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“WE KNOW THAT THE SACRED ground is in Stacy Macken’s hands in Bitter Thorn Grove.” Cyreth looked down at her copy of the report, but in a moment, she pushed it away. Probably knew everything about Stacy, by heart. “She knows she’s Ruth Macken’s descendant.”

“I suppose so,” Aaron said. Why did he feel like she scolded him?

“She’s running a history center in the city named after her family properties. She knows the building stands on the sacred ground?”

“If she does, she didn’t bring it up in our conversation,” Aaron said.

“So what’s the problem?”

Aaron tapped his copy of the druid’s report. “This is the problem. Cyreth, you’ve wiped out everything there is to know about the wars, from Lilly throughout history.” He nodded to the bank of computers to the far side of the room. “Without it, Isaac may be the only link we have to prove how important her part is, in our war.”

“Do you really think she needs it?” Cyreth asked. “She’s a Macken.”

“In a new age. She believes the old philosophers are dead.”

“What of the old gods?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “We haven’t gotten into deep conversations. But I know from watching her in that gallery she knows more about her family than most of her cousins do.”

“Does she?”

“I think so. You should’ve seen her face when I told her I had people in my family from Old Bitter Thorn Grove. By the gods I worship, I thought she was going to grill me about her ancestors, right then and there.” Aaron rose and paced to the computer consoles, reading the information displayed there, and not seeing it at all. “Hiding the history from her has been a mistake.”

“What if the media get hold of it?” Cyreth asked. “Somehow, I doubt they’ll believe our war is an urban legend. We don’t need another poet writing about the ‘latest battle of Mag Turied’.” She rubbed her wrinkled forehead tiredly.  “The ensuing panic won’t help us.”

Aaron glanced toward the windows. A light dusting of snow fluttered across the gloomy central Florida sky. He shuddered. It wouldn’t do to yell at Cyreth. The druid was only trying to do what she thought best. Still, it irked him. “I’m not speaking of the populace, I’m talking about Stacy. Our blessed steward.”

“If we’d told her the truth before, would that stop Balor and his men?” she asked, twitching a silver bracelet around her old, tattooed wrist. “They may’ve found her sooner, as well. We could’ve led them to her.” Her bracelet seemed to annoy her and she took the bangle off and laid it out on the table before her. She twisted its sides into a figure-eight. A shield decorated with tri-pointed spirals lay face up. “Maybe when she was an infant? Then what?”

Aaron opened and closed his hand. He didn’t want to picture what the world of the last thirty-seven years might’ve been like without Stacy in it.

“I thought so,” she said. “No, I think we’re doing the right thing.”

“Maybe,” Aaron said, “it will help her help us.”

“And who will help her keep the knowledge where it belongs? Do you or do you not know what historians do when they get excited: write—”

He pointed to her and knew she couldn’t deny what he was about to say. How many nights had he passed listening to her lengthy tales? “And talk, I know.”

The druid’s nose twitched. “Do you think she’ll keep the story of our war with Balor out of the media?” she asked. “In this day and age, when everyone thinks they have a right to know everything?”

Frustrated, Aaron snatched a copy of the deed off the table. Whoever had drafted it wrote, BITTER THORN GROVE HISTORY CENTER across its top surrounding the words in a border of thorns drawn in Celtic style braiding. “Fine,” he said, meeting the old druid woman’s gaze. “I suppose I can only hope, this time, we’ll end this damned war for good.”

Cyreth nodded. “May the Bright Lord and Lady make it so.”
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January 22nd, 4 p.m.
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STACY TAPPED THE PEN against the documents, leaving barely visible black marks here and there on his note.
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I think our family was right about you, Stacy Macken. Keep this number handy. It may be of use to you soon. Meanwhile, if you have any questions, please call.

Aaron Fielding

––––––––
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RE-READING HIS NOTE, she assumed he meant the number he’d written at the bottom, a sequence resembling a foreign phone number.

Their conversation wouldn’t leave her mind and she knew she needed to call him. Silly as it seemed. She plucked up the receiver and tapped in the digits.

The line rang and she waited.

Who was this Aaron Fielding? Was he another buyer hoping to persuade her to sell the Bitter Thorn Grove History Center to him? Given that ridiculously large tip he’d handed the clerk in their gift shop today, he could afford it. With her beloved history center facing foreclosure, she’d consider almost anything to save it.

Unfortunately, the city didn’t want the place. The city fathers claimed they understood its importance, but not enough to approve her request for more money. The arts council already thought they spent too much every year.

Too much? The historical records alone were priceless.

A curse escaped her lips and she clenched her skirt in her fists. If this call offered her an out, it’d be worth it.

Everything depended on what plans Mr. Fielding had for the center. She wouldn’t give up Bitter Thorn Grove History Center to someone who might plow it under to build another shopping mall. It wouldn’t bother her if it were for a better cause, like a new branch of the hospital or an elementary school. For that, she might agree.

On second thought, maybe she could talk him into loaning her the money she needed, if nothing else. Was that why he’d come by?

She needed time to clear her head and think. Air. Quiet. She pushed away from the desk and pulled her coat from the back of the chair. Peering out the window into the dark night, she noticed frost dusted the glass. Disgusted with her whole day, and the unusually cold winter, Stacy changed her mind and tossed her coat down.

When had Florida’s winters ever been like this before? This cold was setting record lows for the Gulf Coast and the weather around the country was even worse. Some argued the world was moving into a new Ice Age. Something told her they might be right.

Family legend said it had happened before.

Working on the bank’s proposal wasn’t enough to distract her from her worry. Stacy gave up trying to get any work done tonight. She needed something to take her mind off Aaron, the weather, and especially the family legend.

Peering out the office door into the center’s main hallway, she could see a member of the staff attempting to straighten a new portrait of the mayor. Off in the distance, the guard’s footsteps echoed through the halls. The squeak of a door drew her attention away from him, and she spied her assistants, Hannah and Melody, carrying an empty pedestal toward the storeroom.

“How’s it look, girls?”

“We just locked the front doors, but there are still a couple of students milling around the courtyard, slurping up coffee,” Hannah said.

Stacy checked her watch. Six o’clock already? “Good. Anything else?”

