, sent to carry out Her bidding. 


And suddenly, he knew why the Gods were showing him this,
and why he’d felt that their destinies were interwoven. The Higher Powers had
sent Kimi to him because he had to teach her. That was why he’d felt their
meeting to be pre-ordained. Not because she was meant to be his mate. But
because she had a destiny, and it was his job to help her achieve it.


He studied the star, resentment threading through him. It
was so unfair. He didn’t want Kimi the witch, he wanted Kimi the young woman, a
hot chick he’d literally bumped into on the dance floor—he wanted to take her
to dinner, to the movies, to kiss her under the full moon without sending
sparks flying. But the Higher Powers were instructing him. They’d intended Kimi
for greater things. She’s meant for the Goddess, they were saying.
Not for you.


He felt such anger that his hands burned, and he radiated
heat. Storm lifted his head and looked around, his silver eyes coming back to
rest on him. No, Damien wanted to yell at him. If I want her, I’ll have
her! But he’d spent a lifetime following the rules and regulations of his
order—how could he now go against the wishes of the Gods? 


Destiny weighed so heavily on him, he felt pressed into the
sofa. It was as if they were carriages on a railway track, being carried in a
particular direction, as if there was only one path he could take, and veering
from that path would mean stars would fall from the sky and the world would
stop turning. But the events of his life weren’t engraved in stone—he had
control of his own fate. Didn’t he?


“I can feel it,” Kimi whispered suddenly. “The spinning of
the Earth.” She raised her head and looked at him. Her green eyes were very
bright, like emeralds in sunlight. She wiped her cheeks. “What’s happening?”


“I don’t know,” he admitted, knowing he sounded curt.


 Their eyes locked. He felt as if he were looking into the
bottom of a deep pool—he could almost see her thoughts shining in the depths
like silver fish. She was afraid of the attraction she felt for him—she knew
they had to fight it. It was as if they were trying to push an enormous boulder
up an incredibly steep hill. If they kissed, they’d be going against the
natural order of things—volcanoes would erupt, and tidal waves would sweep
cities into the ocean. 


Let her fulfil her destiny, the voices whispered.
She’s not for you.


He was breathing as hard as if he’d been running for half an
hour. “Margaret thinks the forces of darkness sent you to distract me, to get
me out of the way for the invasion,” he said.


She studied him, her bottom lip trembling. “She’s wrong,”
she said. “Evil doesn’t feel like this. But even so, Damien, we can’t…”


“Is that what you want, to fight me?” Why was he so
attracted to her, if this wasn’t what the Gods wanted? How cruel could they be?
Was it all just a huge test? “Nobody tells me what to do,” he said fiercely.


“I know.” A tear tipped over the edge of her lashes, like a
boat going over the Niagara Falls.


He tried to ignore it. “Not even the Gods.” He held her
tightly. He was so angry he could have shaken her. He was tired of being the
plaything of the universe. Of doing what was right. “This is my life,
and if I want you, I’ll damn well have you.”


She went white.


He gripped her arms. “I’m in charge of my own life. I
write my own history.”


“Damien, I want you too, but…”


Furious with the Higher Powers and himself, he kissed her
fiercely, wanting to show them that if he desired her, he could have her,
regardless of her destiny. He crushed her to him, but she didn’t cry out or
push him away. Her face was wet, and suddenly he felt a wave of anguish and
pity toward this young woman. She deserved so much better than this. He’d never
forced a woman in his life, not even close, and he cursed himself for his
insensitivity. She was hurt and vulnerable—the last thing she needed was for
him to exploit her like this.


He pulled his head back, intending to get up, but she
slipped her hand behind his neck, threading her fingers through his short hair.



“It’s okay,” she whispered.


He’d thought he knew so much about the world and its
patterns, about providence and luck and how things happened, but he didn’t
understand this. He had so much to teach her, and yet here she was,
understanding him, directing him. She pulled his head down gently and kissed
him, and he closed his eyes. Her mouth was so soft, her tongue smooth as it
brushed against his. He shivered, enveloping himself in the smell of her, the
taste of her. Gods, but he was lost. He was so weak. He could no more fight
this than fight the turning of the tides, whatever the Goddess wanted. Herne,
he thought with a small piece of his mind. I need her. Don’t let the Goddess
be angry with me. 


He deepened his kiss, his hands sliding down her body, but
stopped as she gasped and pulled back. He looked up, following her gaze to see
the light bulb above them flickering, even though she hadn’t switched it on.


She moved back, pressing her lips together, wiping her
cheeks again. She swung her legs off him and pushed herself to her feet.
Hugging her arms across her chest, she went across to the chair opposite him
and perched on the edge. 


He sat forward and threaded both hands through his hair,
then rested his lips against his knuckles. He met her gaze, and for a moment,
they just looked at each other.


“I’ve got to come back with you,” she said after a while.


“I know.”


“Damien…there are more important things than us at stake
here.”


He said nothing. She was half-right. They were intertwined
with the fate of things. She held his future in her hands, but, as yet, he
couldn’t see how, like he was looking into a mirror fogged with steam.


She examined her nails. “I’ll come with you, but we’ve got
to keep apart. Not because Margaret says so, but because we need a clear head
for what’s coming, and when I’m near you…well, let’s just say that things
aren’t so clear.”


The sparkling star in her aura had disappeared, although he
knew he hadn’t imagined it. She was right—their future wasn’t clear yet. It was
as if they were looking at a picture too closely—they knew they were part of
the pattern but couldn’t see the whole design. They needed to take a step back.


And suddenly, he knew he would have time. Almost as if
someone had laid a guiding hand on his shoulder, he felt calm descend, and knew
someone was watching over them, and that, if he was being directed, it was only
by someone or something who wanted the best for him. It wasn’t about asserting free
will. He was attempting to fight against a natural phenomenon, like trying to
stop the onset of the seasons, or the rise of the sun. He’d lived his life so
far by putting his trust in the Gods and accepting he was on the right path.
This was not the time for rebellion—not against the Gods, anyway. Against man,
or woman, maybe. But that was another story.


He had to protect her, train her, to get her ready for
whatever was coming. Maybe then, they would be free to be just Damien and Kimi,
man and woman.


He pushed himself to his feet. “You really want to come back
with me?”


She looked around the room. “I can’t stay here. I don’t want
to stay here. There are things going on I don’t understand—I feel like my whole
life has been a play and I’ve just been acting it out. I don’t want to be out
of control like this. I want to learn about my talents and what I can do—I want
to know the truth.”


“Then go and pack your stuff. Let’s get back to The Crux.
We’ve got work to do.”






Chapter Fifteen


It took Kimi about ten minutes to pack up her meagre amount
of stuff. Afterward, she went and saw her landlord and explained she would be
away for a couple of weeks. She had a little bit of savings and paid her rent
in advance for a month, although deep down something was telling her she
wouldn’t be back. She hoped fervently it wasn’t because she was going to die at
the hands of a vampire somewhere. She then nipped down the road and told the
owner of the café where she waitressed that she wouldn’t be around for a few
weeks. He wasn’t best pleased, but again she had a strange feeling she wouldn’t
be back anyway, and she wasn’t distraught to leave the dingy cafe behind.


When she’d finally finished, Damien took her hand and led
her to his car.


He’d hardly said two words to her since she’d told him she’d
be going back with him. He hadn’t said he was pleased, and he hardly looked
overjoyed. But he did hold her hand. However, she wondered if he wished she
wasn’t going with him. He seemed caught up in his thoughts and, as he drove out
of London, she left him to them, watching the dirty windows and high-rise
buildings flash by, glad to be escaping to the fresh air of Devon.


After about half an hour, he signalled to come off the
motorway and stopped at a service station. “Coffee?” he asked. “And lunch.”


“I’m not hungry.”


He gave her a look. “You need to eat more.”


“You the diet police now?”


“No, but I’m going to be keeping an eye on you, so you’d
better get used to it. Healthy body…”


“Healthy mind,” she finished. “Okay, I give in.”


They got out of the car. He took her hand as they walked
into the building.


“Why do you do that?” His hands were always warm, and, for
some reason, when he held hers it seemed like a strangely intimate gesture.
“I’m not your girlfriend, and I’m not a four-year-old.”


“I want to make sure you don’t run away.”


“Really?”


“No.” He winked at her. “Come on, what do you want to eat?”


She chose a chicken sandwich, and he picked a cheese roll.
He ordered two coffees, and they chose a seat by the window. They ate in
silence for a while. Eventually, however, she could stand the quiet no longer.


“Damien, are you angry with me?”


He turned surprised eyes onto her. “Angry?” He laughed. “Of
course not.”


“You’ve hardly said two words to me since we left.”


“Sorry. Got a lot on my mind.”


She sipped her coffee, wondering what he was thinking about.
“Would you rather I’d stayed in London?”


“Nah. Anyway, you were put on this Earth to drive me crazy,
I can sense it. What can a man do against a destiny like that?”


She smiled. “Damien?”


“Yes…”


“Do you believe in reincarnation?”


His eyebrows rose. “I wasn’t expecting you to say that! Yes,
as a matter of fact, I do.”


“Do you think we’ve met before? Is that why I feel like I’ve
known you more than two days?”


He sipped his coffee. “No, I don’t think so. I don’t think
I’ve been here before.”


She sat up straighter, surprised. “Really? You seem like an
old soul.”


“Are you talking about my age again?”


She grinned. “No. I meant with all the stuff you know.”


“Actually, I think the more times you come back, the less
spiritual ‘stuff’ you remember.”


“So you’re like a new soul?” She smiled. “An angel, come
down to teach us?”


“Maybe.” He smiled back.


She could actually believe that. “You’d make a great
archangel,” she said. “Although maybe you’re not quite good enough to
deserve a halo.”


He grinned at her. “My naughty streak comes out when you’re
around.”


She laughed. “So why do you think it feels like we’ve known
each other before?”


“It’s not a question of knowing each other before. We’re
just aware of…life’s pattern, shall we say.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Don’t worry about it,” he smiled. “You’re going to have
enough to think about over the next week or so.”


There was something he wasn’t telling her, she could sense
it. “Damien…”


“Don’t worry about it,” he repeated firmly, giving her his
teacherly glance.


She stuck her tongue out at him, but didn’t press him when
he raised an eyebrow. He was referring to the feeling she’d had when they’d
first met, that somehow they were meant to meet at that moment. Other than
that, though, she didn’t know what else he was hiding.


“So what sort of classes am I going to have to take?” she
asked, changing the subject. “Are many of them run by Margaret?”


“No. I’ll be taking the majority of them. Though there may
be one you’ll have to take with either her or Rose.”


“Oh?”


“Moon cycles and…other cycles. How they coincide. Personal
issues.”


“You don’t teach that?”


He shrugged. “I could. But women tend to be more comfortable
learning that stuff from another woman.”


“I want you to teach me,” she said before she could stop
herself.


 He leaned back in his chair, a small smile on his face. “I
thought you didn’t like being embarrassed.”


“I don’t.” Automatically her cheeks grew warm. “But…” How
could she say what she was feeling? That somehow it was the most important
thing in the world that he be the one who showed her everything?


He glanced at the floor, and she knew he was looking at Storm.
He gave the wolf a slight glare. When he looked back up at her, his eyes were
hot, mischievous.


“What?” she said.


“Nothing.” He looked her up and down. “So I’m stuck with you
for the foreseeable future.”


She studied him for a moment. Because of the way he was
sitting, with one arm hooked over the back of his chair, his white shirt had
tightened across his chest, exposing a deep V of tanned skin and a scattering
of light brown hair. Energy ran through her body and her hands went hot. His
smile broadened, and she knew he’d read her thoughts. “Are you looking at my
aura again?”


“Always.”


She glared at him. “Are you going to teach me how to do
that, too? It’s such an unfair advantage.”


He grinned. “Ah, you women have other visible ways of
working out when we guys are turned on.”


“That’s no good when you’re sitting behind a table.”


He laughed and finished off his coffee. “Come on. The sooner
we’re back, the sooner we can start educating you.”


Something had changed when they sat together in her flat.
She pondered on it as they walked out. He was still flirtatious, still warm and
friendly, but his self-control had tightened, and he was focussing on what he
had to teach her rather than the attraction between them. Had he received some
kind of warning? Part of her was sad, but part of her was also relieved. It
would be a lot easier to keep focussed if he wasn’t coming on to her all the
time.


“Can I have my first lesson now?” she asked when they were
back on the road.


He smiled at her. “What do you want to know?”


“I dunno. I know nothing, remember? Are you religious? Do
you follow a particular god or something?”


So he told her about The Crux’s views on religion—that
students were free to follow any path they chose, each and every belief was
valid, and part of the Elders’ oath was to promise not to force their own views
on their students. He then explained that a good percentage of everyone at the
centre followed a mainly pagan path.


“Is that what you follow?” Kimi asked. “Are you a pagan?”


“I’m not supposed to discuss my own views, remember?” 


“I’m just trying to learn,” she said softly.


He glanced across at her and smiled. “Fair enough. Then yes.
For me, the God and Goddess personify nature, the cycle of the seasons, and the
rising of the moon. It’s easier to think about the strength and power of nature
as Herne the Hunter, Lord of the Woods, and of the Goddess embodying the beauty
and cycles of nature. I see Her in all women—not just in their monthly cycles
but also in terms of the moon’s phases and the seasons—Maiden, Mature Woman,
Wise One.”


“I’ve never thought of the world like that,” she murmured.
“What a lovely way to describe the things we all take for granted.”


“Part of being pagan is becoming more conscious of these
natural things. Soon you’ll be aware of the phase of the moon without even
thinking about it. He glanced across at her again. “Speaking of which…I’ve got
something for you, by the way.”


“Oh?”


“I was going to give it to you if you’d stayed in London,
but…I’d like you to have it, anyway.”


He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a small
jewellery box. Keeping his eyes on the road, he held it out to her.


She stared at it for a moment. He glanced across and waggled
it. “It’s not an engagement ring or anything.”


She laughed and took it, opening it carefully. It was a
silver pendant on a simple silver chain.


She lifted the pendant and let it lay across her fingers. It
consisted of a silver disc in the middle of which was set a round black stone.
On either side of the disc was a silver crescent, making it look as if the
stone had horns.


“It’s the Triple Moon,” he said, “the symbol of the Goddess.
Waxing crescent, full moon, waning crescent. It has a protective spell on it—if
you are in danger, the onyx will glow. But it’s not just that—it’s a symbol…of
your new life. But you don’t have to wear it.” He sounded suddenly awkward,
unsure.


“Damien, it’s beautiful,” she whispered. “Of course I’ll
wear it.” Her heart pounding, she took it out and fastened it around her neck,
conscious of his glance across at her. She had to ask. “Do you give all new
students one of these?”


“No. It was my mother’s, and my grandmother’s before that.”


Kimi’s eyes widened. “Good grief. Won’t they mind me wearing
it?”


He smiled. “No.” He didn’t elaborate.


Kimi fingered the pendant as she looked out of the window.
The gift had completely floored her. Damien plugged in his iPod and started
singing, but her head was buzzing so much, she couldn’t concentrate on the
song.


For the rest of the journey, she was conscious of the
pendant lying on her breastbone. She didn’t mention it again, and neither did
he, and eventually she joined in with his singing, glad to see his mood had
lifted.


When they came off the M5 and headed for The Crux, however,
she started to feel nervous about what Margaret and Robert were going to say
when they found out she’d returned.


 As they finally pulled up outside the house, she hesitated
for a moment as he went to get out. He stopped and turned to look at her. “You
okay?”


She nodded, but still didn’t move. 


He smiled. “Come on. Ella will be thrilled you’re back.”


He got out, and she took a deep breath and followed him.


 


Damien took her heaviest bag in his right hand, then caught
her hand with his left. She shot him a look, but didn’t pull away as they
climbed the stairs to the house. It was a protective gesture and he wanted
people to see it. The star had marked her as belonging to the Goddess. Holding
her hand marked her as his. He didn’t care who saw it.


They entered the foyer, and Damien lowered her suitcase to
the floor, keeping a hold on her hand as Robert and Margaret came out from the
library. Beside him, Kimi shivered and tried to pull away, but he tightened his
grip.


His father walked up to them. Robert studied his son, then
his gaze slid to Kimi. His eyes widened as he spotted the pendant around her
neck. Robert looked back at his son, his gaze demanding an explanation.


Damien turned to Kimi. “Why don’t you go up? Ella will be
pleased to see you. I’ll bring your case up in a minute.”


She looked across at Robert and Margaret, but when they
didn’t say anything, gave a small nod. He squeezed her hand, then let it go,
and watched as she ran up the steps to the first floor.


He turned back to the Elders. Robert was frowning. Margaret
looked furious. Running a hand through his hair, he said, “I need a drink,” and
walked past them into the library.


They followed him in and waited until he’d opened a beer
from the small fridge. 


“Well?” Margaret said icily. 


Damien took a long draught of the beer, then wiped his mouth
on the back of his hand. He had to come clean with them, but their attitude
instantly annoyed him. “I brought her back.”


Margaret glared at him. “Damien…”


“Her uncle was waiting for her. He was with the forces of
darkness, Margaret—and he’d looked after her since she was eight.”


They both stared at him, shocked. “And you brought her back
here?” Margaret said, incredulous.


Damien shot her an exasperated look. “She’s not
evil.”


“How the hell can you be sure of that?” Robert snapped,
hands on hips. “What you’ve just done is an incredibly foolish and dangerous.”


“Dad—she’s got the Mark of the Goddess in her aura. I saw
it, in her flat.” He nodded as both of them inhaled sharply. “I know. I was
just as surprised as you are. But it was clear. And there’s something else…” He
hesitated. How could he explain what he’d felt when he was with Kimi? “We’re
linked, I don’t know how and I don’t understand it, but we were supposed to
meet that night in London. She can feel it as strongly as I can. The Goddess
sent her so I can teach her. I think she’s going to play an important part in
the invasion, and I know there’s something binding us…” His voice trailed off.
Robert looked impatient, and Margaret was downright scornful.


“Next you’ll be telling us you’re MFEO,” she snapped, adding
at his frown, “Made For Each Other?”


Robert waved his hand at her. “Enough, Margaret.” He came
closer to his son. “Why did you give her your mother’s necklace? I gave that to
her.”


“I know, and she gave it to me. She didn’t want it.” He
didn’t miss his father’s wince. “She told me to keep it until I found someone
that needed it. And I have.” He wanted his father to understand. “She’s linked
to me, Dad. I’ve got to protect her, in every way I can.”


Robert said nothing, studying his son. Beside him, Margaret
gave an exasperated snort. Robert sighed. “All right, enough with the romantic
bullshit. She’s here—there’s not much we can do about it. We’ll train her
up—I’ll get Max to write a programme for her tomorrow.”


“No need,” said Damien, taking another swig of his beer.
“I’m going to be doing all her training.”


The colour rose in Margaret’s cheeks. “Have you forgotten
that you already have a full programme? We can’t spare you for one-on-one
training, Damien. Kimi needs to start with the basics and many of your classes
are advanced. She can shadow Rose for a while and then—”


He slammed the bottle down on the table. “You seem to think
I was asking you. I’m telling you, Margaret—I’m doing all her training. I’ll
switch classes with Rose if needs be and everything else I’ll fit in out of
hours.”


Robert laid a hand on Margaret’s shoulder and stepped
forward. “All right, son. If that’s what you think needs to be done.”


Damien let out the breath he hadn’t realised he’d been
holding. “She’s special, Dad,” he whispered.


Robert nodded. “Go on. You’ve had a long drive. Get yourself
something to eat.”


Damien looked across at Margaret. She had a thunderous
expression on her face, but he knew she wouldn’t go against his father. He gave
Robert a quick smile, then left the room.


As he walked across the foyer, the shouting started. But Damien
just smiled.


 


 For Kimi, the following week was the hardest she’d ever
worked in her life, and the most enjoyable. From the moment she came downstairs
at seven thirty in the morning to very, very late at night, Damien was by her
side, accompanying her from classroom to classroom, trying to cram everything
he’d learned over a lifetime, it seemed, into a matter of days.


She learned about witchcraft and its history over the past
few hundred years, and about how many women—and some men—had been murdered
because of their beliefs until relatively recently. She learned about the
basics of witchcraft, how to open and close her portal so she could call on her
powers at will, about the importance of the points on the compass and how these
could influence spellcasting, about herbs and essential oils, how to cast the
circle, and the importance of protecting herself when casting. The list was
endless, and Damien’s knowledge seemed to go on forever.


Every day, he made her practise her skills, and soon she
could control objects at will, raise and lower a candle’s flame, and summon
fire in her palms. He also made her start to learn Latin so she could begin to
cast the more powerful spells.


He was a hard taskmaster—harder on her than he was with his
other students, and she soon began to feel that any sign of romance between the
two of them had gone well out of the window. True, he still held her hand every
time he escorted her from class to class, but everyone had stopped teasing them
about it because, she thought, it didn’t feel as if there was anything romantic
about the touch. He thought of her as his special pupil, and that was it.


Not that it mattered really. When she was spending all day
going over and over the same skills, drenched in sweat and exhausted from the
effort, romance was the last thing on her mind. And rightly so, she told
herself whenever she felt a pang of disappointment. She was training for the
invasion, and she was forbidden to have a relationship with her tutor. He had
definitely withdrawn from her in that way, and even though she still wore his
pendant around her neck, she knew she had to start thinking of it as a gift to
the witch—not to the woman.


 






Chapter Sixteen


As the days went by, so Damien’s teaching intensified. On
her first day, in a new channelling class, he’d given all the students a chakra
clock. It consisted of a strip placed on the back of the hand, and it had seven
small lights representing the seven chakras. By the side of each light was a
black square which displayed a number. 


“When you are channelling energy,” he told them, “the clock
will show how much of that energy is being expelled through each chakra. Your
target is to channel all the energy down to your base chakra, which should show
a hundred percent, with each of the other chakras showing zero.”


It seemed like an easy task. However, by the end of the
first lesson, everyone was under no illusion as to how difficult it was.


“Fifty four percent?” one of the students had howled. “And I
was trying really, really hard!”


“That’s a good starting point,” Damien pointed out, “and it
will increase the more you practice, don’t worry.”


Most of the students had similar results, with their base
chakra reading anything from thirty to sixty percent. Kimi’s had read
seventy-two, which she had been thrilled with. However, when he walked around
them, examining the results, he’d glanced at her clock and merely said, “Not
good enough, Kimi. I expect more from you. Keep trying.”


Embarrassed, she’d stuck her tongue out at him as he walked
away. She was top of the class, for once in her life. There was no pleasing the
man!


His frustration only seemed to grow as the week went by.
Every evening Damien held a channelling class and every evening Kimi managed to
channel a little more energy, but still he wasn’t satisfied and, in spite of
her progress, he grew more and more cross at her when she didn’t reach his high
expectations.


By the following Sunday, a week after she returned with him
from London, she was getting near the end of her tether. She’d had dinner—under
his watchful gaze, as he had been true to his word and had been making sure she
was eating properly—and then half an hour later he’d dragged her off to another
channelling class, even though she pleaded with him for some time off.


“You can have time off after classes,” he instructed her,
striding off down the corridor, grasping her hand so she had to scurry after
him.


“Classes don’t finish until ten o’clock,” she grumbled.
“That’s hardly time off—I can barely keep my eyes open.”


He stopped outside the classroom and turned her to face him.
“No complaining, Kimi. I need your full attention when you’re in this class, a
hundred percent effort, okay?”


“Okay, okay,” she mumbled, following him in. “Nazi.”


He shot her an amused look but directed her to a beanbag at
the front of the room. Most of the class were already there, and he lost no
time in starting.


“Clocks on,” he directed, and the students applied the
chakra strips to their hands. He sat at the front of the class, cross-legged,
hands resting on his knees. “Extra effort tonight, gang. Let’s really see those
clock numbers going up.”


Kimi sighed and opened her portal, seeing Storm sitting in
front of her, looking up at her. As the wolf saw her look at him, he lay down
by her side, nose on his paws. Damien snapped his fingers at him, but although
the wolf’s eyebrows moved, he stayed put. Kimi tried not to smile and closed
her eyes, shutting out Damien’s glare at his spirit guide. It happened every
session, although she had no idea why.


