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    “Only the story lasts. Heroes pass into the next life. Monuments erected in their honor fall and crumble into dust. The story endures. The story lives forever. We must tell the story the way we want it remembered.”


    —Griffin Walsh
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    Chapter One


    The bell over the outer door to her office chimed, shattering Fallon Graham’s concentration on her screen.


    “Is this where I can buy season tickets for football?” asked the gorgeous blond man on the other side of her desk.


    A scene flashed through her mind as Fallon stared at him, transfixed.


    He rested his forearms on the counter, and she blinked back into the moment. “I’m sorry. Maybe you didn’t hear me.” His smile mesmerized her. “I was wondering if I could buy season tickets here.” The melodious baritone of his voice washed over her, rippling through her chest.


    Her face heated. Clearing her throat, she tried to regain control of herself. “Um, yes. Yes, it is. How many tickets do you need, and in which section of the stadium would you like to sit?” Attempting to recover some professionalism, she pulled her computer closer and called up the requisite ticket program. With the receptionist out on her break, it fell to Fallon to cover general foot traffic and telephone calls.


    Normally, selling game tickets to a hot guy was ample compensation for doing extra work. Dealing with this particular man was more like hazardous duty. That he was a warrior she had no doubt. No way could he look like the man whose fate had just slashed through her mind and not be a warrior. After all, she wouldn’t have had a premonition about a civilian, would she? What she couldn’t understand was why his story raced through her head at all, specifically his death. Unable to stop herself, she sneaked another peek over the top of her computer.


    “I’ll need three—make that four in the upper deck above the student section if you have them. Maybe I’ll have a date when the season starts.” He winked.


    Judging from his height and the breadth of his shoulders, the man could know a thing or two about football from playing the game. Or maybe he put an inordinate amount of time into warrior training. Either way, he was sex on a stick. Certainly, he wasn’t coming on to her, was he? “Let me see what we have,” she said as she studiously applied herself to fulfilling his request. Those shoulders, and the fact that she’d just seen them naked when his fate flashed through her mind, kept distracting her though, and she struggled to keep her mind on her task.


    *


    While the woman studied her computer, Seamus Lochlann studied—Fallon Graham, according to the nameplate on her desk. He was used to having an effect on women, especially civilians. The pretty blush on this lady’s face told him she wasn’t immune to him. Damn, she’s hot. She might not be my usual preference—tall, leggy, blonde—but this woman is gorgeous. What color are her eyes—Green? Blue? Golden brown? And that mouth. So damn kissable.


    The flustered way she acted in his presence amused him. He grinned broadly at her when she sneaked a glance at him, an action that deepened her blush and caused her to lose her place in her task. Must not laugh, he admonished himself at the way he so obviously got to her.


    When she found four seats together in the upper deck of the stadium, she swung her computer around to let him see his choices.


    “I’ll take the seats in this section here,” he indicated with his index finger brushing the screen of her computer, and she sucked in a breath.


    Seamus liked that she sounded unsteady when she said, “Super. Let me grab those for you.”


    She walked over to the other desk in the office to grab the tickets, giving him an uninterrupted view of her shapely athletic legs—beneath the fitted pencil skirt she wore—her tight, rounded ass, and slim waist. Thick auburn hair cascaded down her perfectly curved back. Involuntarily, he flexed his hands. What I wouldn’t give to plunge my fingers into all that hair. When she returned with the tickets, he appreciated how her blouse didn’t hide her generous curves. The way she moved radiated sexy.


    Yeah, I’d like to know Fallon Graham a whole lot better.


    As she handed him the tickets, he automatically attempted his sign on her, but instead of deftly tracing his Celtic trinity knot on her right wrist as he took the tickets from her, a piece of armor masquerading as a bracelet stymied him. She frowned at him and jerked her hand away.


    “Anything else I can do for you?” she asked, her tone professionally polite.


    He didn’t miss that she pulled her hands behind her back. “Yeah. Will you show me your bracelet?”


    She blinked at him and lifted her hand for him to inspect her jewelry.


    “Interesting piece of armor you’re wearing there. A remnant from your Wonder Woman costume at Halloween?” he teased.


    “Something like that.”


    Then he noticed the triskele. If this woman is a talisman, I can’t ask her outright to remove her bracelet. I need to find another way to try my sign on her.


    “So, Fallon—that’s your name, right?”


    “I see you can read,” she said with half a grin.


    He didn’t miss a beat. “One of my many talents.” Taking a step closer to her, he said, “I’m Seamus Lochlann, and I was wondering what you’re doing tonight.”
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    Chapter Two


    Fallon’s heart skipped a beat when Seamus asked her out. The logical response would be to accept, but she knew better than to date a single warrior. Her parents had drilled into her that her job as a talisman was to be available to a warrior to try his sign on her, but never to date one if he didn’t belong to her. Too many warriors and talismans had been lost over the years to relationships determined by mortals rather than by the gods. Though Seamus Lochlann sent butterflies into flight through her insides, she knew better than to spend time alone with him. After having seen him naked in her mind a few minutes ago, she doubted she’d have any self-control on a date with him.


    “You work fast, don’t you?”


    “Only because you’re gorgeous.” He leaned his arms on the counter above her workstation.


