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    Chapter One


    The urgent message intruded in the middle of the night.


    “... in Scotland.”


    Renleigh fought to climb out of a dream-filled sleep. As usual, she’d been flying, only this time she wasn’t flying alone, the weight she carried heavy and strange. She struggled to return to the present where someone was clamoring for her attention.


    “Renleigh! I need you now!”


    Wiping the sleep from her eyes, she sat up and gazed groggily around her dark bedroom.


    “Party?” she communicated. “It’s the middle of the night.”


    “Wake up anyway.”


    She thought she heard a hint of the druid’s familiar humor in his voice before his tone changed.


    “I’m treating a serious casualty in the Highlands. You know the place. Bring your satchel and meet me there.”


    “Now?” Even telepathically, the exasperation in her tone was clear.


    “I’ll explain everything when you arrive.”


    Shaking her head, Renleigh threw off the covers and dragged herself out of bed. Checking her phone, she noted the time was 4:30 a.m., which meant it was 11:30 a.m. in Scotland, and she sighed. She padded to the bathroom, threw some cold water on her face, then went to work taming her riot of auburn hair. The thick tresses always managed to knot while she thrashed her way through sleep. As she worked her brush through the mess, she berated herself—again—for forgetting to braid her hair before going to bed.


    Dragging on a pair of cargo pants and tugging a hoodie over her long sleeveless silk shift, she wondered what, exactly, Party had gotten himself into this time. A serious casualty, he’d said. With him straddling both the light and the dark sides of the warrior community, the person in question could be a warrior, a druid, or a rogue. Knowing Party well enough to guess he’d chosen his words carefully, Renleigh had the idea he’d asked her to help him patch up a rogue, knowing full well the most she’d consent to do was to give him herbs and some ideas for healing chants.


    Unlike her fellow druid, Renleigh had never cultivated an interest in the dark arts. Party flirted with them on a far more regular basis than gave her comfort. He also liked to hang with a rough crowd, using his skills to shield a small band of rogues living somewhere in the Swann Valley. Though it went against Renleigh’s nature to involve herself in another druid’s business, she truly wished he’d give more care to the warriors who kept the community and the civilians they lived among safe. Adhering to the light herself, she concentrated her abilities on aiding the warrior community in whatever capacity necessary—exactly as she’d been trained to do.


    As she pulled on her boots, a vision of a long-ago rescue of a certain Sheridan warrior flashed through her mind. It had been years since she’d thought of the battle she’d helped Lynnette Montgomery Sheridan wage against the Morrigan for the life of her warrior. Chuckling at the memory of Riley Sheridan’s cockiness before Morgan and her evil sisters really went to work making the Sheridans’ lives hard, she wondered why the memory had come to her now. After all, it had been six years since they’d taken on the witch’s rogues and the evil dobhar-chù in that swamp up the road from her cabin. Those enchanted otter-dogs were no match for a multitalented warrior and a shape-shifting druid who enjoyed her guise as a grizzly bear. For a second, she closed her fingers over her palms, admiring her long, hard nails with a little grin. Closer inspection reminded her she needed to give herself a manicure soon.


    On a swing through her kitchen, she grabbed a handful of homemade granola and a drink of water. It was hard telling what Party was inviting her to, so having something in her stomach before she met him seemed wise. Before she slipped her satchel over her shoulder, she added a couple of changes of clothing to it. He’d emphasized he needed her now, but she decided they’d tempted the cosmos enough with their telepathic conversation. As it stood, she was plenty unnerved about advertising to the goddesses that something was up when she visualized herself to the special place where she and Party had trained together during long-ago summers in Scotland.


    It had been a while since she’d visualized herself anywhere. If she needed to go somewhere quickly, she usually shifted into her sea eagle form and flew. But it seemed the current situation called for her bending time and space to arrive at the cottage deep in the Highlands above a tiny town called Ullapool. Truth be told, she didn’t enjoy visualizing herself to places.


    When she landed, it took her a minute to find her bearings and tamp down the nausea that always came from interfering with the space-time continuum. Traveling halfway across the world in the space of a thought made her doubly nauseous despite the handful of food she’d swallowed before closing her eyes and visualizing the stone cottage Party had directed her to. Jumping from the pitch-darkness of a moonless night to land in the full daylight of late morning further disoriented her, and she cursed her fellow druid under her breath.


    No one answered her knock, and when she tried the door, it was locked. Though it was early summer, the Highlands struggled to hold onto the sun’s heat. She shivered as she contemplated whether to remain on the porch or tempt fate once more by visualizing herself inside. The distant call of an owl suggested the latter, so she closed her eyes and visualized the ancient kitchen. When she opened her eyes, she was standing in the middle of the dimly lit room. From the faint scent of disuse, she surmised the cleaners hadn’t been by for a while.


    “What are you up to now, Partland Kane?” she asked the empty space.


    “Trying to save a man’s life. Get your sweet ass in here, if you please.”


    His voice coming from somewhere in the back of the house startled her enough that she left her feet. Glancing around, relief washed over her that no one had seen her jump. It wouldn’t do to have such a silly response to a familiar voice in a familiar house damage her badass reputation.


    The light glowing on the wooden floor of the hallway alerted her to which room Party was in. When she stepped through the door, the druid glanced over his shoulder from where he was working over an inert body lying on the bed, his grin positively devilish.


    “Startled you, did I?” he asked before returning his attention to his patient.


    “Jerk,” she huffed under her breath. Louder, she said, “What’s the situation?”