She forced herself to relax and began to channel energy down
through her crown chakra. As usual, the rush of energy made her gasp a little,
all the hairs on her arms standing on end as she felt the delicious surge flood
through her. She concentrated on focussing the surge, trying to send it
straight down the central energy channel to her base chakra, keeping the rest
of her chakras closed tight.


Damien began to lift the energy in the room, and the surge
intensified. Her breathing deepened with the effort of controlling the flow.
She heard him walking around the room, stopping every now and again to talk to
someone, explaining how they could improve the flow.


Eventually he crouched in front of her, checking her clock.
“Not good enough, Kimi,” he said softly. “Concentrate.”


“I am,” she said through gritted teeth. She shuddered as he
increased the flow, the energy pouring through her. The exertion of directing
the surge was beginning to make her muscles ache.


She opened her eyes a little as he sat opposite her,
cross-legged like herself. He took her hands in his own. “Don’t peek,” he said.
“I’ll help you.”


She closed her eyes tight. She could feel him lending her
his strength, even while he channelled even more energy down through her. She
was breathing so hard it was as if she’d been running up a hill for the last
half an hour. Her muscles were beginning to tremble.


“Damien…”


“Concentrate,” he directed. His hands tightened on hers.


“I can’t…”


“You can do it.” His voice was firm.


She was drenched in sweat. She was channelling so much
energy she began to feel as if she were melting, becoming a part of it. It was
circulating between them like electricity, running between their hands, which
were now red hot, slippery with sweat. How did he do this so effortlessly?


“Oh God…”


“Keep going, Kimi.”


“I can’t…”


“Keep going!”


“I can’t!” She lifted her hands out of his, breaking the
bond, and fell backward onto the beanbag. Her heart was hammering and her
clothes were soaked through. “I’m sorry…” She lifted her hands and covered her
eyes, awash with emotion.


Gently he reached over and took one of her hands, pulling
her upright. She opened her eyes. Smiling at her, he tapped the back of her
hand. She looked down. The base chakra reading was ninety-seven percent.


“Nearly there,” he said.


She stared at the clock, dumbstruck. “Ninety-seven?”


“Still not a hundred,” he scolded, then winked at her. He
pushed himself to his feet and walked to the front of the class. Around her,
everyone was recovering from his or her own exertions. “Why don’t we end with a
meditation?” he offered. “Last class of the evening—I think many of you have
had enough for tonight.”


He settled himself on a cushion and waited for everyone to
get into position. Kimi’s head was still ringing with the knowledge that she’d
been able to channel ninety-seven percent. He’d pushed her, hoping she would be
able to make a hundred. She’d been so close! She wished she’d carried on now,
but at the time she’d just felt she couldn’t do it for a second longer.


She was tired, but she needed the meditation to calm herself
down, otherwise she wouldn’t be able to sleep. She loved Damien’s meditations.
He used a variety of methods with them, but her favourite was his
visualisations, as she loved listening to his deep, mellow voice. Now she
sighed with pleasure as he began to describe a scene for them, his warm tones
as soothing as the scene he was creating.


He asked them to imagine they were walking along a beach. He
painted a vivid picture of golden sand, azure sea and white-topped waves, the
sun hot on their skin, seagulls crying in the sky. He instructed them to walk
along the beach until they came to an outcrop of rocks marking a small cove.


“A secret place,” he said.


Kimi opened her eyes and looked at him. He was watching her,
eyes warm with amusement. He shook his finger at her, scolding her, and she
rolled her eyes, then closed them again. She gradually relaxed as her breathing
slowed and deepened. She couldn’t stop her brain thinking, but she did try and
concentrate on the scene of the beach and imagine the colours and smells he was
describing. He carried on talking, his deep voice rich and melodious, gradually
sending her into a trance-like state.


 


Damien instructed his class to lie in the sun on the beach
and enjoy the warmth and peace for a while, then fell silent. He glanced around
his students. With his portal open, he could see who was struggling with the
meditation and who was working well. The men usually found it harder, and their
reddish auras confirmed this, showing they weren’t in quite as relaxed a state
as most of the women. Most of the women’s auras varied from light orange to
blues and greens, showing them in varying states of relaxation. He loved doing
these classes. He found such satisfaction in helping people meditate—it soothed
him, helped him when he felt agitated or irritated.


Satisfied the class was continuing to relax, he turned his
attention to the young woman who was claiming most of his thoughts recently.
Kimi’s aura was a deep peacock blue, tinged with purple, showing her complete
tranquillity. He wasn’t surprised. After her amazing effort with the
channelling, he was beginning to understand what she was capable of.


Still, she hadn’t been able to reach a hundred percent. He’d
pushed her hard, but until she reached that magic number, nothing was going to
happen between them. They couldn’t afford for even the tiniest amount of energy
to leak out when they were together. And until she’d mastered the channelling,
he was going to have to keep his distance from her.


He glanced down at Storm, who was lying at her feet as
usual, his nose on his paws. As Damien looked at him, the wolf lifted his head
and sneezed, but he didn’t move. Damien smiled wryly. Why did his spirit guide find
her irresistible too?


He studied her, sighing inwardly. Her dark hair hung around
her face in a shiny black curtain, her long dark lashes lying on her cheeks.
Her lips looked soft and kissable. He grimaced. He was supposed to be
meditating, not getting aroused.


Glancing around the room, he saw everyone was now in a deep
state of meditation, even the men, whose auras had changed from red to mauve
and then light blue. He studied Kimi, noting the shape of her breasts beneath
the white T-shirt that clung to her body with sweat. Desire spiralled within
him. She’d worked hard that evening. It was time to have a bit of fun, and find
out how relaxed she really was.


Storm lifted his head. He could have sworn the damned wolf
was frowning at him. Glaring at it, he closed his eyes. Taking a deep breath,
he forced his muscles to relax and sank into a meditative state.


 


Kimi lay on the beach, the hot sun on her face. The smell of
saltwater filled her nostrils and the lap of the waves was loud in her ears.
She quite liked this meditation lark. She’d imagined herself in a bikini and
wondered briefly whether she would be getting strap lines on her tan.


A shadow passed across the sun and, in her semi-dream, she
half-opened her eyes as someone lay on the sand on her right. She looked up in
surprise to see Damien stretched out beside her, propped on an elbow, looking
down at her. Typical—now she was conjuring him up in her meditation. She
studied him, shading her eyes with a hand, seeing the way the sun lit up his
blond hair almost like a halo, although she knew he was far from angelic, in
spite of what he’d told her about being a ‘new soul’.


Still, it was her dream, her private fantasy. Why not
indulge herself a little? Surely, Margaret couldn’t have anything to say about
that? She smiled at him, reaching up to touch his face. He turned his head and
kissed her hand, touching his lips to her palm. She shivered as he leaned over
her. He looked deep into her eyes, his dark blue ones gentle and warm. Then he
lowered his lips to hers.


Kimi accepted the kiss, sighing gently. She felt warm and
relaxed, at ease in his embrace. He rested his hand on her bare leg, gently
stroking her warm skin, the grains of sand rough beneath his fingers. She could
taste salt on his lips.


He moved his hand slowly up her thigh, brushing her tongue
with his. Her heart began to increase its rate. This wasn’t right—surely
meditation wasn’t supposed to be arousing like this? But she couldn’t stop the
images flooding her mind. His chest was bare, covered in a light scattering of
dark blond hair, the muscles well defined, and she ran her hand up his ribcage,
then down his upper arm, inhaling at the feel of his hot skin, the firmness of
his muscles.


He slid his left arm beneath her head and drew her to him as
he deepened the kiss, moving his right hand up her hips to her waist, then
further up, skimming her ribcage to her breast. Cupping it gently, he brushed
her nipple with his thumb. Desire shot through her, and she inhaled, but this
time there were no warning sparks. He lifted his head to study her, and her
breathing quickened at the passion in his dark blue eyes.


Moving his right hand behind her neck, he tugged at the ties
of her bikini top. They unravelled, and Kimi’s mouth went dry as he began to
peel the material down, exposing her to the heat of both the sun and his gaze.
She wasn’t sure which was hotter. What was happening here? Was this really all
in her imagination? Because it didn’t feel like a dream. It felt incredibly
real.


He drew the material off her breasts and dropped his gaze.
Kimi’s cheeks grew hot, and she opened her mouth to say something, possibly to
protest. He moved his head down, however, and closed his mouth over her nipple,
and any thought that had hovered in her mind flew straight off into the
cloudless sky. She gasped as he sucked gently and stroked the sensitive skin
with his tongue, and she slipped her hand into his hair, unsure whether to push
his head away or pull him closer.


And now he was sliding his hand up her thigh again, as he continued
to caress her breasts with his mouth. Reaching her hips, he stroked across the
flat of her stomach, making her shiver. Then he slipped his fingers under the
thin cloth of her bikini bottoms. She tightened her hands in his hair as he
moved his fingers down, sliding into the warm, wet, swollen part of her. She
swore, soundlessly, looking up at the brilliant blue sky, blinking furiously.
Stroking her gently, he caressed her most sensitive spot, arousing her with an
expert touch that left her gasping and arching her back, her breaths coming
quickly as she moved her hips to meet the rhythm of his fingers.


Lifting his head, his lips met hers, and he kissed her
deeply, his touch relentless. Her muscles started to tighten, and she realised
she was going to come there and then, slap bang in the middle of her
meditation, in the classroom, for all to see.


Her eyes flew open with shock, and a sharp intake of breath.






Chapter Seventeen


Damien’s eyes were shut, but he opened them as she broke the
meditation. He looked straight at her, his gaze intense, and she knew
immediately she hadn’t imagined his appearance, that somehow he’d injected
himself into her dream.


Around them, the other students were beginning to get up,
shaking themselves from their rest. She glared at him, her cheeks burning. He
remained where he was, smiling as they thanked him for the session before they
left the room.


Finally, they were alone.


“Thank God,” he said wryly. “I can get up now. That very
nearly backfired on me.” He stood and gestured at his pants, and her eyes
widened at his erection, obvious even through his jeans.


Embarrassed as hell, she also pushed herself to her feet.
“Well, you only have yourself to blame,” she said hotly.


“I beg to differ.” He walked over to her, smiling. 


She faced him, furious. “I thought it was all in my
head. What happens in my own head is private. I didn’t have the luxury of
knowing someone else had invaded my dreams.”


 “I thought you could do with some relaxation,” he said
innocently. “After all your hard work.”


“Stop it!” she yelled.


Damien stared at her, hands on hips. “What?” He tipped his
head. “You seemed to be enjoying it.”


She was near to tears, shattered, embarrassed, and so turned
on that she wanted to throw him to the floor and rip his clothes off. “Why did
you do that tonight? I thought we were working well, keeping away from each
other… You and me, Damien—it can never happen. You’re too important to the
cause, and I don’t ever want to be responsible for you losing your powers.
We’re never going to sleep together. Some things are never meant to be. So
please, don’t ever do that again!”


He fixed her with a steely gaze. She was breathing heavily,
full of emotion, but at his direct stare she felt as if all the air in the room
had suddenly been sucked out.


He started to walk toward her, and she backed away, aware
that having him in close proximity turned her into mush. Unfortunately, only
two feet of the room remained, and she met the wall with a bump, watching
anxiously as he continued to advance.


He stopped when he was six inches away from her, pinned her
there with his eyes, and placed his hands on the wall on either side of her,
imprisoning her in the circle of his arms.


Kimi stared up at him, alarmed at the energy he was
emanating. Usually his self-control was so tight she struggled to work out what
he was feeling. Now, however, his sexual energy, his desire, radiated from him
in hot waves. Her hands itched to reach up and touch him, so she tucked them
behind her backside against the wall. Unfortunately, it only served to push her
chest out, and she held her breath as he raked her with his stare, his eyes
lingering on her nipples, which stood erect against the white, damp T-shirt.
He’d never been so obvious with his desire for her before. 


His gaze returned to her face, and she blinked at the heat
in his eyes. His stare could have melted chocolate.


“Now you listen to me,” he said softly. “I know there’s an
issue at the moment with your energy flow. I haven’t quite figured out how to
get you to a hundred percent, but I’m a smart guy. It’s on my mind pretty much
constantly, and I will get there in the end. We both know it’s only a
matter of time before we get down and dirty.” His gaze rested on her lips. “And
hot.” His voice was low and husky. “And sweaty.”


Kimi swallowed. Her knees started to shake. She hadn’t realised
how much he’d kept himself in control up until then.


He moved another couple of inches closer, still not touching
her. His breath was hot on her skin—his sizzling gaze made her tingle. He looked
at her as if she were covered in honey, and he wanted to very slowly lick it
all off. “I know it, you know it. We’re written in the stars, and the list of
things I’m not going to do to you in bed—or on the couch, or on the
kitchen table, or wherever we are when the moment takes us—could fit on a
postage stamp.”


She was so lightheaded with breathless desire she nearly
fainted.


He hadn’t finished with her yet though. “So do us both a
favour and stop acting like an ordinary person, and stop pretending you
don’t know it’s coming. Because believe you me, I will get to see you
naked: under me, on top of me, and in any other position we fancy—many, many
times. I swear on everything that’s holy.”


Kimi was, quite literally, speechless. Scarlet with
embarrassment, shock, and longing, she could only stare up at him, eyes the
size of dinner plates, quivering at his vehemence. She had no doubt he meant
every word he said.


“Do you believe me?” he asked, eyes intense.


She could only nod lamely.


“Good.” He pushed himself off the wall. His look—arrogant,
amused—let her know he was perfectly aware of what he’d done to her. Turning,
he walked casually toward the door, hands in pockets, as if they’d just stood
and discussed the weather.


He stopped in the doorway. Someone stood there. It was Ella.
The older girl locked gazes with Damien. How much had she heard? Damien raised
an eyebrow, and Ella moved aside, letting him leave the room.


She walked in, spotting Kimi still up against the wall, and
came over to her. “Are you okay?”


Kimi’s legs wouldn’t hold her up a moment longer, and she
slithered to the floor. She felt as if she had been ravished, and he hadn’t
even touched her. “Oh my God…”


“What did he do?” Ella crouched beside her, concerned. “Did
he hurt you?”


Kimi gave a harsh laugh. “No, he didn’t hurt me.” She put
her arms around her knees and rested her head on them. “Oh Ella, what am I
going to do?” 


Then she burst into tears.


 


It was two o’clock in the morning, but Kimi couldn’t sleep.
Ella had taken her up to their room and had tried to get out of her what the
problem was, but Kimi didn’t want to talk about it, and eventually Ella managed
to bully her into the shower before tucking her into bed. Kimi was tired, but
when Ella returned to the room to inform her that Damien had gone out for the
evening to visit friends, sleep had completely deserted Kimi. 


For several hours, she lay there torturing herself with the
thought that he may have gone into Exeter to meet up with a girl. He’d got
himself all hot bothered over her, after all, and it could be a long time
before she finally conquered her control over her energy. She could hardly
expect him to remain celibate until she was ready.


The sensible part of her tried to insist he wouldn’t do
that, especially after their previous conversation. He was all about honour,
after all, and protective of his witches. He wasn’t the kind of guy to chat one
girl up and be off the next second with another. 


Still, she couldn’t rid herself of the thought of him
kissing another woman. She’d seen the way other girls looked at him. If one of
his female friends offered her services, would he really be able to say no? She
couldn’t believe she was special enough to hold the attention of any man, let
alone one as remarkable as Damien.


At two o’clock, she got up and went downstairs. The library
was in darkness apart from the glow from the wood fire, so she went in and
helped herself to a small shot of the malt she’d seen Damien drinking. She took
a big gulp, grimacing at the peaty smell, but enjoying the heat as it blazed a
trail to her stomach.


She curled up on the sofa with her glass, thoroughly
miserable. She missed him so much it hurt. Had he truly meant what he said
earlier—that he meant to have her? She was so full of longing and sexual desire
it made her ache. She took another gulp of the whisky. Perhaps if she drank
enough of it, she might be able to fall asleep, or at least zone out to a place
where it didn’t hurt so much anymore.


 


Damien let himself into the house quietly. He slipped off
his black coat and hung it on the rack by the door. He listened for a
moment—the house was quiet and everyone was asleep. He sighed. He should get to
bed, but his brain was still buzzing. A drink in front of the fire would be
good before he crashed out, he thought, and he made his way to the library.


The room was quiet and dark, and he went straight to the
drinks cabinet and retrieved a glass. Then he noticed the whisky bottle
standing on the table. He stared at it, then turned, his eyes scanning the dark
room.


He saw her then, curled in the corner of the sofa in the
shadows, the tumbler in her hand, watching him. He stared at her, at her
thoughtful eyes, unable to tell what she was thinking.


Turning, he poured himself a glass and surreptitiously
opened his portal before walking over and standing in front of the fire,
warming the back of his legs. He took a sip of the whisky, studying her. Her
aura swirled a deep purple touched with red, a sure sign of sexual desire and,
usually, jealousy. That puzzled him. 


She’d showered and changed into a pair of satin blue
pyjamas, short-sleeved, long-legged, although her feet were bare. The silky
material shimmered in the moonlight that came in through the front window, and
he could see the shape of her breasts. She probably wasn’t wearing any
underwear. He gave himself a mental shake and studied her face, almost hidden
in shadow. “You okay?” he asked.


“Yeah.” She sipped her drink, wincing as she swallowed. “You
have a nice evening?”


“It was all right.”


She looked up at him. Her eyes caught the moonlight from the
window, shining like stars. “Was she good?”


He stared at her, raising an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”


“You heard me. Was she good? The woman you were with
tonight? Or was it women, plural?”


He studied her, a smile slowly curving his lips. “Plural?”


She shrugged. “I’m sure you’ve got more than one lady friend
willing to help relieve your tension?”


“Lady friend?”


She glared at him. “Don’t be so pedantic. Lover, then.”


“Well, I wouldn’t call my mother that…” Even in the darkness,
he could see her surprise. 


“Oh.”


He sipped his drink, enjoying her reaction.


She looked down at her glass. He could see her cursing
herself. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.” She sighed. “I shouldn’t
have drunk anything.”


“Kimi, do you really think I would have said all that to you
tonight if I was then going to go out and find myself another woman?”


“I know men have needs. I wasn’t sure…”


He walked over and sat beside her, amused now. “Needs?”


She massaged her brow. “Damien…”


“No, come on, I want to know more about these needs. Can you
describe them to me?”


“Damien!”


He laughed. He sipped his drink, then reached out and ran
the back of his hand up her arm, making her shiver. “Men aren’t the only ones
with needs,” he said softly. “Do you have any I should know about?”


“Nothing I can’t deal with on my own,” she said, irritated.
She glanced up in alarm as his eyes widened. “I mean…”


The thought of her touching herself for pleasure made his
head spin. “Good grief, what are you trying to do to me?”


Cursing with exasperation, she got up. Laughing, he caught
her hand, holding it tightly until she turned to face him.


She glared at him, red-cheeked. “Let go.”


“Come here,” he said gently, reaching over and putting his
glass on the table, then taking her glass and doing the same. She resisted,
trying to turn away. “Come here,” he repeated, more firmly. He caught her other
hand and pulled her toward him slowly, directing her hands until she leaned on
the back of the sofa over him. Then he placed his hands on the back of her
thighs and pulled her forward so she straddled him. She perched lightly on his
knees, breathing quickly, the rapid pulse in her throat.


He ran his hands lightly up the blue legs of her pyjamas.
They were smooth beneath his touch and, as he skimmed her hips, he knew he was
correct and she wasn’t wearing anything beneath them. His pulse responded to
the softness of her body, and his blood began to race. 


“I’m sorry about earlier,” he said softly. “For what I did
during the meditation. That was out of order—you were perfectly right to be
upset with me.”


She said nothing, her large green eyes studying him as he
took her hands and brought them to his mouth. He kissed her fingers. “But I’m
not sorry for what I said afterward. I meant every word. I shouldn’t have come
on quite so strong though. I forget you haven’t been with anyone before.”


She blushed again, looking away, her sleek dark hair
swinging forward to hide her face, and he smiled. She was so beautiful he ached
to touch her. But he had to take it slow. He kissed her fingers again. “I think
we should be straight with one another. What you said about when we first
met—about the fact that it was meant to be—you were right. And what I said was
correct. We are written in the stars. You are very special, Kimi. You’ve
been marked by the Goddess. I can see it in your aura. She brought us together
so I can teach you what you need in time for the invasion. But I get frustrated
because it gets in the way of other reasons why I want to spend time with you.”


She was staring at him in shock. “Truly?”


“Truly. You have Her mark, here.” He touched the air about
six inches above her head.


She studied his face, eyes wide. “That’s why you’ve been
pushing me so hard?”


He thought about it. “Mm…that’s one reason.” He kissed her
fingers again, more slowly this time. “Plus I have other, more devious reasons
for needing you to be able to control your energies.” He turned her hand over
and kissed her palm.


Her beautiful green eyes were wide with desire, but still
she held back. “But what about your oath? I’m not sure of my powers, Damien. I
can’t risk being the cause of you losing yours. I’d never forgive myself, and
neither would the Elders.”


He reached up to touch her face. “Sweetheart, I wasn’t being
romantic when I said we were written in the stars. I was stating a fact. Our
destinies are intertwined. I know you can feel it too—don’t tell me you can’t.”
He brushed her lips with his thumb. “Back in London, I realised the Goddess
brought us together so I could teach you. But there’s more to our meeting than
that.” He frowned. How could he explain the certainty he felt deep down that
even though the very Gods themselves had tried to tell him she wasn’t for him,
he was still certain they were destined to be together? “Even Storm’s
captivated by you. He knows you’re almost as much a part of me as he is.”


She bit her lip. Tears hovered at the edge of her eyes. He
frowned. “Does that upset you?”


She swallowed and smiled. “No, it doesn’t upset me. I can’t
believe it. You keep saying I’m special. But my family spent eighteen years of
my life telling me the exact opposite. It’s somewhat hard to take. I don’t feel
special.”


Inwardly he cursed her aunt and uncle for damaging her as
she grew up in the important, formative years, the time when they should have
celebrated and encouraged her talents. Outwardly, though, he smiled. He ran a
finger up her arm. “You feel special to me.” She shivered, and her nipples
hardened beneath the silky top.


Clearing his throat, he touched the pendant on her
breastbone. “You’ve still got the necklace on.”


“I never take it off,” she whispered. She watched as he ran
his fingers over it, and caught her breath as his touch trailed down, between
her breasts.


“Damien…”


“You and I—it’s just a matter of time, Kimi. I meant what I
said. When you can control the surge a hundred percent, we can become lovers.
Nobody need ever know about us, sweetheart.”


Her eyes settled on his lips. “You really think we can…be
together?”


“I’m entitled to a relationship as much as any of the other
Elders.”


“But they’re not involved with anyone with powers.”


“My father was.”


“Yes, and look what happened to them.”


He ran his hands lightly up her arms, then down her back,
revelling in the silky, smooth feel of her, the curve of her waist, the flare
of her hips. “That’s not going to happen to us.”


“You don’t know that.”


“Kimi…” He ran his hands around her ribcage. Slowly, he
moved them up to cup her breasts, soft and heavy in the satin top. “I can’t
wait for you much longer. I won’t wait for you. We were meant to be together,
and even if I wanted to stop, which I don’t, I couldn’t fight our destiny.”


She inhaled deeply as he brushed her nipples with his
thumbs, and she moistened her lips with her tongue. Desire surged through him,
making him hot and hard for her, but he kept a tight rein on it. Slowly, he
thought, slowly. He moved his hand up, sliding his fingers into her dark hair,
bringing her lips down to meet his. 


Softly he kissed her, tasting the whisky she’d had as her
mouth opened, her tongue brushing against his. He sighed, his fingers threading
through her hair, stroking the nape of her neck as his other hand slid around
her. He pressed gently in the small of her back. She read his request and moved
further down his legs, opening her own wider until she touched him, her breasts
against his chest. 