    “That’s a great line. Bet it works all the time.” Stepping behind her chair, she folded her hands neatly on the back of it and stared back at him. Inwardly, she cursed her auburn hair and the fair skin that came with it as heat crept up her neck on its way to her face.


    His eyes danced. “Is that a yes?”


    That grin really should be outlawed for the mental health of women everywhere.


    “I don’t think so. I have plans for tonight. But thanks for the invitation.”


    “What about tomorrow night?”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m going out of town for the weekend.”


    “Seriously? Or are you letting me down easy?”


    “Yes.”


    “Damn. I must be losing my touch.” He fished a card from his wallet and handed it to her. “Maybe you’ll change your mind and give me a call.”


    “I doubt it, but thanks,” she said with a small sad smile. Turning down a date with such a handsome man who possessed a sense of humor and a dose of humility was, no doubt, a terrible decision. Yet believing him to be a warrior and likely not hers left her no other choice.


    Seamus quirked a brow. Before he could try again, the bell on the outer door to Fallon’s office chimed.


    “Thanks for your help with the tickets. I hope you’ll change your mind and call me,” he said with a nod toward her hand holding his business card. He turned toward the door, gifted the older woman who entered a huge smile, and walked out.


    “Oh my! Now that is one good looking man. Did you get his name—or better yet—his number?” Dorthea asked as she slipped out of her linen jacket and hung it on the coat tree behind her desk.


    “No, no, I didn’t.” Fallon surreptitiously tucked Seamus’s card into the pocket of her skirt. “I sold him some football tickets is all.”


    “That’s a darn shame. Beautiful young woman like you should appeal to every red-blooded young man who walks into this place. I can’t believe he didn’t at least ask you to coffee or something.”


    Fallon changed the subject. “How was lunch with your son?”


    Dorthea Jones, the receptionist for the athletic department, didn’t look fifty-five, but her mothering skills could only have been honed as sharply as they were through a lifetime of experience. Fortunately for Fallon, most of Dorthea’s energies focused on her thirty-year-old son Micah who seemed determined to spend his life in college, which didn’t leave her much time to mother Fallon too. Not that she didn’t try occasionally.


    Dorthea sighed and dropped into her chair. “Exasperating, as usual. That boy can’t decide what he wants to do with his life other than be a perpetual college student. I’m going to have to give him an ultimatum soon.” She stared out the window. “At least this time he’s talking about biotech, something he can apply some of his premed credits to.”


    “That sounds positive.” Fallon sat down at her desk. “We’ve almost sold out season tickets for football. I’m going to work up a little internet push to sell them all. There’s a stack of messages for you on your desk.”


    “Thank you, dear. I so enjoy the atmosphere around here when our teams are winning, but their success translates into mountains of work for us.” Dorthea slapped her hands on her desk. “Right. Best get to it.” She reached for the stack of messages.


    “What are your plans for marketing the last of the tickets for the football season?” Alan Tremaine, their boss, demanded as he walked out of his adjoining office. As director of athletics, he believed his time to be of far greater value than any mere staffer’s, which meant he often disregarded social pleasantries such as greeting a receptionist and asking if she’d had a nice lunch.


    Fallon fought her immediate reaction to sit up straighter. “I’m adding a push on our website and in the weekly alumni and student e-letters. Did you have something specific you wanted to include?” She injected her tone with a politeness she didn’t feel. She knew he didn’t have any kind of plan. The eye roll she caught her colleague making behind their boss’s back told her what Dorthea thought of Tremaine’s rather ham-handed objective of controlling all behavior in “his” department.


    “I have some ideas, but I’ll wait to see what you work up. Will you have something before the end of the day?” he inquired neutrally.


    Fallon loved the marketing aspect of her job, and she enjoyed working with Dorthea, the coaching staffs of the various sports teams the university supported, and the student athletes. However, she did not enjoy working for Alan Tremaine. Though he was about Dorthea’s age, his ideas about women belonged to another generation that grew up during another era, like maybe the Dark Ages.


    It occurred to her that Tremaine would never have made it in the time of the Celts when it was as likely a woman would be the chieftain and warlord of a tribe as would a man. In Celtic times, no man would dream of questioning her judgment or gainsaying her decrees let alone try to control her conversation while she worked her job. She’d made it a year and a half in the Athletic Director’s office, about six months longer than her predecessor, but soon, she, too, was going to have to make a change.


    Belatedly, she realized she hadn’t responded to her boss when he bristled. “Are you there? Will you have something to show me by the end of the day?”


    Frost stung her tone. “Of course.” She needed more sleep if she had any hope of dealing with her boss’s nastiness.


    “If you can manage not to get lost in space,” Tremaine said sarcastically, “you can bring your ideas to my office when you finish with them.” He turned on his heel and stalked into his office.


    Over the top of her computer, Fallon smiled lamely at Dorthea and went to work on her marketing ideas.


    Her efforts paid off when she was able to knock off early on Friday afternoon after Director Tremaine left the office for a weekend of meetings. Earlier in the morning, she’d launched her marketing push on the athletic department and alumni websites, her ideas entirely intact as she’d expected when she’d taken them to Tremaine the day before.