    “This one had a bit of a dustup. A certain goddess wants his blood. Another goddess wants him to keep breathing.” This time when he shot her a look over his shoulder, his expression was deadly serious. “I answer to the second one.” Returning his attention to his patient, he said, “Step around the bed. I need your help to pull his leathers off him.”


    Renleigh did as he bid her, dropping her satchel to the floor on the opposite side of the narrow bed from where Party was working. Judging by the man’s bloodstained leather jacket and his shallow breathing, he’d been in more than a “dustup.” She slid one hand under his collar as she tugged at the cuff of the sleeve with her other hand. Though he remained completely out, a pained groan seemed to rumble out of the man’s soul.


    “Sorry. Sorry,” she whispered.


    “The only way we’re getting this armor off him is if he’s sitting up. Help me lift his shoulders,” Party said.


    From the size of the man, he was a warrior. At least she hoped he was. Knowing Party, that wasn’t exactly a given. As she slid her arm beneath the man’s shoulders, she was glad she spent long hours in her home gym. The two druids grunted as they worked together to lift the patient. The man’s chin rested on his chest as they tugged his leather jacket from his body. Only when it thunked wetly on the rug beside Party did she take note of the long gash across the top of the man’s T-shirt above his heart. So much blood soaked the shirt that she couldn’t be sure what color it had been. Or how he had any blood left to pump through his veins.


    This man had participated in a battle—something serious.


    “I hope this isn’t his favorite,” Party said as he produced a pair of scissors and started cutting away at the shirt.


    As Party worked at removing the man’s clothes, a long gash became visible along the top of the man’s pecs, but that wasn’t the injury that mattered. The deep cut a few inches above his heart should have killed him. That he was continuing to rasp in shallow breaths was a testament to his fortitude—or to a deity’s interference.


    “While I clean this up, you make some poultices, please. There’s likely some zombie warrior detritus in these wounds owing to who he and his opponent battled, so plan accordingly.”


    Renleigh blinked at Party’s cavalier description. This guy had been battling zombies and men? That could only mean he’d somehow been involved with the Sheridan clan, since it was common knowledge that the war goddesses who had it in for the Sheridans were prone to unleashing armies of rogues and zombie champions from days of old against the preeminent warrior family in modern memory. The idea relaxed her. Whoever their patient was, he was likely a warrior if he battled with the Sheridans.


    Unless he’d been battling against them.


    The thought made her blood run cold. Brighid, goddess of healing and Renleigh’s patron goddess, wouldn’t begrudge her helping Party to save a rogue. But if the man were a rogue, the warrior community wouldn’t be as forgiving.


    As if sensing her swirling thoughts—since she’d re-erected her shield to keep him out of her head after he’d interrupted her sleep—Party gazed at her with a raised brow. “At the conclusion of your training, you swore an oath to give aid to anyone in need,” he reminded her.


    “Anyone in the warrior community,” she reminded him back. “I don’t share your … ambivalence about where to place my loyalties.”


    “You can see how much blood he’s lost already. Now is not the time to quibble about who’s who or what’s what.”


    He chanted over a bowl of water on the nightstand—a healing spell she knew well. Then he dipped a cloth in the water and started cleaning blood away from the man’s wounds. When she didn’t move, he glanced up from his work with an expectant expression.


    Heaving a long-suffering sigh, Renleigh picked up her satchel and headed to the kitchen. Rummaging around in her bag, she found the sachets of herbs and dried flowers she required and set them in a row on the stone countertop. Noting that a shallow bowl carved from rowan awaited her beside the sink, she dripped some water into it and chanted over it. One plus of the remoteness of the old stone cottage was that its water came from a deep well that regularly filled from a clear spring, so she didn’t need to worry about the purity of the water.


    She chanted a healing spell as she added dogwood for protection, lavender for antiseptic, Saint John’s wort for puncture wounds and surgery, and vervain for purification to the cool water. As an afterthought, she added a pinch of chickweed to the cool water then she pulled out her pestle and went to work grinding the herbs and dried flowers together to make a thick paste.


    Once she was satisfied with the results, she returned to the bedroom to discover her druid compatriot had finished cleaning the wounds and had sprinkled his own dried herbs in the gashes before beginning to stitch them up. He glanced up from his work momentarily as he finished a row of neat, tight stitches to close the deep wound. The long gash was still pumping blood onto the man’s skin with each of his heartbeats. Wordlessly, Renleigh folded a clean cloth, applied it to the wound, and added pressure. Party gave a grunt of approval while the man let go a deep groan.


    “Let’s trade places,” Party suggested as he knotted off the enchanted thread he’d used to suture the puncture.


    She waited until he’d joined her to let up on the wound. A small circle of blood seeped through the cloth, but she was heartened to see the bleeding had slowed down. Using a small spatula of hawthorn wood to scoop the poultice from the bowl, she spread it along the wound he’d closed.


    For a few minutes as she applied her poultice and Party closed the long wound, they worked in silence—until he broke it.


    “Is that chickweed I smell?” he asked, his tone dangerously conversational.


    “How you can smell that over the lavender is a mystery, Partland Kane.”


    “No. The mystery is why you added it to your poultice. Do you harbor an interest in this patient, Renleigh Rogan?” he asked, humor in his tone as he mimicked her use of his full name.


    “Chickweed is a common poultice herb as you well know.” She wanted to bite her tongue at the snippy way her words came out.


    “What I know is that it’s mostly used for attracting love.”