“You’re so soft,” he murmured, running his hands down her
back and thighs, his fingers sliding easily on the satin.


“You’re not,” she whispered, moving her hips slightly,
rubbing against him. He inhaled, his heart thudding. She leaned forward and
kissed him again, deeply, and he gave himself over to the kiss, savouring the
taste of her, the warmth of her mouth.


She pulled back and met his eyes, and the sudden sparkle of
naughtiness in them intrigued him. She leaned backward to reach for her glass
on the nearby table, making him shiver as the buttons on the pyjama top
strained, the silky material stretching across her breasts. Taking, a mouthful
of the whisky, she replaced the glass on the table. Moving forward, even closer
if it were possible, she leaned down and cupped his face with her hands. Then
she kissed him, letting the whisky wash around his tongue and across his lips.
She laughed as some of it escaped and quickly traced her tongue down his chin
and neck, catching the drips. 


Damien looked up at the ceiling, inhaling deeply, beginning
to struggle with his tight self-control. He was wrong—he was St. Anthony and
she was his temptation. Perhaps Margaret was right and the forces of darkness had
sent her to torture him, to drive him to distraction. The terrible thing was,
he didn’t care.


She kissed back up to his lips and then around his ear,
nibbling gently at his lobe. He couldn’t help himself—he ran his hands around
the base of her jacket and slid his fingers up inside, against her warm skin.
Cupping her breasts with his hands, he brushed her nipples with his thumbs.


Kimi gasped. A surge of desire shot between them,
circulating between their energy fields, so strong it erupted in a shower of
sparks, taking him by surprise. She pulled back, startled. She lowered her
mouth again, but they’d both lost control of the surge, and there was an
audible crack as their lips touched.


She swore, loudly, and he burst out laughing. “Nearly there,
sweetheart. I guess that extra three percent makes all the difference.”


She tipped her head back, cursing again, taking deep
breaths, trying to calm herself. Pushing himself forward on the seat, he lifted
her easily, causing her to squeal, then let her slide slowly down him until she
was standing.


“Bed for you,” he said, stroking her hips in the silky
fabric. “Alone,” he added wryly as she raised an eyebrow.


She shivered, then, to his surprise, slid her arms around
him and leaned against his chest. He put his arms around her and kissed the top
of her head. “In time,” he told her softly. “In time.”


 






Chapter Eighteen


In spite of the fact that she didn’t get to bed until nearly
three o’clock in the morning, by seven thirty Kimi was up and dressed and
sitting on the steps at the front of the house, waiting for Damien to come back
from his run. She watched him coming across the lawn from the forest and jog up
the road, then slow to a walk as he reached the steps and saw her. He climbed
the steps, removing his headphones and smiling as she stood and waited for him
to walk up to her. “Morning.”


She smiled back. “Morning.”


He paused in front of her. She caught her breath at the
sight of him, six-foot-two of pure male, hot and glowing, smelling absolutely
heavenly.


“What?” he said self-consciously.


Glancing around quickly to make sure nobody was watching,
she stepped close to him. He looked down at her, but she placed one finger
under his chin and lifted it slightly. Puzzled, he did as she bid. She stepped
even closer, then reached up and touched her tongue to the hollow at the base
of this throat.


His answering shiver was more than enough reward.


She stepped away as he turned hot eyes on her, and she shrugged,
licking her lips. “I’ve been dreaming about doing that since I went to bed.
Just had to see whether it was as good as the fantasy.” She started to walk
away.


“And was it?” he asked, his voice husky.


She turned back, still walking. “Meh.” But her smile gave
him her real reply.


She walked into the lounge, leaving him standing on the
doorstep. Hopefully that would keep him thinking about her all day. She poured
herself a steaming hot cup of coffee. The Gods knew she would be thinking of
him—it only seemed fair it was the same for him.


To everyone else, the day must have passed normally—it was
the usual routine: four classes before lunch, including advanced telekinesis
and practising fire spells in Latin, four afterward, including channelling and
meditation. For her and Damien, however, something had changed. Whereas in the
past week their relationship had felt strictly platonic, that morning he
couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Every time she looked at him, he was watching
her, and the thought made her glow inside.


His admission to her about being written in the stars had
been the final seal she needed on the growing feelings she’d been having for
him. And although she felt nervous about the thought of what would happen if
and when they finally managed to get into bed, the news that it was even a
possibility was enough to make her triple her efforts to get her chakra clock
to read a hundred percent.


In the session after lunch, however, she was still unable to
get it to read more than ninety-eight percent, even with Damien’s help. She
finished the class exhausted and frustrated, and she could tell by the heat in
his eyes he felt the same way. Any more of this, and she was going to
self-combust. 


She looked for him at dinner, but he was missing, as were
the other Elders. “Where are they all?” she asked Ella.


“I don’t know, some big conflab,” Ella said, eating her
salad. 


Kimi picked at her pasta, her appetite vanishing. Had the
other Elders discovered what had happened the night before? Were they aware of
what Damien had said to her? Were they at that moment telling him to stay aware
from her?


Half an hour later, though, when he finally appeared at the
door, he headed straight for her, and she could tell by his face it was good
news.


He took her by the hand and pulled her away to a quiet
corner. He wore a black T-shirt and dark jeans, similar to what he’d been
wearing the first night she met him, the memory making her heart thump.


“What?” she asked, her cheeks flushing at his warm gaze.


“Got a mission,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “Wanna join
in?”


“A mission?”


“There’s a rift in the veil, somewhere in the Midlands. The
others want me to close it.”


“A rift?” Her eyes widened. “How do you do that? Do you have
to go now?”


He waved his hand impatiently. “No, I can do it from here.
The ley lines running under The Crux lead right up there. But it’s a great
opportunity for someone learning to channel their energy.”


She stared at him. “You want me to help?”


He grinned. “It’s exhilarating, plugging yourself into the
lines. Kind of like bungee jumping.”


“I’m not a thrill seeker.”


“Could have fooled me.” He was childishly mischievous, but
his eyes, when they fixed on her, were intense. “It might help you get to a
hundred.”


“I’ll do it,” she said immediately, making him laugh. 


He grabbed her hand. “Come on.”


“Now?”


“No time like the present.” He pulled her out of the lounge.


“Where are we going?”


“Up to my room. We can have a bit of peace and quiet there.”


She followed him up the stairs, a wave of nervousness
sweeping over her. “Do the other Elders know I’m helping you?” she whispered.


“Don’t know, don’t care.”


So they didn’t know. Her heart thumped as they reached the
top of the stairs. His room was to the right at the end of the corridor, but
she hadn’t been inside yet. She followed him along to the end. He stopped
outside the last door on the right, marked with a small mirror in the shape of
a wolf howling at the moon. He swiped a key card and opened the door, switched
on the lights and stepped back to let her in.


She walked into his room, glancing around at his private
space shyly. It was actually a suite of rooms. They stood in a living area with
a sofa and chairs and, to the right, an open space with cushions: a private
meditation area. A small kitchenette was on her left. Over to the far right she
could see through to his bedroom. Her cheeks went hot, and she glanced away
quickly.


The living area had a similar feel to his office, decorated
with mahogany furniture, a comfortable cream leather sofa and chairs, and row
upon row of books. She walked over to the bookcase—there were titles about football
and other sports, and rows of history books, including historical novels. She
glanced over at him. He leaned on the breakfast bar separating the living area
from the kitchenette, watching her, smiling. “Does it meet with your approval?”


“It’s very you.”


“I’ll take that as a compliment.” He leaned over and turned
the lock on the door, then pressed the blue ‘private’ light that would indicate
outside he didn’t want to be interrupted. He glanced at her, winking, before
walking into the kitchen, where he got two glasses and a bottle of water and
poured them both a glass. He came over to where she was admiring a carving on
the wall.


“Maori, I guess,” she said, admiring the koru pattern,
similar to his tattoo.


“Yes.” He sipped his water and gave her the other glass.


“You really liked it there, didn’t you?”


“I loved it,” he said. “So much space.”


She looked around the apartment. “Do you feel claustrophobic
here sometimes?”


He laughed. “That wasn’t quite what I meant, but yes,
occasionally. It’s convenient, but I wouldn’t want to be like Margaret, still
here when I’m fifty-seven.” He gestured toward her glass. “Drink up. This is
going to be thirsty work.”


“Oh great, more sweating,” Kimi grumbled, downing the glass.
“Why couldn’t channelling make your hair curl or something else more
attractive?”


“Nothing wrong with good healthy sweat,” he murmured. He
bent his head and kissed her, taking her by surprise.


She closed her eyes as his lips moved softly over hers. When
he finally lifted his head, she raised an eyebrow at him. “How’s that supposed
to help me concentrate?”


He grinned. “I told you, sexual energy is very closely
related to the energy you channel. Sometimes it can help to ‘switch’ you on.”


“Well that’s one of the best chat up lines I’ve heard for a
while.”


He laughed, taking her empty glass and leaving it on the
coffee table. “Come on. I want to get started.”


She smiled at his eagerness and let him pull her over to the
open space on the right side of the room. Turning on some lamps around the
area, he switched off the main light. He moved two large cushions into the
centre, a foot away from each other. Then he indicated for her to take one.


She sat cross-legged, and he sat opposite her, their knees
not quite touching. She took out her chakra clock and applied it to the back of
her hand. “What’s going to happen?”


“Right.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We’ll
start channelling, and when you get to the maximum you can I’ll plug us into
the Crux—the centre of the ley lines. I’ll find the problem with the veil, and
we’ll need to repair it—you just have to visualise it as a tear and imagine it
being sewn up.”


“Okay.”


“It’s going to be different to before,” he said. “You know
when you’re in the Underground, and you stand near the edge of a platform and a
train goes straight through the station? That’s what it’s going to feel like.”


“Oh my God.”


He reached out and took her hand. “But nothing can happen to
you, okay? I’ll be right here with you, protecting you. It’ll feel like you’re
going to be sucked away with the energy, but don’t worry, I won’t let you go.”


She studied him, smiling. She trusted him implicitly. “And
you think it will help me reach a hundred percent?”


“If this doesn’t work, nothing will.” He took her other hand
as well and squeezed them between his own warm fingers. “We’ll do it, Kimi. I
have absolute faith in your abilities. It’s just that last step—I know it’s
difficult, I’ve been there. You just have to let go, and it’s not easy. But
I’ll help you. Together, we’ll do it.”


She nodded. Her heart was already thundering, adrenalin
rushing through her veins.


“Okay.” He touched the space between his eyebrows and she
did the same, as he’d taught her the week before. Immediately the room sprang
into colour. Storm appeared, sitting by them, alert and waiting for their
journey to start. One day, he’d promised her, he’d introduce her to her own
spirit guide. The two shamans’ guides were the only ones she’d seen so far,
presumably because of their close connection to them. 


She studied Damien, seeing his aura glowing a deep purple
and gold, showing his spiritual awareness.


“Ready?” He took her hands again.


“Ready.” She closed her eyes.


She started channelling energy through her crown chakra,
feeling the delicious surge as it flooded down through her central energy
channel to her base chakra. She was growing used to practising her ability now
and easily closed off her other chakras, letting the energy flow straight
through to the base and from there through to the Earth.


After a few minutes, she opened one eye and peeked at her
clock. Ninety-seven percent. She closed her eyes again and concentrated. Damien’s
hands were warm in her own, guiding, comforting, and he tightened his fingers
on hers as he brushed her knuckles with his thumbs, reassuring her. The surge
of affection she felt for him flooded through her, and she gave a sharp intake
of breath, beginning to tremble with the exertion of controlling the flow. She
peeked again. Ninety-eight percent.


She looked up at him and met his gaze. He looked so calm and
composed compared to how she was feeling, easily channelling his own energy,
his hair beginning to glow at the ends, showing he must have reached a hundred
percent on his own clock, not that he wore one. He smiled. “I’m going to plug
into the Crux now. Are you ready?”


Sweat began to run down her back and between her breasts but
she nodded, her breathing coming hard. She closed her eyes again, trying to
concentrate on the flow and not on the nervousness threatening to rise within
her.


For a moment, nothing happened. His hands were still warm on
hers, his palms hot where they covered her fingers. Then, all of a sudden, a
whoosh of energy flooded through her.


She gasped, her body stiffening at the strength of the
surge, his hands tightening on hers. In her mind’s eye, she saw an image of
herself standing at the centre of innumerable lines of energy, which
criss-crossed in front of her and then led away to all corners of the country.
The energy channels looked like canals with water flowing along them, and it
was only then she really understood how the Earth was connected, and how they
had to maintain the energy flow through it.


Damien had been right—the force of the energy flying by her
was like standing next to a train roaring past at a hundred miles an hour. The
wind physically buffeted her, causing her hair to fly about her face. Through
it all, however, Damien’s grip was firm on her own. He won’t let you go,
she told herself, quelling the panic that wanted to overwhelm her.


One of the channels wasn’t flowing as well as the others,
and whereas the flow in most of the channels was a brilliant white, this one
was a dull grey, the energy stagnant. That must be the ley line leading to the
tear in the veil, she thought. Sure enough, Damien reached out along the line,
and she did as he’d prompted and imagined her power seeping into the rent,
closing up the hole.


She risked opening her eyes and glanced at him. His head was
bent and his eyes were closed, his dark blond hair now tipped with scarlet, his
skin glowing with a soft light. To her right Storm lay, for once, right by him,
pressed up against him. Damien breathed deeply, and admiration flooded through
her. He was so powerful, so in control, it took her breath away. 


Unlike herself, she thought. She felt completely out
of control. Her trembling increased as Damien poured energy through the
connection they’d made with the ley line. She checked her clock—it read
ninety-nine percent. She was nearly there! Maybe she wasn’t as out of control
as she’d thought. She closed her eyes and redoubled her concentration. She had
to make it a hundred. 


Her muscles began to ache with the effort of keeping her
chakras closed, and sweat soaked her clothing. She was breathing as hard and
fast as if she’d run a marathon, and her hands grew slippery in his grasp.


You can do it, she told herself. Damien had said I
have absolute faith in your abilities, and it was about time she started
believing in herself, too. The trouble was, she didn’t know how to make the
jump to that last percentage. You just have to let go, he’d said. What
did he mean by that?


Instinctively, she knew the answer. She had to surrender
herself completely to the surge. So far, she’d always held a tiny bit of
herself back, afraid if she gave herself totally, she might never be able to
return. She was nearly there, but a tiny, tiny piece of her was scared of
surrendering herself wholly.


He ran his thumbs lightly over her knuckles. I won’t let
you go, he’d said. She’d thought she trusted him implicitly—well this was
the final test.


 Her hair whipped around her face, stinging her skin, and
she began to feel bruised and battered by the force of the energy. But she
forced herself to ignore it. There was a pressure against her leg, and she
looked down to see Storm sitting by her side, looking up at her. His eyes were
silver, full of knowledge and understanding. He was no ordinary pet, she
thought—he was an old soul, a spirit guide, linked to Damien, and Damien had
lent him to her, to support her through this difficult process.


She looked up at the man sitting opposite her, whose eyes
were filled with flame, but were still gentle, nevertheless.


She closed her eyes and let go of the last little piece of control,
surrendering herself to the surge, putting herself in his hands. 


Trusting him.






Chapter Nineteen


All at once, the noise and the buffeting wind vanished. For
a moment she thought she’d lost the connection and opened her eyes, confused,
but immediately she saw the look of wonder in his eyes and realised that was
not what had happened.


Her hair still floated around her cheeks, but when she
looked, it had turned completely white. She glanced at the clock on her hand.
It read a hundred percent.


She felt an urge to get to her feet and pushed herself up. Damien
rose with her, standing before her, reaching out to hold her hands. “Don’t stop
channelling,” he said. “The rift’s not quite shut.”


She nodded, trying to concentrate, concerned she would let
the flow dip below a hundred percent, but the truth was it no longer took any
effort to keep the surge moving through her. It flowed naturally, the energy
pouring down through them, sealing the tear in the veil completely without an
ounce of effort on their part.


“You’re amazing,” Damien whispered. She followed his gaze,
looking at her skin, seeing it glow a beautiful luminescent white, like
mother-of-pearl. It was such an amazing sight that she caught hold of the
bottom of the T-shirt clinging to her body and peeled it off, letting it drop
to the floor, wanting to see the rest of her skin. She looked in awe at her
slightly damp, warm body, shining softly, just like Damien’s.


She looked up, meeting his eyes. His gaze passed over her
neat, high breasts encased in the lacy black bra, over her curvy, slender body
glowing with energy. When he looked back up at her, the flaming energy of the shaman
had been replaced by the white-hot desire of the man.


Suddenly desperate to feel him against her, she tugged
impatiently at his black T-shirt. He grabbed it by the back of the neck and
pulled it over his head, letting it drop on top of hers. She caught her breath,
astounded by the sight of his broad shoulders and muscled chest, his skin also
glowing from the surge still running through them, although his was more a
golden radiance, as if he were full of sunlight, while she seemed more touched
by moonlight.


She lifted her arms and put them around his neck as he
lowered his lips to hers. It was an amazing feeling, kissing him while around
them the energy continued to pulse, like standing under a waterfall, feeling
the water soaking into her skin. It was a different sensation for him, too, she
realised, remembering he’d never kissed a witch before. The thought that this
was also a new experience for him thrilled her. She threaded her fingers
through his hair, then brought her arms down, running her hands over his chest,
delighting in the feel of his muscles and the scattering of light brown hair,
brushing her fingers over his beautiful, flat nipples.


“Fair’s fair,” he murmured, sliding his hand up her back to
her bra strap. He squeezed the catch and it pinged open.


“Smooth,” she gasped, clutching the bra to her, suddenly
self-conscious. 


He gave her a sexy smile, kissing the corner of her mouth
and across her cheek, then around her ear. “Don’t be shy.”


“I can’t help it.” She was blushing again. 


He laughed. “You’re so gorgeous.” He teased the bra away
from her shoulders and she let it fall to the floor, but kept her arms crossed
over her. He fixed her with his hot gaze and ran his fingers lightly up the
side of her ribcage, and she shivered.


Suddenly, making her squeal, he lifted her up and wrapped
her legs around him, forcing her to relinquish her pose and catch onto him to
avoid falling. Level with his eyes now, she clutched hold of him, her heart
racing as he turned and walked toward the bedroom. He kissed her as he walked,
almost bumping her into the doorframe, laughing and stepping aside to avoid it
and moving to the bed. Turning around, he fell backward onto the mattress with
her on top of him.


She squealed again, afraid she’d hurt him, but he just
laughed and rolled over so she was underneath. For the first time since she’d
dropped the bra, he ran his gaze down her, taking in her full beauty, and she
shivered at the heat in his gaze.


He began to place light kisses on her throat, travelling
slowly downwards, and her pulse raced as he circled her breasts, then finally
closed his mouth over a nipple, making her gasp with the warmth of his tongue
swirling over her skin. She looked up at the ceiling, knowing was she going to
have to breathe out as well as in at some point, but for the moment it seemed
impossible.


Her hair was still white, and she knew she was still
channelling, and the surge flooding through her was only adding to the
sensations spiralling throughout her body. “Damien…” she gasped, trying to form
a coherent thought, “I should close down…”


“No, don’t stop.” He kissed back up to her mouth, hooking a
leg across her, and pressed his hips forward. Her eyes widened as she felt how
aroused he was. “I’ve never felt anything like this…” He tugged at her jeans,
impatient. She undid the button and he stood up, pulled them off her, and threw
them on the floor. 


Dressed only in a pair of small, lacy, black panties, she
lay back on the bed, her white hair spread across the duvet, arms above her
head, feeling wanton as he stood over her and studied her still-glowing body.
Her nervousness had faded as she saw how much he wanted her, and now she
couldn’t wait to feel him against her, skin against skin.


He hesitated, however. “I think you should know… Being
called one of the most powerful men in the country… It relates strictly to the
shaman part of me.”


She laughed. “Don’t be modest.”


“I don’t want you to be disappointed—I know I’m your first.”


She turned on her side, propping her head on a hand, and
fixed him with a saucy stare. “Get them off,” she ordered, running her foot up
his jeans.


“Yes, ma’am.” He flicked open the buttons slowly, pausing
between each one, raising an eyebrow at her. She gave a whistle, enjoying the
show, her heart rate increasing with each button. The final one undone, he slid
the jeans down and kicked them off, following them with his boxers.


She stared as he stood before her in all his glory, skin
still radiant with its golden glow, holding his arms out for her to study him.


“Wow,” was all she could say, breathless with admiration.


“Nice.” He laughed and fell onto the bed beside her, pushing
her onto her back. He looked down at her, then lowered his lips and kissed her
slowly, deeply, beginning to trace lazy patterns on her abdomen with his
fingers. He trailed them up to circle around her nipples, brushing them with
the pads of his thumbs and making her shiver, then moved lower, drawing a line
across the top of the remaining piece of black lace.


He lifted his head to watch her as he ran his fingers down
the outside of her thigh, then slowly up the inside. Her stomach quivered,
remembering her meditation and how he’d done the same thing on the beach. He
reached the top of her thigh, and there was a naughty glint in his eye as he
traced his fingers across the lace, then began to circle lower.


“I think you need to get these off,” he said urgently,
tugging at the lacy panties. Swallowing, her nerves returning, she pulled them
down, letting him sweep them aside impatiently.


She lay back, looking up at him, and closed her eyes, unable
to bear the heat in his blue gaze. He traced his fingers up her hips, then
across the flat of her stomach, and then began to circle them in her hair.
Finally, he slid them into the deepest, most private part of her, moving
easily, and she realised she was slick with desire.


A rush of energy flooded through her, taking her by
surprise, causing her to arch up against him. He groaned and kissed her hard,
brushing his tongue against hers with a deep, passionate kiss. He continued to
explore her with his fingers, arousing her, and, after a while, she felt a
familiar tightening in her stomach, her muscles aching with need.


“Damien…” Again, she felt a rush of energy, this time more powerful,
causing her to gasp, longing surging through her. She pushed him onto his back,
moved on top of him, and sat upright, clasping his hands with her own. He
pulled them above his head, bringing her forward so he could catch her nipple
in his mouth, and she sighed as he swirled his tongue, shivering at the energy
continuing to flow through them. She opened her eyes, looking at the clock
stuck to her hand. The dial had gone black—it wasn’t registering a percentage.
She frowned. What did that mean?


She pushed herself back to look at him, but one glance at
his eyes and all thoughts fled her mind. His pupils were so large his eyes
looked black, and she could see that for the first time he was on the brink of
losing control. Desire swept over her in a wave, and she moved down, the tip of
him brushing against the moist, swollen part of her.


She pushed down, and his hands flew to her hips. He held her
there, letting her adjust, before pushing further in, bit by bit, until he was
right inside her. “Oh God, Kimi…”


Her skin glowed a vibrant pearly white, his a warm light
gold, and she’d never seen anything so beautiful as the two of them together.
She’d thought it might hurt, but she was so hot and ready for him it didn’t
hurt at all, and as she began to move on top of him, the tension began to build
again, her muscles starting to tighten around him.


The surge wasn’t lessening—if anything it seemed to be
increasing, and the energy flowed over her like water, running down her arms,
sending her palms red hot, although she was still channelling properly. She
arched her back, sweat breaking out across her body, her temperature soaring.
Was this right? Somehow, she was sure it wasn’t normally this good. She
looked down at him, his name forming on her lips, but he was losing it. He
lifted her and rolled her over, still inside her, deliciously heavy on top of
her, and he wrapped her legs around him as he increased the pace of his hips.


She wanted to say something, to stop him for a moment, to
make sure this was right, but it was too late, too late. Her muscles quivered
and her thighs tightened deliciously, and she couldn’t stop it, pleasure
rolling over her in waves. And as she began to cry out, so he came inside her,
saying her name, his sighs matching her own.


At the height of her climax, Kimi realised something was
wrong. There was too much energy flooding through them—far more than she’d felt
when trying to close the rift. Her head spun as the energy pooled beneath them,
then erupted from them in a gigantic wave, similar to the red flare in the
woods. Damien swore, still in the midst of his own climax, and she gasped,
opening her eyes. He was staring at the pendant she wore, and to her shock, it
glowed bright orange. Danger?


