
  
    


    For Grady


    I love you.


    


    and


    


    For Dr. Michael Sexson, Professor Emeritus of English, Montana State University. A long time ago, you believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself. Thank you.
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    Chapter Seven


    When Alyssa awoke the next morning, she reveled in the delicious sensation of feeling warm and safe… until she realized Rowan was spooning her. Her eyes widened, her breath caught, and she tensed all over. Carefully, she slipped out of his arms and out of bed and padded into the adjoining bathroom. As she washed her face and brushed her teeth, she tried to puzzle out what such an amazingly gorgeous man was doing with her. She still had no answers when she exited the bathroom in her favorite terrycloth robe and found him awake, his aquamarine eyes staring at her with a force that both frightened and excited her. Somehow, he’d made her want nothing more than to be with him. Somehow, he’d made her break every one of her safety rules, and she had to get herself—and the situation—back under control.


    “Why are you still here? I thought it was politic with a one-night stand for the guy to sneak out sometime before dawn, maybe leave a little note about how he enjoyed the evening and a faint promise of getting together again. But it’s broad daylight, and you’re still in my bed,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.


    “Whatever gave you the notion that last night was the beginning—and the end—of our relationship? Lose the robe and come back to bed,” Rowan growled.


    He seemed angry with her, and she couldn’t understand why. “You know, I broke every rule I ever had for myself. No sex with strangers, no sex on a first date, no man in my house until several weeks into a relationship. I broke them all with you last night. What was I thinking?” The last bit she directed to herself.


    “Whether or not you want to admit it, we’re not strangers even though we met formally for the first time the day before yesterday. There is a relationship here, and neither one of us is going anywhere. So again, lose the robe and come back to bed,” he commanded.


    She hesitated. When he saw her in the harsh light of day, he’d likely reject her. Bill Forbes had found all sorts of issues with her body. Now Rowan wanted to see what he really had. The idea was terrifying. He was probably remembering the woman from last night. And darkness hid all imperfections.


    He cocked a brow and blew out a rather impatient-sounding breath. Taking her cue with ill grace, she jerked the sash loose, slowly placed her hand on the lapels, and opened the robe enough to let it drop to the floor. For a few seconds, she stood motionless, trying to stop the blush starting mid-chest before it raced up her neck to heat her face. His eyes roamed her features before roving down the length of her to her feet and back. “Turn around—slowly,” he demanded, then almost as an afterthought, “please.”


    “Are you going to look inside my mouth next and determine my soundness from the condition of my teeth?” she asked, raising a brow. She felt like a prize horse—or maybe she should have thought draft horse—that he was considering buying.


    When she faced him again, he looked steadily into her eyes as he slowly pulled aside the covers to reveal his enormous erection. “You are so beautiful. Now come back to bed,” he whispered.


    A flash of desire overwhelmed her at the sight of his ready body and the husky timbre of his voice. She slipped into bed beside him, needing to touch him. Her fingertips toured his shoulder, traced the well-defined muscles of his arm, slid back up to his chest and down the washboard of his abs before hesitating at his cock. It amazed her something so large fit so perfectly inside her. Tentatively, she feathered her fingers along his shaft before wrapping her hand around him to stroke his length.


    “See. All passion and excitement. God, I’m a lucky man.”


    Alyssa looked up to see Rowan grinning at her before he took her mouth in a soul-searing kiss as he rolled on top of her. Turning the tables, he explored her, his fingers plucking at a ripe nipple, his palms gliding along the curve of her waist and over her hip before he tangled his fingers in the curls guarding her sex. She shifted her hips while she wrapped her arms around his shoulders to hold herself steady as he kissed her senseless and slid one long finger inside her.


    Tearing his mouth from hers, he panted. “Alyssa, Jesus, you’re so ready for me. And I can’t wait either.”


    She opened for him eagerly, and this time he didn’t go slow. They were both too desperate for his smooth deep plunge into her hot, wet channel. Whimpers sounded from the back of her throat as she met his thrust with her hips, pulling him as far inside her as she could before she lost herself in the power of their lovemaking.


    *


    Several rounds later when they were spent, their hearts hammering in their chests, Rowan tried to roll off Alyssa. Though he worked out daily, training for the attacks he could never anticipate but always knew were coming, his quivering arms proved he couldn’t hold himself up any longer. When he tried to pull away, she protested. “Rowan, please don’t go. I like you inside me like this,” and she tightened herself around him—arms, legs, inner muscles.


    “I hate to admit this, but my arms need a break. But don’t you let go.” He chuckled and rolled her over on top of him without breaking their connection. Sighing contentedly on top of his chest, she relaxed into sleep with him still inside her.


    Stroking his hands along her back and over the sweet globes of her ass, he stared up at her ceiling and noticed the swirls of deep blue paint over the lighter blue background. As he squinted in the faint light in the room, he made out intricate Celtic eternity knot designs painted directly over her bed. Smiling at yet another sign he’d found his perfect mate, he closed his eyes and drifted to sleep.


    An hour later, they awoke to the sounds of their growling bellies. Laughing, he suggested brunch, and they headed into the shower where they discovered another hunger needing to be assuaged immediately.


    “We can do this standing up?” Alyssa asked dubiously as she eyed his engorged cock.


    “Oh yeah, Pixie-girl. Let me show you,” he said with a smile as he slid his hand down the back of her thigh and pulled her leg up over his hip, anchoring her there. He cupped her ass with his hands and pushed himself into her. Jesus, he’d never felt anything as heavenly as Alyssa’s body grasping his as he began to move inside her.


    The shower-head behind him sprayed warm water over them, the water compounding their sexy experience as it slid over their bodies as they came together yet again. Knowing it wasn’t ethical, Rowan still sneaked a listen into Alyssa’s thoughts.


    This is what people do on honeymoons flitted through her mind.


    Rowan heard her and grinned in agreement before he kissed her deeply, taking her cries of ecstasy inside him.
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    Chapter Eight


    Shadow stared balefully at Alyssa when she and Rowan finally entered the kitchen for brunch. Automatically, Rowan called to the dog as he went out to the porch to collect firewood. As she gathered eggs and vegetables from the fridge for omelets, she tried to ignore the sense of dread hovering at the edge of her consciousness. Whatever was happening between Rowan and her was happening at the speed of light, so when it inevitably crashed around her, she feared it would crash with a spectacular explosion.


    After what he showed her both last night and this morning, she knew she was in way over her head. Added to the unbelievable physical pleasure was the strange coincidence of her latest bookmark creation: the thread’s color matched Rowan’s eyes, and the pattern replicated the Celtic cross necklace he wore and apparently never removed—he left it on after they got naked and even when they showered. Plus, there were currents of understanding between them. It seemed they could almost read each other’s thoughts, which both disturbed and calmed her. Though she’d known this man less than two days, she was as comfortable with him as if they were an old married couple.