    “From the looks of these wounds, your patient could use some love.”


    “Huh. You’re telling me you’re not taken with a handsome face?” He chuckled as he finished the deep stitching and started on the topical sutures.


    Only at the mention of a handsome face did Renleigh at last look at the wounded man’s features. He’d sustained a gash from a sword tip along his high cheekbone. She guessed, owing to the severity of the chest wounds, Party was saving that cosmetic wound for last. But based on all the product the man had used in his hair, that wound would be the one he’d be most concerned with when he woke up. Yet even with a wound that would likely result in a scar despite hers and Party’s best efforts, the man’s classically sculpted face arrested attention.


    Even in sleep.


    His high cheekbones rested above hollow cheeks. Though he slept fitfully, his square jaw exuded strength, the slight divot in his chin doing nothing to soften his bone structure. His full lips drew down as he wrestled with pain. Long dark lashes lay against his sallow skin. Even in obvious distress and with extreme blood loss, the man looked like a fallen angel. As she’d been working over him, she’d already admired his battled-honed body. Now she wondered at how beautiful he’d be when at last he woke up and she could see his eyes.


    Party’s soft chuckles sounded loud in her ears as she closed her eyes against her wayward thoughts. Knowing her druid cohort, no doubt the man they were aiding was a rogue, which meant she had no business whatsoever noticing his attributes.


    “You’re straddling a fine line, my friend. At some point you’re going to align yourself with someone who’s going to make life extremely difficult for you, I fear.” She finished smearing her poultice over the first wound at the same time as Party finished stitching the second one.


    Since the facial wound was on the left side of the man’s face, Renleigh had no choice but to work across his chest to cover the chest puncture with her salve as Party stitched the tear on his face closed. Working this close to his body, she caught the scent of sweat and something acrid and fetid, like smoke from burning bodies. Whatever battle he’d waged had likely included the fires of hell—or something similar. Shaking her head, she stepped around the bed again to administer her poultice to the gash on the man’s face.


    Once they’d finished patching the patient up, Party produced a length of clean white cotton. “I’ll hold him up while you wrap this around his chest,” he commanded.


    Renleigh nodded and started laying the cloth over the wounds, wrapping it three times around the man’s torso and securing it with a twist over his impressive pecs. Next, she covered the facial wound with an adhesive tape not dissimilar to a civilian Band-Aid. Party pulled a blanket from the shelf in the closet to cover their patient since he was lying on top of the covers. They’d lifted him enough for one morning.


    Returning to the kitchen, she rinsed out the remains of her poultice from the bowl Party had provided, cleaned off her pestle and returned it along with her herbs to her satchel, tossing the strap over a nearby chair.


    After using the bathroom, Renleigh peeked in on the man she’d helped her fellow druid to save.


    “It’s truly a shame someone as handsome as you harbors a dark heart,” she whispered.


    Then she quietly closed the door.
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    Chapter Two


    “Now that I’ve done your bidding, in the wee hours of the morning I might add, are you going to tell me what’s going on with your guest?” Renleigh asked as she sat at the scarred wooden table in the small old-fashioned kitchen.


    “I already told you. He was involved in a bit of a dust-up.”


    Busying himself with making a pot of coffee, Party kept his face averted. Not that that deterred her. “By dust-up, you mean he took on the Sheridans and got his ass kicked.”


    “Not exactly.” He set a small pitcher of cream on the table.


    “I didn’t notice a ripple in the cosmos signaling a major battle. Where did this so-called ‘dust-up’ take place?”


    “In an enchanted glen not far from here,” he said under his breath.


    Crossing her arms over her chest, she asked the obvious question. “How did you get him back here? In his current state, no way could he visualize himself here.”


    Ignoring her questions, he added two small pots, one containing butter, the other currant jam, to a growing array on the table. The scent of brewing coffee and toasting bread filled the air, reminding Renleigh it was coming up on breakfast time back home. She was even more hungry for answers to her questions.


    “Explain.”


    “The Morrigan enlisted him against another rogue, someone she didn’t want to manifest as a warrior.” He set a steaming mug of coffee in front of her, its rich aroma making her mouth water.


    She stopped in the middle of adding a dollop of cream to the brew, the pitcher hovering above her mug. “What did you say?”


    “You heard me.” He set a plate of toast on the table between them and joined her.


    “What’s gotten into you, Partland? The rules of our community are clear. Once he’s made the decision—or time and circumstances have made it for him—a rogue cannot go back to his warrior status.”


    Gently relieving her of the cream pitcher, he poured a generous amount into his own mug and set the pitcher on the table between them. “That was before the Sheridans broke the curse the war goddess imposed a millennia ago. Now that warriors have until their forty-second birthday to find their fated mates, those rogues who still live and are not yet forty-two can keep searching for their talismans. If they find and bond with them, they have a choice—remain in Morgan’s service or return to the light.” He slathered butter and jam over a piece of toast and ate half the slice in one big bite.


    “I know what the Sheridans did, but what is this about manifestation?” She took a more mannerly bite of her toast, her eyes steady on his as she awaited his answer.


    “That was the battle our guest was involved in.” He nodded in the direction of the hallway. “Another rogue, a decent fellow who happens to be a friend of mine, discovered that Morgan has been lying to rogues ever since the Sheridans lifted the curse. Until my friend Kieran Cormac accidentally discovered his talisman after he kidnapped her, rogues believed the lifting of the curse only applied to warriors who were not yet under its strictures because they had yet to reach their twenty-eighth birthdays.” Taking a more civilized bite of his toast, he chewed, swallowed, and added, “But once the curse was lifted, the clock reset from age twenty-eight to forty-two for everyone.” Savoring a sip of coffee, he sat back in his chair and watched her.