The bulbs in the lamps around his apartment began to burst
with small cracks, one after another, making them jump as glass shattered
across the carpet. Kimi closed her eyes again. Even as her muscles finished
pulsing, she could see the wave of energy expanding from them as clearly as if
it were a tidal wave of water. It spread through The Crux, exploding every bulb
in the house and blowing every fuse, then continued to broaden at an incredible
rate, quickly reaching the outskirts of the city, washing through the suburbs
and then reaching the inner city, detonating every piece of electrical
equipment it reached. In less than ten seconds, they blew the entire Exeter
power grid from east to west.


Damien shuddered. She knew he could see what she was seeing.
She lay there in the semi-darkness, breathing heavily, her hands resting on his
damp skin, heart racing.


Eventually he looked down at her. “Fuck me—that was one hell
of an orgasm.”


Against her will, she started laughing, and he winced and
withdrew from her slowly. He rolled onto his back, pulling her toward him, and
she curled onto her side, raising herself on her elbow to look down at him.
Sadly, she saw her hair was black once again. The power had dissipated.


He reached up and touched her face tenderly. “Did I hurt
you?”


“No.” She kissed his hand. “Damien… I’m sorry, I thought I
had it sussed but I guess I lost the surge…”


“It wasn’t you,” he said. “Something happened, I don’t know
what—I was too occupied to notice.” He sat up suddenly, listening. Then he
looked down at her. He smiled, but it was a sad smile. “They’re coming for me.
We should get dressed.”


She sat up, alarmed. “Who’s coming for you?”


“The other Elders.” He got up and pulled her with him,
clasping her to him. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean it to end this way.”


She went cold, realising there was no way they could deny
the fact that they’d been together when the whole city knew something was up.
He slipped on his boxers and jeans and passed her clothes to her, but she stood
there stupidly, her heart racing. This couldn’t be it. She could still taste
him, could feel his wetness between her thighs.


“Get dressed, Kimi.” He turned to her and helped her on with
her clothes. “Quickly, and mind the glass from the bulbs.” When she’d pulled on
her jeans and top, he held her face between his hands and kissed her soundly.
“You know I love you, right?”


She couldn’t say anything, too shocked to speak. “Damien…”


At that moment, however, there was a bang outside and the
door flew open. Damien turned, still shirtless and barefoot, pushing Kimi
behind him as Robert came into the apartment. His father scanned the rooms and
spotted them in the bedroom. He marched toward them, Margaret hot on his heels,
Max and Rose behind them.


Robert stopped in the doorway, staring at his son, then
glanced over as Kimi stepped beside Damien, clutching his hand.


Robert glared at them, furious. “You stupid idiot!” he
yelled. “Why couldn’t you keep your dick in your pants?!”


Damien said nothing, his grip tight on Kimi’s hand. Margaret
pushed past Robert, her eyes livid. “Do you realise what you’ve done?” she
whispered.


“Blown a few light bulbs?” said Damien.


“Don’t you dare joke about this!” she screamed.


Robert caught her arm impatiently as she went to fly at
them. “Margaret, enough of the dramatics.” His face had turned cold. “What’s
done is done, we can’t undo it now.” He came up to his son. “You know what has
to be done—you know the price of breaking the oath.”


 Damien nodded, lifting his chin. “I do.”


“No,” Margaret snapped. “One of them must lose their
powers—that doesn’t mean it has to be him.”


Kimi’s eyes widened. “Can you take mine instead of Damien’s?”


Margaret glanced across at her. Her disgust was plain for
all to see. “Yes. And so we should, considering what you’ve done.”


“It takes two to tango, Margaret,” Damien said calmly. “And
forget about Kimi, that’s not an option.”


Kimi tugged his arm. “Don’t be stupid—of course they should
take mine.”


“It would make sense,” said Max, coming into the room. “We
can’t afford to lose you, Damien.”


“No,” he said, “and will everyone please stop calling me
stupid?” Kimi’s portal was still open, and she could see his aura swirling with
scarlet, indicating his rising anger. His gaze took them all in. “There’s no
question of Kimi losing her powers instead of me. I took the oath—it’s my
powers that should be removed.”


Robert’s face showed his pain. “Son, nobody wants this less
than I, but the thought of you being without them…” He glanced across at the
window. Kimi followed his gaze. Outside, storm clouds were gathering at an
unnatural speed. 


“It’s starting,” said Damien. “I can feel it. Do it, Dad.”


Robert stared at him, shaking his head. “Please let her make
this sacrifice for you. The invasion is coming—we need you.”


“Let me do it,” Kimi begged him. “Please, Damien.”


He pushed her away angrily, and she fell onto the bed. He
moved away from her, into the middle of the Elders, who circled him like
wolves. He glared at his father. “You’ve been there,” he growled, “you’ve done
it, you know how it feels. You let my mother sacrifice her powers for you. And
I know you’ve regretted it ever since. Do you really want me to go through the
same thing?”


Thunder rumbled through the air, and Kimi jumped. She was
really frightened now. The storm was somehow related to the breaking of his
oath, and she realised the very fabric of reality was demanding a forfeit for
what they’d done. “Damien…” she whispered, but he didn’t hear her.


“Do it,” he demanded, facing his father.


“No!” said Margaret with anguish.


Robert studied him. “So be it.” 






Chapter Twenty


Robert placed a hand on his son’s head. Quietly he began to
mutter Latin under his breath. Reluctantly, Margaret moved forward and joined
him, Max and Rose also placing their hands on his. Kimi watched in horror. The
thunder rumbled around her, seeming to come from inside the house. There was a
crack of lightning, and the room filled with light. She brought her hands up to
hide her eyes. 


When she could finally bring herself to look, Damien had
sunk to his knees in the middle of the Elders, head bowed. Kimi looked at his
aura, shocked to her core. It had shrunk to half its size and pulsed the dull
pastel colours of an ordinary mortal. His powers had gone.


Robert stepped back. “Get out,” he demanded.


Damien knelt there for a moment, breathing heavily. Then he
got to his feet. His cheeks were wet. He didn’t look at Kimi. He picked up his
T-shirt and shoes and walked out of the door.


Kimi couldn’t believe he’d actually gone—that he’d walked
out and left her. She knew he had no choice, but now she had to face the music
on her own. The thought terrified her. She wanted to scream at him and run
after him, but something—maybe the sneer on Margaret’s face—made her stand her
ground. The other Elders turned as one to look at her, and she trembled, but
raised her chin and met Robert’s eyes.


“You must be good,” he said. “I think the lights are out all
the way to Land’s End.”


Her cheeks grew hot, but she refused to look away. “It
wasn’t us that did that. The energy was contained. But something happened while
we were…making love.” Her cheeks flamed even hotter, but she had to make
him understand. “We’d already closed the rift in the veil. I was channelling at
a hundred percent—we were perfectly in control.” She saw the surprise on all
their faces. They hadn’t expected her to reach the maximum, she realised. They
still didn’t understand how powerful she was. “But something happened—I don’t
know what. There was a surge of energy, separate from what we were channelling.
It overpowered us and blew the electricity.”


Robert frowned, but Margaret was already shaking her head.
“You’re sidestepping the issue,” she snapped. “Damien broke his oath—everything
else is irrelevant. You’ve shown yourself to be completely irresponsible, and
we’re not going to let that go lightly.”


Kimi gave a short laugh. “Do you really think I care? The
only thing that matters to me is what happens to Damien.”


“Well, you should have thought about that before you climbed
into bed with him,” Margaret said nastily.


Rose came forward. “Perhaps it would be best if you went to
your room now. We need to let these very high emotions settle before we discuss
this further.”


Kimi bit her lip. She couldn’t believe only minutes before
she’d been lying with Damien, his warm body pressed against her own. Tears
threatened to rise within her, but she fought them, refusing to let the Elders
know they’d beaten her. 


She walked through them, picking her way carefully through
the broken glass, slipping out of the open door. She paused outside as they
began to speak.


“She’s got guts,” said Max, “to hold it together with us
four standing here glaring at her.” 


Someone snorted, probably Margaret, she thought.


“He loves her,” said Robert. “He must do, to give up his
powers for her.”


“Irrelevant,” snapped Margaret. “He keeps telling me he’s
not a teenager any more. Was this supposed to demonstrate his maturity? If so,
it failed miserably. Now we are one shaman down with an imminent invasion on
our hands because a couple of horny twenty-somethings couldn’t control their
lust. Great!”


It was so unfair, and she hated the way it made what she’d
had with Damien seem so shallow, but there was nothing Kimi could say. She walked
down the corridor, her lip trembling, tears starting to spill down her cheek.
The place was dark with all the bulbs in the house blown, although as she
looked down at the foyer she could see people milling about with boxes of
bulbs, starting to replace the shattered ones.


She went to her room and let herself in. Ella was in there,
sitting on the bed, looking out at the moon. She glanced over as Kimi came in. 


Kimi leaned against the door, tears rolling down her face.
“He’s gone,” she whispered. “They took his powers away.”


Ella stared at her. “That was you two? Blowing the lights?”


“The whole grid I think,” Kimi sniffed.


Ella’s eyes widened. She started to laugh, then sobered and
came forward to envelop Kimi in a hug. “Oh God, what have you done?”


“I need to find him,” Kimi said through her sobs. “I don’t
know where he’s gone. Robert told him to get out, and he just went.”


“He’s probably gone to his mum’s in town,” said Ella.


Kimi wiped her face and walked over to the cupboard. She
took out her bag and started stuffing clothes into it. “Can you call me a taxi?
I’ve got to get out of this place.”


“Kimi, if you want to go into Exeter I’ll take you. But we’d
better wait a while. The Elders will be up for another couple of hours. You
don’t want them to catch you sneaking out.”


 


The girls sat and talked for a while, Ella trying to comfort
Kimi as she related everything that had happened. Eventually, however, Ella
decided it was probably safe to leave. It was after eleven—she’d gone
downstairs to check, and everywhere was quiet for the night.


Kimi had packed her basic essentials into her overnight bag.
“If I don’t come back, I might have to ask you to send the rest to me in
London.”


Ella stopped and caught her hand. “Oh you’ll be back, don’t
say that.”


“I don’t know. They’re pretty angry with me.”


Ella brushed Kimi’s cheek. “Hey, Damien’s taught
Goddess-knows how many women here, and I’ve never seen him tempted, never.
You must really be something special for him to break his oath. That’s got to
stand for something.”


“I don’t know.” Kimi couldn’t think how it mattered—all she
knew was she had to find him and make sure he was all right. “Are you ready?”


“Come on.”


Together they crept out of the room and down the stairs.
They let themselves out of the front door quietly, then ran over to Ella’s car
in the car park.


“Will you get in trouble for this?” Kimi asked as Ella
reversed out and down the drive. 


“Don’t know,” said Ella. “But you’re my friend and I want to
do what I can to help.”


Ella drove as fast as she could without attracting attention
into town. 


“Have you been to his mum’s house?” Kimi asked as the car
threaded through the quiet streets, darkened due to the blown streetlamps.


“No, but he told me where she lived. Number forty-seven, I
think.” Ella pulled up outside a small, neat, semi-detached house with oak
trees in the avenue outside. “Here it is.”


Kimi got out, carrying her bag on her shoulder. 


“I’ll wait, just to make sure,” Ella said. Kimi nodded. Her
heart pounding, she walked up to the front door. She knocked on it softly. 


After about ten seconds, the door opened. Kimi looked up at
the woman standing in the doorway. She was a bit taller than Kimi, slender,
with Damien’s dark blond hair cut in a long bob and his kind eyes. She surveyed
Kimi for a moment, then smiled. “You must be Kimi. Come in.”


 


Kimi turned and waved to Ella, who blew her a kiss before
driving away. Kimi watched her go, then turned back to Damien’s mother. Her
mouth had gone dry. The older woman didn’t look mad, but surely she was angry
with Kimi for what she’d done to her son?


“I’m Serena.” His mother held out her hand, and Kimi shook
it, giving her a nervous smile.


“Pleased to meet you.” It seemed oddly formal, but she
couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Is…is Damien here?”


Serena glanced over her shoulder to a closed door. “Yes,
he’s in the lounge.”


“Is he…okay?”


Serena studied her. “Not really. He’s been drinking solidly
for the past few hours. He’s pretty upset.”


Kimi bit her lip, her eyes filling with tears. “Is he angry
with me?”


Serena stared at her in surprise. “With you? Oh Kimi, no, of
course not. He’s crazy about you.” She gave Kimi a wry smile. “He sacrificed
his powers for you—which is more than his father ever did for me.”


Kimi pressed her fingers to her mouth, trying to stop it
trembling. Serena’s face softened and she smiled. “He’ll be so pleased to see
you. Just remember… He’s had his powers since he was born. He’s never been
without them. He’s feeling very lost right now.”


“I’m sorry,” Kimi whispered. “I never meant this to happen.”


“Of course not. But you can’t stop loving someone. Damien’s
told me all about you—about you having the Goddess’s mark. He said you were
fated to meet. You can’t fight that.” She reached out and lightly touched the
pendant around Kimi’s neck. “I see he gave you my necklace.”


Kimi looked down. “Oh, yes.”


“Good.” She nodded, as if seeing the pendant had confirmed
something in her own mind. “Come on. And don’t worry if he gets angry—he has
his father’s temper.” She winked at Kimi before opening the lounge door,
indicating for Kimi to precede her in.


Kimi hesitated, then walked into the room. He was standing
by the far window, looking out onto the garden. He had a glass in his hand, but
she couldn’t see his face, which was in shadow, there being only one lamp lit
in the room—presumably Serena had only had one spare bulb, Kimi thought
guiltily.


He glanced over as she came in, and her heart thumped as she
waited for his reaction on seeing her. In spite of Serena’s words, she wasn’t
sure he didn’t resent her for what had happened to him.


She let her bag slide to the floor. “Damien…”


He put down his drink and walked toward her. She met him
halfway, tears pouring down her face as he wrapped his arms around her.


“I’m sorry,” he whispered, holding her so tightly she could
barely breathe.


“I’m sorry too.” Thankfulness flooded her that he hadn’t
turned away. As long as he wasn’t angry with her, they’d be able to get through
this.


He pulled back, holding her face with his hands, and kissed
her gently. She knew Serena was watching them and blushed, but accepted his
kiss, so relieved to be near him again.


“I’m sorry I left you there,” he said, stroking her cheeks
with his thumbs. “Was it awful? Was my father mad at you?”


“It was more Margaret,” she said, watching as he turned and
picked up his drink. “She hates me, I know it.”


“I’m sure she doesn’t,” said Serena, coming into the room
and perching on the arm of the sofa. “She may be misguided, but I think she
only wants the best for The Crux.”


Kimi shook her head vehemently. “No, she really dislikes me.
She thinks I’ve corrupted Damien.”


Serena started to deny it but Damien interrupted. “No, I
think she’s right. Margaret’s been acting more and more strange lately. I know
she thinks of me as her protégé, and she’s been growing more resentful as my
powers have grown stronger. She doesn’t think of me as an equal. There’s more
to her anger than frustration than the fact that I broke the oath.”


Serena shivered. “She always had a strange hold on
Robert—now it seems she’s transferred it to you.”


“There’s something else,” Kimi said to Damien. “What
happened in your apartment…” She tailed off, embarrassed to talk about it in
front of his mother, but she had to tell him what she knew. “When the power
blew… That wasn’t us, Damien.”


He frowned at her. “What do you mean?”


“Right at the end… I felt another surge of energy, not
connected to us. It was more powerful than what I felt when we were closing the
rift. It was sent from another source. Someone else made us blow the grid.”


He stared at her. His eyes lifted and met his mother’s.


Serena gasped. “Oh my God, it’s true—there is a
saboteur at The Crux.”


Kimi swallowed. “Damien… I think it’s Margaret.”


He went very still. “What makes you say that?”


“I tried to tell them in the bedroom what had happened, but
even though your father wanted to listen, Margaret wouldn’t have it. She said
that the only thing that mattered was you had broken your oath—she wouldn’t
even listen to me.”


He frowned. “Kimi, I’ve known her a long time—all my life. I
know I said her behaviour was odd, but you can’t start throwing accusations at
someone because they don’t like you.”


“Don’t patronise me,” she snapped, her anger starting to
rise. “I’m not stupid! I’m not speaking out of spite. She doesn’t just dislike
me—she hates me, resents me for taking you away from her.”


“Away from her? What the hell do you mean by that? I don’t
belong to her or anyone else.”


“Damien,” Serena warned, but he didn’t even look at her.


“She thinks she owns you,” said Kimi. “She thinks you’re
hers. And maybe she’s reacted to you pulling away by turning to the dark powers…”


“No, you’re wrong.”


“I don’t think I am,” she said, trying to make him see. 


“I’m telling you, you’re wrong!” he yelled. 


Kimi said nothing. Anguish and hurt had twisted him, she realised,
and he was also embarrassed and humiliated at having his powers taken from him.
He’d gone from being one of the two most powerful men in the country to being
an ordinary Joe—in his eyes, anyway—and that couldn’t be easy. But he wasn’t
going to listen to her, not tonight, at any rate, with half a bottle of whisky
inside him.


“All right,” she said cautiously, but he’d gone past the
point of no return. He tightened his hand on the glass, clenching his other
fist, and his eyes blazed, even though he had no powers.


“Why can’t she leave me alone?” he shouted. “Why does she
act like she’s my mother—she’s nothing like my mother! I have my own mother!”


“She just cares for you,” Serena tried to say, but he wasn’t
having any of it.


“She treats me like I’m six years old—always has done. I’ve
been more powerful than her since I was twelve, but she’s never accepted it—she
always treats me like I’m her underling, like I’m a fucking trainee. I’m not
her minion anymore!”


Turning, he threw his glass across the room. It shattered
against the opposite wall in a spray of broken glass and liquid.






Chapter Twenty-One


Kimi jumped violently at the noise. Her hands flew to her
mouth and she froze, shaking. Serena stood, but didn’t move toward him. She
glanced across at Kimi and their eyes met. Her face was white.


Kimi watched as Damien leaned both hands on the mantelpiece
over the fire, dipping his head toward the floor. He looked a broken man,
totally bereft. His chest heaved, although he made no sound.


Gathering her courage, she walked up to him and stood beside
him, not knowing what to say. She reached out and touched his shoulder lightly,
wondering if he’d shrug her off or pull away. He did neither, however. She
heard him mumble, “I miss him, Kimi, I miss him.”


Miss him? Was he talking about his father? He looked at the
ground, however, and suddenly she realised he couldn’t see Storm. His spirit
guide had been with him since he’d been born and never left his side—even when
he closed his portal, he’d been able to sense the wolf.


Her heart went out to him. She touched the space between her
eyebrows and looked at the ground. Then she moved closer to Damien, sliding her
arms around his waist. “He’s still here, sweetheart, I can see him,” she told
him, touching his cheek, kissing him. “He’s sitting on your foot, stupid wolf.
He couldn’t get any closer to you.”


Damien gave a half-laugh, half-sob, and shook his head. “I
can’t even feel him.”


Kimi took his face in her hands and made him stand and look
at her. “He’s here,” she said firmly. “And he’ll never leave your side. This is
a temporary state of things—this is the bottom of the wheel of fate—soon the
wheel will be turning and you’ll be on the up, Damien. You’ll get your powers
back, you’ll see, and Storm will be waiting for you. He’s devoted to you. He’d
do anything for you.” And so would I, she thought silently, although she
didn’t say it.


He looked at the ground, his cheeks wet, hands on his hips
as he fought to retain some semblance of self-control. Serena came over then,
and touched his shoulder gently. “Why don’t you go to bed, love? You’re tired,
you’ve had a lot to drink, and it’s late. We can talk in the morning. Go on
up—Kimi will follow in a minute. I just want to have a quick chat with her.”


He wiped his face, his hand returning to his hip. He risked
a glance up at Kimi. “Will you come up?”


“Of course,” she said, rubbing his arm.


“I should clear up the mess first,” he said, looking over at
the smashed glass. “I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have done that…”


“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of it,” Serena said smoothly.
“Go on, up you go.”


He nodded, turned, and walked out of the room. Kimi watched
Storm follow close on his heels. There was no way the wolf was letting him out
of his sight.


Serena’s eyes met Kimi’s, and they both let out a sigh of
relief.


“He’s so like his father,” said Serena wryly. She
disappeared briefly into the kitchen before reappearing with a dustpan and
brush.


Kimi followed her over to the wall, and together they
started picking up the bits of broken glass. “I don’t know,” she said, “I think
he’s very like you.”


Serena smiled. She sat back to study the younger woman.
“You’re very fond of him, aren’t you?”


Kimi carefully put the pieces of glass into the bowl Serena
had brought out. “I haven’t known him very long,” she admitted. She didn’t want
to come out with elaborate declarations of love and have the other woman laugh
in her face.


Serena’s eyes, however, only held gentleness and kindness.
“Time means nothing,” she said, beginning to brush up the smaller fragments.
“There’s something between the two of you I’ve not seen before with him.”


Kimi grew warm, pleasure sweeping through her. She carefully
picked up the last of the large pieces of glass. “What about his powers?” she
asked, sitting on the edge of an armchair.


Serena brushed the glass into the bowl and stood. “I’ll
clean up the rest in the morning,” she said, “when it’s light.” She walked over
and sat on the edge of the sofa opposite Kimi. “It’s not going to be easy to
restore his abilities.”


“But it is possible?”


Serena tipped her head. “Theoretically. I don’t know if it’s
ever been done before.”


“How is it done?”


“It’s difficult to explain, especially for me as I haven’t
been involved with this sort of stuff for a long time. But as I understand it,
someone has to go to the Higher Powers and plead his case, as he can’t do it
himself.” Her eyes met Kimi’s.


Kimi shivered. “Is it something I could do?”


“I don’t know. It would take a lot of training, I would have
thought. Damien would know—we’ll have to ask him in the morning. But be
aware—it would be dangerous, and he won’t agree to it readily if it means
putting you in peril.”


Kimi nodded. “I’d do it though. Without blinking.”


Serena smiled. “I know.” She stood. “Now why don’t you go up
and join my son. You must be tired—after your exploits tonight.” She raised an
eyebrow.


Kimi blushed. “Is there room?” she asked, picking up her bag,
“or should I sleep down here on the sofa?”


“It’s okay—he has a double bed.”


“Oh.”


Serena laughed. “Don’t look so dismayed. He’s never brought
a girl to sleep here before. He’s a sleeping starfish—he likes the space of a
double bed.” She came over and gave Kimi a hug. “You’re precious. I can see why
he loves you. Now go on. He’ll need your comfort tonight.”


Kimi hugged her back, then turned and ran lightly up the
stairs. She paused at the nearest door, seeing it almost closed. Pushing it
open, she paused in the doorway. Damien lay sprawled across the bed, only half
covered by the duvet, his face serene now he was asleep, his hair falling
across his forehead. He looked younger, somehow, and she felt a wave of love
for him. She went in quietly and dropped her bag on the floor, then slipped off
her shoes and jeans, and stripped off her top. She looked at the bottom of the
bed. Storm lay there, snout on his paws, his eyes following her around the
room. She winked at him, then lowered herself gently onto the bed, sliding
under the covers. Damien stirred, turning onto his side toward her. She rolled
and wriggled backward, nestling into him, pulling his arm across her waist. He
murmured and pulled her tightly toward him, but didn’t wake. She tried to let
her energy soothe him, as he had done for her so many times.


 


Kimi didn’t awake until it was light. Damien watched her
eyelids flutter, then open, her green eyes focussing on him, a smile
immediately curving her lips.


“Morning,” he said softly. He lay on his side, facing her,
head propped on a hand. He’d been watching her for a while, entranced by her
peaceful face, studying her dark lashes, curling her silky hair around his
finger.


“Morning.” She studied his face. “How are you feeling?”


He grimaced. “A bit of a headache. I guess human me is more
susceptible to a hangover than shaman me.”