    Her boss’s absence meant she could gain a head start for the out-of-town getaway she’d mentioned to the blond-haired warrior she couldn’t stop thinking about. She’d read about a new section of trails opening on the side of the valley opposite the downhill ski area and decided to take a backcountry hiking trip to explore them. The new trails promised spectacular scenery on the way to a secluded lake. From what she’d read, the lake’s shore was ideally suited to camping. She could hardly wait to hit the trail, forget about her job, and hopefully not think about an incredibly handsome warrior who wasn’t hers.


    *


    Seamus Lochlann was out of sorts. With his best friend Rowan Sheridan finding and marrying his talisman, Alyssa Macaulay, not only was he out a roommate but also a buddy to pal around with on the weekends. Rowan’s brother Rio discovered that Ceri Ross, Alyssa’s best friend, was his talisman, and they married in Scotland right after Samhain. It irritated him that he’d missed out on the monster battle Morgan organized to take Rio before he could marry Ceri and seal yet another loophole in Morgan’s mercilessly unfair war against warriors. Lately, it seemed, the Sheridans were having all the fun.


    Then there was Fallon Graham. The more he thought about her, the more he believed she was a talisman. Yet she’d firmly turned him down for a date, so how was he going to figure out for sure? Trouble was, she’d seemed sad about turning him down. Something definitely was going on with the woman. To his surprise, he wanted to know what.


    It dawned on him as he sat in his broken-down recliner in his basically bare apartment that he should have tried reading her mind. If he could have read it, he might know several things. Like if she was a civilian and why she seemed sad about turning him down. If he couldn’t read her mind, that meant she had a shield, confirming his suspicions that she was a talisman. Being able to try his sign on her would have gone a long way toward figuring her out as well. That damned bracelet she wore impeded his ability to determine her status, pissing him off and adding to his bad mood.


    Why in hell am I sitting in my apartment alone on a Friday night brooding about a certain hot redhead when I could be out meeting someone, maybe even my talisman? He decided to put on his party face and go out, have a beer or two, and at least enjoy a civilian woman if tonight was not the night—again—for him to discover his fated mate. He reckoned he’d shook hands with at least a thousand women in the five years since he’d turned twenty-one. His sign, tracing a Celtic trinity knot on the inside of a woman’s right wrist, was so easy to do that it became automatic for him. Yet not discovering his talisman after so many tries had started to grate on him.


    While his best friend struggled to find his mate before the terrible deadline of midnight of his twenty-eighth birthday, Seamus had been unfailingly optimistic about both of them finding their talismans before Morgan could take advantage of the unfair rules she’d underhandedly applied to warriors a millennium ago. When Rowan found Alyssa, they’d fulfilled a thousand-year-old prophecy and lifted the age restriction, returning it to forty-two as the gods had intended when the warrior class came into being. The added time to find his mate should have cheered him. Instead, being the last of his family and friends to find his talisman had the opposite effect. Finding his talisman had become a pressing priority.


    Dragging himself out of his morose thoughts, he pulled on his jacket, grabbed his keys, and headed out to the bars.


    You’re losing your touch, old son, Seamus scolded himself as he glanced around the bar one last time later that night. Not only had he struck out with Fallon Graham on Thursday afternoon, but he didn’t meet anyone interesting at the bar either. I need a break from this town and from women in general.


    As he considered his options, he remembered he’d promised his sister that he’d restock the family cabin with food and firewood and make sure no critters had invaded it during the spring. Besides, he needed a change of scenery after he’d been left behind to mind the store, literally, while Rowan took Alyssa for a mini-break to mark the end of her teaching term. The Sheridans ran Security Consultants Unlimited, a home security firm where Seamus had worked since he graduated college. The branch office he and Rowan opened two years ago served as a great cover for warriors who could be called anywhere at a moment’s notice to defend civilians or aid other warriors in Morgan’s ceaseless battles. For the last week, however, he’d been left tying up loose ends on a major security system installation in a local congressman’s new monstrosity of a home.


    After deciding a backcountry excursion might improve his attitude, Seamus showered in the twilight dawn of Saturday morning and packed gear in the framed backpack he used for backcountry trips. Since he’d only have one night at the cabin, he packed light on clothes to leave more room for food and sundries to carry into the family getaway. Once he’d stowed his pack in the back of his four-wheel-drive pickup, he headed to the twenty-four-hour grocery to load up on supplies before setting off to the trailhead and the cabin.


    *


    The day dawned clear and brisk, though being June, no doubt it would be a scorcher by midafternoon. It was a perfect day to hike, and Fallon relished the chill air and gorgeous surroundings. She needed this outing if she was going to have any chance of regaining a sense of normalcy in her life. After a full day of hiking and taking photos—her new favorite hobby—she hoped she’d fall into a quiet dreamless sleep in her tent.


    Thinking about sleeping arrangements led her directly to Seamus Lochlann, and not for the first time in the last two days did she second-guess her decision not to go out with him. His midnight blue eyes twinkling with mischief drew her in. The plaid shirt he wore struggled to cover the breadth of his shoulders. Surely one date with him wouldn’t have hurt anything. His business card nearly burned a hole in the pocket of her skirt for the duration of Thursday afternoon, and she couldn’t stop looking at it in odd moments at home on Friday night. He said he wanted her to call if she changed her mind, but did he mean that, or was he trying to save face?