    Proof manifested in the cozy domesticity of Rowan taking care of her dog and the fire while she routinely cooked breakfast, an easy division of tasks without consultation. She didn’t know if the man even liked omelets, yet it hadn’t occurred to her to ask before she began cracking eggs into a bowl. No doubt, she was setting herself up for a big fall, and she needed to get a grip fast.


    When he finished rebuilding the fire, he stepped out into the laundry room to feed Shadow. As her dog ate his breakfast, she heard Rowan quietly quizzing Shadow about his mistress, solidifying his relationship with her pet. She couldn’t decide how she felt about that growing relationship either.


    Rowan returned to the kitchen with Shadow padding behind him. Staring distractedly out the window, she relaxed when Rowan slipped his arms around her waist and nosed her hair away from her neck to kiss her. He tightened his hold and kept single-mindedly to his purpose until she covered his hands with hers.


    “It put down a ton of snow last night. Some of the drifts around the house must be two feet deep,” she observed.


    “Mmm, yeah. Shadow had to jump through them to reach the back of the yard. He didn’t seem to mind though.” Rowan inhaled deeply. “What’s for breakfast? It smells delicious. So do you.” He gave her an open-mouthed kiss on her neck for emphasis, and she shivered with pleasure.


    “Vegetable omelets and wheat toast. I didn’t have any breakfast meat. Sorry.”


    She held her breath for the criticism of her lack of kitchen staples, something she came to expect from Bill. Instead, Rowan turned to Shadow and said, “Bummer for you, buddy. You get dry dog food while I enjoy a gourmet feast. I think she likes me better.” He grinned at her and stepped around the island to seat himself for brunch.


    They ate in companionable silence after which he stunned her again by drying the dishes as she washed them. There were no companionable silences with Bill, and domestic duties like doing dishes were beneath him. In every way, Rowan was so different from what she expected.


    “How ’bout we go back to town for supplies? I could use a change of underwear and socks,” he suggested.


    “You want me to ride into town with you? Why?”


    “Because I’m enjoying being with you, and I thought you could help me pick up something exotic you’d like me to make you for dinner.”


    Alyssa heard the concern in his voice and wondered why he was pushing so hard to stay with her. Yet the idea of him leaving left the pit of her stomach hollow.


    “You do dishes and cook? You rebuild the fire without being asked and are kind to animals? You must be out of a fairytale,” she teased.


    “More like a Celtic myth,” he said with a grin.


    “Oh no, I’ve never read where the great heroes dried their own dishes or went home for clean underwear the next morning.”


    Rowan gave her an unreadable look before he snapped the towel playfully at her backside. “Put on your coat and boots, Pixie-girl. I’ll take care of the fire and Shadow.”


    For some reason she didn’t want to examine too carefully, she didn’t want to be away from him. If he wanted her to go to town with him, she’d go. Besides, she might discover more about him if she saw where and how he lived.


    Grabbing her boots out of the closet, she pulled them on over her skinny jeans. She’d opted for a knobby knit sweater the color of heather, one of her few items of clothing she owned that wasn’t some shade of black. When she reached for her coat, she noticed Rowan had hung his next to hers in the closet as though he knew the outcome of the evening when he walked in the door last night. Perhaps, she should have been worried or offended, but she wasn’t.


    When he came up behind her and reached around her for his jacket, she jumped. “How does a big man like you do that?” she squeaked.


    “Do what?” A mischievous smirk played over his face.


    “Move so quietly. You’re like a cat, all stealthy and quick. I heard you bring Shadow into the house only a second ago.”


    “You’re very observant except when you’re lost in thought. It’s easy to sneak up on you when you’re thinking.”


    *


    They locked up the house and walked over to Rowan’s truck nearly buried under the night’s accumulation of snow. Alyssa walked into her garage and emerged with a broom to help him clear the snow from his SUV. He took his time negotiating the road out of her place, more because he was memorizing the terrain than because he needed to be cautious in the snow. The road hadn’t been plowed, but there were no other vehicle tracks on it, which puzzled him. How did the person sneaking around Alyssa’s house last night arrive there without leaving tracks on the road?


    “It just occurred to me you needed a ride last night. How did you get into town yesterday?”


    “My neighbor and I carpool, and yesterday was his turn to drive. Since I was meeting Ceri after my study group, I told him not to worry about taking me home.”


    “You have a vehicle that’s serviceable in these conditions?”


    Alyssa pulled a face at him. “I’ve lived in that house since I was eighteen, and the county never gets around to plowing the road until we’ve pretty well packed it down ourselves.” She grinned. “My SUV isn’t as beefy as yours, but I don’t have any trouble navigating this road. Sometimes, I even like to challenge it by busting through the drifts that build up on the side.”


    Rowan gave her a look that no doubt told her how implausible he found her remark, and she laughed.


    “I realize I’m a bit tightly wound, but every now and again I like to do something most people would consider a little crazy. Driving fast cars or spinning my SUV through snowdrifts is fun.”


    “I’ll try to keep that in mind before I make a foolish request like asking you to drive my truck,” he said dryly.


    The canyon road was freshly plowed, but the snow coming down indicated their trip to town would need to be as quick as possible. If anything, the weather was progressively worsening. He drove directly to the apartment he shared with Seamus and invited Alyssa inside.


    “Make yourself at home while I gather up some underwear and a clean shirt or two. I think there’s OJ in the fridge if you’re thirsty,” he called as he headed to his bedroom down the hall.


    *


    The Spartan interior of Rowan and Seamus’s apartment confused Alyssa. The place looked more like a crash pad than a home. A sinking feeling pulled at her gut. Maybe these guys kept the apartment as a last resort when they couldn’t pick up women to take them home. The living room had two mismatched chairs that had seen a lot of seat time. Probably they came from a second-hand shop. On a TV tray between them rested the remote for the big-screen TV, gaming system, and the state-of-the-art stereo taking up the opposite wall of the room. No other furniture or photos or paintings suggested anyone lived there at all.


    She shivered at the emptiness of the kitchen. In the fridge, she found the orange juice, a carton of eggs, a loaf of bread, an open bag of ready-made salad, half a brick of cheddar cheese, and a twelve-pack of beer. Apparently, the two of them didn’t eat in much.


    She wandered down the hall and peeked into what must have been Seamus’s bedroom where she saw a queen bed and a three-drawer bureau. Again, the amazingly clean room didn’t feel lived in at all. Her imagination told her she’d find relatively the same décor in Rowan’s room. Interrupting her thoughts, the man reappeared in the hall, carrying a stuffed duffel bag that looked like it might contain all his clothes and a backpack loaded with who-knew-what.


    “I thought you said you were stopping by for a change of underwear, but it looks like you’re thinking about moving in,” Alyssa said. She tried to cover the hint of nerves quivering in her voice with a half-hearted laugh.