“Nope,” Melody said. “That’s about it.”

Stacy nodded then strode into the main gallery, past statues of a few founding fathers, paintings of historical incidents, and cabinets displaying the city charters and noteworthy proclamations. Slipping through a door at the far end of the room, she entered the courtyard.

Despite the chill air, Stacy spied a few tattooed men and women gathered around a small table, discussing a class while nursing cups of coffee. One woman sitting with them had silvery gray eyes that shone like beacons. Hard to miss.

Stacy stared at her a moment longer, trying to figure out the nature of the color. Putting the woman’s eye color down to a set of extremely cool contacts, she smiled and gave the woman a jaunty salute then reached out for the empty glasses lining the next abandoned table. 

Uncomfortable, Stacy strode to the far side of the courtyard to escape the woman’s scrutiny. Something told her to look back.

The woman with the startling eyes stood right behind her, glaring. Her eyes glowed like quicksilver.

Creepy!

Miss Silver Eyes smelled of patchouli, musk, and some other strange scent Stacy couldn’t identify.

She leaned close to Stacy’s ear, and her voice sounded raspy when she spoke, “We will have this ground. This harshad time, Stacy Macken, the ground is ours, and they will never dance again.”

Harshad? How did she know about harshads? Had the long-awaited war truly come, then?

Stacy stared as impossibly long incisors slid down from the woman’s gums like snake fangs. Miss Silver Eyes clamped a hand around her upper arm. The woman’s steely gaze, the ruby and alligator’s tooth earring glittering in her right earlobe, and the dark threat mesmerized Stacy.

“You won’t if I have anything to say about it.” A cool male voice brought the silver-eyed woman up short and the fog lifted from Stacy’s mind.

Aaron Fielding stood before her dressed in casual jeans and a gray, cable knit sweater. He seemed right at home here among the students, and yet somehow he also stood apart.

The air shifted. Stacy could have sworn his leather coat, for just an instant, took on the shape of a golden eagle’s wings.

A high-pitched whine scraped from the silver-eyed woman’s throat. Taking Aaron in, she cocked her head. A bemused smile spread across her face, as if at some private joke.

Aaron retrieved an item from his coat. At first, Stacy thought the object might be a baton. A hint of blue light flickered between his fingers, barely there; almost hidden by the glare of the courtyard lights. Then the object changed shape and substance, wood to steel. The innocuous baton became a sword.

“Now, wait!” Stacy jumped to her feet and caught the baton before it bashed the woman’s face in.

Aaron grasped Stacy’s upraised hand and thrust her behind him. “For your own good, don’t interfere.”

Miss Silver Eyes screamed. Steel glinted from her fists as she rushed headlong at Aaron.

He raised the weapon while muttering something in a foreign language.

An explosion of light split the air. A blue starburst flashed at the edges of Stacy’s vision. Cringing and blinking in the brightness, she saw that the woman, hands outstretched, had gone utterly still.

Stacy frowned as she studied the woman, wondering what happened.

Aaron turned back to the silver-eyed woman, grasped her arm, and whispered in her ear. Her feet began to move, one step, then another, as a zombie might—unseeing and stiff in posture. Aaron kept a hand on her back, leading her to the entrance. He opened the gate and shoved her through, then slammed it shut with an Irish curse. He proceeded to mutter something, tracing a finger along the gate’s edge.

His words reminded Stacy of something out of Chaucer. Azure light danced around the gate’s perimeter.

Aaron turned to face her. “This should never have happened,” he said.  “Forgive me, Stacy.”

Surprised to see his medallion glowing with a soft reddish-golden light and his eyes an unearthly shade of green, Stacy gasped.

Aaron shook his head. “We were lax in our vigilance, and this intrusion never should’ve been allowed.”

His gaze came back to hers. The glow in his eyes was gone. Had she hallucinated?

“I give you my solemn vow that I’ll do everything in my power to see it doesn’t happen again.”

Shaking, she recalled the fables she’d heard all her life about women and fated love with mystery men. Was the tale just the stuff of silly bedtime stories? Was Aaron merely defending her from an attacker as any gentleman might? Or did his purpose spring from something other than chivalry?

Taking her hands, he tried to soothe her. “These grounds have been violated,” he said. His expression melted into a solemn frown. “And we’ve work to do to restore the safeguards. If you’ll come with me, we can get down to the business of ensuring that.”

Safeguards? Stacy couldn’t believe her ears. Work to restore the safeguards? 

Oh, God. Oh, God! Why now? Would that her whole life could’ve passed without having to hear those words.

Yet, she knew what he said was true, and reached out to him. Stacy’s breath caught in her throat as he raised her hands to his biceps. His expression held a combination of intensity and passion. Her heart raced.

His voice, a mixture of seduction and gravel, rumbled through her. “Hold on tight. I don’t want to lose you along the way.”

The lights at the corners of the courtyard flared. Digging her nails into Aaron’s arms, Stacy squinted. They glided upward, and she looked down, disbelieving what she saw. They floated above the floor as if they’d become no more than a puff of smoke.

The puff thinned, stretched out in the light, blinding her as it blended along the spectrum. A thin whining sound screamed in her ear. She shot along its frequency, until she felt she was one with the universal energy pulsing through her, until all she saw turned to white darkness that seemed to go on forever.
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GIVEN THE WAY STACY reacted back in the history center’s courtyard, Aaron doubted she would’ve willingly climbed into his car. She’d been so frightened and wary—with good reason. Harbingers were methodical killers—dumber than dirt but highly efficient.

Landing just inside her bedroom door, he scanned the room. Seeking signs of intruders here too and finding none, he set Stacy gently in her bed. He pulled the shades shut to keep the morning’s sun from creeping in. When she shifted in the bed, tugging the thick blue blanket over her chest, he swept a lock of hair from her forehead.

Bright Lord, she’s pretty.

The Tuatha dé Danaan hadn’t had to worry about such a special woman in five hundred years. Now that he had the honor of helping this generation’s Macken daughter, he worried about being up to the task. He feared he’d forgotten something, or might, and put her in greater danger. Despite all the years and all the battles behind him, he was unsure of his ability to handle what was to come.