    As the implications of his words washed over her, she stared at him—hard. “You’re saying that the goddess lied. As usual.”


    Chuckling, he replied, “Yep.”


    “And rogues who turned twenty-eight without discovering their talismans can now decide to come back into the warrior community.”


    “Unless they don’t find their fated mates before they turn forty-two. When Kieran chose to renounce Morgan and return to Danu, he paved the way for other rogues to make the same choice. He and his talisman paid a price as did our friend in there.” Again, he nodded in the direction of the guest room.


    “Did this Kieran and his talisman die in the battle?” she asked, her heart suddenly pounding for people she didn’t even know.


    “No. They suffered significant wounds, but like our friend, they’ll recover.”


    She bristled. “He’s not my friend. Quite frankly, I’m more than a little annoyed with you for involving me with him.” Leaning forward, she added, “And you still haven’t told me how you brought him back here in the state he’s in.”


    Ignoring her comment, he explained, “Kieran wanted it both ways. He wanted to manifest as a warrior again, but he also wanted concessions for the rogues he’d led, men he considered friends and allies. The battle pitched him between Cùchulainn and Conchobar over Kieran’s talisman who happens to be a highly skilled warrior herself. Jaime in there”—he gestured to the room down the hall—“was promised Kieran’s talisman in exchange for killing him, so he aligned with Conchobar’s side.”


    “And lost just like when Cùchulainn took on Conchobar back in the mists of time,” she finished.


    “Exactly.”


    “So that’s why you instructed me to make a poultice to draw out zombie poison.”


    He nodded.


    “Then how is it that Jaime”—she tested the rogue’s name on her tongue—“is now your patient?”


    His gaze slid away from hers, a tell that made the piece of toast in her belly turn to stone.


    “I have obligations that demand I give him aid.” His eyes found hers then slid away again. “A goddess demands it.”


    She stood and walked her plate and half-full mug of coffee to the sink. “I have no such obligations to the Morrigan. Why you insisted on moving past our training to dabble in dark druidism I’ll never understand—especially when it puts you in situations that make your life unnecessarily hard.” Picking up her satchel from where she’d hung it over the back of her chair, she headed for the door.


    “You don’t understand, Renleigh.” He stood directly behind her. “There were—are—things I need to know. You’d benefit from that knowledge too.”


    Facing him, she said, “Serving Brigid fulfills me and gives me peace. Plus, I like not having to look over my shoulder on a continuous basis.”


    “Aren’t you even a little curious about the knowledge you could have?”


    “Not if it means I have no choice but to patch up rogues in the middle of the night”—she glanced at the sun making its way through the window above the sink—“or the middle of the morning so they can heal enough to take on warriors, people I’ve befriended and love.” She narrowed her eyes. “People I’m duty-bound to aid in battle and heal their wounds afterward.”


    “There’s more to being a druid than that, Renleigh,” Party said quietly.


    With a shake of her head, she said, “I’m aware. After all, I have the ability to shape-shift at will. That particular druidic art allows me freedom and affords me knowledge far beyond whatever it is Morgan has promised you. Nothing you can say will ever tempt me to try the dark arts.”


    On that parting shot, she opened the door, but Party stopped her. “We aren’t done here. I need you to stay.”


    She opened her mouth to contradict him when the warm glow she always associated with her patron goddess washed over her. Brighid’s voice sounded in her head. “Your services are needed here, Renleigh Rogan.”


    “More often than not, you truly irritate me, Partland Kane,” she ground out and turned to reenter the house. Without another word, she shouldered past him and made her way down the hall to the bedroom one door past the guest room, putting that room between her and the man she’d aided Party in patching up. Tossing her satchel on the queen bed, she ground her teeth in irritation.


    After stripping down to her silk shift, she headed back to the kitchen. Without a word to the devious druid who’d lured her to Scotland, she stepped out the door, lifted her face to the sky, shook her long russet braid down her back, and raised her arms. Following years of practice, she no longer had to use the chant to shift. Instead, she stilled her mind, saw herself as she wanted to be, and seconds later, she endured the slight discomfort of feathers sprouting from her skin.


    With a long scree, she leapt from the stone porch, flapped her massive wings, and flew up into the air. A few minutes later, she was circling high above the house, an energy emanating from it drawing her like Icarus to the sun. Deep in her psyche, she understood the energy drawing her had the power to overwhelm her, steal her reason and good sense. But like Icarus, the temptation to move closer to it was impossible to ignore.


    Vaguely, she wondered if Party had put something in the simple food he’d served for breakfast, but as soon as the thought showed up in her head she dismissed it. They’d grown up together, studied together, practiced their arts together—it would be too big a risk to himself to try something on her. Plus he’d eaten of all the same food and drink.


    No, this energy was something else, something with the power to breech the enchantments she knew Party, like every druid, had chanted over the place where he currently resided. A vision of the wounded rogue flashed through her mind at the same second the wind shifted, the downdraft forcing her to drop from the sky. She couldn’t help the scream that sounded like the mournful scree of an eagle in flight as she plummeted to the ground, barely arresting her fall at the last second. With a ruffling of her feathers—and the loss of a few—she settled on a stump at the back of the property.