    Rowan shrugged. “I threw in a couple sweaters. With the way this storm is shaping up, I might need them. It never hurts to be over-prepared.”


    Something in his tone made her uneasy, but she didn’t have time to think about it as he hustled her out the door and back to his SUV.


    “Next stop, groceries. That omelet you made today was the best I’ve had in a long time, so we definitely need more eggs, spinach, and tomatoes along with one or two additional items for dinner.” His patter almost kept her attention away from the loaded duffel bag and back pack he stowed in the rear of his SUV.


    At the grocery store, Rowan loaded a shopping cart as if the two of them might be stranded at her place for a month, which with the way the storm was building, could be close to the truth. Then he picked up two bottles of the white wine she’d been drinking when they met at the Under-Cover Lounge and a case of imported beer.


    “You have some plans for throwing a party with those supplies you’re buying?”


    “Maybe.”


    Instead of elaborating, he pushed the cart to the checkout, giving her no choice but to follow him.


    After paying for the groceries and leaving the store, he made one more stop at his office, emerging with a large box and another backpack. “I thought since I was already at your place, I could install your system.”


    Alyssa lifted a brow, and Rowan talked faster. “I know you have an aversion to mixing business with pleasure, but with the way it’s snowing, I might need something to do when you’re resting.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, making her laugh.


    How odd to be getting what she’d come to him for nearly as quickly as she’d desired it. Yet unease niggled at her. Did he know something she didn’t? His urgency for her safety seemed even greater than her own despite his attempt at levity.


    The poor visibility caused by the storm resulted in the ride back to her place taking more time than the ride to town. Rowan’s need to stay focused on the road and avoid obstacles meant no conversation. The radio warned the ski hill was closed due to the dangerous conditions of the canyon road, and a winter storm warning urged people to stay in their homes.


    When they turned onto the spur road leading back to Alyssa’s home, the snow had obliterated their tracks in the two hours since they’d driven to town. Instead of being energized by the fresh powder snow as she usually was, Alyssa feared the drive. Riding with a competent driver in a much bigger vehicle than she regularly drove, she still experienced an urgency to be back in her house immediately, or maybe two hours ago. She sensed something evil stalking her. The tension rolling off Rowan only increased her fear.

  


  
    [image: top]

    Chapter Nine


    While Alyssa let Shadow outside and put away the groceries, Rowan busied himself with moving into her home. Discovering the bottom drawer of her dresser empty, he filled it with his underwear and T-shirts. He pushed her clothes away from one side of her closet and hung up his shirts and jeans. His hiking boots were already in their proper place on the rug in the foyer, and he put his tennis shoes on the floor of Alyssa’s closet.


    Grabbing his backpack, he left the master bedroom to check out the second bedroom in Alyssa’s house, which she’d converted into a kind of home gym-music room. A treadmill, a small rack of free weights, and an exercise mat took up one side of it. Mounted on the wall behind the equipment were floor-to-ceiling mirrors for monitoring form as she lifted. On the opposite wall, a picture window looked out on her back yard and the mountains beyond. In front of the window, she had positioned a baby grand piano, obviously so she could take full advantage of the natural light as she played. The odd combination revealed how she relaxed and how she worked off tension. He smiled. Her methods mirrored his own: lifting and playing music to blow off steam.


    Across the hall, he discovered a tiny bedroom she’d converted into an office. Above a futon hung a tapestry depicting Brighid, Rhiannon, and Scathach, the three most important Celtic goddesses from Ireland, Wales, and Scotland, representing human potential, fertility, and war, the three great motivators of human beings. The wall directly in front of him supported a window austerely covered with ivory blinds, and to his right sat an antique roll top desk with a black leather office chair tucked neatly beneath it.


    Every room in Alyssa’s house demonstrated her powerful connection to the warrior community—even if she had no idea about it.


    Rowan found the wireless modem for her internet on a low table between the desk and the window. Pulling his computer out of his backpack, he powered up and prepared to log on to email to check his messages. When he couldn’t make a connection, he checked the modem to see if it was functional, and finding it was, he retried his connection. A huge gust of wind screamed down the canyon, angrily swirling snow outside the window, and he knew the problem.


    To confirm, he took his cell out of his pocket and checked for service. When he didn’t have any, he turned off the device and tossed it into his backpack. He’d test Alyssa’s landline, but he already knew what he’d find. Taranis, the god of thunder, had sent the storm to cut off normal human communication. Rowan had a bad feeling the mountains would impede his telepathy with his parents, brothers, and Seamus as well.


    Obviously, the gods were aware he’d located his talisman, and they’d waste no time testing his and Alyssa’s connection, trying to break it before it solidified. His father had warned him this would happen and had given him advice about how to deal with it. So far, Alyssa showed intelligence and strength but a terrible lack of confidence and trust, which, coupled with her deficient knowledge and training as a talisman, was going to be his Achilles heel if he didn’t take steps to remedy it fast. The truth was probably a good place to start.


    *


    When he returned to the great room, he discovered Alyssa in the kitchen making sandwiches from the deli meat, lettuce, tomatoes, and wheat bread he’d bought. The rich aroma of coffee filled the air and his stomach rumbled loudly. Though it hadn’t been long since his last meal, he’d burned quite a few calories during the night and early morning, so brunch had been nothing more than a snack.


    He noted immediately she was in another mood—amazing how quickly he was learning to read her—so he decided to preempt it. “That’s a beautiful instrument you’ve hidden away in the spare bedroom. Why don’t you keep it out here?”


    “The dry heat from the woodstove is bad for it.” She shrugged. “Besides, a piano bench isn’t all that comfortable a seat for reading a book. If the piano were out here, the rest of the furniture would have to be in the bedroom.”


    “If you don’t mind my asking, how does a grad student afford this sweet little house and a baby grand piano?”


    She waggled her brows. “I have secret ties to the mafia. It’s why I was thinking about that home security system.”


    “You’re a feisty little thing, aren’t you?” He smirked. “Fortunately for you, I happen to know some guys who are home security whizzes. I’ll see if they can help you out.”


    She knit her brows. “You drum up business by picking up women in bars and sleeping with them?”


    “Now you’re being insulting.” He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “To be honest, between Shadow and me, you have all the security you need.”


    She stopped assembling sandwiches and faced him. “That sounds suspiciously like you’ve decided to move in or something. You’re so attractive, you make me forget to think, but thinking was the one skill Gram insisted I perfect.” She blew out a breath. “We’ve known each other for forty-eight hours, and you’re talking like we have an endless future together. It makes me nervous.”


    “I’m nervous too because I want us to have that future, but if we don’t learn some things about each other and work out some details, our future is going to be decidedly short. Where are the plates?”