She grinned. Then she glanced at the end of the bed and
pulled a face. “Storm is lying on me again. Between the two of you, I’m
surprised I had any duvet at all.”


He smiled sadly. He couldn’t put into words how much he
missed seeing his spirit guide. He knew the wolf was still with him, of
course—Storm would be there until the day he died, and afterward, ready to
guide him into the next world. But he’d grown so used to seeing the silver
wolf, it was like waking up one morning and finding your leg missing.


She must have seen the shadow pass over his face, because
she frowned, reached out, and stroked his cheek. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think.”


“Don’t worry about it. You can’t tiptoe around me forever.
I’ve got to get used to the fact that I’m ordinary now.”


She raised an eyebrow. “You? Ordinary? I don’t think so.”


She was trying to lighten the mood, but his loss hurt too
much to joke about. “Kimi, I’m nothing without my powers. I’m not a fool—I know
how much a part of me they were. I feel like half a man at the moment—less
even.”


She studied him. “You said none of your previous girlfriends
knew you were a shaman. If they didn’t know about your powers, they obviously
found something to like about the man.”


“It’s not a question of knowing about them,” he said
impatiently. “They made me what I was. Superman without his powers is just
Clark Kent—a reporter, dull as dishwater.”


“So you’re a superhero now?”


His mood darkened, and he pushed himself up. “You know what
I meant.” He moved to the end of the bed, intending to get up, but she placed a
hand on his shoulder.


“Wait.”


He paused, leaning forward and putting his head in his
hands. It was incredibly egotistic, but that was how he’d thought of
himself—as a superhero, a champion, sent to Earth to fight against evil. And
now what was he? Nothing! He had no skills to speak of, unless you counted his
muffin-making abilities. He had nothing to offer the world without his powers.
Rage and helplessness spiralled through him.


Behind him, the bed shifted under Kimi’s weight. There was a
rustle of clothing, and then she moved toward him. He wanted to tell her to
leave him alone—he was in no mood for her attempts at consolation, or her
platitudes. Before he could say anything, however, she kissed his back. Then
did it again. She was planting slow, soft kisses down his spine, then back up
again, making him tingle all over.


He dropped his hands, still leaning forward, his breath
growing shallow as she kissed up to his neck. She moved a little closer, then
pressed against him, her breasts bare against his skin. He inhaled deeply as
she slipped her arms around him, stroking him, kissing along his wide shoulders
and up his neck, around his ear. She caught his lobe in her mouth and nibbled
it gently, sending desire spiralling through him. Still, however, he couldn’t
bear the thought of letting her love him while he was just half a man.


“Kimi…”


“Ssh.” She ran her fingers lightly through his short hair,
down his arms, along his ribs, through the hair on his chest. She continued to
kiss his neck, rubbing her breasts gently but seductively against his back.


“Kimi, I can’t…”


She moved back along the bed and gently pulled him with her.
He lay back, looking up as she bent over him, upside down, her dark hair
falling across his face and chest. She swept it aside, and he saw she was
smiling. “Your mouth says no, but your body says yes,” she whispered.


He couldn’t bring himself to smile back. His sadness was
overwhelming. “It’s not me,” he said, his voice catching.


She kissed him, upside down, long and languorously. “It
tastes like you,” she said. She nuzzled his neck. “It smells like you.”


“Please…”


She kissed his lips again, then lifted her head and sighed.
“I’ve fallen in love with you, Damien Stone. I fell in love with you the first
time I saw you in the nightclub, and even though there were a hundred different
things going on in the universe, and even though fates were unfolding, and
stars were moving in the sky, and Goddess knows what else, do you know what the
main thing was that went through my mind?”


“What?” he asked suspiciously.


“Wow, he’s gorgeous,” she said.


In spite of himself, his lips curved. He lifted a hand and
caught a lock of her hair around his finger. It was tousled, not quite as
smooth as usual, and she still looked sleepy and completely, utterly sexy. “It
won’t be the same as last time,” he said.


“Well, thank the Goddess for that!” She laughed. “Damien, I
want to make love to you, not your powers, and it will be a relief not
to have to worry about anything else except me… and you…” She kissed his nose.
“No need for self-control… doesn’t that sound good?” She started to kiss down
his chest. “No worrying about anything except how it feels…to be kissed…like
this…”


Her kisses travelled to his navel, then continued down. 


He caught her hand, stopping her. “Kimi…”


She kissed his fingers, but placed his hand firmly on the
bed. “Just relax,” she murmured. “And enjoy the ride.”


And as her mouth closed over him, everything fled his mind
but the warmth of her tongue and the softness of her lips.


 


When they finally came downstairs, Kimi was relieved to see that
some of the sparkle had returned to Damien’s eyes. She hadn’t lied—she had
fallen in love with the man, not the shaman, but there was no doubt he was
different without his powers. He was quieter, less vibrant, as if someone had
switched off his internal light bulb. Perhaps he’d blown that bulb as well when
they blew the power grid? Obviously, he was still in shock, but she was unsure
what would happen if he never got his powers back. 


She wasn’t going to think like that. She would get
them back for him, whatever it took, and whatever the personal cost was to her.


“Breakfast?” asked Serena as they walked into the kitchen. 


“Just toast please,” said Kimi. 


Damien peered over his mother’s shoulder at the bacon frying
in the pan and gave her a grin. “You know the way to a man’s heart.”


“I know the way to your heart,” she corrected. She
glanced over at Kimi, then back at him, and smiled.


They sat at the kitchen table, and Damien poured them both a
coffee. 


“Sleep well?” Serena asked.


“Yes, thank you.” Kimi met Damien’s eyes. He sipped his
coffee, watching her over the top of the cup, raising an eyebrow. He was
thinking about what had just transpired upstairs, and was trying to make her
blush. She couldn’t help a flush stealing onto her cheeks, but in spite of
that, she met his gaze openly. Slowly, sensually, she licked her lips. He
coughed into his cup, cursing, trying not to laugh as she hid a smile behind
her own drink.


“Are you all right?” Serena asked, frowning, flipping the
bacon.


“Went down the wrong way,” he said hoarsely.


Kimi shook her head and mouthed, no it didn’t! He
glared at her, half-amused, half-exasperated, getting up to get a glass of
orange juice from the fridge. She winked at him as he sat back down. Two could
play at his game!


“So what did you two talk about last night?” he asked as
Serena made the sandwich and placed it in front of him. 


Kimi and Serena exchanged a glance. Kimi bit into her toast.
“How to get your powers back.”


Damien took a bite out of the sandwich, leaned back in the
chair, and surveyed her as he chewed. He swallowed. “I’m not going to beg my
father to return them,” he said flatly.


“Well, duh.” Kimi rolled her eyes. “Like that was ever an
option.”


He looked up at his mother, then back at Kimi again. “So
what were you thinking?”


Serena sat at the end of the table. “I told Kimi there was a
way.”


He studied her. “No.”


Kimi frowned. “No, what?”


“I know what you’re both thinking, and the answer’s no.”


Kimi put down her toast. “I beg your pardon?”


He took a large swig of his coffee. “You’re thinking you can
petition the Higher Powers, and I’m telling you, the answer’s no.”


“How does losing your powers give you the authority to say
what I can do with mine?”


He leaned forward. “I may not be a shaman any more but that
doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten all the training I’ve had, or all the experiences
I’ve had. You’ve never met the Higher Powers—I have, and it’s scared the shit
out of me every time I’ve done it.”


“I didn’t say I wasn’t scared,” said Kimi softly. “But that
doesn’t mean I’m not willing to try.”


“I can’t let you do that,” he said, looking pained, and she realised
he was genuinely frightened for her. Damien, scared? The thought made her mouth
go dry. Perhaps she really didn’t understand how terrifying it would be to do
this. But it didn’t matter. She was going to do it whatever.


“I don’t care,” she said. “If I have to tie you down to do
it, I will, believe you me.”


He stared at her. His gaze slid across to Serena, who lifted
an eyebrow. He looked back at Kimi, and amusement gleamed in his blue eyes. “Is
that a promise?”


“Damien, with your mother in the room?”


They all laughed, Serena rolling her eyes and getting up to
stack the dishes. He reached across and took Kimi’s hand. “It won’t be easy.”


“But is it possible?”


He shrugged. “Theoretically. But you’ll have to channel to a
hundred percent by yourself—I was helping you last time, and I won’t be able to
this time. It will take some practising, and a lot of hard work.”


She squeezed his hand. “Whatever it takes, however long it
takes—I want to help you get your powers back. I don’t think you’re any less of
a man without them, but you do, and that’s what matters. You were born a
shaman, and I don’t think you feel complete without your shaman abilities. I
can understand that. I don’t think you’d ever be truly happy as a ‘normal’ man,
as you put it, and I want you to be happy.”


He sighed. “I don’t like the idea of putting you in danger.
But you’re right—it is your decision. And if anyone can help me, it’s you.”


Kimi looked at Serena. “Do you miss having your powers?”


“It was difficult at first,” Serena admitted. “Now, not so
much—I’ve got used to being without them. But the thought of you being like
this forever…” She got up and planted a kiss on the top of her son’s head. “I
can’t bear to think about it. If Kimi is willing to help you, love, I think you
should let her.”


“So it’s settled,” said Kimi. “We’ll start my training
today.”


 






Chapter Twenty-Two


For the next week, Kimi trained solidly, from the moment she
got up to the moment they went to bed at night. Serena had a dining room which
she gave over to them, and they folded up the leaves of the table and moved it
against the wall, brought in cushions and pillows and spent the day in
meditation and, in Kimi’s case, practising channelling, going over and over the
exercises until she could do it as naturally as breathing.


She’d brought the chakra clock with her, and Damien
monitored it, encouraging her when it got low, praising her when it began to
rise. He was so patient, such a good teacher. “You never get frustrated,” she
told him one day when she’d got to ninety-eight percent for the fifth time
running, but was unable to top that last two percent. She flopped back onto the
cushion, exhausted, and he lay beside her, looking down at her with admiration,
as well as a little amusement.


“Well, not in that way,” he said. “But it’s not easy
watching you go all glowy and sweaty, knowing I should be thinking of shamany
stuff and not sexy stuff.”


She looked up at him, her lips curling in spite of how tired
she was. “What sort of sexy stuff?”


He kissed her, moving his lips slowly down her neck to the
open V of her blouse. “You want a list?”


“I’m too tired to answer.”


“Are you too tired to just lie there while I do this?”


“Yes.” She held her breath as he began to undo her buttons.
“I may fall asleep.”


“Fair enough. You can lie there while I have a quickie.”


She started laughing. 


“Just don’t snore too loudly—it puts me off.”


She pushed him away and rolled over onto her front, laying
her head on her arms. “Honestly, I need to sleep.”


He began to kiss down her back. “I’m not stopping you.” He
slid his warm hands beneath her top, drawing light patterns on her skin. “Don’t
mind me.”


“Ssh, I’m asleep.” 


He leaned over her and ran a tongue around the edge of her
ear. She shivered, sighing. He pressed against the length of her, hooking a leg
over hers. He was heavy and warm, deliciously so, and her tiredness ebbed away
as desire rose inside her.


“Damien…your mother could walk in at any moment,” she
protested half-heartedly.


“Sorry, you can’t use that excuse—a) she’s gone out shopping
and b) she’s under strict instructions not to come in here.” He ran his hand up
her leg, under the long skirt she was wearing, to the top of her thigh. He
stopped suddenly, and lifted his head. “Oh my.”


She smiled.


“How come you’re not wearing any underwear?”


“I get hot when I’m channelling. Is that a complaint?”


“I’m shocked.” He pushed her legs gently apart, then slid a
hand between her thighs, finding the softness within. “You are a very wicked
witch,” he whispered in her ear. “And you need to be punished.”


“Oh I do,” she agreed softly, her heart rate speeding up. 


He stroked her slowly until she began to sigh with pleasure,
then unbuttoned his jeans.


“Luckily I came prepared,” he murmured, and she heard the
rustle of paper as he opened a condom. He’d apologised for forgetting the first
time, promising it wouldn’t happen again.


“That was presumptuous,” she said as, seconds later, he
moved on top of her.


“Hopeful, more like.”


She lifted her hips and he slid inside her, making her gasp
out loud.


“Bad witch,” he murmured in her ear as he began to move, and
she sighed her agreement, accepting the punishment as graciously as she could.


 


It took Kimi just over a week of almost constant practice to
be able to reach a hundred percent on her chakra clock, but on the Thursday
morning, Damien finally thought she was ready to try to plead to the Higher
Powers.


Kimi sat cross-legged opposite Damien in the dining room,
Serena on a chair to one side, observing. 


Damien explained to Kimi what she had to do. “Everyone has
an animal spirit guide,” he told her. “Shamans are the only ones who can see
them usually. But we’re going to ask Storm to introduce you to yours. Once
you’ve met her, she can then take you to the Higher Powers.”


“What are the Higher Powers like?” Kimi asked nervously.


“It differs from person to person. They may appear as
animals, people, an object, as words or pictures in your mind. You need to be
frank, polite, and honest, because they know if you’re lying before you do.
Just say what’s in your mind.” He took her hands in his own. “Are you sure you
still want to go ahead with this? There’s still time to back out.”


Kimi smiled, even though her pulse was starting to race. “Of
course I want to try. I’m not getting up from this floor until you have your
powers back.”


“We may not be successful first time,” he warned. “It may
take a few tries.”


“Damien… I’m prepared. I’m ready. I’m a big girl—I can take
care of myself.”


“Okay.” 


He was uncharacteristically nervous. That made her nervous
in turn. She had to get going, or she was going to be too panicky to do anything.
“Let’s start.”


He nodded and closed his eyes. Kimi studied him for a moment
as she calmed herself. He’d been very quiet the past few days. She knew he
didn’t actually think he’d get his powers back, and he was trying to adjust. He
didn’t believe she could do it. That very fact made her determined to be
successful. 


She glanced over at Serena. Damien’s mother smiled. Kimi
knew she appreciated what she was doing for her son. Although Serena had no
powers, Kimi still valued her being there. She had a calming influence, which
Kimi needed at that moment, and she drew on Serena’s energy, feeling it wash
over her like a calm sea.


She lifted her hand from Damien’s briefly to open her
portal. Storm appeared immediately in front of her. He was standing, waiting.
He knew what they wanted to do.


She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing.


After a few minutes, a picture began to form in her mind’s
eye. She was standing on the edge of a forest, similar to the one in the
grounds of The Crux, ringed by a shallow ditch. In the vision, she glanced down
at Storm looking up at her, tongue hanging over the side of his mouth. He moved
forward and jumped over the ditch into the wood, then turned and looked back at
her. Taking a deep breath, she followed him.


The woods closed around her, and instantly she knew she was
on another plane. It was autumn there, just like it was back on Earth, and the
trees were turning, russet and gold leaves falling and blanketing the ground,
but there was something magical about the wood—a whispering in the tops of the
trees she wasn’t entirely sure wasn’t the trees talking.


Ahead of her, a path led through the trees. Storm started
walking down it, and she followed him. Damien had explained in one of his
classes that, when following a visual meditation, going down a path often meant
you were sinking into a deeper state of relaxation, and she realised this
forest represented her mind, the path taking her further into an altered state
of consciousness.


Storm slowed his pace, and Kimi looked up at the path ahead,
seeing something in the middle. It was an animal, waiting for them. Her heart
pounded. It was a hare, slightly larger than a real animal, its body dark brown
with black patches, its long ears shimmering with an unnatural silver light.


“My spirit guide,” she whispered. 


Storm walked up to the hare and touched noses with it. Kimi
stopped a few feet away and sank to her knees. The hare stared at Storm for a
moment, then hopped slowly toward her. It paused a foot away and looked up at
her. A wave of amazement swept through Kimi at the knowledge that she was
meeting her spirit guide. This was an ancient soul, a being who, out of choice,
had decided to spend time with her, guiding her along her spiritual path.


The hare rubbed its face with its paws, then turned and
began to hop down the path. Kimi got to her feet and followed it.


She walked through the forest, her feet crunching through
the piles of leaves, more fluttering in the air around her, some glittering
with copper and gold, reminding her that this was no ordinary forest. It wasn’t
long before, ahead of her, a structure appeared through the trees. It was like
a small, low stage made out of carved wood, entwined with vines and leaves as
if it had grown out of the very fabric of the forest. Kimi approached it
nervously. The hare hopped up the steps to the platform, turning to see if she
was following. She did so, climbing the steps, seeing immediately there was
somebody sitting in a chair in the middle of the platform, watching her.


Kimi walked onto the stage in front of the figure and
stopped. Her mouth had gone dry. It was a young man, not much older than Damien,
and yet far, far older in terms of knowledge and wisdom than herself. He wore
simple clothing in the colours of the forest, and he had plain brown hair swept
off his forehead, but his dark green eyes were ancient, and his face held an
intelligence and insight that told her this was no mere servant of the Gods, no
minion sent in their place.


Standing before him, the hare and Storm beside her, she
knelt, bowing her head.


“Greetings, Secret Fox,” said the man. “Please, stand. Let
me look at you.”


She did so, shivering as he used Damien’s nickname for her,
risking a glance up at him. She frowned. Was it her imagination or were there
antlers crowning his brown hair? He moved his head and she realised they were
just branches of the tree behind him—or were they?


“I am Herne the Hunter, Lord of the Greenwood,” he announced
quietly. “And you are most welcome.”


Kimi’s eyes widened. This was definitely no underling. The
God of the Forest himself had come to meet her.


“My Lord,” she said, looking down. Her knees shook.


“You have brought friends with you, I see,” he said, amused,
looking at Storm and the hare. 


“They were kind enough to guide me here,” she said.


He nodded. “I am glad you see them as the gracious beings
they are, and that you do not see them as your pets.”


“Of course not, my Lord.” 


“And why have they brought you here?”


“I come…” She cleared her throat. “I come to plead for you
to give Damien Stone back his powers.”


Herne studied her, his eyes half-lidded. Leaning on the arm
of his chair, he fingered his chin thoughtfully. “The shaman’s powers were
removed because he broke his oath. The universal balance had to be kept. We
cannot interfere with the equilibrium of the universe, Secret.”


She swallowed. “There is a great battle coming, my Lord. We
know it is imminent. The forces of darkness are about to break through the veil.
The powers of light need Damien. Please… Do not punish everyone for his
transgression.”


“He knew what was at risk,” Herne said sternly. “And so did
you.”


“I… I know.” Kimi felt a wave of shame. “I should have been
strong enough to say no to him, but…I wasn’t. I’m sorry, my Lord. Please don’t
punish him for my weakness.”


“Your weakness?” Herne looked amused. “Damien has
been around long enough to be able to resist the attractions of a woman.” He
gave her a long look, which reminded her of Damien’s teacherly reprimand.
“Don’t make the mistake of thinking of him as just a man, Secret. As one of my
followers, I sent him to Earth to champion the cause of Light—not to be
distracted by mortal women.”


Kimi had suspected Damien was something special. But the
thought of him as a supernatural being, a follower of Herne, made a shiver run
through her.


“Even so,” she protested, “he doesn’t remember anything
before he came to Earth. When he had his powers, he was still a mortal man,
with a mortal man’s desires and needs. If you didn’t want him to experience
these then why make him into a man in the first place?”


Herne’s eyes widened. “You dare to question me?”


Storm lay on the ground, snout on the floor, and the hare
quivered. Kimi stayed where she was, however, desperation giving her courage.
“It’s not fair,” she whispered. “He is a good man. He deserves more than this.
Why are you punishing him for loving me?”


Around her, the air darkened. A wind began to whip through
the trees, causing a flurry of dead leaves around her. Herne stood, towering
over her, and the shadow of his antlers darkened. “Even I cannot change the
balance of nature,” he boomed. “For him to receive his powers back, something
else has to be sacrificed.” He fixed her with his stare. “Are you willing to
give your own powers for his? Take his place as a mere mortal?”


“Yes,” she said, although disappointment swept over her, and
she could have cried. “I will.” Damien would be so angry with her, she thought
sadly. He didn’t want her to sacrifice her powers for his. But what else could
she do?


Herne looked down his nose at her. “So be it.” He held out
his hand. Kimi sank to her knees, energy gathering between her eyebrows. She
wanted to cry out, to protest, but she knew it was pointless. At last, she
understood about the equilibrium of nature. Everything had to be balanced,
light and darkness, everything. 


Thunder rolled, and lightning cracked in the sky.


Suddenly, however, in the forest there was a blaze of light.
A figure appeared before her, a woman, sheathed in a white dress so bright she
had to look away. Herne cursed and stepped back, and the pressure eased between
Kimi’s brows.


“What transpires here?” the woman demanded. She was very
young, seemingly the same age as Kimi, but her manner and demeanour showed her
physical age meant nothing, and this was a very old, very ancient spirit.


“This woman wishes to sacrifice her powers to restore the
shaman’s,” said Herne.


“They are not hers to give,” said the Goddess, looking over
at Kimi. “She wears my mark—I gave her the powers—they are mine and mine only
to take away.”


“The balance must be kept,” snapped Herne, looking up at the
roiling clouds above their heads.


“And it shall be,” said the Goddess quietly. She turned to
Kimi and came over. “Your sacrifice would have been a great one—but it is
unnecessary.” Her face softened and she reached out and touched a silver hand
to Kimi’s cheek. “Damien loves you very much. Herne is right—we must keep the
balance. But equally, not even we know all the patterns of the universe. Not
even we can fight what is written in the fabric of the stars.” She looked deep
into Kimi’s eyes. “You are my champion, Secret. You have a purpose to fulfil.
Do not forget this.”


“I won’t.” Kimi’s voice was little more than a squeak.


The Goddess stepped back. “So be it.” She passed her hand in
an arc above Kimi’s head. Then she put her hand on Kimi’s hair and said
something quietly under her breath.


Kimi’s eyes shot open in the real world, lightning exploding
between her and Damien, throwing her backward across the room. Damien went to
reach for her, but light streamed from above through his crown chakra, and he
gasped, pushing himself to his feet, rooted to the spot as if pinned with a
giant golden spear. 


The breath knocked out of her, Kimi could only watch as
energy rained down, flooding through him, filling him up as water might fill a
tall container to the brim. His head tipped back, his hair turning from blond
to white and finally to a dazzling bright gold. Rays of light erupted from his
fingertips, exploding in a shower of fireworks that could have beaten any Guy Fawkes’
celebration. 


Serena stood, backing away to the doorway, fear and wonder
lighting her face. Kimi got up as well, coming forward a few feet to stand
before him. It was as if he were absorbing all the electricity in the air, as
if someone was turning up his inner dimmer switch brighter and brighter, until
he was like a filament heated to a white-hot temperature. Still he brightened,
and Kimi began to fear he wasn’t going to be able to stop. He was going to
self-combust, burn up from the inside, or melt like candle wax.


“Damien!”


He didn’t hear her. Delight and exhilaration lit his face.
Herne’s words about Damien being one of his followers rang in her ears. He was
not an ordinary man, she thought—but then she was no ordinary woman, either.
They had both been marked for something special, and the Goddess herself had
sanctioned their relationship.


But that wouldn’t be of any use if he had a meltdown before
they even got to spend time together. There was a humming in the room, and the
windows were starting to rattle in the panes. Kimi glanced over at Serena,
whose panic-filled eyes matched her own fear.


Kimi walked up to him. The heat he radiated was fantastic,
and she could barely look at him, he was so bright. But she had to do
something. 


She went up and put her arms around him.


Damien gasped. The physical contact brought him to his
senses, and he blinked, breaking his connection to the Otherworld, the light
around them dying slowly.


“Kimi?” he looked down at her as if surprised to see her
there.


She stepped back. “Are you okay?”


He studied her for a moment. Then he looked across at his
mother. Finally, he glanced at the ground. Kimi could see he was staring
straight at Storm. 


He stepped back. He took a deep breath and let it out
slowly, turning in a circle, holding out his arms as he raised his face in
relief. Excess energy effervesced from him, rising in bubbles of gold to
dissipate above their heads.


When he opened his eyes to face her, he was smiling.


“I’m back.”