    Yet, the flash of a story the first time she saw Seamus played on a loop in her head. The terror and sorrow that ripped through her simultaneously told her she’d made the correct decision not to go out with him. If a goddess had him in her crosshairs, he was going to need his talisman. Which meant Fallon had no business distracting him from his duty in finding that woman.


    Still, her natural inclination to help him nearly overwhelmed her good sense. If she’d revealed the scene that flashed through her mind, she couldn’t imagine he’d thank her for it. What warrior would want to have his dignity and honor torn away in the throes of sexual congress with a goddess intent on killing him in her bed? No, she’d been right to walk away from him even though he was the sexiest man she’d ever met.


    Of course, after the intensity of her nightmares the previous night, she had no doubt Seamus was the warrior whose story now invaded her sleep. Experiencing his anguish in Maeve’s bed bolted Fallon upright, sweat drenching her body. After talking herself down, she checked the time. Four-thirty a.m. With a sigh, she threw herself back onto her pillow and stared at the ceiling. It was close enough to daylight she might as well shower, dress, pack up her gear, and head out on her trip.


    Once she was on the trail, she was glad she’d made such an early start. After a long, gradual climb along a tree-lined path, she stepped out onto a relatively flat section flanked by soaring palisades of sheer granite that rose from the valley floor to scrape the sky. She couldn’t remember witnessing a more beautiful scene. Pulling her camera from her backpack, she snapped several photos.


    My best friend would love this. I’ll have to make sure Sloane makes the trip with me next time. After returning her camera to its protective pocket, she pushed ahead on the trail. The private landowners who’d opened this trail to recreation had to be some of the most generous people on earth, and also some of the most responsible. The kind of scenery she was enjoying should be shared with as many people as possible, if for no other reason than as an advertisement for preserving it. She laughed at herself for thinking like a marketer rather than a backcountry enthusiast whose sole purpose for being there should have been enjoyment purely for the sake of it.


    With her thoughts wandering, she didn’t notice the graying of the sky, but the fat drops of rain splattering on her face grabbed her attention. Increasing her pace, she focused on finding shelter in the trees at the base of the palisades, but the wind and rain seemed to intensify proportionally to her efforts. Thunder cracked overhead. In the back of her mind, she wondered if Taranis was having a random temper tantrum or if he’d unleashed this thunderstorm on purpose. Though she spent a lot of time reading old Celtic stories, she couldn’t remember any involving the taking a talisman across the ford of the river of death due to dying in a storm. Morgan could only escort talismans across her river of blood if they died as a result of helping a warrior in battle. Of course, the way the goddess played fast and loose with the rules, Fallon guessed anything was possible.


    Pushing aside her morbid thoughts, she increased her pace in an effort to reach the tree line. She thought she must be close to the lake, but she needed to find a suitable camping spot before the sun completely disappeared. The black clouds and ropy rain of the storm would probably bring on night far earlier than she’d anticipated when she’d set her pace along the path.


    The storm and the falling darkness forced her to seek out a camping spot along the trail rather than at her lakeside destination. Peering into the gathering dusk, she spotted a light not far off the path. Light meant shelter, and she set off toward it. Picking her way through the trees surrounding what appeared to be a small cabin, she made steady progress until she found herself at the base of the steps leading up to a front porch that was well stocked with firewood. Perhaps the inhabitants of the cabin wouldn’t be averse to sharing some of that firewood or better yet would offer her shelter inside rather than leave her to her own devices in her soggy tent.


    She climbed the two wide steps up onto the porch and took a deep breath before knocking on the door. Fixing a bright smile on her face, she braced herself for whoever opened the door and hoped the person was friendly or at least sympathetic. Her smile froze on her lips when the occupant of the cabin answered her knock on his door.

  


  
    [image: top]

    Chapter Three


    Seamus had made the trip to his family’s cabin in record time that afternoon, something he was grateful for after he stacked the last of the wood he’d split. When he’d checked the weather on the satellite before leaving town, he saw a storm was due midweek, so the lowering skies and fat raindrops pelting the windows of the cabin surprised him. Good thing he’d packed in about sixty pounds of food, most of it canned or dried. He also congratulated himself on successfully packing in a carton of eggs and a loaf of bread without breaking or squashing any of it. He could make himself a bacon and cheese omelet for dinner, scrambled eggs and toast for breakfast, and peanut butter and honey sandwiches for the trip out tomorrow, leaving all the rest of the food for his sister and brother-in-law when they made their annual trip to the cabin in July.


    Siobhan Lochlann MacManus had been born a druid into a family of warriors, something of an anomaly in their community. She’d married a warrior, a choice definitely outside the norm for their culture. To be fair, Duncan MacManus’s talisman, Jennifer Carlin, and he hadn’t bonded though she still served him in battle as his talisman. Siobhan’s enchantments had gone a long way toward keeping all three of them safe from the evil machinations of the wicked deities bent on their destruction. Her skills extended to the family cabin, which she enchanted every year as one of the several protected residences his family used to stay ahead of the war goddesses. Seamus was on his own in his apartment, a circumstance that never allowed him to sleep deeply. The cabin was different. Here he could let down his guard and truly rest.