First explanations first. She would wonder how she got home. How the devil would he explain that to her? “Well, Stacy, you see,” he could hear himself saying, “we’ve had a long time to develop things and ideas you’d only call—” No. That wouldn’t do.

He growled in frustration as he shut the door behind him.

She wouldn’t have been safe on her own, tonight, maybe not ever again. If he were lucky, he might have the time to give her the explanation she would undoubtedly demand. If he weren’t... He didn’t want to think about what would happen if he and his allies ultimately lost the war. They couldn’t allow that evil bastard, Balor, to win. Not again.

He stepped into her living room, pausing at her bookcase. He recognized some of the titles, Warrior Women in Pop Culture and its companion, Druids through History, Pop Culture and Media. The History of the Mabinogion. Well-known titles by an expert in the field of Celtic mythological and historical research.

Aaron smiled appreciatively. Maybe this wouldn’t be so hard. Maybe she would understand the story he had to tell. Yet, the Harbinger had frightened her. He snorted remembering his reaction the first time he saw one.

The kitchen light popped on as he passed through the door. He took a few more tentative steps into the room. A small green light embedded in the light switch cover blinked. The inside light had a motion detector.

What will they think of next?

He focused on the bulb above. Seeking the light’s source, he grasped a hold of its insubstantial currents, slipped out of her apartment, and sped along the city night’s low frequencies until he homed in on his destination.

The Harbinger still waited, riveted to the spot where Aaron had left it in the history center’s parking lot. It snarled and hissed as he circled at a safe distance—its human teeth gone, replaced by gleaming, razor-like fangs. Bits of clothing lie in tatters on the pavement and the monster’s former lithe, dusky-skinned body was now covered in pond-scum green scales. Evil, silver eyes glowed as it spoke, “Where’s your little plaything, warrior? She spread her legs for you yet?”

The muscles in Aaron’s jaw tightened and he clenched his fists. The question didn’t warrant an answer, at least not one that didn’t require his blade buried in the fleshy part of her throat. Aaron tamped down his anger and refused to respond. Because he needed answers, he restrained his natural instinct to kill the beast.

He circled once before he withdrew his harshad from his coat. As it slid forth, it took on the shape of a chain with a thick, black metal manacle hanging from the end. A flick of his wrist sent it around the protesting beast’s neck where it locked tight. The beast stilled for a moment, then turned its attention on the chain, hissing and gnashing its teeth at the links. All to no avail. The chain bound it tightly. Aaron’s annoyance quirked his lips in a rueful twist. How sad that after all these millennia they still fought, battling for mankind’s continued existence.

“Do you really think I’d answer your questions, Harbinger?”

Ropes of saliva dripped from its fangs and sizzled like acid as it hit the asphalt below its talon-tipped paws. Smoke wafted up from the welts left in the pavement and Aaron stepped back. He wound the end of the chain around his fist, and with a tug, disappeared into the green beam of the halogen streetlights.

The radiance spread out, coalesced.

The Harbinger’s beastly snarls and screams drowned out the usual hum. Aaron ignored his prisoner’s unholy racket, focusing on the changing frequency of light, the fluctuating wavelengths of incandescent and fluorescent, seeking the natural mixture of sun and moon that marked his destination. He grasped onto starlight as the city lights waned along the dirt road.

Meandering back from civilization, a driver would’ve taken several minutes to find the sprawling property. For Aaron, mere seconds elapsed before he reached the entrance. A long iron fence barred visitors from wandering onto the property uninvited. A blue, glowing starburst emblem stood sentry in the gate’s overhead lintel. Aaron dropped to the ground before the gate. His prisoner tried to skitter away, but halted when the starburst’s analytical blue glow turned in its direction.

Aaron spoke. “Pulvis et umbra sumus.” We are dust and shadow.

His words, coupled with the timbre of his voice—and many other things he didn’t fully understand—triggered Lord Goibniu’s ingenious mechanism. The starburst’s glow shifted to pale green. Aaron stood back, wound the chain around one hand, and waited. The locks turned, tumblers rumbling loudly, and the gates pulled back with a soft screech of metal. As soon as he wrestled the Harbinger safely through, he hit a keypad inside the gate and it slid shut.

He spotted the stables, a running paddock. He could hear the horses whickering from their stalls. One light shined from the northern peak of the stable roof, and one from the two-story house in the center of the property. After a long walk down the drive, he approached the house, noting six more cars parked in front. He led the beast up to the porch.

Inside the house, more locks turned. The door’s worn brass handle rotated. The beast beside him made a dash at the door, jerking Aaron out of his stance. Cursing, he dug his heels in and gave a hard yank to its chain. Those behind the door hesitated.

“All’s well, Cyreth,” Aaron called out. “The bloody beast has remembered its manners.”

After a brief second, the door opened slowly.

A woman seemingly in her late-sixties, her age revealed by the lines on her face and the light sprinkling of gray in her red curls, peered out at him through thin-rimmed glasses. Narrowing her eyes, she scrutinized the animal he held at bay. She flicked her head to the right.

“I’ll unlock the back door.”

Aaron nodded and rounded the side of the house. As he approached the rear porch, a flare of green light sprang up from the ground. He paused and when the light dissipated, he stepped over the watermark it left in the dust. His beastlike companion growled and snapped its jaws. Aaron gave the chain a sharp tug and took the porch steps two at a time.

The back door opened and the beast dashed for it, dragging him along behind. Cursing, Aaron regained his footing and gave another hard yank. This time the creature yelped, and went still.

The old druid woman stepped onto the porch and crossed her tattooed arms as she surveyed the pair. A tired sigh escaped her lips. “Where did you find it?”

“Remember the Bitter Thorn Grove History Center we discussed?”

Her auburn brow went up. “You found her there?”

“Unfortunately.” He nodded. “It got there first and had a chokehold on Miss Macken by the time I caught up with them.”

Cyreth sighed in disgust, took the snarling beast’s chain, and herded it inside and to a door near the kitchen. Ignoring the sounds of eating, cooking, and conversing, Aaron opened the door for her, allowing Cyreth to wrestle the beast through it into the darkness.

He followed the druid down the long hall. Halfway through, another glowing green seal blocked their path.