    Frowning at his abrupt change in subject, she nodded toward a cupboard by the sink, and he pulled out two plates and coffee mugs.


    As he set the dinnerware on the island, he continued. “Some very powerful deities are flexing their muscles right now, and I have a feeling before the weekend is over, they’re going to let us know what they think of the two of us finding each other.”


    “Are we back to that warrior and talisman line you used to get me to open my door to you?”


    “That wasn’t a line, and yes we are back to that. Something I can explain to you better on a full stomach.” He stared at the plate of sandwiches. Wordlessly, she set the sandwiches on the island, shook some chips into a bowl, and poured coffee before seating herself.


    Somehow, he needed to make her believe he wasn’t using her—and he wasn’t leaving her.


    “I wasn’t completely honest with you last night.”


    Her face paled, and he hurried to reassure her. “My interest in the Celts isn’t casual or slight. Though I do have a business degree, I could have easily acquired a master’s in Celtic culture and mythology since my parents made my brothers and me study it more than we studied anything we learned in school.” He arranged his food on his plate. “My mom started telling us the myths and legends while we were still in the womb. Celtic lore is as much a part of me as my hair color or the size of my feet.”


    He took a big bite of his sandwich, chewed, swallowed, and continued. “When I met you, your interest in the Celts intrigued me. The Celtic designs you create suggest your deep connection to our culture, whether or not you’re aware of it.”


    A raven brow arched above her eye, but she remained silent.


    “As you’ve probably discovered in your studies, the Celts connect with the spirit world through art, and without a doubt, your needlework shows your connection.”


    Alyssa smiled at the compliment. Rowan smiled back. “Your art gave me hope because when Seamus and I walked into that bar last night, I had all but given up on finding my talisman. Which would have meant a short, bleak life either of trying to outrun the supernatural forces of evil or joining them.”


    He swallowed down some coffee and waited.


    “This all sounds like something out of the myths or a fantasy novel. What are you trying to say?”


    “There is a race of warriors descended from the great Celtic heroes. I’m a member of that race. So are you.” He paused to let that sink in.


    “Uh-huh. Pull my other leg.”


    Ignoring her skepticism, he said, “The female descendants tend to be talismans, women with special abilities who can protect warriors in various ways. Some talismans are seers, some are bards whose wisdom protects warriors with stories of those who have gone before. Some are prophets who can predict the future in ways that help the warriors know what to do to combat the forces of evil before they confront them.” He smoothed her frown with his finger. “Some are dreamers who can warn their warriors how to avoid danger in real time.” Returning his attention to finishing his meal, he added, “There are also male and female druids among us.”


    She rose and started clearing their lunch. “Are the warriors and talismans part of some reenactment group like you see at a Renaissance Faire or something?”


    He joined her, rinsing dishes and filling the dishwasher. “No, Alyssa. We’re actively engaged in the battle against evil waged since the dawn of time,” he patiently explained.


    “What sort of evil do you confront?”


    “These days it’s gangs, random acts of violence, drug runners, war.” He refilled his mug and walked over to the leather chair in the living room.


    “But you’re a home security specialist, or at least that’s what all your literature says. You have an office and everything.” Her breathless delivery revealed her panic.


    “The job pays the bills and serves as a cover so I can leave at a moment’s notice when I need to. It’s also a real-time deterrent for bad guys who want to cause violence to innocent civilians.” He blew on his coffee, sipped, and added, “In one way or another, my family has been involved in the security business for centuries.”


    Joining him in the great room, she curled up on the love seat. “Are you an undercover special ops or part of the police force or something?”


    “No. Warriors fight rogue warriors Morgan disguises as drug dealers, gang leaders, warlords, gun runners—you get the picture.” He settled himself more comfortably in the chair. “The special ops forces, drug agents, peacekeepers, police—they’re the civilians who sometimes accidentally discover rogue warriors or who come in to clean up the mess when warriors have finished off the rogues and left behind their civilian counterparts.”


    She tilted her head. “Are you implying there’s a supernatural war going on at the same time as human conflict, one that actually involves humans?”


    “That’s exactly what’s going on.”


    “And this supernatural battle is being waged with human foot soldiers too?”


    “Yes.”


    “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you might be delusional.” For a beat, she stared at him over the rim of her cup before sipping her coffee.


    Rowan grinned. “Remember how surprised you were at my speed and stealth earlier this afternoon?”


    “You are quick for a man your size.”


    She squeaked when she realized he stood immediately behind her. “How did you do that? You were sitting over there in the chair a second ago, and now you’re standing behind me?”


    “Warriors can bend time and space, and when we do, we can move through it at will. I left our conversation midway through it and visualized myself behind you. By the time you finished your sentence, I was standing here.”


    He casually walked around the love seat and resituated himself in the chair after utterly rending her understanding of physics.


    Alyssa stared wide-eyed at him. “You’re not a real human? You’re more like a god?”


    That explains the sex. Can’t imagine what he sees in me.


    Rowan shook his head as he heard Alyssa’s unguarded thoughts. It wasn’t time yet to tell her about all of his abilities. “I’m not a god, but I have certain capabilities that make me more than human. Time and space manipulation and strength and skill in battle for example. Unlike a god, I can die; unlike regular humans, we know them as civilians, I can avoid death in violent situations like battle when my opponent is a civilian. When I’m battling another warrior, the playing field is more level.”


    “If warriors are descended from ancient Celtic heroes, why are there rogue warriors? How does that happen?”


    Rowan appreciated the ease with which Alyssa moved from disbelief to attempts at understanding. The quality of her questions also impressed him. She’s going to be an incredible force when properly trained.


    “Long ago, Morgan—you know her as the Morrigan—only battled warriors for warriors. She stole men to assuage her bloodlust. Her sister Maeve took a fancy to one of my ancestors, Findlay Sheridan, and when he wouldn’t leave his wife for the goddess, she enlisted her sister goddess to exact revenge. Morgan instigated a battle, distracted Findlay and his sons, and took Findlay’s wife Ailsa across the river of blood into the mists.”


    Alyssa visibly started at the mention of Ailsa, a reaction he wondered about, but he continued the tale.


    “Ailsa had seen the battle and all the blood in a dream and begged Findlay not to fight, but he wouldn’t listen. He hated the Morrigan and determined to defeat her. Instead, he lost his wife—his talisman—and in that moment, he lost his will to live.”


    She sat forward, her eyes sad. “How terrible.”


    He nodded. “However, Morgan wasn’t finished with him. She wanted more blood and insisted Maeve give her something in return for the revenge on Findlay. Between them, they designed a system requiring a warrior to find his talisman by midnight of his twenty-eighth birthday or be relegated to becoming a champion for Morgan or a fugitive who couldn’t call for help from his family or friends. They tricked our father god the Dagda into allowing this outrage, and the first victim was Findlay’s son Graeme, who was three days shy of his twenty-eighth birthday at the time of the battle.”