    As he slipped out of his hiking boots and hung up his coat on a peg by the door, it occurred to him he should have taken off work early yesterday and skipped the fruitless Friday-night bar scene for an extra night at their mountain retreat. He stoked the fire he’d started when he arrived and finished unpacking his backpack, humming to himself as he refilled the tin canisters in the pantry with flour, sugar, and pancake mix. Next, he neatly stacked cans of stew, chili, vegetables, and fruit and rotated forward the foodstuffs Siobhan and Duncan had packed in when they skied in toward the end of the winter. Siobhan mentioned they were running low on spices, so he’d brought along an extra jar of the Italian herbs he liked as well as pepper, salt, cayenne, onion, and garlic powder. He smiled to himself. An army could probably stay at the cabin for a long visit and not go hungry.


    As an extra treat, he’d brought along a fresh red pepper, an onion, a bag of spinach, mushrooms, and a pound of bacon, having decided his menu for the weekend while he shopped. He’d started frying the bacon and was in the process of laying out the vegetables for his omelet when the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Hesitating in his dinner preparation, he listened intently, trying to discern what had disturbed him. It sounded like someone was climbing the steps to the cabin.


    “What the hell?”


    The knock at the door confirmed his suspicions.


    He fingered his claymore then slowly opened the door. The light from the lamps he’d lit in the cabin spilled out onto the porch, illuminating the face of the woman who’d kept invading his thoughts over the last two days. For a minute, he stared dumbly, wondering if he’d conjured her up.


    Fallon recovered first. “Imagine meeting you here,” she said with an awkward laugh. “I seem to have been caught out in the storm, and I was wondering if I could set up my tent by your fire pit and use some of your wood for a campfire.”


    “What are you doing out here?” he asked with equal parts confusion and surprise.


    “Taking a backcountry hiking trip. Listen, I have everything I need except for firewood, and I see you have rather a lot of it stacked up here.” She glanced at the mound of wood on the porch. “I’ll pay you for what I use.”


    The rain had plastered her auburn hair to her head, and she should have looked like a drowned rat instead of like an enchanting fairy come to visit. The light playing over her face not only revealed rosy cheeks but also the tick along her jawline where she clamped her teeth to keep them from chattering. Why she’d even suggest spending the night in a tent when she could sleep comfortably inside a warm cabin was a problem he’d ponder later. Right now, he needed to coax her inside.


    “I’m fixing an omelet. We can figure out the wood rations over dinner,” he said as he stepped away from the door, silently inviting her inside.


    “I-I don’t want to impose on you. I really do have s-supplies and a winter camping tent and thermal sleeping bag.” She nodded toward the rather large pack strapped to her back. “The plan was to tent camp at the lake at the end of the trail, so I’m prepared except for dry wood.”


    “You’re also freezing, and I’m starting to catch a chill myself standing here with the door open. Can we continue this conversation inside?”


    Like all warriors, Seamus possessed superhuman speed, and he wasn’t above using it to get what he wanted. Lightning fast, he reached out and snagged her backpack off her person before she could protest, leaving her no choice but to follow him inside.


    “How? How did you do that?”


    “What?” he asked as he set her pack on a bench beside the door.


    She looked from him to her pack, and he shrugged. “What can I say? I’m quick. And your hypothermia is slowing you down. You can leave your shoes on the mat.”


    *


    Yep. That kind of speed left no doubt the man was a warrior. But with the rain intensifying outside, and the cozy warmth of the cabin enveloping her, Fallon decided to stay for dinner. Drying out a bit before returning to the deluge outside was too tempting to let a little thing like ethics stand in the way.


    She stood on the rug in front of the door and looked around. The cabin was surprisingly more spacious than it appeared from outside. An efficiency kitchen, complete with a refrigerator, stove, and sink, lined the wall to the left of the front door. A double door to a closet-sized pantry stood ajar beside the sink. A pine dinette set separated the kitchen from the rest of the room. After his sneaky move to draw her into the cabin, Seamus had retreated to the stove from where the heavenly smell of frying bacon wafted through the air.


    Fallon took two steps into the living room where two matching chairs and ottomans flanked a red plaid couch with a low pine table sitting in front of it. She smiled at the bookshelves stuffed with paperbacks and board games resting between two doors along the back wall of the room. Between the bookshelves, a ladder rose up to a loft jutting out over two-thirds of the living area.


    Involuntarily, she gravitated toward the delicious heat of a cheery fire blazing in a river-rock fireplace. Lamps that were strategically placed on a small table near the fireplace, on a table beside the couch, and hanging from a hook above the sink bathed the room in light. She wiggled her toes over the braided area rug in shades of brown, tan, and green that covered most of the smooth pine floor. From the corner of her eye, she caught Seamus watching her as she took in the room.


    If one of those doors opens into a bedroom, I might be safe sharing this cabin with him since one of us could sleep in the loft. Or I could spend the night on the couch.


    “Nice place you’ve got here.”


    “Yeah. We like it.”


    We? “Are you sure I’m not intruding?” Fallon asked as she glanced surreptitiously at the closed doors.


    “Not at all. I needed a break and hiked up here this afternoon. I wanted to restock the place and get it ready for my sister’s visit at the end of the month,” Seamus said with an easy smile.


    “You’re alone?” she asked, then clamped her mouth tight.


    “Not anymore.” He grinned. “Come on, take off your coat and stay awhile.”