Cyreth spoke a phrase in Gaelic and the seal parted revealing a room lit in fluorescent lights. Around the perimeter of the room ran a console whose screens showed grids featuring various scientific readings. Star charts, weather maps, seabed information, and maps decorated with peaks, dots, and lines of hot pink, yellow, and blue charting the frequency of seismic activity filled the displays. Several people worked at the brass-keyed keyboards and as he passed, Aaron greeted a few.

At the far side of the room, a cylinder of glass rose up to the ceiling, and it was to this that Cyreth led the snarling beast. As she laid her delicate hand to the glass, lines of golden light began shooting up and down the cylinder. The tube cracked. The broken sheet peeled back, and Cyreth coaxed the monster inside. As soon as the ridged tail passed through, she snapped the lead. The chain unlocked from the beast’s neck and coiled up in her palm where it resumed its former shape. Satisfied, she handed the weapon over to Aaron. He slid it back into his coat and crossed his arms, glaring at the Harbinger.

The monster turned and jumped for the entrance as the glass sheet slammed back into place. The glass smacked it in the nose and the monster yelped.

“Speak, you bloody thing!” Aaron snapped at it.

The beast stretched its forelegs up the glass and seemed to writhe in agony, finally transforming into the dark-haired woman.

Cyreth stepped up to the cylinder and tapped the glass. “Now, do behave. If you’re courteous to me, Wicked One, I promise I shall remain courteous to you.”

In answer, the beast snarled.

Aaron gave a silent prayer for patience and pulled his harshad halfway out of his coat, reminding the beast that he could make it suffer.

“You’ve lost this round, Wicked One. I’d listen to her, if I were you.”

The beast’s dark eyes went round with sorrow. “Let me go, old lady,” it begged in a sad, lilting voice.

Cyreth and Aaron looked at each other. Aaron crossed his arms and stared at the beast, not fooled in the slightest. If the beast lamented anything it was being caught, Aaron was sure.

“Maybe I shall, if you cooperate,” Cyreth said. She paused, studying the caged brute. “Why did you visit the history center?”

“Where?”

Aaron tsked. “You know where. Answer the question.”

“For whatever reason you brought me here, I assure you you’re mistaken.”

“Then answer the question.” Cyreth began a slow circuit of the cylinder, and Aaron could only imagine what she saw with her ancient, Druid-trained eyes. Evil, pure and simple, dripped from every pore of the vile monster’s being. Though he could see the evil in its eyes and aura, Cyreth had learned to see deeply into a being’s soul. He hoped one day to have that same gift. “What were you there for, Wicked One?”

“They have a wonderful little café attached to the place. Their food is to die for. Would you like a taste?”

The beast’s pointed tongue flicked out, glistening red and slimy as she licked the cylinder. At the touch of her saliva, the glass smoked as if dashed with acid. Aaron shifted his grip on his harshad and flung it at the tube. The blade curled out, solidified into a thin rod terminating in a sharp point. The point pierced through the wall without disturbing the glass and landed against the beast’s throat. A slight push and a lone trickle of blood streaked its skin.

“Step back, Wicked One, or I’ll take more than that!”

The caged beast snarled and hissed, screamed in three different tongues, ancient and modern, yet it refused to answer their questions.

Aaron sighed. It promised to be a long night.
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“We will have this ground. This time, it is ours. And they will never dance again. You, Stacy Macken, will give us what we seek.”

“My foot! I’ll tell you what I’m gonna give you: A knuckle sandwich, that’s what!”

That’s right. That’s what you get! Stacy’s cheek twitched in her sleep. That’s what you should’ve said. Go back. The dream rewound.

“This time, it is ours. And they will never dance again. You, Stacy Macken, will give us what we seek.”

“Bullshit. You’ll get this property, fist first.”

That’s it. Deck her, Stac!

As Stacy downed her first coffee of the day, showered, and checked the cable news stations for the morning traffic, she couldn’t piece together much more of the dream than a wish to protect her land... and something about a party and handsome man. Something about a war.

War indeed. When would her warrior arrive? Her family thought it had happened before. And to find such a man as her ancestresses had—heroes and valiant men, to hear the tales. Now that would be nice. Maybe someone like Aaron. She willed the thought away. She barely knew him!

She frowned at the television. Why did she black out last night? Fine time to pull a Shrinking Violet act. She should’ve kissed Aaron while she had a chance. What a fool I am!

By the time she reached the Bitter Thorn Grove History Center, she was deeply annoyed, and scolded herself. Can’t even score in my dreams.

The number Aaron left with her seemed to burn a hole right through her leather bound agenda. Every time she looked at the agenda, she felt his number staring back at her. Her mother would never believe a real live knight had saved her. Who would’ve thought such men still existed? The whole evening seemed surreal, and as she booted up her office computer, she wondered what she’d been drinking. If Janeus and Miller’s lawyers called on her now, she thought there’d be no hope of keeping the history center. They’d petition the courts and take it away on the grounds she’d gone crazy.

Her assistant Erika popped through the office door. “Good night last night? I didn’t see you leave.”

Stacy blinked. Hadn’t she locked up with her last night?

Erika tossed her sunglasses into her purse, pulled her coat off, and peered into a picture hanging on the wall to check her makeup. “Who’d you go home with?” Her eyes shifted to Stacy’s. “Did Jim or Harlin drive you?”

Harlin was a twenty-year-old college student they employed in the attached café. The young man always seemed to follow her around like a lovesick puppy. To poor Harlin’s consternation, Stacy didn’t go for them so young. She wished she had a younger sister to introduce the poor guy to.

She snorted incredulously. “Of course not. I drove myself home?” She couldn’t hide the question in her voice.

“Drove what? You took the bus to the meeting at the bank yesterday.”

She’d forgotten about that. How did I get home? Stacy pinched her eyes shut trying to remember. The question made her shudder. A memory of something with claws and sharp teeth flashed across her mind. “Mick gave me a ride home,” she assured her friend.

The look Erika gave her said she didn’t believe a word. Stacy thought she might ask the helpful security guard herself, just to be sure. Fortunately, there was no time for further discussion. Her events assistant, Jim, ducked in the office door. “You have a visitor.” 