    Using her hooked beak, she groomed herself into some semblance of order. As she righted herself, willing her heartbeat to return to something like normal, she thought she heard Party chuckling from somewhere nearby.


    “Did you get your mad out of your system?”


    She sent him an eagle-eyed glare and returned to righting her feathers.


    “This is bigger than either of us, bigger than light and dark arts. The battle for the souls of men began today. The goddesses waging it do not intend to lose—on either side. Your help is going to be necessary.”


    The wind stilled, and she took a chance on having enough of a window to make a reconnaissance of the surrounding area, perhaps catch a glimpse of where the recent battle took place. Soundlessly, she lifted off from her perch and flew off in a round-about pattern, dropping to skim between the tree-tops, out of sight of the man with an energy powerful enough to escape a druid’s enchantments, powerful enough to command the wind even while unconscious. Whoever and whatever Jaime was, he was dangerous. She wished Party would have shared that with her before she agreed to help him render aid.


    Seeing nothing but birch, oak, and pine tree forests, she gave up and returned to the house. On the porch, she resumed her human form and headed down the hall for a shower. After her encounters with the rogue, she decided her best course of action was to cast protection spells over her person and inside her bedroom. She didn’t have enough time to do a proper job of it, but considering the rogue obviously had the same supernatural healing abilities as a warrior and her part in helping him, she feared she might have created a connection with him through her healing herbs and her touch, something she needed to protect herself against while she still had the chance.


    As she’d worked over his inert body, she’d been so careful to keep her focus on his wounds and not touch him more than absolutely necessary. Still, she’d brushed his skin with hers, especially as she’d applied the poultice to his chest and as she’d helped Party bandage him. She’d also given into Party’s taunt about handsome men, which had been inevitable when her fingertips heated and tingled at that barest contact of her skin with the rogue’s. Before she’d entered the room, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t pay attention to the patient other than to his wounds, and she’d kept that promise until Party pushed the issue. She rolled her eyes at the way she’d blown it with her early-morning flight. Whatever force had drawn her into the air was something dangerous she needed to avoid in the future.


    As she let the water sluice over her body, she started chanting. Deliberately choosing the bar of homemade soap she’d made with protection herbs of chamomile, dogwood, mugwort, and vervain, she washed away her morning and invited the goddess of light and healing, her patroness Brighid into her space.


    While she dressed, she mumbled protection spells over the bed, determined not to allow that witch, the Morrigan, any access to her dreams. Having been in the presence of the goddess’s minion for several hours in the nearby room, she couldn’t be too careful that something in the way he groaned or moved as she’d worked over his body hadn’t invited the war goddess into her sphere.


    Once she finished dressing, she lit a bundle of juniper for saining and chanted as she moved through the room:


    “Brighid, goddess of light, protect this space from darkness.


    Goddess of healing, keep this house secure from contagion.


    Shine your love and protection in this room.


    Shine your love and protection in this room.


    Shine your love and protection in this room.


    Oh, Lady, hear me. Keep this room safe from the darkness.”


    Three times she made her slow way around the bedroom, safeguarding the space—especially her bed—from the influences of evil.


    With the juniper still burning, she repeated the chant in a clockwise motion, opened the window, and let the bundle continue to burn on the sill. Whatever her fellow druid—and the goddess, apparently—had up their sleeves, she was determined not to be a casualty in this new cosmic war.
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    Chapter Three


    For the next three days, Renleigh and Party kept vigil over their patient. His fevered skin worried both of them, but it was the battle he waged inside his mind that was the true concern. At one point, she’d even suggested they tie Jaime to the bed to minimize his thrashing around and the possibility of tearing his stitches.


    Over the course of her time in the cottage, she still hadn’t cracked Party concerning the true identity of their patient, which was its own kind of confession. Jaime was a rogue warrior, but some goddess—not the Morrigan, it seemed—wanted him to remain alive. Whoever the goddess was, she’d enlisted Renleigh’s patroness, giving her no choice but to render aid to a man she’d rather leave to his fate among the warriors of the light.


    After seeing that Jaime had calmed over the early morning hours, she wandered up the hall to the kitchen in search of a cup of coffee and discovered Party polishing his sword.


    “Are you expecting another battle?” She filled her mug and stepped over to the ancient fridge in search of a taste of cream.


    “No. But it never hurts to be prepared.”


    Something was off in his tone, but when she glanced sharply at him, his demeanor remained placid, as though he hadn’t a care in the world. She wanted to wring his neck. Checking herself, she had to admit that some of that came from being cooped up together in the small house with a feverish patient and not enough detail as to why she was still there.


    “I would think you’d prepare by practicing protection spells and replenishing your stores of enchanted suturing floss and herbs.”


    Though a druid’s primary functions in the warrior community were to give aid during battle with spell craft and to heal wounds during and after a battle, from ancient times to the present, they were also taught swordplay. Having no idea what Party was asking of her, she hadn’t thought to strap on her weapon when she’d left her cabin in the mountains of Montana to visualize herself to the Scottish Highlands. Not that she’d ever been called upon to use her claymore. Her skills as a shape-shifter were of greater use to her and to the community. Still, it unsettled her to see her fellow druid preparing for events that might entail he protect himself or others with his weapon rather than with his wits and his spells.


    “I’ve made a friend here, another druid named Davy Sutherland. He’s married to a talisman friend of Seamus Lochlann.”


    “Your druid friend is married to a talisman,” she drawled.


