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Chapter One






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

Her eyes slid shut and a sense of impending
disaster washed over her. Maybe it was a mistake and the dress was
only a figment of her imagination.

Yeah, right.

A half-laugh, half-sob escaped and her hands
fisted. Taking a deep breath she slowly released it before opening
her eyes.

The gown was still there.

“Drat.”

Fashioned for her great-great grandmother,
the original Esmeralda, the gown was fit for a princess and,
despite its age, was as pristine as the day it was first worn.

Her great-grandmother, Angelica, had worn the
dress, as had her grandmother, Brianna, and finally her mother,
Carolan. It was part and parcel of being the seventh Proctor
daughter of a seventh Proctor daughter. She, Esmeralda I Proctor,
was the last of her line and destined to wear this dress.

Her lips twisted. There was no way the dress
would fit her without magical assistance. Carolan had been a sleek
size eight, while Esme was a sturdy size sixteen. She sighed again,
poked at a sleeve and felt something stiff tucked into the edge of
the box.

A thick cream linen envelope was tucked
beneath the sleeve and when she picked it up her stomach plummeted.
The paper was obviously expensive and on the back was her father’s
seal, a raven with a dagger clutched in its claws.

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

“Esmeralda.” Her father’s voice sounded from
the speakers. “The day has come for you to fulfill your duties to
your family and marry the Montgomery heir as was set forth in the
betrothal contract. You now have everything you’ll need for the
ceremony. The car will pick you up Saturday morning at 10:00 a.m.
and it is important that you’re ready on time.

“If anything is missing or does not fit
properly, have Shani contact my assistant and they will take care
of the issue.” There was a slight pause and the sound of a heavily
indrawn breath.

“Do not disappoint me.”

The silence was deafening.

This can’t be happening.



She crumpled the envelope in her hand. Her
stomach cramped with betrayal and her knees began to shake. Her
father’s voice hadn’t contained even the slightest hint of
affection that a father should’ve shown his daughter. Instead, it
sounded as if he were speaking to a complete stranger.

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

My father doesn’t give a damn about me.

Her eyes burned. Edward had treated her with
disdain most of her life. He simply wasn’t a man given to tender
feelings no matter what the situation. As a child she had vague
memories of him letting her sit on his knee but all of that ended
when he’d learned of her…shortcoming.

Less than a week ago, she’d sent her father a
message through her guard, asking him one last time for release
from the marriage contract. She’d been only five years old when the
contract was signed and she’d been secreted away here in the
forest. For the past sixteen years she’d been forbidden to have any
contact with anyone other than Shani.

Over the years she and her fiancé had
religiously exchanged cards and small gifts at Yule and on
birthdays. She didn’t know anything more about her future husband
than she had as a child.

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

Edward hadn’t even acknowledged her
request.

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

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

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

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

Where are you guys and why won’t my father
speak of you?

She snatched her mother’s silver Goddess bowl
from its honored place on the shelf above her altar. Esme had
become betrothed to the Montgomery boy on her fifth birthday, two
days after they’d buried her mother in the cold, damp earth. She’d
been too young to understand what had occurred the day the
contracts were signed. She vaguely remembered meeting several men
and a tall, dark-haired boy with stormy eyes and a serious
expression.

She set the bowl on her worktable with a
thud.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Well, she would just see about that.

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

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

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

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

Her gaze moved over the pale brown
scrawl.

Summoning a Lover

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

Or she hoped it would be that easy.

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

She looked at the list of ingredients.

R-O-S-E

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

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

M-O-R G-O-R

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

Stupid, stupid Esme, he’d ranted.

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

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