When she saw who stood near the light sculpture on the southwest side of the main gallery, she had the urge to pinch herself. Aaron Fielding had returned. Good. Maybe she could drag him into the office, lock the door, and finish where her dream kept leaving off.

She shook her head. No, no. Bad businesswoman. Don’t seduce the patrons.

Why not? screamed another little voice in her head.

She cleared her throat and assumed a casual stance as she greeted him. “Did you have fun last night?”

His light red brow quirked. “Yes, definitely. But it seems I left something behind. Have you seen a—” He held up his hand, thumb and forefingers drawn together an inch or so apart. “A small plastic alligator head? I had it on my keychain yesterday, I’d swear. Yet, when I got home, gone.”

“Did you check with your office?”

“I did, but my janitor said he hasn’t found it.”

His janitor?

“So I thought it might be here.”

“Hang on.” She turned to the office hallway and noticed he followed her. Shrugging off the question of why he thought it was here, she led him inside where she pulled a cardboard box from a closet, setting it on her desk.

“If anyone found it, it’ll be in there.”

He tugged the box close, searching through the contents as she returned to his side.

“Oh, by the way, an interesting thing happened here last night,” she said in a hushed voice. “I don’t remember much of it, but it triggered an intriguing dream.”

“This is something I’d be interested in?”

“I think you might.” Her gaze remained steady, seeking any signs he knew she’d caught him. “You took center stage in it.”

“I did?” There was no question in his eyes. Nothing. His statement was simply a question to urge her to continue. If she saw anything there it was a flash of interest. The way his gaze traveled across her face reminded her of the look he’d given her last night. The one she couldn’t stop thinking about. The one that set her heart racing. Mischief glinted in his eye, and pushed her blood pressure up.

She nodded, and let out her breath. 

“I hope it was a good dream,” he said, his voice tinged with that interest she did and didn’t know how to justify.

Tamping down her growing need for this man, she bit her lip. Hard. Could she claim a headache and rush home for a cold shower?

More pressing thoughts crowded their way in though.

“It was a strange dream, to be sure. I had a freaky encounter with this incredibly strange woman, right here in our courtyard.” She waved a hand in the direction in question. “And you nearly beheaded her.”

“Did I?” He pondered the lost and found box absently. “That is some dream. I’m glad to see I made an impression.”

She frowned. “That wasn’t the dream.”

He set the box aside, folding his hands and giving her his full attention. “Wasn’t it?”

“No, the dream consisted of you whisking me away on some wild trip through the lights in the parking lot. I can’t account for what happened between then and when I woke up early this morning.”

He said nothing and she frowned.

“I’m not stupid, Aaron. I remember what went on last evening.”

He still said nothing.

She smoothed her hand over the angel pin tacked to her collar. “I’m sorry. I’ve been a little distracted lately. The blasted bank has us in foreclosure and they won’t renegotiate.” She waved a hand as if batting the problem away. “I shouldn’t rattle on at you like this. I’m sorry to trouble you.”

His eyes twinkled and Stacy gulped. “It’s no trouble,” he said. If possible, his voice got even deeper with an edge of desire to it that curled her toes. “I must say you’re pretty enough to be forgiven just about anything.”

No trouble? Her brain, and her honor, headed south every second he stood across from her. If they lived in the sixteenth century, she’d consider begging her father to make a marriage contract with Aaron Fielding.

“Wish I could help with your troubles.”

“You could if you know someone who’d fund us for the next year,” she said. Would he know what she asked with her next question? She crossed her fingers behind her back. “Or a harshad’s worth of years.”
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AARON’S BREATH CAUGHT in his throat when she spoke the request. Harshad? So the woman knew about harshads. Now, we’re getting somewhere!

He could’ve smacked himself. He had offered his help without imagining the consequences. Take it easy, he told himself. He could do this. He tapped his fingers together, pointedly not looking at her but taking in the cramped office.

Her desk stood in one corner near a back door. The computer waited for her input. To its left a phone sat within easy reach of anyone resting in the functional desk chair. To the left side of the office were two cream-colored filing cabinets. Above that, a map of Bitter Thorn Grove. The map’s style seemed circa early 1900s.

He turned his attention to her and said, “I might.”

Her back grew rigid and she stilled. Her hand poised gracefully against the desk. Her pose reminded him of an alert shepherdess—her sleek lines, and the graceful reach of her arm set out in fine relief. He wasn’t exactly truthful when he’d called Stacy pretty, and gorgeous didn’t even begin to cover it. She leaned forward a little. Her mint green sweater bunched, showing off her fine cleavage, a little patch he’d like to run his fingers over.

The breath rushed out of him. Don’t go there. For she was more than a pretty woman to dally with. Much more. He’d be damned if he said he didn’t want to entertain those fantasies. How long would she hold out against the effects of their obvious attraction to one another? He’d already been slain. He had to bite his tongue, remembering he couldn’t hide her away, keep her to himself, as he longed to do, until this was over. Not unless she realized the nature of what she felt.

Unfortunately, whether she fell for him or not, there was no hiding her from the coming battle.

“You know,” she said.

Her gaze shifted to his hand and to his face. Nervous. Aaron found the hesitation curious. “Everything okay?”

She nodded. “I wondered—” She gulped. “We never talked about how you—”

Something stuck in her throat and wouldn’t come out. Aaron folded his hands in his lap and waited. “How I what? Afforded that tip?”

“No. What are you?”

His eyes went a little wide in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. You’re a warrior.”

“In a way.” He tried not to squirm under her scrutiny and blurt out, “Yes I am, and guess what kind? A harshad warrior.” Instead he said, “I guess you could call a martial arts instructor a warrior.”

She grumbled something under her breath and turned her attention to his ring. “So, that’s what your ring means?”

She was quite edgy about something, judging by how rigid she’d gotten all of a sudden. He wiggled his finger. “This ole thing?”

“Yeah. It’s a unique design for a wedding ring, I must say.”

“Wedding?” Aaron looked down at the ring. “It’s not a wedding ring. It’s a regiment ring,” he explained. “Military, you know.”

“Military.”

Seemed the admission only piqued her curiosity. He tried not to hoot in triumph. Whatever was coming through that brain of hers he thanked the gods for it.