    Leveling her with a look, he said, “It’s not unheard of, you know. She lost her warrior and found love with a druid. Lucky second chance if you ask me,” he sniffed. “Anyway, Davy is a hand with a sword, so I thought while I was here I’d take advantage of his knowledge, get in a little practice with someone closer to my own speed.”


    “Another of your quests for knowledge?” She quirked a brow. “Seems you’d want to take advantage of someone’s library while you’re here—or someone’s still room. Since we don’t have a ready supply of rowan and hazelnut in our part of the world, I’d think you’d want to gather as much of those as you can, make some salves and poultices to take home with you.”


    “Clearly that’s a priority for you, Renleigh. Perhaps you should visit our old friend in the RV park—excuse me—they call it a caravan park here, don’t they?” He grinned. “At any rate, you might want to drop in on her this morning. Jaime seems to be stabilizing, so now might be a good time to catch up.”


    “Are you trying to get rid of me?” she asked, not bothering to hide the suspicion in her tone.


    “Nope. Just running low on patience for your relentless pacing around the house and your lack of trust.”


    “Can’t imagine what’s behind that.” She glared at him over the rim of her mug as she sipped from it.


    “Whatever.” He returned his freshly honed sword to its scabbard. “If you decide to take yourself off for a visit, though, you might choose to shift into your eagle form. You won’t be as conspicuous in that guise when you arrive at her caravan than if you showed up in the MINI.”


    For some reason he wanted her out of the house, and while she didn’t trust him in the slightest, she had an idea she might glean more answers from Saraid than she had from Party. After finishing her coffee and checking on the patient to see that he continued to sleep quietly, she stepped into her bedroom, stripped down to her shift, and stuffed her clothes into her satchel. Then she slipped the strap across her body, walked out onto the porch, and took to the air.


    *


    Jaime Lennox sat on the side of the bed, gritting his teeth and fisting his hands on the mattress to keep from tearing at the bandages wrapped around his torso. His skin itched like an army of mosquitoes was helping itself to his flesh, a sure sign whatever the druid had done to him was working its magic to heal him.


    His body anyway.


    He wasn’t so sure about his psyche—or his soul, which he’d sold to the devil in the guise of a silver-haired goddess who promised him heaven and delivered hell. But he couldn’t let himself think about that. Instead, he concentrated on the entertaining part. Fighting zombie champions in the recent battle he’d taken on for the Morrigan had actually been fun. Watching them return to dust after he sliced through their bloodless bodies had given him a grim satisfaction. Rory Harris’s screams, on the other hand, had pricked at his conscience in the most inconvenient way—reminding him he still had a conscience.


    “Ah! You’re awake,” Party said from the doorway of the bedroom, his voice unnaturally hearty. “Want some breakfast?”


    “You got anything for the itching that might drive me insane at any moment?”


    Party chuckled. “Sorry, Jaime. The itching means the poultices are doing their job. It’ll stop by this evening—if you can keep your hands away from the bandages.”


    “Does breakfast come with whiskey then? ’Cause I’m going to need something strong to take my mind off tearing these bandages away and scratching for hours.” He caught his reflection in the mirror across from the bed and grimaced. The state of his chest had completely overwhelmed feeling in his face. But now that he knew he also sported a wound there, it had all of his attention. Gingerly, he raised his fingers to his cheek. “How bad is this going to scar?”


    “Depends on you. If you can keep your grubby mitts away from it until I change the bandage, you should end up with a thin line that’s only perceptible in certain light.” Party raised a brow. “But if you disturb our work before it’s done, you’ll have a fat pink reminder of Baz’s sword.”


    At the mention of his old rogue leader, Baz Cormac, he growled and stuffed his hands beneath his thighs.


    “Thought so.” Party smirked. “Come on. I’ve cooked up some ham and eggs that are better when they’re not rubbery from spending too long in the pan.”


    He followed the druid up the short hallway to the kitchen where two place settings waited on the scarred tabletop. Pulling out a plain wooden chair, he seated himself at the table and grinned at the bottle of whiskey sitting to the left of his coffee mug. Uncapping the bottle, he poured a healthy shot into a mug of steaming coffee, sat back against his chair, and swigged down a long drink, ignoring the burn of the hot, black brew.


    “Guess you knew your handiwork was going to itch like a son of a bitch,” he said before he drank more whiskey-laced coffee.


    “Though warriors come into this world with supernatural healing abilities, you’re not immune to the effects that healing takes,” Party said as he set a pan of eggs scrambled with ham and cheese on a trivet in the middle of the table. A minute later, he added a plate mounded with toast then seated himself across from Jaime.


    “I didn’t know you had a place in Scotland too, Druid. How do you manage that?” Jaime asked as he mounded eggs on his plate, followed by a heaping spoonful of beans from a bowl between his host and him. The whiskey had taken enough of the edge off the itch to let him take note of a ravenous hunger. He couldn’t remember when he’d eaten last—sometime before the battle, he thought. An image of a fat steak flashed in his head, but in his limited experience, the Scots didn’t serve steak and eggs. Either his last meal had been dinner ages ago, or his imagination hoped for more than even a full Scots breakfast.


    The druid said nothing as he spooned what Jaime had left in the pan onto his plate.


    Stopping in mid-bite, Jaime glared at his host. “Where are we?”


    “A couple miles up the road from where the battle took place.” As he slathered butter and jam on a piece of toast, Party added conversationally, “My druid connections were busy with other,” he hesitated, “casualties.”