    Alyssa cocked her head, her facial expression telling Rowan how hard she worked to follow him.


    “It wasn’t enough time to find his talisman, and he died on the run within a month of the battle because he wouldn’t join Morgan nor would he warm Maeve’s bed and die a coward. Findlay and his younger sons stood at the ford of the river of death and watched as Morgan led Graeme into the mists.”


    Rowan rolled his mug between his palms. “Not long after that, Findlay died a broken man. It appeared Morgan had won, but Findlay and Ailsa’s twin sons, Riordan and Owen, survived both the battle and the new rules to the game. They found their talismans and started a line of warriors who have battled Morgan and Maeve to this day.”


    Alyssa studied him. “And you’re a part of that line?”


    “Yes.”


    “The rogue warriors are those who didn’t find their talismans in time?”


    “Some, yes. There are others who have voluntarily joined Morgan and Maeve on the promise of power and wealth.”


    “That’s horrible.”


    He shrugged. “Even some warriors are corruptible.”


    “Several times you’ve referred to me as your talisman. If I am your talisman, what is the ability I have that helps you? I can’t do anything special,” she said, her lovely mouth turning down.


    “I noticed right away you’re intensely observant. It makes me wonder if you’re a prophet or a dreamer. Both of those types of talismans possess incredible skills of observation. They see things their warrior misses or see things in time to warn him.”


    “How does a talisman go about discovering what ability she has?”


    “It’s a process. Unfortunately for us, we don’t have much time to discover what your ability is.”


    She set her empty mug on the coffee table and crossed her arms. “Why not?”


    “The storm we’re experiencing isn’t a normal storm.”


    She laughed hollowly. “That’s obvious. I can’t remember such blizzard-like conditions, especially in March. But what does the storm have to do with talismans and warriors in general and us in particular? I bet not even you can control the weather, no matter how much space and time you ‘visualize’,” she said, using air quotes.


    “Put away your cynicism, Alyssa. This storm is absolutely about us. Taranis, the god of thunder and storms, is Morgan’s staunch ally. He sought to stop our meeting and then our mating. Too bad he chose snow. It keeps us snuggled in together.” He smiled at the blush climbing her cheeks.


    “Please, don’t insult me. The weather has absolutely nothing to do with people. We’re arrogant enough to think we can control it by seeding clouds or flying planes into the eyes of hurricanes, and though those things might make us feel like we’re mastering the world, it’s an illusion. We’re at the mercy of the elements.”


    “Taranis might let up a little as a reward for your understanding. But that doesn’t change the fact he’s directing a storm in an attempt to prevent the mating of a warrior and his talisman, especially a Sheridan who Morgan thought she had because I’m less than three months from my twenty-eighth birthday. Until yesterday evening, I was afraid she was going to acquire her prize.” He leaned forward and ran his palm over her knee. “Then I spent time with you and realized I’m saved. Taranis must have caught on at the same time because that’s when the storm really kicked in.”


    “Rowan, the weather is not about people of any kind, warriors or civilians,” she said as though explaining a difficult concept to a child.


    “Is that so? Explain to me the vagaries of a tornado touching down on top of one house, destroying it while leaving the neighboring house intact right down to the flowers standing in the front yard.”


    “That’s—”


    He talked over her. “Or the unexpected tsunami that kills thousands in Indonesia on a bright sunny day while the expected one in Hawaii doesn’t even raise waves the tourists would ride.”


    “But—”


    “How ’bout the ninety-mile-an-hour wind in Wyoming that bends a few trees and annoys the locals relocated to Florida where it’s a class two hurricane wreaking havoc and causing millions of dollars in damage?”


    “Yes, but—”


    He stood and paced in front of the woodstove. “Science can explain patterns, barometric pressure, the physics of an earthquake, but not the constant vagaries of earth and sky. Deep in the Celtic soul, the collective unconscious of all Celtic peoples, we know the old gods are still at work healing and destroying as they will whether we admit it or not. You, a Celtic scholar, should know that.”


    “I—”


    He ran his hands through his hair and faced her. “There’s also the matter of the tracks I found this morning in the snow around your house. Those tracks were deep and fresh, yet they only ring your house. They appear and disappear into each other. There were no tracks leading up to or away from your house, and there were no tracks on the road.”


    “But our tracks on the road were obliterated after only two hours this afternoon.”


    “You’re right, but the tracks I saw were fresh, and we left the house not long after I discovered them, so if the entity making those tracks were human, there should have been tracks leading to and away from the house.” Rowan stared at her meaningfully. “There aren’t any.”


    “You’re saying Taranis walks around on the ground then disappears into thin air or something?”


    “I’m saying that the same as in ancient times, the gods can and often do take on human form when it suits them. Maeve especially likes to appear human because it makes it easier for her to appease her voracious sexual appetite with civilians and rogue warriors alike.” He sat back in his chair. “Taranis has apparently taken an interest in you, and that’s why the tracks are limited to the area immediately around your house. What I don’t understand is why he hasn’t attempted to enter your house.”


    “Whoever has been prowling around my house has tried several times to enter it, but I keep the windows and doors securely locked, and Shadow emits a formidable bark when he’s guarding me.” At the mention of his name, Shadow, lying on the rug between the coffee table and book shelves, cocked his ears. “Each time I’ve heard the noises outside, he’s gone directly to the window or door being disturbed and warned off the intruder. A god wouldn’t be afraid of a dog, even a Great Pyrenees, and mere window and door locks couldn’t keep out a supernatural being,” she pointed out.


    “You said Shadow chose you. Tell me about that.”


    Alyssa looked puzzled but said, “When I was eighteen, I inherited control of the trust fund Gram set up after my parents died. I decided to stay close to Gram and go to college here, but I wanted my own place, so I took the money and bought this house.”


    She glanced around the room, a small smile tugging at her lips.


    “Though Gram supported my decision to live on my own, she thought it would be a good idea if I had a dog for companionship and protection.” She gazed fondly at her pet. “Gram insisted the dog be white and large, so she found a Great Pyrenees breeder and took me to meet him. Shadow tumbled over himself to reach me the minute I walked into the yard to check out the puppies.” Stretching out her leg, she ran her foot over her dog’s fur. “He was so adorable with his fluffy baby fur and oversized paws. I couldn’t resist him, and Gram seemed especially pleased. He came home with me that day and has been my protector ever since.”


    As Alyssa told him Shadow’s story, Rowan stilled. “Will you tell me about your grandmother?”


    “What do you want to know?” she asked, warily.


    Everything.


    “Was she your paternal or maternal grandmother?”


    “Maternal. She lived down the street from my parents and me when I was tiny when we lived in Colorado. After my parents died, she moved us up here and raised me. She was the wisest, kindest woman I will ever know.” The drop in Alyssa’s voice as she described her grandmother spoke volumes about her pain at her grandmother’s death.