    It would take a far stronger woman than me to resist the lovely warmth of this cabin—she shrugged out of fleece-lined Gortex jacket and hung it on a peg by the front door—or pass up the opportunity to sleep in a soft bed or the company of a man as incredibly handsome as Seamus Lochlann.


    He returned to the kitchen, and she saw him add more bacon to the pan. Walking back to the warmth of the fireplace, she shoved her hands into the back pockets of her jeans and watched him cook while she counseled herself. I’ll be hiking out alone in the morning. It’s not as though we’re a mated pair or anything.


    On the pretense of taking in the cabin, she studied her host as he deftly flipped bacon before he diced vegetables. He wore his dark blond hair long enough to curl over the collar of his charcoal gray flannel shirt. The shirt itself, though generously cut, still pulled taut over his massive shoulders. Like Atlas, he could hold up the world with those, she mused. Because he’d tucked his shirt into his jeans, she could ogle the perfect taper of his torso from his shoulders to his slim waist. He didn’t wear a belt, probably because he didn’t need to. His well-worn jeans fit him like a second skin over a nicely formed ass and long legs.


    Since he’d rolled the sleeves of his shirt halfway up his forearms, she could see a light dusting of blond hair and the heavy bones of a man who used his body hard. His big hands gracefully made short work of peppers, onions, and mushrooms. Damn, but it’s fun to watch him cook. When he moved to check the bacon, she caught her reflection in the small window above the sink in front of him. Glancing up, he caught her eye and winked. A full body blush spread over her skin at being caught admiring him so openly.


    “Like what you see?” His wicked smile sent her heart skittering.


    She cleared her throat and tried to cover her embarrassment. “You have a cozy place here. Um, I was wondering, does the indoor plumbing extend past the kitchen sink?”


    “The head is through there.” He gestured with his knife at the door to the right of the kitchen and didn’t bother to hide his pleasure at her embarrassment.


    “Thanks.” Cursing herself for being an idiot, she hot-footed it past him to the bathroom.


    She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, trying to quiet her heartbeat. Admiring the warrior in the other room was one thing; being caught doing it was something else entirely. He must think her certifiable for checking him out so thoroughly after she’d turned down his date the other day. No doubt he could see how attracted she was to him, which made their current situation more untenable. Unless he was an utter and complete gentleman, there was no way she could spend the night under the same roof with him. He was far too tempting.


    Damn. If it hadn’t been for those scenes flashing through her mind, she wouldn’t be in this predicament. Likely, she would have gone out with him the other night, had a great time, and discovered to their mutual chagrin they didn’t belong to each other, but at least it would have been honest. The premonition she’d seen complicated everything. How did one go about telling a man she’d seen him naked, watched him pleasure a goddess, albeit against his will, and witnessed the act the second she met him? She blew a breath at the ceiling. How did she broach the subject of having seen his death?


    Pushing herself away from the door, she glanced around a room that, like the kitchen, was built for efficiency. A warrior-sized shower took up one side of it while a small sink and toilet faced the door. The entire room was fitted with aqua-green ceramic tile with a bluish charcoal grout, giving it a spa-like atmosphere. She washed her hands and splashed cool water on her still-hot face before schooling her features into something bland and exiting the room.


    “Anything I can do to help you with dinner? Set the table or something?” she asked brightly as she walked back into the kitchen.


    “Sure. Plates are in here.” He nodded toward a cupboard beside the window. “Silverware is in the drawer below it. Your timing is perfect. I’ll be ready to plate these omelets any minute.” Though his voice was even, the look he gave her sizzled with desire, and it was clear he wasn’t going to let her be. No doubt I’ll be spending the night trying to keep dry in my tent. She tried not to sigh.


    *


    While Fallon hid out in the bathroom, probably gathering herself after he caught her looking at him like she wanted to eat him for dinner, Seamus entertained some rather vivid thoughts himself. All of which he needed to keep in check. If she was a talisman but didn’t belong to him, he had no choice but to leave her alone. He’d give her the bedroom since the door locked. Not that a mere lock would be enough to keep him out if he truly wanted to be in there with her. But it was enough to remind him of their obligations to other people, obligations that would absolutely preclude acting on the desire drawing them together.


    On the other hand, if he was extra lucky and she was a civilian, all bets were off. The ultimate good fortune would be that she was his talisman. Yet the idea that his own talisman had walked up and knocked on his door late one stormy afternoon seemed too coincidental for any sane warrior to believe.


    It was obvious she had good manners or she wouldn’t have offered to help with dinner when he could tell what she truly wanted to do was run. It wasn’t lost on him that she chose to do something to keep herself as far from him as possible in the small space. In the two encounters he’d had with her, he’d observed she held herself tightly in check, and he wanted to know why.


    After she set the silverware on opposite sides of the dinette, she slid the plates onto the counter near the stove. “Where do you keep your condiments, and which ones do you want?” she asked from somewhere behind him.


    “I like ketchup on my eggs. You’ll find that in the fridge. There’s also jam for the toast,” Seamus said as he plated the omelets and set them on the table.


    “What’s your preference for a beverage?”


    “It’s a special occasion. How ’bout we break out the wine?”


    “What occasion would we be celebrating?”


    “The occasion of our first date.” He waggled his brows at her.


    “This is not a date,” she said with a cute little huff.