    Jaime snorted. “You mean Baz and his talisman. If he hadn’t lorded it over the rest of us, maybe shared the woman, he wouldn’t have found himself in that situation.” He shoveled another bite of eggs into his mouth, chewed thoughtfully for a minute, then asked, “How did you bring me here?” He reached for the whiskey again, adding more to his coffee.


    While the food was decent—and necessary—his skin felt like it wanted to crawl right off his body. He had an idea the only way he was going to keep his hands off the bandages was if he got smashed.


    “I had some help moving you, but don’t ask me any more about it. You’ll learn what you want to know in the right time.” Party stood and grabbed the coffee pot from the warmer, topping Jaime’s off then his own.


    Jaime filled in his own blanks. “So it wasn’t Morgan. She’d rather wade in my blood than send me somewhere to get patched up.”


    “True.”


    “Maeve then. Or Macha.” Rearranging himself a quarter-turn on the plain wooden chair, he draped his arm over the back and took a bite from his toast. “Perhaps Maeve is saving me for a tumble in her bed. I have the stamina to go all night even with a goddess.”


    Party might be Baz’s friend, but it wouldn’t hurt for him to know that Jaime was a formidable man in his own right.


    “You’re as full of yourself as Kieran said you were,” Party chortled.


    For some reason, it irritated him when the druid called his nemesis by his given name. “Why do you keep calling Baz, Kieran?”


    “Because it’s his name, the one he carried as a warrior. The one he should never have given up.” Party sipped placidly from his mug of coffee.


    He noted the druid didn’t drink his brew black like a real man. Instead, he lightened it up with cream like a pansy druid. Jaime snorted and tossed back more of his black whiskey-laced drink. “So he lives. The woman too?”


    “Both of them withstood the test, yes.” Party leveled him with a look. “And they’re stronger because of it. When you all return home, you’ll want to lay low.” He took a sip from his mug. “Unless you decide to change course, actively look for your talisman. After Rowan and Alyssa Sheridan ended the curse, you now have another fifteen years to find your fated lady, years you can spend honing your skills with Scathach’s warriors rather than fighting them.”


    “Where’s the fun in that?” he asked. “Warriors have to hold to a code of ethics that keep them in check. They can’t twist off and fight for the pure fun of it. They can’t tempt fate—and the gods—to see how far they can go.” Jaime leaned his forearms on the table. “You yourself dabble in the dark arts, do you not?”


    Party cleared his throat. “Not in the way you think.”


    “What about the woman? Is she a dark druid?”


    Party hesitated in the gathering of plates and utensils. “What woman do you mean?”


    “The one with the light touch and the intoxicating scent. She worked on me with you.”


    With a huff, Party stood and walked their dirty dishes to the sink. “You were completely out. Dead-to-the-world out. How would you have any idea who worked on your wounds?”


    Having burrowed under the druid’s skin, Jaime leaned back in his chair, sipped his whiskey and coffee, and dug in. “Is she your girlfriend? Do druids even have girlfriends? Or do you cast a spell over a woman to get her pregnant with a baby druid?” He laughed.


    “You could show a bit of gratitude for my services by helping me out here.” Party dropped his chin in the direction of the empty pan in the middle of the table.


    Instead, Jaime picked up the bottle of whiskey. “If I pour some of this over these bandages, do you think it’ll numb the itch?”


    “For a guy who thinks he’s such a badass, you sure do whine a lot.” Party turned his back and filled the sink with soapy water. “I wouldn’t advise adding alcohol to Renleigh’s poultices, but it’s your body, your choice.”


    In one step, Jaime stood beside Party at the sink. “The woman druid is Renleigh, huh? Is she as pretty as her name?”


    Party ignored him and grabbed the pan from the table. “If you’re not going to be useful, why don’t you finish off that bottle and take a nap? Your body might have supernatural healing powers, but after that battle, you still should rest.”


    “You haven’t answered the question. She your girlfriend?”


    “If you must know, she’s pissed at me for bringing her in to help you.” Party scrubbed at the dishes with more force than the chore required.


    Jaime grinned at getting under the druid’s skin. “I take it she’s not a fan of rogues. Pity. Free men are so much more fun. You never know what we might do.” He grabbed the whiskey, skipped the niceties of mixing it with coffee, and tipped it up for a long swallow. “I’d like to meet this Renleigh. You think you can arrange that?”


    Party dried his hands on a towel and headed into the living room. Jaime chuckled and downed more whiskey.


    Jaime had met Partland Kane for the first time for only a few minutes after he’d arrived in Scotland at Morgan’s bidding. He’d had plans to best his leader, take Baz’s talisman, and return home to Montana to live like a king in the big house on the edge of Seeley Lake. After ending up on the losing side in that battle, he wondered if he had a home to return to or if Baz had commandeered the place Jaime had invited him to share. Perhaps he needed to familiarize himself with Party’s place, see if the druid was interested in taking on a roommate—or a “caretaker” for his Scottish house. While it wasn’t the big fancy place he’d lived in for a minute in Montana, it would do as a base from which to lead his own band of rogues.


    The Spartan kitchen had a sink, stove, small refrigerator, and knotty pine cabinets that had probably been in service for fifty years. The flagstone floor could use some sanding and a polish, something maybe he could offer in return for a bed, even a narrow single like the one he’d woken up in earlier that morning.