“I’ve had it for eons.” Literally. He spun it around his finger. “I always thought it a little delicate but that’s how the maker designed them.”

A sheen of relief slipped into her eyes and she nodded. “Regiment ring. It’s pretty.” She smiled and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Okay. Good then. So, would you like to—”

Someone knocked at the closed office door. Stacy cursed at the interruption, rose, passed him by, and opened the door to a well-dressed man in a black silk business suit.

Aaron glanced at Stacy, curiously watching as the man waited on the other side of the threshold.

Stacy’s expression dropped into a scowl so black the darkest war goddess would’ve quaked in her boots to see it.

“Something wrong, Stacy?” Aaron rose and stepped toward her.

“No. Why? Should there be?” She mumbled something under her breath. He thought it sounded like, “Mr. Bradley’s only one of Janeus and Miller’s attorneys.”

That explained everything. Aaron’s gaze narrowed on the lawyer as the man held his hand out to Stacy. Aaron noticed she didn’t take it, or invite him in, and as he studied the visitor, he understood why. Warning bells rang in Aaron’s mind.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Macken,” the lawyer said. “I thought I would—” He cringed, and turned his gaze on Aaron. “I’m sorry, I have private business with Ms. Macken. Do you mind?”

Very much.

“He’s welcome to watch me kick you out, Mr. Bradley,” Stacy said.

The lawyer’s gaze floated over him, head to toe. “Ah, so you would be her new legal representative?”

Aaron scoffed. “No.” He crossed his arms before the esteemed Mr. Bradley could offer his hand and as a test growled, “Balor’s slave!” under his breath.

Mr. Bradley gave a curious look, a look that didn’t fool Aaron at all. If this man were what he suspected, he would understand the Early Minoan dialect Aaron had used.

Stacy didn’t and she blinked in confusion, turning back to the lawyer. “He’s my security guard.” She stepped back, fists clenched as she too crossed her arms. “State your business, Mr. Bradley. I don’t have much time to deal with you, right now.” Aaron didn’t miss the glance she shot his way when she added, “I thought our business concluded yesterday.”

Mr. Bradley’s ink-dark eyes roved over her head to toe, and he stepped into the office.

“I don’t remember inviting you in,” Stacy said, threat heavy in her voice.

The lawyer blinked. “I came to see if I could offer my assistance interpreting any questions in the paperwork.”

“I’m not worried about the paperwork.” She squared her shoulders as she stared at the inky-eyed lawyer. “I still have time to make up the balance I owe your employers. My ninety days aren’t up yet.”

Bradley’s straight, broad nose twitched as he set his briefcase down on her desk and worked its brass latches. “I understand you were emotional yesterday, but Mr. Janeus asked me to inform you that he and Mr. Miller still wish to help you. Rather than signing the deed in lieu, they’ve offered to pay you what the property is worth. Buy it outright.”

Oh, no. That won’t do at all. Aaron reached into his coat, debating what he needed, right now. A nice, hefty check would cover it. Except that would prove disastrous. He wasn’t a Macken.

Maybe he could behead this lackey. No. Stacy would undoubtedly call the police if he killed the lawyer in her presence, and then where would they be?

“Tell your employers I’ll get back to them shortly,” Stacy said giving the lawyer one of her lovely smiles.

The resourceful woman had the situation under control. Aaron’s hand eased away from the pocket that held his harshad.

The lawyer’s dark eyes glinted. He remained poised, making no physical threat to her, yet.

“Try to see reason.” He opened his briefcase and removed a manila envelope.

Stacy refused to take the packet, so he set it on the desk.

“Think about it, Miss Macken. With what they’re offering, you can have any place in town.”

“I don’t have time for this now, Mr. Bradley. If you’ll be so kind as to come back another time—”

“Next month, next year,” Aaron grumbled under his breath.

The lawyer studied him, brow quirked questioningly.

Aaron smiled.

The lawyer’s gaze turned back to Stacy. “This offer is final, Miss Macken.”

“I understand, but I’ve a pressing appointment to honor, right now.” She pointed toward the door. “Forgive me if I don’t show you out, myself.”

Eyes narrowed on the lawyer, Aaron stepped between them, arms crossed, daring him to break his defense. “You’ve been asked to leave, sir. Don’t make me force you.”

The man’s thin lips twitched as he studied him, trying to take his measure, and in that instant, Aaron knew he was correct. This human was a little more than he seemed. The attorney’s gaze shifted away first. He stepped to the side and grabbed Stacy.

It happened so fast, Aaron had no time to intervene before Bradley seized her arm, slipped a black bladed knife from his coat, and pressed it against her creamy throat. His accent was pure Cockney as he taunted her, “Well, aren’t you a feisty one? Now then, be a good girl and tell me you’ve changed your mind, darling.”

Aaron deflated. Bright Lord, have mercy. He didn’t need this now! He hadn’t yet decided what to tell Stacy about his origins and mission, as it was. This fiasco wouldn’t help matters.

Muttering a spell under his breath, he stepped back. A semi-transparent wall of undulating glass shot up from a crack in the floor, separating the three of them. The light blue aura the wall gave off held his foe firmly rooted to the ground, yet the lawyer dug his fingers into her flesh, refusing to release her.

The crystal earring in his enemy’s left earlobe flashed a sickening slime green color, drawing Aaron’s attention away for a moment. The earring resembled an eye. Aaron narrowed his gaze as it flashed a second time. A similar, faint glow emanated from beneath the lawyer’s crisp white shirt.

Aaron planted his stance against the ground like the roots of a great oak tree, and pulled out his harshad. He flipped the handle over in his hand and two flail-like ends emerged. The ends cut through the glass wall, and snaked around the lawyer’s throat like metal ropes, before tightening.

The lawyer’s face began to turn red.

Rendered immobile, he stumbled easily as Aaron gave the harshad’s hilt a hard tug. Stacy screeched as she tripped along with him. Aaron stepped through the wall, pried Bradley’s fingers from Stacy’s flesh, and shoved her protectively behind his back.

“Do me a favor,” he ground out between clenched teeth. “Call the number I gave you yesterday. They’ll do us more good than 911.”