    “It isn’t? Dinner, wine, two people who are attracted to each other—sure sounds like a date to me.” He grinned.


    “We’re having dinner together out of necessity. I haven’t agreed to drinking wine with you, and the attraction must be one-sided. Thanks for the compliment.” She put her adorable nose in the air, but her voice dropped several notes.


    “It’s your story. Tell it however you want.” He smirked. “Of course, it doesn’t explain the way you were watching me earlier.” He pulled two wineglasses from the cupboard and filled them with white wine before setting them on the table and seating himself.


    For several seconds, Fallon hovered over her chair. Squaring her shoulders, she walked over to the cupboard, removed two water glasses, filled them with icy water from the tap, and set them on the table. As she seated herself across from him, the corner of her mouth turned up slightly.


    Pouring a generous dollop of ketchup on his still-steaming omelet, he said, “Tell me again how you’re out here in the woods all by yourself on a Saturday night during a rainstorm?”


    “I took a week off from work to do some hiking and backcountry camping. The forecast for the week said I would avoid the big storm. Maybe I’d have to put up with a mountain shower or two. This hurricane blowing in came as a complete surprise.” She spread a thick layer of huckleberry jam over a piece of toast. “Actually, I was trying to find a place to set up camp when I saw the light from your cabin and hiked over.”


    “Do you go backcountry camping often?” He forked a mouthful of omelet and tried to concentrate on his food as he listened to the honey of her voice.


    “Oh, yes,” she said with enthusiasm. “It’s one of the few aspects of my train—” She swallowed and started over. “It’s one of the few activities I ever did with my parents that I actually enjoyed.”


    “Your parents taught you about backcountry camping? That’s interesting.” He stared meaningfully into her eyes. “So did mine.”


    Fallon reached for her wineglass, downed a big swallow, and changed the subject. “These omelets are fantastic. Are you a chef or something?”


    “No. My roommate got married last summer, forcing me to learn how to cook. Since I started doing it, I’ve discovered I enjoy it. But anyone can make an omelet.” With mulish stubbornness, he didn’t let go of her errant comment. “You were saying something about training?” he continued as she spoke over him.


    “Where do you work?”


    “I’m a security consultant and an installation expert for Security Consultants Unlimited, but—”


    “Why do I know that name?”


    Sighing, he gave up his probe for the moment and indulged her. “Maybe because we recently finished an installation on the congressman’s monster house, which hit the papers last week after some cub reporter discovered it. Now the congressman’s got egg on his face—no pun intended,” he said gesturing to their plates with a smirk, “because he campaigned on the safety of the county under his leadership, yet he spent several thousand dollars on a state-of-the-art security system for his new house.”


    She raised a skeptical brow. “How did a cub reporter discover the security installation?”


    He shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe a glitch in the code when the congressman came home drunk one night after a fund-raising dinner, something that set off an alarm at the local police station.” He sat back in his chair and savored a mouthful of wine.


    “You didn’t.” She laughed. “I love it when hypocrites like the congressman, like my boss”—she sighed—“get their comeuppances. Public ones are especially delicious when they expose sanctimonious public ‘servants,’” she added with air quotes.


    “Who says I had anything to do with it?”


    She waved her fork at him. “You said you installed the system.”


    “Yes, but how was I to know he’d forget the sequence and trigger a chain reaction that found its way onto police scanners whose frequencies are picked up at the local newspaper?” He couldn’t resist batting his eyes at her.


    “I think I like you, Seamus Lochlann. We share a sense of justice.” She laughed before downing the last of her wine.


    He didn’t bother to hide his desire for her as he rested his hand on the table, one finger playing dangerously close to her hand.


    “Since you made dinner, I’ll clean up.” Abruptly, she pushed her chair from the table and walked her plate and utensils over to the sink. “Dish soap under here?” She bent down to peer into the cupboard beneath the sink, inadvertently giving him a rather nice view of her sweetly rounded ass. Stretch jeans hugged her curves in exactly the right way, and his hand was halfway to sliding over those curves before he caught himself and pulled it back to stack his utensils on his plate.


    “Yeah, but you’re my guest. You don’t have to clean up.” He stood and placed his dishes on the counter beside the sink.


    “My mama didn’t raise me to be waited on. Here it is!” She produced a bottle of dish soap from under the sink and proceeded to fill the basin with hot water. “Your cabin is pretty remote. How is it you have electricity and running water out here?”


    “My family has owned this property for fifty years. My great-grandpa built the original cabin a little distance up the trail. Then a forest fire passed through and scorched it. My dad decided rather than try to repair the old place, he’d build a new one, and this is it.” He leaned back against the counter so he could see her face, which she studiously angled down at the sink.


    “The trail you hiked in on is actually a private road. Sometimes when we’re feeling adventurous, we tax the hell out of our trucks and drive up here.”


    She glanced up at that.


    “Dad had a well dug, septic put in, and power cabled out here. This place is meant to be a getaway, but we do like our creature comforts.”


    “Please don’t tell me you have telephone, Wi-Fi, and satellite TV,” she said with a groan.


    “Okay, I won’t tell you.”


    Pulling a face, she asked, “Some of it, or all of it?”


    He smiled. “None of it. It’s a getaway. We don’t even have cell service. The point of coming here is to be off the grid.”