    From what he’d noticed when he’d stepped into the hall to find the bathroom, the house had three bedrooms, the bathroom, kitchen, and living room. Though basic, it was a roof over his head, which beat the alternative. Truth to tell, he’d still felt groggy from whatever the druid had given him after Baz had stuck his sword into Jaime’s chest on the edge of the battleground in the enchanted glen. He wandered back down the hall to the guest room and took stock. His leather jacket lay over a plain wooden chair in the corner, brown flecks of dried blood attesting to his injuries. Shaking his head in disgust, he looked around for his shirt, but didn’t see it anywhere.


    Flexing his fist when his hand wandered up to scratch the itch on his chest, he slugged back another swig from the bottle in his other hand and headed back to the living room.


    “Any chance you saved my shirt?” he asked as he entered the room.


    Party glanced up from where he sat reading in a comfy leather chair. “Afraid not.” His eyes twinkled. “It was either your shirt or you. The shirt was in sorry shape what with the holes and blood—you were pretty much the same, but stitching up people seems a better use of my time than stitching up rags.”


    “Rags, my ass. I paid a hundred bucks for that shirt when I was in Vegas last month.”


    The druid chuckled, not sounding the least bit sorry for disposing of Jaime’s new favorite shirt.


    “Do you have anything I can wear since you tossed the only shirt I had?”


    “I left you something hanging on the back of the door to your room. I thought you might have seen it.” Party returned to his book, dismissing Jaime in a way that grated on his nerves.


    He downed another swig from the bottle he thought might become a permanent extension of his hand and returned to the bedroom. Sure enough, a drab green flannel shirt hung on a peg on the back of the door. It didn’t exactly blend in with the wood, but he could be excused for missing it since the door was open when he woke up.


    “Fucking ugly,” he muttered to himself as he pulled the shirt over his shoulders. But it beat no shirt at all in the chilly air of the house—barely.


    Summer in Scotland was a far cry from summer back home where even now he could be out on the lake playing in some civilian woman’s boat and charming his way into her bed when lake time was over. Instead, he was stuck in a stone hut in the middle-of-nowhere Scotland nursing a bottle of whiskey and desperately trying not to think about how much his wounds itched. Desperately trying not to think of what he’d done to deserve those wounds.


    Standing beside the bed, he caught a scent, something that reminded him of apples and fresh air and for some reason he associated with a woman. It couldn’t be the talisman the goddess’s trickery had promised, the one he’d slashed with his sword as she protected Baz. The scent damn sure didn’t belong to Party. Somehow he knew it lingered from the woman who had tended to him, a woman with soft hands and a feral heart. The woman Party was keeping to himself.


    As he contemplated asking the druid if someone else stayed in the house, a weird lethargy fell over him, and he dropped heavily to his ass on the mattress. For a second he stared at where he found himself, then he glanced at the bottle. The druid hadn’t drunk from it but had encouraged him to do so. A sharp pain stabbed at his chest above his heart, and he set the bottle on the nightstand. A quiet “Fuck!” escaped him as he pushed the heel of his hand against his chest before he lost control of his body and his thoughts as he fell back onto the mattress.
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    Chapter Four


    Renleigh wondered at the strange expression that passed over Saraid’s face when she opened the door to her ancient camp trailer. Then she opened the door wider, inviting Renleigh inside. On a good day, the old druid was taciturn, but today she seemed genuinely happy to see a former protégé.


    “Tell me, what is it like tae soar as an eagle?”


    As she gathered her thoughts, Renleigh filled her lungs with the juniper-scented air of Saraid’s caravan. “It’s freedom. Pure, joyful freedom. The world is so much smaller.” At Saraid’s raised brow, she was quick to add, “And so much bigger than it is when you’re standing on it. I feel unfettered, wild, completely in my element in my guise as an eagle.” She stopped and grinned. “But you know this for yourself.”


    “That I dae. I chose the sea eagle specifically fer ye rather than the American bird. Though I sometimes wonder how civilians...” She waved a dismissive hand. “Ye wish tae know what took place here a few days ago. That’s why Party sent you, I imagine.” The old woman puttered at the ancient two-burner electric stove, preparing tea. “The goddesses are playing chess again.”


    Renleigh folded her long legs beneath the postage-stamp-size table in the old druid’s tiny camp trailer and waited. A couple of years spent training with this particular druid had taught her the old woman would explain in her own time. Impatience meant more waiting, so it was best to settle in and let things happen as they would.


    Saraid set a pair of mugs on the table on either side of a trivet. A tin of shortbread cookies the Scots called biscuits and a pair of small plates appeared next, followed by a gorgeous floral-patterned teapot she set pride of place on the trivet. The small outlay covered the table. At last her hostess took the seat across from her.


    “When the Sheridans forced the Morrigan tae play by the rules, ye can imagine the auld girl wasna happy about it.” Saraid chuckled as she poured the tea. “She lied tae her rogue armies, telling them the curse was only lifted on warriors coming up, not on those who had already passed their twenty-eighth birthdays without finding their mates.”


    Renleigh nodded as she accepted her mug of tea. “Because that’s what Morgan does. She lies.”


    Saraid sighed and picked up a biscuit, taking a delicate bite and chasing it with a sip of caramel-colored tea. “One of her rogue champions accidently discovered his fated mate, which caught the Morrigan in her lies. The recent battle was over what he was going tae dae about it.”


    The other druid’s words made no sense. “If he found his talisman, then of course he’d bond with her and join Scathach and her warriors to fight Morgan in her incessant wars.”


    Obviously, this rogue would want to be a warrior, wouldn’t he? A
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