Stacy turned and ran for the hall as the lawyer hissed out, “You should learn not to get involved, unsavory one.”

Aaron swallowed his relief when he heard Stacy slam the door against the wall. He turned his attention back to the cackling lawyer.

“I would give you the same warning.” Aaron studied the man in earnest, his voice calm. “You have no idea what you’re involved in.”

“I should say the same to you.”

“Oh, I know the depths of their malevolence.” He tugged Bradley’s shirt collar down to reveal the glowing green eye tattooed on his chest. This, then, must be one of Balor’s human helpers. The lawyer’s breathing became shallower, and sweat trickled from his temple.

“Do you know what you’re dealing with? Think long and hard about which side of the debtors’ line you’ll be on when the battle comes.” He slung the lawyer around, towards the back door. “Tell your masters this ground will carry my brand when all is said and done, or I shall gladly hound them to the ends of their unnatural lives!”

He growled his disgust and willing the harshad to release, he shoved Bradley into the loading lot outside. “Go back to your barrow and tell your masters I won’t let this place or this woman go so easily. Now, go! Before I decide to send you back to them in pieces!”

The lawyer bolted and Aaron followed, growling a war cry, just to make sure the man left. At the last minute, the man turned on him and shouted, “You think you’re so powerful. You will know what true power is when he comes!”

Aaron charged Bradley, shoving him hard, stopping himself from running him through. Don’t kill the messenger. “Again, we are in agreement, lackey. You will know the full power of our men the next time we meet.”

The lawyer stumbled and fell to the ground. Regaining his footing, he pulled his jacket into place, brushed at the dust on his sleeve as if he had no cares in the world. Aaron raised his harshad and Bradley bolted towards his car. A moment later, his engine gunned and he tore out of the lot, tires squealing.

Aaron replaced his harshad into its hiding pocket and turned to find Stacy staring at him from the office’s threshold. Giving a defeated sigh, he stepped toward her. “Stacy, I’m sorry you had to deal with it—him.”

Wariness sparkled in her eyes, her voice a soft hiss as she spoke, “What did you do to him? How did you do that?”

“Stacy.” He took another cautious step forward. “Let’s go back inside and I’ll explain.”

Her eyes grew wider and she held up a hand, blocking his entrance. “I think not.”

How could he have been so stupid to spar with that man in her presence? What other choice did he have? “Stacy, listen to me.”

“No.” She pointed to the lot. “Leave, now. I’ve nothing to say to you,” she said and slammed the office door between them.

As he reached for the doorknob, Aaron heard the deadbolt click into place, and swore under his breath.
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SHE COULDN’T EASILY process all this. Nor could she think with him shouting. Her day had started out so well, now this! How could she have wanted any man who would easily attack someone like that? Even if Aaron had saved her, shoot. She had her own guards. She didn’t need him to step in on her fights, financially maybe but this? One more second and she would’ve elbowed that freak and that would be that.

Maybe?

Like you really know how to defend yourself.

She wondered if she should learn, soon.

A muffled shout brought her out of her insane reverie. “Stacy!”

Maybe I’m hallucinating. That was the only reasonable explanation for all she’d seen. She scrubbed her hands through her crown.

Harshad warriors coming to her now and fighting a mythical battle. She groaned and leaned against the door.

What a lucky girl I am.

She’d nearly asked Aaron out, then that blasted lawyer showed up. Damn her luck! She’d only wanted a simple kiss—not to see... What had she seen?

“Stacy, come on now. Open the door.”

She watched the door, indecision making her dizzy. How could he have done it? What kind of law-abiding man ran around wielding a sword? Or a flail? What was it? As he waved it around, it seemed like a living thing. She had never seen anything like it.

But she’d heard family tales speak of something similar.

If that thing was what she thought, then Aaron really was the warrior she’d been waiting for!

“Stacy, come on,” Aaron shouted through the door.

The time had come, then. The battle was at hand. This was big, huge. Monumental.

Creepy. Okay, Ruth. He’s here. Now what?

Worrying her lip, she glanced back to the door. A need prickled, urging her to speed to their ancestral city archive and dig up every last shred of the still-scattered family records until she found out everything she needed to know, every key to every riddle she need master. To do that, however, she would have to open the door—the door between her and the patient, mysterious man who only tried to help. The man who she’d been tempted, not fifteen minutes earlier, to offer a private conference. Part of her mind guessed he would never allow anyone to hurt her, but the rational part still freaked out. The eternal war the Mackens feared had come again!

She shook her head. Pull yourself together, girl. The door handle twitched once, twice, and went silent. She let out a relieved breath, and turned toward the office hallway. Her cell phone rang, and her hand flew to her chest in surprise, her heart thumping hard under her palm. She cursed herself and fumbled the phone from her purse, and raised it to her ear with shaking hands. “He-llo?”

Aaron’s sexy Irish accent burred across the line. “You asked me about harshads.”

How had Aaron gotten her personal phone number? Of all the things to be confused about now, this was the easiest to grasp.

Aaron didn’t give her a chance to ask the question.

“Specifically, you asked what a harshad is. Your family knows the true meaning of the word. Your ancestress, Ruth, wrote it down in her diary before she died. Get the diary, and you’ll find its hallowed definition.”

How did he know about Ruth’s diary?

No one had seen the diary in a generation!

She crept to the door and unlocked all save the sturdy chain lock, tugging the door open as far as it would go, and peering at him through the small slit. “How do you know about Ruth’s diary?”

He stood several feet away, his strong hands folded demurely before him, one foot up on a yellow-painted concrete parking bumper. He ignored the cold breeze that stirred his coat, but she noted a pink tinge to his shaven cheeks. Behind him, she saw no sign of the sword-flail thing, or the lawyer anywhere. “Get the diary, Stacy,” he said. “After that, if you have more questions, call me.”

She gulped in a throat dry as sandpaper. “I asked you if you were a warrior.”

“You never expected such a graphic answer, did you?” he said, his voice full of quiet power. “That so-called lawyer works for our ancient enemy Balor, with whom we’ve fought over and over, for eons.”

Stacy blinked. Balor?

“And as such, he deserved far more than what I did to him. He would’ve done worse to you if I hadn’t acted.”