 






Chapter Twenty-Three


The three of them spent the rest of the day talking and
celebrating, Kimi explaining what she had seen, although she omitted the bit
about the Goddess saying how much Damien loved her, as it made her feel as if
she was trying to second guess him.


Though he was happy to talk, and his sense of humour had
returned with a vengeance, that afternoon Damien was like a caged wolf. He was
full of energy, and while they talked, he paced the floor, constantly moving,
sparkling with electricity.


She felt suddenly shy with him, unsure as to what the return
of his powers meant for their relationship. He hadn’t thanked her for what she
had done and had merely sat and listened quietly when she told them how Herne
had been about to take away her own powers in exchange for his. That puzzled her.
She knew he was grateful—he didn’t have to say it, but still, his silence
unnerved her. Did he dislike the fact that he now felt beholden to her? Was he
wondering if she expected things of him now? She knew he resented being tied
down—that he had hated Margaret thinking she could control him. Is that how he
felt about her?


It wouldn’t be long before she found out. Serena had decided
to go away for a while. She’d planned a trip to Scotland for some time, and in
light of the coming invasion, Damien had made her promise to go. At seven
o’clock, she came to say goodbye, ready to go into town to catch a train.
They’d lit the fire, even though it wasn’t that cold, and the room was aglow
with warmth. Kimi stood by the sliding glass doors to the garden, sipping a cup
of tea. Damien rested—for once—on the arm of the sofa. Serena stood in the
doorway. “Well, I’m off.”


“Have a great time,” Damien smiled as she came over to kiss
him. 


 “I will. And you two…take care.” She put her arms around
him. “Don’t let your father get the better of you.”


He laughed. “I won’t.”


She came over and hugged Kimi. “Be good, you two.” She
glanced over at Damien. “And if you can’t be good…be careful.”


He grinned at her. “Go away.”


She gave him one last look. Kimi could see the fear in her eyes.
But Serena wouldn’t voice it. She waved goodbye, then walked down the corridor.
They heard the front door shut, then her car starting up.


Kimi looked out at the garden as the sound of the car faded
into the distance. The house was very quiet, and she could hear the clock
ticking on the mantelpiece. She was alone in the house with him for the first
time since he’d got his powers back. For some reason her heart pounded, and she
felt breathless. She couldn’t look at him. She studied the trees surrounding the
lawn, watching dead leaves flutter to the ground, thinking how they’d been
golden in the spiritual forest.


“Kimi…” 


Swallowing, she looked over at him. 


He studied her, head tipped to the side, curious. “What’s
the matter?”


“Nothing.”


He put his hands on the edge of the sofa arm as if to push
himself up, but didn’t move. He wore a dark blue polo shirt and jeans, but was
barefoot, and his hair was still ruffled from the energy surge he’d experienced
earlier. He glowed with health, vitality, and sheer happiness at having his
powers back. His eyes glittered. She could feel the energy radiating from him
across the room. 


“Tell me,” he said, studying her.


“I’m nervous,” she said before she could stop the words
coming out.


A smile slowly crept onto his face. “You should be.”


She blinked. “What?”


He pushed himself up and walked toward her. He was like a
panther, all unleashed power, predatory. She backed away until she felt the
window behind her, and put her cup on a nearby table, afraid she might drop it.
He stopped a foot in front of her and studied her, his thumbs hooked in his
jeans pockets. 


“I’m carrying a bit of excess energy—you may be aware,” he
said.


“Just a bit,” she said wryly, her heart thumping.


“I think I might have mentioned the best way to get rid of
it.”


She met his eyes, her breaths coming fast. She remembered
what he’d said to her in the car when she’d first met him, about how most
people would be flat on their backs, trying to sex it out. “I think I can
recall, yes,” she said, trying to sound sarcastic, but it just came out as
breathless. “But I thought you could control it.”


“Oh, I could.” He stepped a bit closer and smiled. “But why
would I want to when I’ve got you alone in the house?” He fixed her with his
gaze, his pupils so large his eyes looked black.


“Oh,” she said weakly.


“Do you remember what I told you in the meditation room?”


How could she forget the way he’d reduced her into a pile of
mush just by talking to her? “Yes,” she said, swallowing.


“About the tiny list of things I wouldn’t be doing to
you, when the time came?”


She was starting to feel faint again. “Yes.”


He had a small smile on his lips. “Well I’ve been thinking
of a list of things I would like to do. Do you want to hear it?”


“No.” She gave a small shake of her head. If he told her,
she might explode.


He stepped closer, giving no sign he’d heard her answer,
resting his hands on her hips. She put her hands on his chest, feeling his
muscles hard under her fingers, meaning to push his away, but for some reason
they just rested there, as if he’d extracted all her resistance.


“Number one—and these are in no particular, order,” he said.
He nuzzled her hair and his hands pulled up her short skirt very slowly until
he could hook his fingers in her lacy panties. “You’re not the only one partial
to chocolate…”


“Mm?”


“I thought I might melt some…then drizzle it in spirals and
patterns all over you…and very slowly…lick it all off.” He ran his tongue down
the outside of her ear, then pulled her underwear down, letting her step out of
it, before throwing it to one side.


Oh dear God.


He stood again, his hands back on her hips. “Two. Maybe
straight after number one, as you’ll be all sticky, and not just from the
chocolate.” His eyes glimmered with amusement as she blushed. He began to raise
her skirt again, running his warm hands up her thighs to cup her bare behind.
“I’m going to take you into the shower and soap my hands so they’re really,
really slippery…and then wash you all over…not missing a single inch of skin.”
He touched light kisses along her jawline to her mouth, so gentle it was like a
butterfly brushing her lips, skimming her hips with his fingers, his right hand
coming round to brush the flat of her stomach.


She was almost hyperventilating now. She’d need a brown
paper bag if she wasn’t careful.


“Three,” he said, showing no signs of coming to the end of
the list. His knee nudged between hers, forcing her legs apart. He slid his
fingers down into her pubic hair, then even lower, into the moist, hot part of
her, making her sigh. “I’m going to buy us some silk scarves, then I thought I
might tie you to the bed…and tease you with my mouth, nice and slowly…until you
beg me to take you.” He stroked her with his fingers, gentle, but firm and
insistent.


Her knees were shaking now.


“Four…”


“Damien, stop.” 


His eyebrows rose, although his fingers continued to stroke
her. He brushed her lips with his. “Are you sure you don’t want to hear number
four? It’s one of my favourites. It has chocolate again, and whipped
cream.”


“It doesn’t sound like this list will be any good for my
cholesterol,” she said faintly.


He gave a deep laugh. “It’s me who’s got to worry about
cholesterol, seeing as I’ll be doing most of the licking.” He winked at her,
then began to nuzzle her neck again, his fingers still stroking. “Don’t you
want to hear about number eleven?” His voice had turned husky. “It has things
that vibrate.”


“Damien!” Her cheeks flamed. “How big is this list for
Herne’s sake?”


“I’m up to about thirty-five or thirty-six so far—I lost
count.”


“Oh…” She felt wobbly all over. He was so tall and powerful,
and he was emanating so much energy, he was like sexual napalm, about to blow
her sky high.


“What’s the matter?” He placed light kisses down her neck as
his fingers slid in and out of her. “Do you want me to stop? You only have to
say so.”


“I…” She was just a pile of raging hormones. She’d lost the
ability to talk, to think, to do anything except react to his mouth and hands.


“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I lied. I couldn’t stop if I
wanted to.” Releasing her momentarily, he grasped the back of his shirt and
pulled it over his head, dropping it to the floor. Then he caught either side
of her blouse and, making her squeal, ripped it apart, sending buttons flying
all over the place.


He pushed her up against the window, his desire taking over,
slipping his fingers beneath her lacy bra and playing with her nipples until
she gasped. He unbuttoned his jeans and, not even bothering to take them off,
pulled a condom out of his pocket. Kimi watched him put it on, her heart
thundering in her chest. She tipped her head back against the glass, so hot for
him she was teetering on the brink of an orgasm. How come being half-dressed
was even sexier than being naked? 


 He placed both hands under her and lifted her, wrapping her
legs around him, then slid slowly into her. She sighed, desperate for him,
welcoming each thrust he gave, pressing occasional hot handprints against the
glass, until they both reached their climax, energy spilling out from them in a
gentle pool of white light.


 


Afterward, they lay on the sofa, wrapped in each other’s
arms.


“Sorry,” he said, kissing her hair.


She smiled against his chest. “For what?”


“You know. For being…demanding.”


She laughed and pushed herself up to look down at him. “I
should think so. Talk about embarrass a girl.”


 “I like embarrassing you. You turn a beautiful shade of
pink.”


She glared at him, and he laughed. Then he ran a finger down
her cheek. “I am sorry. I just wanted to show my gratitude for
everything you’ve done for me.”


“Most men buy flowers,” she said wryly, then smiled. She
studied him, thinking how beautiful he looked in the light from the fire.
Beautiful wasn’t a word she would normally apply to men, and he was hardly
pretty, but he was strikingly handsome, like a Michelangelo statue, or a Greek
god. She felt honoured to have been with him the past few weeks. As to what
would happen next, though, if they survived the invasion, which she wasn’t
entirely sure about…she wasn’t sure how things were going to pan out, in spite
of the Goddess’s words.


“What are you thinking?” he said. “You look sad.”


She decided to be honest. “I was thinking how lucky I have
been to be a part of your life. And I was wondering what our future holds. Damien,
you don’t resent me for what I did, do you? I don’t want you to hate me, for
feeling like you’re beholden to me. I don’t expect anything of you. What I
did—that was from a witch to a shaman, not from a woman to a man. You don’t owe
me anything.”


His eyes lingered on her face, puzzled. Then he pushed her
off him and got up. Taking her hand, he pulled her over to the sliding glass
doors. He undid the catch and opened them, letting in the fresh October night,
and stepped outside, bringing her with him.


He stood behind her, wrapping her in his arms. “Look up,” he
directed.


She did so, inhaling with surprise. The sky was completely
clear, scattered with a thousand, thousand stars, the Milky Way splashed across
the darkness like a wide ribbon.


“Some people don’t believe in astrology,” he said. “And most
of the stuff in newspapers is crap. But what they don’t realise is that the
stars do show our history. Stars and planets are governed by forces like
gravity but scientists don’t know the whole truth—they can’t see the bigger
pattern.” 


He stepped away from her for a moment and tipped back his
head, spreading his arms and letting the starlight bathe him. His skin seemed
to reflect it, glittering like stone inlaid with minerals. She could see him
revelling in the return of his powers, as if he were reaching out and grasping
the stars in his fingers. He took her breath away.


He looked down at her. “I can feel it all, Kimi—the turn of
the Earth, the movement of the stars in the sky, the pull of the moon, and the
rise and fall of the tides. I don’t know how, but I can. And I know, beyond all
doubt, that we are meant to be together. The Goddess wanted to keep you to
herself, but even she can’t go against ancient law. Us coming together is like
a rare conjunction of planets—a once-in-a-millennium event. Me and you…” He
stepped toward her and took her face in his hands. “We are forever. I am deeply
grateful for what you did for me—and what you would have sacrificed.” 


She bit her lip, trying not to cry. Seeing her emotion, he
smiled. Then he kissed her slowly, softly.


Eventually, he pulled back and gave her a mischievous look.
“So you’d better get used to it—you’re stuck with me.”


“Oh dear God,” she joked, wiping her eyes.


“Yeah. Good and bad.”


“Bad?”


“I hate ironing. And I’m terrible when I’m ill.”


“What man isn’t?”


He laughed, bringing her back inside. “Look, I’m going to go
for a run.”


She stared at him, surprised. “You still have energy after
what we just did?”


He grinned. “I could light the Blackpool tower with what I’m
channelling at the moment. And unless you want to be flat on your back for the
next couple of weeks, you’d better let me go.”


She raised an eyebrow as if thinking about it, and he
laughed. “Why don’t you go up to bed? You look shattered. I’ll come up later.”


“You sure you’ll be okay?” she asked.


“I just need to let off some steam.” He kissed her. “Come
on, I’ll come up with you and get changed and then I’ll let you sleep.”


It was only eight-thirty and she didn’t think she would be
able to sleep without him, but her head had barely touched the pillow and she
was off.


A while later she woke to the sound of the shower running
and raised her head. She checked the clock—it was eleven, and he’d been out for
two and a half hours. 


There was something beside her clock. She sat up and stared
at it. Gradually a smile broke out on her face. 


It was a single red rose. 


 






Chapter Twenty-Four


It was eleven o’clock in the evening on Halloween, and it
was raining. Damien and Kimi sat in the car outside the drive up to The Crux,
watching the water pouring down the windscreen and pooling on the ground
outside.


“Is the weather anything to do with the invasion?” Kimi
asked.


Damien nodded. “Energy build up affects the creation of
storm clouds.”


“There must be a lot of energy building up then,” Kimi said,
looking up at the mass of black thunderclouds above them.


“There is. Can’t you feel it?” Damien looked wired. He’d
been restless all day, and now his fingers tapped on the steering wheel to the
beat of the loud rock music that blared out of the speakers.


Kimi definitely felt jittery, but then she’d been like that
for the past few days, ever since Damien had told her he’d be going back to The
Crux on Halloween.


“Of all days,” she’d said, exasperated. “Why then?”


“Because that’s when the invasion will happen,” he’d replied
confidently. 


“How do you know?”


“Halloween is what we call Samhain.” He pronounced it
‘Sowain’. “It’s the most important festival in the pagan year and it’s an
intercalary day—a day outside the normal year when the veil is at its thinnest.
If the forces of darkness were ever going to invade, Samhain would be the day
to do it.”


“But wouldn’t they realise we’d be expecting it then?”


“It won’t matter to them. They’ll be arriving in such
numbers they won’t think it will make a difference.”


Kimi had shivered, but Damien hadn’t looked in the least
worried at the thought of a mass invasion. She’d frowned. “Aren’t you nervous
about it? The thought of a gazillion demons descending onto the Earth makes me
feel faint.”


He’d smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. “I can’t wait. I’m in
the mood to blast a few thousand vampires into oblivion.”


She was in awe at the power running through him. He’d told
her that when he’d been given his powers back, they had returned to him with
greater strength than before. She knew he thought he was more powerful than his
father. He’d told her she was a more powerful witch than both Margaret and
Rose, but still, his powers by far outweighed hers.


Now she glanced across at him, seeing him staring out of the
window, lost in thought as he hummed along to the song. She studied him, desire
surging through her, not knowing whether it was a by-product of the energy in
the atmosphere or just general lust for the gorgeous man who now looked across
at her, lips curving as he read her aura.


“Now?” he said, laughing at whatever he saw in her colours.


She rolled her eyes. “It’s not my fault—I’m not as practised
at controlling it as you are.”


He turned in the seat to face her, reminding her of the time
he’d kissed her here, at the entrance to The Crux. It was only a few weeks ago,
but it seemed like a lifetime. “Feeling hot?” he murmured, leaning forward and
brushing his lips against hers.


She suppressed the surge that flooded through her,
remembering with amusement the way she’d been unable to kiss him without
sending sparks flying before. However, even in spite of her tight self-control,
there was a strong frisson of excitement between the two of them. “Always, when
you’re around,” she whispered.


He kissed her gently, softly brushing her tongue with his,
then pulled away. “Good,” he said, turning back in his seat. “Keep the energy
flowing. You’re going to need it tonight.”


Kimi blinked and quietly let out a sigh. He’d refused to
sleep with her the last two nights, saying they were going to need all the
power they could channel for the invasion, and it had been like a form of
torture, lying next to him and knowing she couldn’t touch him. She glared at
him, knowing he’d kissed her on purpose to get the surge running through her.
The only thing that stopped her complaining was the fact that she knew he was
feeling it just as bad—worse even, judging by the way he shifted restlessly in
his seat, and the tapping of his fingers increased.


“Providing we make it through the night,” she said, “I’m
going to screw your socks off tomorrow.”


“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” he replied, amused,
glancing across at her.


“Hey, I’m five years younger than you. That’s five years
more energy I’ve got.” She tossed her hair. “Anyway, I’m working on my own list
now.”


“Oh?” His attention caught, he turned back to face her.


“Yep. I’m up to about twenty-five.”


He studied her, starting to smile. “Really?”


“Oh yes.” She held up a hand and started to tick off the
numbers. “One—I’m going to buy every kind of flavoured condom I can find… and
do a taste test, when they’re fitted, of course, to find my favourite.”


He blinked slowly, clearly taken aback by her openness. Even
though saying those kinds of things made her cheeks grow hot, she didn’t stop,
knowing talking in that way turned him on.


She lowered her voice, making it husky and seductive,
speaking more slowly. “Two, I have a friend who’s a nurse… I thought I might
borrow her uniform for a while and we can play doctors and nurses…”


He said nothing, his amused glance morphing into a
reproachful stare, but she wasn’t going to stop.


 She moved forward a little in her seat, leaning toward him.
“Three, I’m going to wait until we’re in a very public place one day, when you
least expect it…and then I’m going to tell you I’m not wearing any underwear…and
talk dirty to you until you have to drag me off into a broom cupboard.”


He sighed and leaned his head on a hand, massaging his
forehead. “Kimi…”


She ran a light finger over her lips, watching his eyes
following the movement. She was beginning to enjoy herself. “Four, I’d like to
go somewhere hot…Spain, maybe, or Italy, and I’m going to find us a secluded
beach and lie in the sun naked and rub myself with lotion all over, and I mean all
over…until I find myself very, very relaxed, if you know what I mean…and you
can watch, if you like.” She looked down, then back up at him coyly.


His eyes were growing steadily hotter. “Perhaps you should
stop there…”


She ignored him. “Five, which has elements of four really,
but I don’t think you’re going to mind…I’m going to buy a DVD recorder and set
it filming…while I pleasure myself…maybe with that vibrating item you mentioned
in your list…something for you to watch if I’m ever away and you need to…you
know.” The thought of him satisfying himself while watching her doing something
so wicked made her nipples tighten. 


He glanced down at her tight T-shirt, well aware how turned
on she was. Slowly he looked back up at her. He was breathing fast, his eyes
glittering. “Kimi, seriously…”


She ran a finger slowly down from the hollow at the base of
her throat to her cleavage. “Six, I thought I’d tell you—in great detail—about
the time at school when I went away to camp, and a friend—who was blonde and
quite busty, by the way—and I decided we’d…experiment…”


He grabbed her wrist. She stopped, watching him as he took a
deep breath and closed his eyes, concentrating to calm himself. She let a small
smile curve her lips. After a while, he opened his eyes and looked at her,
giving her a hot, warning glare. “You little temptress, I very nearly
embarrassed myself there.”


She burst out laughing. “Serves you right after what you did
to me the other night.”


“Even so…you don’t know what torture it’s been the last few
days, being around you and not being able to touch you.” He looked pained, and
she felt a wave of compassion for him. Keeping apart had been difficult for
them both, but in his current restless state, with all the excess energy he was
trying to keep contained ready for the invasion, he must be suffering more than
she was.


“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “Really. That wasn’t fair.”


He let out a big sigh. A little sulkily, he said, “Number
six—was that a true story?”


She smiled. “Well I’ll let you think about that and keep you
guessing for a while before I tell you the rest. Something to look forward to,
when all the bad guys are gone.”


He huffed a sigh and turned in his seat, starting the
engine. “That’s it—I need to kick some serious ass.”


Her heart started to pound in her chest. “It’s time?”


“I don’t care. If I stay here I’m going to end up taking you
roughly in the back seat and risking some serious injury with the gearstick, so
I think it best if we get going.” He revved the engine, waited for the wipers
to clear the screen, then turned the car around and headed down the drive.


Her smile fading, she glanced out into the darkness,
shivering in the cold. As they entered the grounds, nerves cramped her stomach
and she felt vaguely sick. “Oh God, I think I’m going to throw up.”


“That’s the dark energy pooling,” he said. He pulled up to
the security barrier and lowered his window, resting his hand over the box.
Nothing happened. “Uh-oh.”


“What’s happened?”


“Someone’s turned off the fence. That’s not good.” He raised
his window and cut the headlights. He glanced over at her. “Are you switched
on?”


“Not yet.” She opened her portal. Immediately the night
flooded with colour. She gasped. The air was thick with a dark grey smoke that
swirled and undulated as if filled with snakes. “What the…”


He nodded. “It’s definitely going to happen tonight.” He pulled
up at the bottom of the drive where it circled the standing stone in the
middle. Cars filled the road.


She stared at all the vehicles. “What’s going on?”


“They’ve called everyone in from the local covens,” he said.
“They’re prepared, anyway.” He smiled at her. “You ready?”


She took a deep breath. “Let’s do it.”


Together they opened the doors and got out. The rain soaked
them within seconds. Damien wore his big black coat, and he turned the collar
up, holding out his hand as Kimi ran around the car to grasp it, following him
as he ran up the road. She wore a black rain jacket with a hood, but her jeans
soon clung to her legs, and her face grew wet from the driving rain.


They reached the steps. Seeing him signal to her, she cast a
new spell he had taught her: a glamour, watching him do the same, the air
shimmering around them, shielding them from prying eyes. She could still see
him vaguely, as you might be able to see a glass left out in the rain on a dark
night, and she took his hand again, reassured by his warm touch. They ran up to
the front door. It was half open, light spilling out and turning the rain to
drops of gold. 


There were two people on guard at the top of the steps, but
they didn’t even blink as she and Damien slipped by them. He opened the door
quietly, pulling her into the foyer behind him.


There were people everywhere. Kimi saw several faces she’d
met during her time there, as well as many new ones. From the noise that
emanated from the Great Hall, she could hear that there were many people
waiting in there too.


Damien walked toward the library, pulling her with him.
Together they slipped through the half-open door. 


Inside, Robert, Rose, and Max stood in front of the fire,
talking. There were a few other people there. Her portal open, Kimi examined
their auras. She could sense immediately that they were powerful witches and
warlocks. These must be the leaders of some of the other covens, she thought.


Damien paused, looking over at his father. Robert held a
drink, looking at Rose as she spoke earnestly to him, but at that moment he
frowned, turned, and looked across the room straight in their direction. He’d
sensed them, she realised, probably recognising his son’s energy. Damien
squeezed her hand. Together they lowered their glamour, causing the people
standing nearby to gasp as they shimmered into life.


Everyone turned to look at them. Kimi sucked in a breath as
two of the strangers raised their hands defensively, spells forming in the air,
but Rose passed her hand in an arc, instantly dismissing them, causing the
curling energy to fall to the floor in a scatter of silver dust. 


Robert strode over to them, stopping just before them. Kimi
could see that he was torn between wanting to shout at his son and wanting to
hug him.


Damien shook his head, scatting drops of water across the
carpet. “Dad.” He bristled with energy and met his father’s gaze openly.


Robert stared at him and studied his son’s aura. “You’ve got
your powers back,” he said softly.


 “A hundred and ten percent,” said Damien, eyes gleaming.


“How…?”


“Kimi pleaded to the Higher Powers.” He squeezed her hand.
“She must have batted her eyelashes, because Herne gave in.”


Robert’s gaze rested on her. His expression was unreadable.
Kimi returned it equally. He didn’t look pleased, she thought. Why so? Was he
jealous that the one person who could challenge him had returned to full power?
Or was it something more than that?


“It’s good to see you back,” said Rose with something like
relief, and Max nodded his agreement.


“Thanks.” Damien went to say something else, but as one, the
three other Elders glanced over to the door. Damien and Kimi turned to see who
it was.


Margaret stood there, staring at them, eyes wide. “What are
you doing here?” she whispered.


“Thought you might need a hand,” said Damien. “I’m guessing
the invasion’s tonight, right?”


She, too, studied his aura. “I don’t believe it.”


“I’m sure you don’t,” he said. “Thought you’d got rid of me,
didn’t you?”


Her cheeks coloured. “I thought you’d accepted your fate,”
she said icily. “I should have guessed you’d find a way around it.”


“Having my powers removed was not my fate,” he snapped, and
his aura swirled with red. “What happened with the power grid was not my and
Kimi’s fault. Someone plugged us into the Deep Network, forcing us to blow. And
I’ve got a funny feeling I know who it was.”