    “If it’s not too intrusive, can you tell me about when she died?” he asked gently, trying to rein in his intense need to know.


    “Thinking about her death will always be painful. She was the most important person in the world to me.” Alyssa stared into the middle distance for several minutes. Right when he thought he’d have to do without some vital information, she continued.


    “She died of a heart attack on the summer solstice last year. Sudden and unexpected, but I discovered when I went through some of her papers about a month after her funeral that she was a lot older than I thought. What seemed a surprise at the time wouldn’t have been if I’d had more information.”


    Rowan processed the information. Alyssa’s grandmother died on the summer solstice exactly one year from my fatal day. She must have been a druid who understood how to erect barriers against the gods, which explains the white dog and Taranis’s inability to attack Alyssa once she’s inside her home. It also explains how Alyssa has remained hidden and undisturbed by the gods.


    “Thank you. That helps a lot. I have one more personal question. How old are you, and when is your birthday?”


    “That’s two personal questions,” she replied with a smile.


    “They’re related.”


    “And you’ll tell me why all this is so important?”


    “Deal.”


    “I was twenty-four on October thirty-first. Halloween, All Hallows Eve, Samhain, the day all the worlds are open to each other. The one day of the year that always ended in a fight with Gram that I always lost.” A pout turned down her lips at her memories. “I wanted to trick or treat with the other kids so much, but Gram absolutely forbade it. She said the spirits from the other worlds would be watching for me, and I had to remain hidden.”


    “She was right.”


    Alyssa stared at him wide-eyed. “When I was nineteen, I went out for the first time on Halloween since I was no longer living with Gram. The evening started out fun but turned into a nightmare.”


    He cocked a brow and waited.


    “My friends and I attended a party at a fraternity where everyone was wasted. Some guy who wandered into the party tried to drag me out to his car. I screamed, and some of the frat guys came to my rescue. I later found out no one had ever seen him before.”


    He flexed his fists but remained silent.


    “It caused a huge scene, and I wanted to go home immediately, but Ceri wouldn’t let me. She said the guy would probably follow us to where we couldn’t be rescued, so we spent most of the night at the frat house. After that, I’ve never gone out on my birthday.”


    “My birthday is the summer solstice, one of the three most important days of the Celtic calendar. Your birthday is Samhain, the first day of the year in the Celtic calendar. When was your grandmother’s birthday?”


    “February first. Imbolc. Her patron saint was Brighid, and she always wore a Saint Brighid’s cross.” Pointing down the hall, she said, “She made the Saint Brighid’s cross tapestry in the hallway. In fact, she made all the tapestries hanging in here and some I have in storage. I trade them around from season to season except for that one. It comforts me too much to store it away.”


    “Did your grandmother like your old boyfriend?”


    “You ask the most random and personal questions. You said you’d tell me why my birth date was important,” Alyssa countered.


    “Answer me. It’s important,” he said.


    At her wide-eyed stare, he added, “Please.”


    “As a matter of fact, she didn’t. It was the only other thing we fought about. Guess she was right about him too.” She set her coffee mug on the table beside her and crossed her arms over her chest.


    “Your grandmother left you clues about yourself and your destiny, but until you met your warrior, she wouldn’t tell you everything. Have you gone through all her papers?”


    “No. She had a box of journals I’ve been saving until I finish my master’s degree.”


    “I think you’re going to need to look at those journals before this storm is over.”


    Narrowing her eyes, she said, “You say you’re a security expert, you say you’re a supernatural warrior, so why would you have any interest in some obscure old woman’s journals?”


    “I realize trust is an issue for you, but you’re going to have to learn to trust me, and you don’t have much time to do that,” he replied leaning forward.


    “In case no one has ever enlightened you, one can’t demand another’s trust. He must earn it.” Abruptly, she stood and took her coffee cup to the sink to wash it.


    Rowan sighed. “Yeah, I know. I also have a clue about what’s in store for us if we aren’t a united pair when Morgan finds proof I’m no longer available as a potential champion, and Maeve discovers I won’t ever be her lover.”
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    Chapter Ten


    The entire conversation disturbed Alyssa on so many levels. She needed time to figure it out, so she headed down the hall to change into her workout gear for a run on her treadmill. Upon opening her closet, she came across Rowan’s clothes hung neatly beside hers. On the floor, she saw his tennis shoes. She’d been joking when she said it looked like he was moving in. Apparently, he’d taken that as an invitation. She didn’t know what to do, what to feel—fury, fear, anticipation. Squaring her shoulders, she marched up the hall to have it out with him.


    Finding him in the kitchen staring out at the storm through the window above the sink, she didn’t stop to consider her words. “What the hell are your clothes doing in my closet?”


    “They’re not all in your closet. Some are in the bottom drawer of your dresser,” he replied calmly.


    “What were you doing going through the drawers of my dresser? Where do you get off moving into my home without even asking if I wanted you here? We just met. We don’t know enough about each other to know if we even like each other let alone if we want to live together.”


    We like each other fine.


    “Did you say something?” she asked.


    Rowan arched a brow. “I already told you. We’ve known each other a long time even though we met formally two days ago. We belong together, which I thought I made clear both last night and this morning.” He winked at her.


    She opened her mouth and couldn’t think what to say. Images of the two of them together flooded her brain, adding to her confusion. Turning on her heel, she marched back down the hallway to her bedroom and slammed the door.


    She tore off her clothes and wrenched on her sweats before she stomped into her home gym. After locking the door behind her, she stepped onto her treadmill and didn’t bother to warm up before she started running, trying to work her way through everything that had happened to her in the last forty-eight hours.


    Thirty minutes of hard exercise later, she still hadn’t sorted out her feelings or her understanding of what Rowan had shared with her. What she did know was she was a basket case who couldn’t face the man attempting to turn her world inside out. He was so handsome, so compelling. Plus, all the Celtic coincidences and his incredible speed both drew and frightened her. Gram had mentioned something about Alyssa meeting her destiny in the next year, and he would be a warrior, but she thought Gram meant something big would come from her thesis. Gram Afton couldn’t have meant a flesh-and-blood man who battled evil regularly, could she?


    When exercise didn’t help her sort herself, she sat down at her piano and attempted to play out her frustration. The smooth keys responded instantly to her fingers even though she pounded more than played them. Somehow her world had tilted on its axis and was no longer under her control. She could ask Rowan to leave, but if all he said were true, living without him could be a huge, perhaps fatal mistake. Letting him stay would mean she believed everything he told her about the gods, warriors, and talismans. All of what he said was fantastically absurd, wasn’t it?


    *


    As Rowan stepped through the back door with a load of wood in his arms, he heard faint sounds of a piano. When he investigated, he discovered Alyssa had locked the door to her recreation room.