His eyes glittered, but she half-wondered if the mist in them was nothing more than crocodile tears. “I assure you—” He stepped forward, slid his fingers through the small slit opening, and caressed her cheek. “—on my sacred honor, I would never harm you, or let anyone else do so, if I could prevent it.”

Stacy closed her eyes and leaned into the caress as a wave of strangely familiar tenderness and love washed over her, driving away nature’s chill. She fumbled with the lock, almost unlatched the door to let him in, but her brain squeaked into motion. His argument with the lawyer lumbered through her mind.

He’d claimed he was a warrior of sorts but she sensed this was only part of the truth. She jerked back. “I don’t know what to think. I haven’t had time to. Go away. Please, just give me time to figure this out.”

Her life had become incredibly strange. No matter how much she might’ve believed the family tales, the reality of what had happened needed time to sink in. Her chest hurt. It felt like an elephant had taken up lodging in her lungs.

A harshad warrior stood right there outside her door. No question about it now.

Aaron hesitated, then retreated. “Okay. You know how to reach me.”

Stacy nodded and slammed the door closed. She snatched her car keys from her purse and sneaked out of the history center.

Ignoring the light drizzle falling from the bleary sky, she dodged the lightning that flashed overhead, thundering like the drums of doom. Stacy drove home through the busy streets, trying to calm her racing heart. But was it fear or attraction? Or was it his touch that set her heart beating so frantically?
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TALKING TO HERSELF the whole way, Stacy made it home without admitting she might be insane—or no more insane than she felt for wanting to know more about Aaron, indeed to contemplate a life with the man. Yes, it felt crazy. No other man had ever intrigued her so quickly. She wasn’t that kind of girl. She didn’t fall in love with strangers.

She chewed her lip. If he’s a stranger why do I feel comfortable with him? For she did.

He had a great body, killer eyes, plus the sexiest voice she’d ever heard. That would explain the attraction. That must be it.

Stacy thought she’d gladly change her ways to become a living succubus for a chance to know he wouldn’t rebuff her.

By the time she finished beating herself up over Aaron, the rain had let up. She pulled into her condominium’s parking lot, and ran into her condo through the light drizzle. If nature’s cold shower did nothing to calm her down, a cold shower courtesy of the city water department and her cozy bathroom would have to suffice.
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AARON WAITED ON THE gallery doorstep for an hour, hoping Stacy would call. Return. Anything.

She never did.

After another fifteen minutes, he went home, and did everything he could to get his mind off the woman and the impending doom looming in the not too distant future.

Watching television didn’t help, certainly not the news—ha! The news only reminded Aaron of what awaited—what danger lurked. The average citizen of the so-called real world didn’t have a clue! It also reminded him how badly he’d failed with Stacy.

How would he ever gain her trust if she was too afraid to talk to him without the safety barrier of a locked door? He’d done an exquisite job of placing the first brick in the wall between them. Forget talking, she’d never entertain the idea that they might have a potential future together, now.

He wanted to kick himself.

Nothing took his mind off her. He tried working out, weightlifting, routines with his harshad. That didn’t help either. Somehow, everything he did turned his thoughts to Stacy. He could almost feel her warm skin beneath his hands.

He growled in frustration, and shoved his palms into his eyes until his vision flooded with stars. Bright Lord, strike me down now before I make a hames of this! Because he didn’t need another chance to screw everything up.

But the gods seemed to have a reason to keep him breathing. He merely had to focus. Sword-work, stick-fighting routines, sleep, shower—nothing shook her loose from his mind.

Damn! This was no good.

He left his apartment and signed into his school. He turned his mind to his first class of the night, then paperwork. By eleven that night, he’d given up trying to focus on his duties. He put in a call to the only person he thought might be able to help him figure out how to convince Stacy to believe him—the only one who could help her understand what they needed to do.

“Can you come by?” Aaron blurted when Isaac answered the phone. “I need your advice.”

“What’s happened?” Isaac asked.

Aaron pinched his eyes shut. “I’ll explain everything when you get here.” If anyone could help him, Isaac could. His memories of the last steward still resonated with the warriors. As such, he was their best resource on how to deal with a Macken woman.

Aaron paced, waiting for his friend to arrive. The thought of throwing a few punches at one of the punching bags was enticing, but he’d rather hit something worth the effort. Alas, there were no Harbingers around.

He glanced at himself in the mirrors. “You’re a fool.”

When the door buzzer rang, Aaron sprinted across the wood floor and unlocked the doors.

Isaac surveyed him then pronounced, “You look like a crazy person.”

Aaron flipped the locks behind him. “I feel like it.”

Isaac frowned, slipping out of his coat. “What for?”

“You shouldn’t have sent me, Isaac. She’ll never accept what I have to tell her.  I let you all down.”

Less than a foot taller than he, the way Isaac peered at him before turning back to a small display of the school’s competition awards in his main office did nothing for Aaron’s concern.

“Do you truly believe that?” Isaac asked. “I can’t think of a better guardian for her.”

Relief washed over him, but the dilemma remained unresolved, and he had no idea what to do. “Even though her trust in me just hit the sewers? You haven’t seen how she’s reacting.”

“Couldn’t be any different than how Ruth reacted.”

“Ruth expected us.”

Isaac shook his head, blond braid flopping as he moved. “Stacy has seen enough now that I doubt she’s truly still skeptical. She knows everything, doesn’t she? After what you’ve done so far, I imagine Balor’s minions won’t be so hard to swallow.”

“She knows the truth about harshads—or thinks she does. That’s a start, I suppose.” Aaron’s lip twitched. “Maybe it’s better to keep her in the dark.”

Isaac pondered him a moment. “Maybe I should see her reaction. Perhaps you’ve misread her.”

“There’s no time to show you! I can’t introduce you now and believe that will solve anything.”

Isaac turned his puzzled gaze on a painting of a group of ancient swordsmen in battle. “If I set her straight, or if Cyreth does, maybe she’ll believe.”

Aaron grabbed the chair’s arms, throttling them as if they were a physical foe, then pushed himself up and paced to Isaac’s side. “She may recognize the term harshad, and she may have a few books on her
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