Margaret gasped. Rose strode forward to stand between them.
“You can’t just march in here and accuse people,” she snapped. “Especially when
you are still in disgrace for your outrageous behaviour.”


“Oh, give me a break,” yelled Damien. “Stop acting like
we’re still in the fifteenth century. I’ve never come close to breaking my oath
and you all know it. Kimi wasn’t just another student. I love her, and I’m not
going to apologise for that.”


Kimi caught her breath. She saw the look of surprise on the
Elders’ faces and realised they’d had no idea how she and Damien felt about
each other. They’d thought it was just a fling.


Damien hadn’t finished yet. “I know technically I broke the
oath and that’s why I lost my powers, but the Goddess herself returned them to
me after Kimi pleaded my case, and if she can see her way to forgive us both, I
don’t see why you can’t.” His skin glittered with golden sparkles. Kimi stared
at it. She hadn’t seen anything like it before. He was emanating so much energy
she was surprised they weren’t all catching alight.


Robert glanced at Margaret, then back at his son. “All
right, you’ve made your point. That still doesn’t excuse you walking in here
and accusing Margaret of setting you up.”


Damien looked across at his once-mentor. Kimi saw his
hesitation. “I’m not accusing anyone,” he said softly. “But someone was
responsible for what happened to me, and I’m going to find out whom.”


“Are you saying it’s someone at The Crux?” Rose asked, but
Kimi only half heard her. Something was distracting her, tugging at her
concentration like a child trying to attract attention. She glanced at the
window, frowning. Something was happening outside. What was it? 


Leaving Damien’s side, she wandered over to the window.
There was a light in the road, by all the cars. The thick grey smoke she’d seen
in the air earlier swirled and contorted, sparks flying around the drive. At
the top of the steps, she could just see the two people standing on guard
beginning to notice what was happening.


“I think something’s going on,” she said to the room in
general, but they were all in the middle of a heated discussion, and nobody
heard her. Quietly, she left the room and crossed the foyer to the door,
slipping outside. 


“What is it?” she asked the man nearest to her, who was
staring at the swirling smoke.


“I’ve no idea,” he said, “but it ain’t good.”


“No…” She started to walk down the steps, the heavy rain
immediately soaking her hair where she’d forgotten to put up her hood.


“Wait… I don’t think you should go down there…”


“Go and get Damien,” she said absently over her shoulder.
She continued walking down the stairs. Something was drawing her. It was almost…humming.
She frowned, walking closer. She crossed the path and then stopped in front of
the central mound. 


The sound came from the standing stone.


The air swirled around her, grey and thick and filled with
scarlet spirals. Her heart pounded, but she couldn’t move. She stared at the
stone. It was the first time she’d examined it up close. It was engraved with
ancient runes, and the symbols now glowed with white light. 


In her head, she heard the Goddess’s voice. “My Secret,”
whispered the Lady. “It is time for you to fulfil your destiny.”


Suddenly a terrible sound filled the air, as if someone had
taken hold of the very fabric of reality and torn it in two. Before Kimi, a
great black rent appeared in front of her, the veil splitting apart with the
weight of the enemy behind it.


Kimi gasped as, through the tear, a hundred snarling demons
poured through.






Chapter Twenty-Five


 In the library, tempers were wearing thin. The atmosphere
was decidedly frosty. The other coven leaders had tactfully withdrawn from the
room, leaving the five Elders standing facing each other.


“You yourself said we had a saboteur,” Damien told his
father.


“I know,” Robert said shortly. “That doesn’t mean it was one
of us.”


“It had to be someone who knows how to lower the perimeter
fence. That means it’s an Elder.”


“Not necessarily,” Rose pointed out. “There are any number
of ways that someone else could have found out how to do it. You can’t throw
accusations around like this.”


“The Deep Network couldn’t be accessed by just anyone,” Damien
said heatedly. “It had to be someone with extraordinary powers—that makes it
one of us.”


“We only have your word that was what happened,” Max said.
“How do we know it wasn’t your inability to control the surge that caused you
to overload?”


Damien just looked at him. Max shrugged. “I’m just saying.”


Margaret glared at her protégé. “I think you’ve got a damn
nerve coming back here pointing the finger at us, at me!” There was a sudden
glimmer in her eyes and, with shock, Damien realised it was tears. “How could
you, Damien? After all I’ve done for you?”


Damien opened his mouth to reply. But something made him
stop. For a moment, he couldn’t think what it was. His eyes met his father’s.
Robert frowned. Damien shivered, and it was only then, as he saw the answering
movement in the other Midnight Shaman, that he realised what it was. “The veil
is opening.”


Suddenly, several things happened at once. A man appeared in
the doorway, saying, “Is Damien here? Someone said I should come and find him.”


At the same time, Damien realised Kimi wasn’t in the
library. A cold knife of fear sliced through him. Even as he realised, the
house alarm went off, the ear-piercingly loud ringing making them all jump.


At that exact moment, there was a blinding flash of light
from the right side of the room. Before Damien could react, Margaret was moving.
It wasn’t her who had cast the spell. But it was her who pushed in front of
him, taking the full force of the firebolt in her chest.


“No!” Damien yelled, but she was already falling, the spell
that Robert had cast at his son exploding within her in a bright shower of
scarlet sparks.


Damien caught Margaret and lowered her to the ground.
Another light flashed and he ducked instinctively, but the spell had come from
Max, aimed at Robert, and he looked up to see his father already disappearing
around the door.


Max joined him, kneeling at his side. He pressed his fingers
to Margaret’s neck. “She’s still alive.”


“She saved my life,” Damien said, shocked to his very core.


Max nodded. “And now you’ve got to make her sacrifice count.
Go, Damien. Go and stop him unleashing hell on earth out there.”


Rose pulled Damien to his feet. “Come on. Kimi’s out there
alone.”


“Kimi?” Her name was enough to bring him to his senses. He
marched to the door. There, he cast one last glance over his shoulder at
Margaret. Max was lifting her onto the sofa. 


“I’ll take care of her,” Max said. “Go.”


Damien nodded. With Rose, he ran across the foyer and out of
the door.


The two of them stopped at the top of the steps and stared
at the commotion in the front of the grounds. The rain hammered down, looking
like sparks where the streetlamps illuminated it. The tear in the veil was
visible immediately, the huge black rent oozing grey smoky air. Out of it
crawled all manner of beasts and demons, spreading across the road and lawns
like a disease.


From the house, the witches and warlocks spilled, and fights
were breaking out all across The Crux. Damien searched the scene, cursing. His
father had vanished. And where the hell was Kimi?


Suddenly he spotted her. She’d cast a glamour, although his
shaman skills could see right through it, and she stood right near the standing
stone, only feet away from the rift. His heart almost stopped. “What is she
doing?” he whispered, seeing her form beginning to glow with a white light.
She’d be visible soon, he thought, his mouth going dry.


“She’s channelling,” said Rose. “She’s trying to close the
tear.” She glanced across at him. “Is she strong enough?”


“I don’t know…maybe.” His heart pounded.


“Go to her,” Rose said. She brushed his arm. “Cast your
shield for the moment. I’ll try and find Robert.”


Damien nodded. He ran down the steps, sweeping his hand over
his aura as he moved, turning the outer layer to a hard shell. He couldn’t cast
through it, but equally nothing could enter it either. Several spells ricocheted
off it harmlessly as he ran straight through the middle of the commotion to the
standing stone.


He stood before Kimi. Her eyes were closed. She was
completely soaked, but seemed oblivious to it. Her power was building, and her
glamour was fading. The closest demon, a snarling vampire, turned to stare at
them.


Reaching out, Damien took her pendant in his left hand.
Resting his thumb on the central stone, he pushed it, and it clicked like a
button.


Kimi gasped, her eyes flying open. He stepped back as an egg-shaped
force field appeared around her. The vampire stopped abruptly in his tracks and
turned, looking for an easier target. 


“Damien?” she said, surprised to see him.


His eyes met hers, and he smiled. “Hello, sweetheart.”


“What did you just do?”


He indicated the pendant. “It’s a bound spell. Nothing will
get through it, for a while anyway.” 


She blinked several times. “The Goddess spoke to me. She
told me it was time for me to fulfil my destiny. I think this is what I’m
supposed to do. I’m supposed to close the rift.”


“Do you think you can you do it?”


“I don’t know.” Her eyes were gleaming. “But I’m going to
try.” Her power was building. She began to glow brightly, her hair already
turning white.


He nodded. “Kimi…it was my father. He was the saboteur all along.”


Her mouth formed an O of surprise. “I don’t believe it.”


“He tried to kill me, but Margaret stepped in front of the
spell. She saved my life.” Anger flooded through him. “He’s going to answer for
that.”


“Go,” she said. “I’ll be all right.”


He hesitated. “I don’t want to leave you.”


She smiled. “Remember what I said I wanted to do to you
tomorrow?”


He met her eyes. “Well if that’s not an incentive for
staying alive, I don’t know what is.” He stared at her for a moment longer.
Then he turned away.


He studied the scene before him. Demons still poured through
the rift. The Crux’s army was doing well, but it wouldn’t be long before they
were outnumbered.


Perhaps it was time the Midnight Shaman joined the battle.


He unbuttoned his coat and let it slip from his shoulders
onto the floor. The rain soaked his black T-shirt, and he tipped his head back,
welcoming the coolness as his power began to build inside him. It pooled in his
stomach, threading through his veins, building in his hands until they felt as if
they were on fire.


Raising his head, he lowered his shield. “Game time,” he
murmured as the first vampire launched itself straight for him, fangs bared.


 


Kimi felt a shift deep inside her and realised her spirit
self was stepping out of her body. She turned and looked at her physical form,
shocked to see it glowing a beautiful mother-of-pearl, her wet hair looking
like a sheet of beaten silver. She’d reached a hundred percent quickly, the
effort of channelling immediately morphing into a smooth river of energy,
flooding through her and out into the earth. Already she could feel the rift
drinking it up, the white magic battling with the black to close the terrible
tear.


She turned, looking out across the grounds. Her gaze was
instantly drawn to Damien. He stood on the steps to the house, casting spells
so quickly it made her gasp. She’d often wondered why he bothered to keep fit
as much as he did—now she understood why. He was constantly moving, ducking
enemy fire, twisting and turning to shoot off new spells, even physically
attacking the occasional demon if they got too close. As she watched, a huge,
horrific beast that she thought might possibly be a werewolf leaped across the
road at him. He sidestepped it neatly, letting it slide to the floor, then knelt
to aim a punch at its stomach as it raised violent claws at his face. Standing
back, he shot a spray of blue sparks over it, and the creature screamed as it
just melted into the ground. But Damien was already turning to the next
enemy, hands raised.


He was so busy facing the enemy he didn’t think to look
behind him at his friends.


Robert slipped out of the house, right behind Damien, whose
attention was completely focussed on the demons in front of him. 


“Damien!” she yelled, but she was still in her astral form.
She cursed, closing her eyes and forcing herself to snap back into her physical
body. She yelled again, and this time her voice carried across the road, but it
wasn’t loud enough to reach him.


It did reach Rose, however, who was in the thick of the battle
amongst the witches and warlocks. Rose turned, following Kimi’s gaze, and with
surprising speed for a woman of her age and weight, vaulted over one of the
cars to land beside him, casting her hand in an arc even as the black
thunderbolt left Robert’s hand. Damien turned in shock as the spell erupted in
a shower of silver sparkles over his head.


Father and son faced each other across the steps. There was
a brief pause as they studied each other. Then Damien flicked his fingers,
sending green ribbons of light threading through the rain. Robert swept them
away, firing a mass of black shining discs spinning toward his son. Damien
erased them effortlessly, responding with a white sheet of lightning that
cracked through the air. Robert laughed, brushing it aside like cobwebs.


Kimi watched them trading spell for spell, perfectly
matched, her heart thundering. Sweat started to break out on her forehead. It
took every ounce of strength she possessed just to stop the rift from opening
any more. It hadn’t closed much, if at all. What was she doing here? Was the
Goddess mistaken in choosing her for a champion?


Her eyes drifted to the standing stone, and the glowing
runes caught her attention. Just what was this stone? She couldn’t read the
symbols, but instinctively she knew they were important. Men and women had
carved them, thousands of years before she was born. Why?


What did the stone signify? The trilithons at Stonehenge
marked the rising of the sun on the solstice, just as other monuments around
the world marked significant times in the calendar. Was that the case here?
Somehow, she knew it wasn’t. 


The stone was a physical marker. It indicated a physical
point on the globe. 


Suddenly it came to her. The Crux wasn’t inside the house.
The Elders had been mistaken. The crossing point of the ley lines was here.
Right under the stone. Somehow, somewhere along the way, the location had been
mistaken. She was standing right on top of the centre of the energy lines in
England.


She remembered what Damien had said about someone plugging
into the Deep Network. She could vaguely recall him referring to this lower
lattice in one of his lessons, a system of energy channels the ley lines fed
into, as tributaries might feed into a fast flowing river. Was it possible for
her to access the Deep Network herself? Robert must have done it before, when
they blew the grid after making love. Robert was a Midnight Shaman. But then
she was a powerful witch. The Goddess had faith in her. And so had Damien. She
must have faith in herself.


She reached out her left hand and rested it on the stone.
Then, with her mind, she also reached out as Damien had taught her, bringing
the monument into her aura. Slowly, she sent fingers of energy down into the
Earth.


Nothing happened. A wave of despair swept over her. She
wasn’t good enough. Please, please, she begged the Goddess. Please
help me. Don’t let me fail him. Out of the corner of her eye, she could
still see him battling against his father, the two of them surrounded by a
roiling mass of smoke.


I’m here…


The voice sounded in her head. A golden glow grew inside
her, focussing her thoughts, her power. Plugging her into the Deep Network.


The resulting surge shot through her at a million miles an
hour, increasing her energy flow by several hundred percent. She’d never felt
anything like it, not even when she and Damien had blown the power grid. Power
thundered through her. It was as if her physical form ceased to be, and in fact
she began to wonder if she were actually melting, becoming part of the flow.
She gasped as it burned through her, every cell in her body reacting to the
force. Her skin turned from milky white to silver, her hair to liquid metal.


She gasped. The rift was closing. But was it closing quickly
enough? She wouldn’t be able to sustain the flow for long. There was too much
power, and it would burn her out. But could she hold it for long enough to get
the rift closed?


 


Damien’s casting had become instinctive, his hand making
patterns in the air automatically, even as he ducked and dismissed his father’s
dark charms. He could see the grin on Robert’s face. His father thought Damien
was having trouble gaining the upper hand. The truth was that Damien was biding
his time, his mind working furiously to solve the puzzle that had presented
itself.


He studied his father’s aura even as he cast another
firebolt. A dull black ring encased Robert’s usually bright blue glow. Damien
stared, shocked. He knew what that meant. Robert hadn’t gone over to the dark
side. He’d been possessed by a demon of the forces of darkness, who was using
his body for his own purposes. Why hadn’t he seen it before? The demon had
obviously burrowed deep inside Robert, and only revealed himself when
necessary. Damien gritted his teeth. He had to find a way to exorcise it without
harming his father.


Robert sent a scarlet swathe of sparks flying his way, and Damien
automatically dismissed it with a brush of a hand, but as he did so he watched,
stunned, as his hand slowed, time decelerating and eventually coming to a halt,
the world around him freezing.


He stared at his father, who stood, frozen. What the hell? Damien
turned to face the scene unfolding before him.


He gasped as he saw Kimi in the centre, by the stone,
encased in a bright circle of silver light. She’d accessed the Deep Network and
was channelling an amazing amount of energy into the rift. It had half closed,
and demons had ceased to spill through, but she was struggling to keep up the
flow. Even as he watched, she sank to her knees with the effort of maintaining
the surge.


In spite of his worry for her, however, his attention was
drawn to the edge of the forest. His eyes widened as he saw a figure there on
horseback. It was a man, surrounded by hounds—his head crowned with antlers, or
was it just the shadow of the trees? Damien stared. He knew who it was. Herne,
the leader of the Samhain Wild Hunt, in pursuit of wayward souls on All Hallows
Eve. Recognition flickered through him, and in answer, Herne touched his hand
to his heart, then his forehead. The Horned God’s horse reared up, and as its
hooves touched down, time was restored.


A rumbling began beneath his feet. The Higher Powers were
refusing to stand by and watch the world go down in flames. The energy crept up
his legs like vines. It built in his base chakra, swirling around him in
ribbons of scarlet and orange, curling up through his central energy channel.
His father—or the thing inside of him, at least—looked at him in horror, but it
was too late for the demon. Energy thundered through Damien, erupting from his
hands in a bolt of gold lightning, striking Robert squarely in the forehead.
The shaman fell backward onto the floor, writhing as the demon hung on inside
him with its claws. Robert arched his back and screamed. The demon erupted from
him, a mass of bristling black bones and skin. Damien targeted it with an
explosive firebomb. It detonated inside the demon, scattering the ground for
twenty metres with burned flesh.


He ran over to his father. Robert coughed, turning onto his
side, pushing himself upright. He looked up at his son, wiping his face. “I’m
all right,” he said hoarsely. “Go to her, quick.”


Damien stood and looked over at Kimi. She had bowed her
head. The shield cast by the pendant was flickering, and several demons were
closing in on her. Nodding at his father, he ran down the steps.


He sprinted across the road to her, splashing through the
puddles, sending werewolves and other grisly demons flying as he passed with
barely a look. He ran right up to her and cast a snarling vampire away angrily,
turning it into a pile of black dust before crouching before her. He reached
out and took her hands in his. She looked up slowly, as if she could hardly
bring herself to lift her head.


“Damien?”


“It’s me,” he said softly. He brushed the rain from her face
and then stood, bringing her with him.


“I can’t,” she said weakly. “It’s…too strong.”


He smiled. “You’ve got me now. And I’m strong enough for
both of us.” 


Lowering his head, he kissed her, concentrating on nothing
else except the touch of her cold lips on his.


 


Kimi was in a kind of daze, only half aware of Damien
standing before her, pressing his lips to hers. The energy still rushed through
her, and she struggled to get her breath, her limbs aching, so tired she could
barely stand upright. What was he doing? This was hardly the time, she thought,
a small piece of her mind exasperated at his inappropriateness.


But he still didn’t stop. He pulled her into his arms,
wrapping them around her, deepening the kiss. His desire rushed through her
like the fire in her soul, warming her blood.


She shivered. The world around her faded, even the roaring
in her ears, and suddenly there was just Damien, the tall, gorgeous Midnight
Shaman, who had eyes for nothing but her. And suddenly she understood.


He’d taught her how to separate her powers and her sexual
desire.


Now he wanted her to bring them together.


She slipped her hands into his hair. It was soaking wet, and
water ran down her fingers and arms, but she ignored it, concentrating on the
warmth of his mouth and the tightening in her lower stomach. 


She let all the feelings she’d been keeping tight inside
rush through her. All the admiration she felt for him, all the love and the
desire, she let it loose, like unleashing a pack of wild animals from a cage.
It swept through her in a blaze of fire, joining with his passion, which
spiralled around them like a tornado.


He loved her. The Goddess had told her so, and now he showed
her with his kiss, wrapping her in the warmth of his affection, letting the
depth of his feelings flow over her, holding nothing back. And she finally realised
she’d never be alone again. He would always be by her side. The world turned,
the stars wheeled in the sky, and Damien’s lips were warm on hers, his hands
gentle.


Thunder cracked above their heads. All around them the
witches and warlocks looked up in awe as the clouds parted. Bright white light
erupted from the moon, sealing up the rift as a welding torch might seal metal
plates. A high pitched squealing sound echoed, cut off abruptly. And then the
rift was gone.


 






Chapter Twenty-Six


Much later, after a hot shower and a change into dry
clothing, Kimi began to feel vaguely human again. She sat in the library in
front of the fire, feet up on the sofa, chatting to Max and Rose as people
bustled in and out of the room. She’d hardly seen either Robert or Damien.
Robert had gone to the hospital with Margaret, and Damien had talked to the
Police, who had been called shortly after the final demon was vanquished.


Kimi had been alarmed that the Police were involved, but Max
had explained that the Commissioner was a level four warlock and there would be
no problems in covering up the events of that night. Nevertheless, she’d been
extremely nervous when they’d interviewed her, and she’d hoped they’d interpreted
her trembling hand—when she gave her concurrence that a group of drunken
students had done the damage to the surrounding buildings—as shock and not as
worry about lying.


But the Police had now gone, and she gradually began to
relax as she realised the threat had been neutralised and they had, actually,
won. Nobody had mentioned her part in the event in so many words, but the way
Max and Rose fussed round her, asking her if she wanted anything, made her realise
they felt bad at how they’d treated her and wanted to make amends.


She looked at the clock on the wall. It was two in the
morning—no wonder she felt tired. She rested her head on her hand, listening to
the others talking. No harm in resting her eyes for a bit, she thought. Within
seconds, she was dozing.


A gentle kiss on her lips awoke her. With a start, she saw
it was Damien, and a quick glance at the clock on the wall confirmed it was an
hour later. She sat up, seeing the others smiling at her. Her eyes moved behind
Damien to the man waiting hesitantly by the door. Robert.


Robert came forward as she looked at him, and knelt beside
her. “Hey,” he said.


“Hey.” Her heart beat a little faster. He looked a mess—he
hadn’t changed, his clothing was still damp, and he looked bedraggled and
beaten. “How’s Margaret?” she asked softly.


Damien smiled. “She’s okay. She’s a strong old bird—she’ll
survive.”


Robert closed his eyes temporarily, then opened them to look
at Kimi. “I’m sorry,” he said huskily. “Can you forgive me?”


“As I understand it, it wasn’t your fault,” she said.


“I don’t know.” He looked down. “I can’t believe that. I
must have done something to let it in…”


She leaned forward and put her arms around him. “It’s
forgotten. I’m just glad you’re okay.”


Standing by the fire, Damien watched them, his eyes warm.
She studied him over his father’s shoulder and gave him a wink.


Robert pushed himself to his feet and sat with a sigh in one
of the armchairs. Damien sat beside Kimi, slinging a careless arm around her
shoulders. He pulled her toward him and planted a kiss on her forehead.


They talked for a while, the four Elders and Kimi, going
over some of the details of the evening, gradually relaxing as the retelling of
the events got more and more outrageous. Kimi stood to get herself a glass of
water, suddenly thirsty, and walked over in front of the fire to warm her
hands. 


“Something I don’t understand is who helped me out when I
needed to connect with the Deep Network,” she said. “I couldn’t do it on my
own. I asked for help and someone said—in my head—I’m here. Was it you?”
She looked at Damien. He shook his head, looking as puzzled as she felt. She
looked across at Robert, then at the other two, and each of them shook their
heads. 


“Perhaps it was the Goddess,” said Rose.


“I don’t think so.” Kimi frowned, perplexed. “I felt a
golden glow, inside me. I don’t know what that means…” Her voice trailed off. Damien’s
eyebrows had risen so far they nearly shot off his head. Eyes wide, he stared
at his father, who met his gaze with a similar startled look. 


Rose said, “Oh…” 


Max just laughed and sipped his drink, his eyes glowing.


As one, Damien and Robert touched the space between their
eyebrows, and, to her surprise, stared at her aura.


“What?” she said nervously. “Have I been possessed too?”


Damien stood suddenly. His eyes held a strange combination
of wonder, guilt, and worry. She looked from him to Robert, who seemed to be
just as speechless.


“Will somebody tell me what the hell is going on?” she
snapped, starting to get worried.


Rose got up and came over to her. To Kimi’s surprise, she
kissed her on the cheek. “Congratulations,” she said. “You’re pregnant.”


“What?” Kimi stared at Damien, then at the others.
“No, I’m not.”


“I’m afraid you are,” said Max. He gestured toward her with
his glass. “Your aura has a gold band around the edge. It’s unmistakeable.” He
studied her thoughtfully. “It was the baby who helped you connect with the Deep
Network. Now that’s interesting.”