    The locked door irritated him, but he stayed outside it for half an hour listening to her play classical music with skill and passion. When he first put his ear to the door, she was angry, hitting the keys rather than playing them with finesse. The effect vibrated awareness in his chest. He knew that anger, that frustration, that lack of control. His talisman’s emotions ran deep and intense. As she continued to play, she seemed to calm down, though the choice of music with so many discords left no doubt she remained upset. When she played an especially drawn out decrescendo, he noted a different sound: she was crying. Deciding she’d had enough time to work things out on her own, he visualized himself into the room.


    Her tension told him she sensed him before he reached her, but she didn’t stop playing. Tears streamed unchecked down her face. Her blotched cheeks tugged at his heart. Tenderly, wordlessly, he gathered her up, carried her out to the love seat, and sat down with her on his lap. He held her close with one arm while he smoothed away tears with the thumb of his other hand.


    “Are you going to tell me about it?” he asked gently.


    Alyssa sniffed and visibly tried to calm herself. “I don’t know what to do with anything that’s happened since Thursday afternoon. It feels like my life has been taken entirely out of my hands. I have no idea who you are, and I’ve let you into my home, into my bed” into my heart—


    When he heard that thought, he had to work at reining in his joy at her words.


    “I’m not at all myself. The me I know would have walked out of that bar alone last night and called Ceri this morning for details of her evening. This afternoon I would have books scattered from one side of this room to the other as I happily rattled around in my research for my thesis.” She dashed the heels of her hands against her eyes. “Instead, I’m a hot mess sitting on the lap of the most handsome man I’ve ever met, I think I hear you say things that you couldn’t possibly be saying, and I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.”


    “What other shoe?”


    “The one where you say, ‘All that talk about warriors and talismans and fighting supernatural forces in parallel time was an elaborate line, and now I need to move on. It was fun while it lasted. See ya around.’”


    “Why do you think I’m going anywhere? Wasn’t the earlier argument about my nerve putting my socks in your spare dresser drawer? And what do you mean by you hear me say things?” He held his breath and waited.


    “That’s exactly it. I don’t know what your intentions are, or who you are, or how we ended up here together.” She closed her eyes. “Forget that last part. I can’t imagine what I was thinking when I said that.”


    He opted to answer the easy questions.


    “I’m Rowan Sheridan, and I manage a branch of a home security company for my family. I’m twenty-seven years old, single—until now”—he looked at her meaningfully—“and I find your house much more homey and comfortable than my apartment. Also, I like sharing a bed with a woman as passionate as you are, and while you can’t understand it yet, we need each other. How’s that for who I am, my intentions, and how we ended up together?” he said, ticking off each item on his fingers.


    “Only marginally more enlightening.”


    He took a chance. “All right then, you’re in my heart too.”


    “What?”


    “Like I said, we need each other.” He distracted her from further conversation, his lips and tongue teasing and tasting the sensitive place behind her ear and enjoying her shiver at his touch.


    “Rowan, we need to talk.” He could tell she was trying to be firm, but her words came out in a breathy sigh.


    “You’re right, we do,” he replied. “Later.”


    He kissed her along the pulse beating at her neck while he slid his hand beneath her sweater to explore the smooth skin of her belly. Little tremors danced under his fingertips as she anticipated where he would touch her next. As he worked his slow way up her torso to cup her breast, she turned in his lap and succeeded in filling his hand with her soft flesh. He grinned against her skin and palmed the fullness of her breast before he pleasured her nipple with the pad of his thumb through the lace of her bra.


    As he kissed his way up her neck and along her jaw to her mouth, she turned away from him and pushed his hand down and away from her body as she attempted to stand.


    “Whoa! What’s the problem, Pixie-girl?” Confusion made his voice raw. She’d responded fully to his touch one minute and the next tried to escape him like he’d caught fire.


    “Every time you say we’re going to talk, you find some way to avoid it. A meal, taking care of Shadow, sex. Rowan, we need to talk.”


    He sighed and pushed his fingers through his hair.


    “I admit I haven’t had a lot of experience with men. But even someone with way more experience than I’ve had would find the speed of whatever is going on between us a bit much.”


    “You wouldn’t if you’d been raised properly in our community.” He rolled his shoulders and stared at the ceiling then looked back at her. “Where are your grandmother’s papers? I have an idea there’s something in them that will help you understand what I’m going to tell you. And I will tell you everything, I promise.”
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    Chapter Eleven


    Alyssa disappeared into her study, emerging a few minutes later carrying a large box. Rowan cleared a space on the coffee table, and she set the box down in front of him. Reverently, she pulled out notebook after notebook and set them on the table, her grandmother’s journals, presumably. Though Rowan desperately wanted to confirm his suspicions, he waited with tight patience for an invitation to read with her.


    Once she unloaded the box, she set it aside and stared at the notebooks for several minutes. He counted sixteen fat volumes, each hand bound, and one of enormous size that had lined the bottom of the box.


    Quietly, she said, “Gram said the smaller volumes contain family history and lore, but I’ve never seen the large one before. Guess we should start with it.” She picked it up, covering her lap with it.


    The emotions displayed on her face precluded him from reading her mind. “Alyssa, you’re going to have to take a chance and trust me,” he said. “On Thursday, you were willing to trust me enough to let me into your home to secure it. Last night and this morning you trusted me with your body, and I didn’t break that trust. Today you need to trust me enough to share something that likely concerns both of us.”


    Instead of replying, she reluctantly opened the book and slid half of it over onto his lap. A note was paper-clipped to the opening page:


    Alyssa, if you are reading this, then I have crossed over into the mists to meet your grandfather and your parents. It is my deepest hope that you are not reading this alone. If you are reading this before your warrior has found you, stop. Continuing to read this book alone will undo all the spells I placed on you and your home to keep you safe.


    If your warrior has found you, start reading from the end. You’ll understand when you get there.


    I love you so much.


    Gram.


    “Gram knew about warriors and talismans. She knew I was a talisman. S-She knew the day when you found me would come.”


    Alyssa looked away from the note and into his eyes. “I don’t understand any of this. How can I be part of something I didn’t even know existed before last night?” she whispered.


    Gently, he picked up the book and placed it back on the table so he could take Alyssa into his arms. He held her close to his chest as she soaked the front of his shirt with a flood of silent tears.


    “You know, I was with Bill for nearly a year, and though he often hurt me emotionally, he never saw me cry. It seems today, that’s all you’ve seen me do.” She sniffed as she tried to bring herself under control. “Sorry.”


    He thumbed away her tears. “Don’t be. I think your subconscious is telling you to trust me.”


    The way she glanced between him and the notebooks told him she was trying to make sense of the evidence of her identity. Knowing the importance of her believing who she was, he waited her out.