    She blew out a breath. “What a relief. That’s why I hike and backcountry camp. It’s the only way to go completely off the grid.”


    Picking up a towel, he started drying dishes as quickly as she rinsed them. He was enjoying the rather tranquil domestic rhythm into which they’d fallen when she tensed and gasped in a breath.


    Seamus felt a jolt zap through him simultaneously with Fallon’s gasp. He stopped drying midplate and tried to read her mind, but he discovered she had a shield, and it was securely in place. At least he had confirmation she was a talisman, a problem considering how beautiful and sexy he found her. Not to mention, when she let down her guard a bit, she shared his sense of fun.


    Whatever thought passed through her mind sobered the atmosphere in the cabin in a breath. He tried to catch her eye, but she resolutely kept her attention on her task. Wordlessly, she let the water drain from the sink and rinsed it out before drying her hands and heading for the front door of the cabin.


    “What gives?” Seamus asked as he walked directly behind her.


    “I truly appreciate you sharing your supper with me, but I’ll sleep outside,” she said, her jaw tight as she reached for her coat.


    Placing his hand firmly on the door, he said, “What the hell? Nothing has happened. Nothing is going to happen unless you want it to. What kind of man do you think I am?”


    She struggled to pull the door open, so he grabbed her wrists and pinned her against it with her hands beside her head.


    Her chin came up. “Words and actions.”


    “Answer me, please.” He held her firmly, but not painfully. The tone of his voice, however, brooked no argument.


    “You seem like a perfectly decent sort of guy.” She glanced at her pinned hands. “It’s me, all right? I need to put some distance between us because of me.”


    Crying out in pain, she let down her shield for a second and he saw her vision—a scene of himself in complete agony rather than orgasmic release inside an auburn-haired woman. At that moment he knew, even without trying his sign on her, Fallon was his. More than that, she’d known him before they met, considering her vision included the two of them making love. He shook his head. That couldn’t be it, or he wouldn’t have been in pain.


    Though he couldn’t understand what was happening, he knew one thing—he needed to find out for sure if she belonged to him. He stole a glance at her wrist. Mercifully, she wasn’t wearing that enormous bracelet. Staring at her face, he traced his sign on the inside of her right wrist and watched in wonder as her eyes flew open. With a growl, she tried to pull her wrist away from him.


    “Restraining me isn’t enough for you? You think you have to brand me as well?” she ground out as she struggled against his hold.


    “No restraint, no marks, but you are well and truly branded.” His eyes bored into hers.


    An earlier thought he’d had ripped through his mind again. No sane warrior would believe his talisman would walk right up and knock on his door on a rainy evening. But the gods were never predictable, and the craziest thing had just happened to him.
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    Chapter Four


    For good measure, Seamus stared intently into Fallon’s eyes and retraced his sign on her. Instinctively, she tried to jerk her wrist away from him before her eyes widened from disbelief to understanding. He anticipated the tension going out of her. Instead, she vibrated with even more anxiety.


    “You’re a warrior,” she stated, her voice barely above a whisper. Then even less audibly, “You’re my warrior.”


    I always thought when I met my talisman, we’d both be relieved, certainly, but also a little happy about it maybe? “It appears I am. And you’re my talisman.” A slow smile spread over his lips. “And we were already attracted to each other before we discovered that happy fact. So your sleeping arrangements no longer include a tent. Do I have your word on that?”


    “Yes, all right.” Her voice remained soft. “I’ll spend tonight inside the cabin.” Her eyes slid to their hands. “You can let go now.”


    Reluctantly, he released her and stepped back, giving her space. She sucked in an unsteady breath and simply stared at his chest as he stood before her.


    “Seamus Lochlann is my warrior. What the hell does that mean?”


    He stared back at her. Did discovering their relationship somehow allow him to breach her shield? Or had she lost it momentarily? And why was she so worried about him being her warrior? Before he could ask, she stepped away from him.


    Staggering over to the nearest chair, she sagged against it. Seeing her distress, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the couch to lie down.


    “When I envisioned meeting my talisman, at the very least I thought she’d be as glad of our meeting as I knew I would be.” He laid her on the cushions before sitting down beside her. “From your reaction, you’re not thrilled about our pairing.” Settling himself deeper into the cushions, he stared into the kaleidoscope of her eyes. “The way you were looking at me before dinner had my hopes up for tonight. What’s changed?” he asked softly. “Does it have to do with that vision you had when I stopped you from leaving?”


    He had positioned himself as her pillow. While he rested one arm along the back of the couch, he stroked her incredibly soft auburn hair. At the mention of her vision, the hair-trigger tension she showed him earlier once again stiffened her body.


    “Wh-what did you see, exactly?” Her voice quivered as she scrambled to sit up straight.


    He slid his hand over her shoulder and coaxed her back to her prone position. “It looked like the two of us were making love, but I didn’t appear to be enjoying it much, which frankly I can’t imagine. You had my attention the minute I walked through the door of your office the other day.” He smoothed a fingertip over the frown forming on her brow and continued. “When you showed up here in those tight jeans that about wore me out, it’s surprising I didn’t need to use the first aid kit multiple times while I wielded sharp knives as I made supper.” He smirked. “Since I couldn’t keep my mind focused on
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