Kimi looked from one to the other, mouth open. “Guys, I’m
really not. I haven’t even missed… I mean it’s not time…” She blushed
furiously. She stared at Damien, who still hadn’t said anything. “I don’t
understand, how…” Suddenly she realised. Their first time, when they’d blown
the power grid, they hadn’t used any protection. The only time they’d done it
without a condom, and she’d fallen pregnant. She covered her eyes with a hand,
calculating quickly in her head. She would have been about halfway through her
cycle, which meant she was literally only four weeks pregnant.


She felt a gentle pressure on her other hand and realised Damien
was holding it. He walked out of the library, pulling her with him. Without
looking at the others, she followed him. He led her into the foyer, stood for a
moment seeing all the people there and cursed, then walked outside. 


There it was quieter. Now the evil energy had dispersed it
had stopped raining, and when she looked up, the stars were out.


“Are you warm enough?” he asked, rubbing her arms.


“I have no idea.” She was shivering, but she didn’t know if
it was cold or shock. He disappeared briefly, then reappeared with one of his
jackets and placed it around her shoulders.


He pulled the jacket close around her, holding it by the
lapels as he had done that first night in the woods. Then, biting his lip, he
pulled her into his arms.


She leaned her head on his chest, her thoughts rattling
around in her head like dice in a cup. Oh God, what had she done? 


“I’m sorry,” he whispered, confirming her thoughts. Nobody
owned him—he’d told her that. I’m in charge of my own life. I write my own
history, he’d said, making it clear he didn’t want her forcing his hand.
And yet he’d also told her they were written in the stars.


She pulled back and looked up at him. “Are you? Sorry I
mean.”


“You’re only twenty-one. I kidnapped you, dragged you all
the way across the country, put your life in danger. The Elders were right—I
should have been able to control myself. I can’t believe I’ve forced this on
you.”


Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “You’ve forced it on me? I
was thinking the same thing about you.”


He stared at her. She stared back, her heart thumping. For
the third time since she’d met him, time seemed to slow. The voices in the
foyer faded into the background, and there was only Damien and his deep blue
eyes, the smell of the rain in the undergrowth, and the brightness of the stars
above their heads.


“I didn’t see this in the constellations,” he said softly.


“No.” She was afraid to speak, afraid to break the spell,
but she knew she had to say something. “But nebulae give birth to new stars all
the time, don’t they?”


He nodded, starting to smile. “The child of a Midnight
Shaman and a witch? That’s going to be some special baby.”


“Just like you,” she said, breathless.


He tipped his head, amused. “I suppose so.” 


“So…” She swallowed. “You don’t want me to go? Back to
London?”


He stared at her in surprise. “Go? Of course not.” He must
have seen the relief on her face, because he frowned. Stepping closer, he took
her face in his hands. He kissed her gently. Then he wrapped her in his arms
again. 


“Anyway you can’t go,” he said, sounding mischievous. “I
distinctly remember some promise you made about removing my socks.”


She laughed. “Trust you to remember that.”


“Oh, I remember everything you said in the car. Don’t think
I’ve forgotten about your promise to elaborate on that little story.”


 


Hearing her chuckle, Damien smiled. Protectiveness surged
through him as he hugged her, and he imagined the tiny lifeform embedding
itself inside her, barely bigger than one of the stars twinkling above his head.
He looked up, seeing the Plough and Andromeda, Scorpio and Orion, wheeling
above his head. He studied the constellations, feeling the shift of the stars
in his blood, the patterns forming and moving, marking out potential paths for
his future. Diamonds glittering in a gold ring—the birth of new stars—binary
stars circling each other for millennia—old stars exploding, then being reborn
in a cloud of gas and dust. A billion and one possibilities, the wheel of time
going around and around again.


Over the top of Kimi’s head, he saw a figure appear at the
edge of the forest. A man on a horse, the shadow of antlers behind his hair. Damien
studied him, his arms tight around the mother of his child. Not yet, he
thought. I have a lifetime to experience here first.


The horseman raised a hand, and disappeared into the woods.
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If you enjoyed Midnight Shaman,
Fire Witch, you might also enjoy Black Hawke Down by Serenity Woods.


 


Nature witch, Captain Imogen Williamson, is
on the run, blamed for a murder she didn't commit, hunted by the Supernatural
Unit of the British Army desperate to keep quiet the secret Imogen's
discovered. She knows it won't be long before she's found, but doesn't suspect
it will be Major Cameron Hawke—Iron Warlock and ex-lover—who'll be the first to
find her. 


Hawke thinks she's defected to Chaos and
knows he's got to put aside his feelings for her so he can complete his
mission, but a moment of weakness makes him falter. Captured and restrained
like an animal, he finds himself at Imogen's mercy. He thinks it's only his
life at stake, but when Imogen tells him getting pregnant is her only way of
staying alive—and he's going to help her whether he likes it or not—he soon
realizes his self respect and dignity might be on the way out too . . . . 


 


Excerpt:


 


It's not often a man is sent to assassinate
the love of his life. 


Major Cameron Hawke waited in the shadows,
still and silent, icily calm. Almost invisible with his black combat suit and
jet-black hair, he studied the doorway of the motel unit where the
ex-girlfriend he'd hunted halfway across the world had finally gone to ground.
How ironic—and yet fitting—he'd been the first to track her down. Wanted for
murder, and for treason against the British Crown, she'd also broken his heart.
It was only fair he'd be the one to put a bullet through hers. 


He touched the space between his eyebrows
and activated his second sight. The midnight scene sprang into color, the
orange and lemon trees pulsing with a green glow, while smaller, red auras
showed nocturnal animals hidden in the undergrowth. But Hawke kept his
attention pinned to the motel door. The frame glittered with scarlet dust,
illuminated by the protective seal she'd placed on it. 


Normally, he would have cursed, knowing any
magical seal set by Imogen was going to be impenetrable. However, the glitter
appeared dim, not as vibrant as it should be, dull patches indicating the
seal's age. Obviously, she hadn't bothered to renew the spell, had no doubt
thought she'd be safe for several days. But then she hadn't known he was
tracking her. 


The phone on Hawke's belt vibrated against
his hip and he removed it, dropping to his haunches, keeping one eye on the door.
The message on the display came from headquarters—the New Zealand branch of the
S.U.—the Supernatural Unit of the British Army. They wanted to know if he'd
found her yet. 


Hawke studied the text for a moment. Then
he hit reply and quickly thumbed in: Nt yet, posibly n range, LMK wen ur
near. He hit send and slid the phone back onto his belt. He lied
easily enough. Even without the seal on the door, he would have known she was
in that room. He sensed her, knew the pulse of her aura as well as other, ordinary
men knew their girlfriend's perfume. But he didn't want to report her as found.
Not yet. He'd be damned if someone else came in and spoiled his moment of
victory. He wanted to take her down himself. 


She'd led him a merry dance, no doubt about
that. He'd tracked her across Europe, lost her temporarily in Rome, then picked
her up in Prague. He'd trailed her to India and across the seas to Singapore,
then finally followed her to the other side of the world, to the two islands
comprising New Zealand, adrift in the Pacific Ocean. There, he'd had trouble
pinning her down; she'd left the main cities and holed up in a tiny town in the
tropical Northland, and she'd clearly thought she was safe, for a while at
least. 


Hadn't she guessed he would be sent to find
her? Perhaps she didn't think she was important enough. She obviously hadn't
realized practically the whole of the S.U. was on the hunt for her under the
orders of the major-general herself. Then again, it wasn't often a captain of
the S.U. defected—in fact, this was a first, as far as he knew. And not just
any old captain, but the most powerful Nature Witch the S.U. had seen in a long
time. To lose her to Chaos was a catastrophic disaster for the forces of light.
He wasn't surprised the whole of the magical army was hunting her. 


Hawke stood and crept up to the building.
The unit was one of eight belonging to the motel, scattered in a grassy park
surrounded by mandarins, kiwifruit and lemon trees. Having never been to New
Zealand, Hawke found he liked the tropical palms and the warm, humid weather.
Even now, at midnight in the middle of January, the sultry air caressed him
with warm fingers. In better circumstances, he might have enjoyed the trip, but
now he focussed on the task at hand and barely noticed his surroundings. The
resentment and anger that had boiled inside him since the day Imogen left
stirred once again, and he harnessed those feelings, feeling them stroke their
way through him, heating his blood. Good. He would need every ounce of power he
possessed to fight the witch. He could use the negative feelings she aroused in
him against her. The thought made him smile. 


He stroked the doorway from the top of the
frame to the bottom. A silvery light radiated from the places he touched and
spread to the edges, eating away at the sparkling red seal. Within seconds, he
dispelled the charm. 


Hawke put his palm above the handle. As a
Warlock skilled in the Lore of Metal, he had no trouble forcing the door to
unlock. When the mechanism clicked open, however, he paused. A seed of doubt
lodged in his chest—the first bit of 


hesitation to enter his mind since he'd
been given this mission. Had she changed since he last saw her over six months
ago? What would he feel when he finally faced her? Could he really kill the one
woman in his life he'd truly loved? 


But it had all been a lie, he told himself
fiercely. None of it had been true. All the time they'd been dating, she'd been
working for Chaos, waiting for the moment she could betray them all to the dark
forces. He'd only been a diversion for her, and she'd discarded him without a
second thought or a backward glance. He owed her nothing. 


The resentment and anger built in his solar
plexus and he welcomed those feelings, drawing on the emotions to expand his
energy. His hands grew hot, his blood thickened with magic, and the taste of
metal flooded his mouth. 


Pushing down the handle, he moved quickly
into the unit. 


He stepped into a small, pitch-dark living
room. His eyes already used to the darkness, he scanned the room, found it
empty, and quickly strode to the corridor at the other end where the bedroom
door stood ajar. He didn't stop to think. His assassin's instincts kicked in,
and he went into autopilot. He thrust the door open, gathering the energy in
his solar plexus and holding out his hand, the palm raised toward the figure
lying on the bed. 


Molten lead scorched down his arms and
pooled in his hands, forming bullets that cracked out the ends of his fingers.
As the bullets formed, however, the woman on the bed moved, awoken by a sense
more honed than her hearing or sight, and as his fingers sparked, she hurled
herself off the side of the bed. The bullets thudded into the mattress, missing
their target by inches. 


"Fuck!" He'd lost the element of
surprise. His success had depended on catching her unaware; now he'd have to
face her head on. There had been a time when he'd thought himself more powerful
than her, but that was before he'd known of her involvement with Chaos, and now
he wasn't so sure. 


The witch rolled to her feet and, as he
gathered the energy within his hands to fire again, she held out her palm
toward him. Her ball of lightning hit him squarely in the solar plexus, and he
gasped as it thrust him back against the dressing table, knocking him off balance.



His hands curled and his middle fingers
touched his thumbs, forming circles of metal that he threw at her, but she
waved her hand, a caress that turned the manacles to brightly colored flower
petals that floated to the carpet. 


Her fingers traced a pattern in the air and
thin vines snaked up his legs, anchoring him to the floor. He ripped his feet
away, slicing at the vines with white-hot blades that fell from his hands.
Anger burned within him, and he built a sphere of energy between his palms. Before
she could raise her power again, he fired another round of bullets at her. She
ducked behind the bed, but not before he heard a squeal; at least one of them
had found its target this time. 


He leapt onto the bed. She cowered on the
other side, and he held out a hand toward her. She glanced up at him, and his
gaze locked on her face, pale as milk, eyes wide with pain. A memory shot
through him of her lying beside him, eyes gentle after their lovemaking,
laughing at something he'd said, and he faltered. The molten lead that had been
gathering in his hands fell onto the bed in a shower of ball bearings that
bounced and rolled onto the floor. 


Damn it! Cursing,
he started to summon his energy into a glowing ball of razor-sharp blades, but
she'd seen his weakness, and she rose before the weapons left his hands. With a
twist of her wrists, she turned them into a dandelion puff that floated away to
the ceiling. She laced another pattern before her, and vines traced up his body
and down his arms. 


He started to build his energy again, but
she moved her hands and pulled his feet out from under him. He fell backward
onto the bed, narrowly missing banging his head on the wall, collapsing onto
the pile of pillows. The vines moved across him, snaking rapidly across his
torso and legs and up his arms. He cursed, scattering more bullets in her
direction, but she twisted out of their way, no doubt sensing victory. His
hands were wrenched above his head, and he looked up to see vines wrapping
around the headboard, pinning his arms and hands flat against the wooden slats.



With his hands bound and fingers
outstretched, he couldn't cast. He was defenceless. He swore and fought with
all his strength, but the magic twine was as strong as his steel rope, lashing
him to the bed. He swore again, loudly and violently, trying to use his brute
strength to rip out the vines, but only succeeding in giving himself rope burns
and a couple of wrenched muscles. 


He stopped struggling and glared into the
dark corner of the room where she stood. To his right, an outside lamp
illuminated the pathway and slanted in through the glass sliding doors, casting
a pool of silver between them across the bed. His stomach twisted with anger
and fear as she walked toward him into the light. He'd seen her split daemons
apart, forcing branches and thorns through skin and muscle, ignoring their
screams until she'd dispatched them back to the hell from which they came. He
knew what she was capable of. 


She stepped forward until the light
completely illuminated her. Her voice, when she spoke, was quiet with
disbelief. 


"Cameron?" 


Hawke stared at her. Her right hand pressed
against her left shoulder, and blood oozed between her fingers. The bright red
color stood out stark against her black vest and shorts, and her skin looked as
white as the sheets on the bed. Her hair, which was the yellow of ripe corn in
the sun, now looked pale as moonlight, and it curled well past her shoulders,
untouched by any form of scissors for the past few months. She'd lost so much weight
he barely recognised her. Her lips were bloodless, her eyes wide and dark in
her pale face. She looked like a hunted animal that had learned to survive in
fear and darkness. 


His gaze traced up her figure, lingered on
the whiteness of her skin where the vest dipped between her breasts, paused on
her soft, pale lips, her dark eyes. She was still the most beautiful woman he
knew. But she'd given herself to Chaos; she had fornicated with daemons and had
let her heart be infested with blackness. She was pure evil, and she'd already
broken his heart once. He wasn't going to let her do it again. Hatred burned
within him, although with his hands bound he couldn't focus it. He cursed
himself for the moment of weakness leading to this moment. 


He wasn't going to get out of his bonds by
force. He was going to have to find some other way. He saw the confusion in her
eyes, the vulnerability, and suddenly he knew what to do. 


"Hello, Imogen." He smiled.
"Found you."
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You may also like An Uncommon Sense, Book 1 in the Sensual
Healing series by Serenity Woods. 


All six senses
tell him she’s the one. 


Sensual Healing,
Book 1 


High school science teacher Grace Fox
doesn’t believe in any of that woo-woo stuff. So it’s easy to laugh off her
friend’s prediction that she’ll have swear-out-loud sex with the next man who
walks through her classroom door. 


Who knew that local celebrity Ash
Rutherford would have the time to attend his daughter’s parents’ night? Or that
the Viking lookalike would trigger an attack of klutziness? He may or may not
see dead people, but he certainly got a good look up her skirt. 


A doctor turned medium, Ash spends his days
communicating with unseen spirits. When it comes to his moody daughter, though,
he hopes down-to-earth Grace will give him some insight. The racy lingerie she
hides beneath her prim and proper clothing is an added bonus he didn’t expect. 


Their attraction is instant and blazing
hot, but Ash has been burned before. His ex-wife didn’t believe in his
abilities, and no way is he going down that road again. At least not until
Grace accepts the possibility there might be life after death. And the ghosts
of his past are laid to rest.


 


Excerpt (from
Chapter Twelve):


 


“Okay,” Ash said. “There are a lot of
people here waiting to pass messages on. Let’s get started.” 


Grace’s heart thumped, and her mouth went
dry as she realised he was talking about dead people. Dead people with messages
for live people in the audience. “Ouch,” whispered Mia. She’d tightened her
grip and was squishing Mia’s fingers. 


“Sorry,” she whispered back, loosening her
hold. 


He ran his gaze over the crowd, looking off
to his left. He pointed about a third of the way up the tier of seating. “I’m
coming over here. I’ve had a man talking to me for the past ten minutes or so,
very eager. He’s a father figure to someone—so that’s a father, or a
father-in-law. A tall guy with thick grey hair. He’s showing me the number
sixty, and the letter C. Charles? Or Charlie? No, shorter than that. Sorry,
it’s Carl. He’s also showing me a uniform—I think he was a cop, or a security
guard. No, definitely a cop—he’s showing me his badge.” Ash said all this while
looking at a point about three feet in front of him. He spoke quickly,
gesturing as he did so. He paused for a moment, putting a hand over his chest.
“I think he had lung cancer.” He looked up at the crowd, over to his left. “Is
this ringing any bells for anyone?” 


Along with the rest of the audience, Grace
craned her neck to her right to see if anyone was admitting to the information.
There was a flurry of movement about a third of the way up the seating, and a
woman stood up. A man dressed in a black suit walked down the aisle to her, and
the people in her line of seating handed the microphone he gave to them along
to her. 


“Is this for you, sweetheart?” said Ash.
“Is it your dad?” 


“I think so,” said the woman, emotion
making her voice husky. 


“Was your dad’s name Carl?” 


“Yes.” 


“Was he a cop?” 


“Yes.” 


“Did he die of lung cancer?” 


“Yes.” 


“Okay, I’m with you,” said Ash. The crowd
murmured, and Grace felt a cold chill slice through her. Was this an elaborate
setup? Was it all staged? 


“What does sixty mean?” said Ash. 


“That was how old he was when he died.” 


Ash nodded. He looked at the spot three
feet in front of him again. Grace realised he did that when he was listening. 


“He’s showing me a key,” Ash said. “Was it
someone’s twenty-first birthday recently?” 


“My son’s,” said the woman. 


Ash nodded. “He’s showing me the film Casablanca.
Any idea what that means?” 


The woman laughed. “He adored Bogart. He
loved the film. He used to say that line about my mum, you know ‘Of all the gin
joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine’…” Her voice
trailed off and someone pushed a tissue into her hand. 


Ash smiled. “He’s putting hearts all around
you. He’s holding out a bunch of roses. Was it your birthday recently?” 


“Last week,” squeaked the woman. 


“Well, he’s saying happy birthday,” said
Ash. “Why’s he singing ‘Fever’ to me? You know, the Elvis song?” He sang the
chorus briefly and there were a few whistles in the crowd. Grace went hot. 


“I don’t know,” said the woman. “I suppose
he liked Elvis a bit…” 


“No, that’s not it,” said Ash. “Don’t let
me lead you.” He paused. “It’s not Elvis singing, it’s Peggy Lee.” 


The woman started laughing again. “Oh
Christ, I forgot she’d sung it. Peggy’s my mum’s name.” 


The crowd cheered and Ash smiled. “Good.”
He looked down again. The crowd gradually fell quiet. 


Grace studied him. All the nerves she’d
felt for him had fled, because he seemed so relaxed and at ease on the stage.
Her mind was whirling. He was confident, friendly and he obviously knew exactly
how to deal with the crowd. 


As she glanced from side to side, she saw
all the men and women spellbound. It was too early yet for her to decide what
to make of it all. But he’d already impressed her with his professionalism, and
his lack of glitz and glamour. He was trying to tell the world it wasn’t a
show—he was merely trying to communicate the messages he had, and for them,
that was amazing enough without the need for bells and whistles. 


He cleared his throat again. “Your dad’s
bringing through a girl. She’s quite tall, slim, blonde, a teenager, maybe
fourteen or fifteen. Pretty.” He went quiet for a moment. Then he looked across
at the woman, his face apologetic. “Sweetheart, is this your daughter?” 


The woman’s hand crept up to her mouth. She
nodded. 


Ash looked back at the floor. “She’s
showing me Jennifer Aniston. Is her name Jennifer?” 


“No.” 


He thought again. “Ah, no, she’s showing me
Aniston in Friends. Sorry, love. Is her name Rachel?” 


“Yes,” sobbed the woman. The crowd inhaled
as one. 


“Sit down, love,” said Ash, obviously
spotting the woman’s distress. “You don’t need to stand up.” He gestured to her
left. “You can answer for her, if you like. You’re her sister, aren’t you?” 


Another woman took the microphone and
stood, her voice coming through stronger, although still with a waver. “Yes.
Rachel was my niece.” 


Ash nodded. “She drowned, didn’t she?” 


“Yes.” 


“I think it was at night.” 


“Yes.” 


He listened for a moment. “I’m seeing a
long beach, a long line of sand. I think it’s Ninety Mile Beach in the
Northland.” 


“Yes. They used to live up there.” 


“That’s where she died.” 


“Yes.” 


He studied the floor, frowning. “She’s
showing me something, I’m not sure what it is… It looks like a stick of butter
or something.” 


The woman laughed then. “Butter’s the name
of her dog.” 


There was a light flurry of nervous
laughter around the auditorium, and Ash smiled. “She’s putting hearts all
around him.” 


“She loved that dog to bits.” 


He nodded. “Who’s Michael?” 


“Her brother.” 


“He’s the one who turned twenty-one
recently, isn’t he?” 


“Yes.” 


“Who’s Anne?” 


“That’s me,” said the woman huskily. 


He thought again. “She’s showing me the
actress Laura Linney, any idea why?” 


“This is Laura,” said Anne, “her mum.”
Laura squeaked beside her. 


He nodded. “She’s put hearts around you
both. She loves you both very much.” 


By now, tears were pouring down Anne’s
face. 


Ash didn’t stop, though. “She’s talking
about a pair of black boots she got for Christmas. She’s showing me these
boots.” 


Anne laughed and shook her head. “She
adored those boots. She never took them off.” 


Ash smiled wryly. “Well she’s still wearing
them.” He smiled. “She’s walking up and down like she’s on a catwalk.” 


“She used to do that in the living room.” 


He nodded and studied the floor again. He
cleared his throat. “She wants to talk about how she died.” 


Grace’s hand crept up to cover her mouth.
This was awful, just awful. How could he expose himself to these unhappy
stories? 


He went quiet for a moment, as if he was
listening to the young girl talking. Then he looked across at the two women and
said gently, “You’re not sure whether she took her own life or not.” 


“That’s right,” said Anne. “We never knew.
The police did an investigation but it was inconclusive.” 


He studied the floor again. Then looked
back up. “Do you want to know?” 


Grace saw the aunt’s hand reach down and
take hold of the mother’s. 


“Yes,” said Anne. “Please.” 


He listened for a moment, then nodded and
said, “She took her own life.” 


The crowd murmured. 


Anne covered her mouth with her hand but
she stayed standing. 


“She’s sorry,” said Ash. “She keeps saying,
‘I’m sorry’. She was very depressed, and she didn’t feel at the time she had
anywhere to go. She knows now she was wrong, and she should have come to you,
but at the time she couldn’t see her way out.” 


“That’s okay.” Anne cleared her throat and
repeated, “That’s okay. That’s a big relief to us, in a way. I mean, it’s
terrible and sad, but it’s also good to know.” 


Ash nodded. He looked at the ground. “I
know, love. They know. They understand.” He smiled. “She’s holding out flowers
for you.” 


A tear ran down Grace’s cheek. Mia squeezed
her hand. 


“She wants you to know she’s all right
now,” said Ash. “She’s with her grandfather, and she’s healing. She’s happy
where she is—all the pain’s gone. It was a physical thing, what she had. She
understands that now. At the time, she thought it was her—like, a flaw in her
soul, but now she understands it was to do with chemicals and an imbalance in
her brain. She’s relieved, you know? Relieved it wasn’t her.” 


“We understand,” said her aunt. 


Ash nodded. “She wants you to know it
wasn’t your fault. You’ve got to stop punishing yourself for not doing enough.
She was ill, and it happened—it was nobody’s fault—not yours, not hers. She
keeps repeating that.” 


“Okay,” said Anne. 


“She’s pulling back now,” said Ash. “But
she’s leaving hearts all around you. Thank you.”


 


Buy from Amazon


cover.jpeg
Mlcfmght Shaman,
FircyWitch

2 =
Believe in¥Magic: Bo)\
N