    “The rational part of me wants to believe this to be myths and fantasies.” She blinked up at him, and he cocked a brow.


    Sucking in a deep breath, she said, “I wonder if Gram was a talisman. I never knew my grandfather. He died before I was born, and she never talked about him even when I asked. She said the time was never right. Morgan took him, didn’t she?”


    “Probably. But if she did, then your grandmother was unprotected and always in danger, yet you haven’t mentioned any men in your family besides your dad.”


    “There were never any men in our lives. We lived quietly in a tiny house in the old part of town. It had an enormous backyard where Gram cultivated flowers and herbs she was forever drying and using in teas, lotions, soaps, meals… Everything I ever put in or on my body had some herb or flower from her garden in it.”


    Rowan nodded but didn’t interrupt.


    “She tried to teach me the various uses for the plants she raised, but I wasn’t all that interested.” She peeked at him from beneath her brows, her expression sheepish. “I’d rather read a book and daydream while I lounged in the hammock in the backyard. I helped her with picking and drying, but I basically followed her directions. I think she wanted me to experiment on my own, but I never did.”


    “Sounds like your grandmother was a druid. She didn’t need a warrior for protection because she could protect the two of you with potions and the enchantments she wove. I bet she chanted in Gaelic often.” He smiled at her wide-eyed surprise at his knowing that about her grandmother. “I bet your grandfather was a druid as well because a warrior would need a talisman, so he probably wouldn’t marry a druid.”


    “If Gram was a druid, why didn’t she tell me about myself when she suspected I was a talisman? Why set up protections without ever telling me?”


    “Without knowing the particulars of your parents’ deaths, I’d guess it had something to do with them. She had to protect you, and if you knew what you were without the protection of your warrior father, you were better off ignorant. It explains why she wouldn’t let you out on your birthday. The gods are especially busy on Samhain, and even her best protections would be too weak to keep you from their notice if you went outside your home then.”


    “Will you do something for me, please?”


    “Yes,” he replied without hesitation.


    “When I turn away, kiss my shoulder again. I’m going to distract myself.”


    He slanted her a disbelieving look but gave in. She stood and walked over to her bookshelves. As she perused her collection, she caught her breath and turned to him.


    “Now are you convinced you’re my talisman?”


    She nodded mutely before wrapping her arms around him, holding him tightly.


    “You’re right. I have trouble with trust, but I promise I’ll work on it,” she said into his chest before pulling away and returning to the loveseat and the notebooks. “It’s good I had my thesis to distract me from opening this box sooner. The scholar in me would have been hard-pressed to ignore Gram’s warning once I’d read it, especially since I would have had no idea how long I would have to wait to get at these papers.”


    “You ready to begin?”


    She nodded. “Be patient. I may need to stop a lot depending on what’s here.”


    “Duly noted.”


    Alyssa placed the massive book across their laps again. Looking into Rowan’s eyes, she gave him a wan smile before she turned the pages all at once to the back. In neat handwriting, they discovered her maternal family tree with her name listed on the most recent branch.


    She wrinkled her brow. “Why couldn’t I see this by myself?”


    “Maybe because of this.” He pointed at the tiny letters in parentheses under her name—talisman. He sucked in a breath when he saw her full name—Alyssa Ailsa Macaulay. He placed his finger beside Alyssa’s mother’s name—Aileen Ailsa Sinclair Macaulay and her grandmother’s name—Afton Ailsa Stuart Sinclair. All the women on the most recent page of the family tree were named Ailsa.


    Rowan turned to her, his voice tight. “When I was telling you about my family’s history and I mentioned Ailsa, you reacted. Though I noticed, I was too involved in the story and didn’t stop to ask, but you knew this about your mom and your grandmother, didn’t you?”


    “I thought it a coincidence.” Her tone was defensive. “Ailsa was a common Scots name at one time, and I figured people in my family liked it.”


    Rowan scrubbed a hand over his face.


    “Wait a minute. You can’t be mad at me. After all, I’ve only just learned I’m a talisman, whatever that really means.” She stared at him, but he returned his concentration to Gram’s book.


    Wordlessly, he turned back several pages. “All the women in your family bear the middle name Ailsa,” he noted.


    The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as the implications of what he’d learned invaded his consciousness.


    He turned back to her immediate family to discover notes that enlightened and alarmed him. Beneath Alyssa’s mother’s name, Afton had written “talisman,” beneath her father’s name was “warrior” along with their birth and death dates. Her mother had been thirty and her father thirty-four when they died. Written beneath her grandmother’s name were “druid” and her birth date. It would be up to Alyssa to supply her death date. The alarming notation, however, appeared beneath her grandfather’s name where her grandmother had written “warrior.” His dates indicated he died when he was thirty, only six months after the birth of his daughter.


    Why would a warrior marry a druid? Rowan wondered. Unless they were convinced she could protect him, and it appeared she did for a time at least. The deaths of her husband, daughter, and son-in-law obviously motivated Afton to do everything she could to protect Alyssa, but even a druid capable of amazing feats couldn’t win the final confrontation with death. Rowan had to salute her though. She’d done an unbelievable job of protecting Alyssa even from beyond the grave. He wished he could have met the woman. As it was, his admiration for her ran deep and strong. Without her wisdom and her protections, Alyssa might have been lost to him before he ever had the chance to find her.


    “Your grandmother must have placed protections around your home, protections Taranis couldn’t penetrate on the several occasions he’s attempted,” Rowan said. “Her insistence on you having a white dog tipped me off about your grandmother, but she obviously went further and did more to protect you in this house.”


    Perhaps my telepathy might even work in spite of the barriers Taranis erected with the storm. The weather blocked regular civilian communication, but Afton’s spells might have preserved the way warriors and talismans communicated with each other when necessary. For now, he needed to follow Alyssa’s bloodline to its source. What he thought he’d find there both excited and terrified him.


    He flipped the pages of the notebook back to the beginning of the bloodline. His heart pounded in his ears as he read what he both dreaded and anticipated—he and Alyssa descended from the same warrior bloodline. She came down through Riordan, he through Owen. If Morgan had had any idea who his talisman was, she would have moved the heavens and hell to keep them from meeting.


    They both stared at the page for long minutes before looking up at each other.


    “I made you a promise to tell you everything, and this page shows why that’s necessary. When Morgan discovers our connection, she’ll be even more furious—and determined to kill us—than she would have been following her disappointment at discovering she couldn’t keep me from finding my talisman.”


    “My grandmother made heroic efforts to keep me safe until we met, but now I think we both may be in more danger than if we’d never met.” Fear tremored through Alyssa’s voice.


    Ignoring that comment, he brushed a kiss over her temple. “You’ll need training once we discover what your special ability is. However, you already have one important ability I can help you control.”


    “I can’t imagine what that might
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