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    Chapter One


    Summer Solstice


    
Rio Sheridan took a long pull from his beer and watched the party with thinly veiled disgust. The woman is shameless.



    A single talisman in a party full of warriors, and she flirts outrageously. He shifted his gaze to his fellow warrior. Seamus isn’t any better. He must have tried his sign on her, which obviously didn’t work, yet he acts like they have plans for later. Maybe they do. After all, his sister thought nothing of stealing another talisman’s warrior. He snorted. Probably a family trait.


    “Hey little brother. No one needs to breach your shield to know what you’re thinking,” Rowan remarked as he joined Rio at the edge of the reception.


    Sipping his beer, Rio didn’t take his eyes off Seamus dancing with Ceri. “I think you should be careful around your new wife’s best friend. She doesn’t appear to have any scruples about horning in on warriors who aren’t hers.”


    “Ceri? Without her, we wouldn’t be enjoying my very happy wedding day,” Rowan said, his tone warning Rio not spoil it. “She did all the work for this reception so Alyssa could finish her master’s thesis, earn her degree, and still marry me on the day we wanted.” Rowan stared him down. “I owe her a ton, and I won’t have you attacking her based on some half-assed idea she’s a flirt.”


    Rio shrugged.


    Rowan cocked a brow at him and smirked. “Maybe instead of judging her, you should ask her to dance.”


    Rio ignored Rowan’s suggestion. “Speaking of your new wife, Alyssa looks lovely today. You’re a lucky man.” He clinked his beer to his brother’s. “You found your talisman in time, married her on your birthday no less, and thumbed your nose at the goddesses so determined to keep you apart.” He sipped his beer. “I wouldn’t be too cocky if I were you though. The day isn’t over.”


    Rowan shot him a side-eye. “Between Alyssa’s grandmother’s protections over this house and Siobhan’s reinforcements, I think we’re safe for the day.” He glanced up at the knotwork design on the outdoor canopy. “Morgan and Maeve are probably in Scotland or Ireland licking their wounds from the sweet little comedown we gave them in LA last winter. Still, I’d rather not upset the cosmos by discussing them on my wedding day.” He clapped a hand on Rio’s shoulder. “Lighten up and join the party. Today’s a great day, and Alyssa and I want you to celebrate—please.”


    “I’ve been doing a number on the imported beer you’re serving. I’m celebrating.” He laughed hollowly and moved off to join his twin Riley and Riley’s wife Lynnette.


    Being the last unbonded and unmarried Sheridan compounded his sour mood. That and it didn’t matter where he strolled among the wedding guests, he could still hear Ceri’s tinkling laugh like happy chimes on the wind.


    Standing beside his twin, his attention zeroed in on one stunning Ceri Ross.


    She’d twisted her hip-length, honey blond hair into some sort of braids and curls concoction that spilled gracefully from the side of her head down over her right breast. The light green satin sheath she wore deepened her sparkling green eyes. The dress hugged her long lithe body, outlining every luscious curve, and his hands itched to smooth over the fabric clinging to her exquisite figure.


    In a moment he’d later regard as damn weakness, he downed the last of his beer and strolled over to where Ceri stood in animated conversation with Alyssa’s old protector, Finn Daly.


    “Afternoon, Finn. You clean up good for an old warrior,” Rio said, unapologetically interrupting them.


    “You do too. And who are you calling old?” Finn puffed himself up. “I think I had a few moves you didn’t know at Scathach’s last training session.” His lively gray eyes twinkled.


    “Thanks for going easy on me. I’d already had quite a day before you showed up,” he said with a smile.


    “It’s your story. Tell it any way you want, Rio.” Finn winked.


    “Will I put you out too much if I steal your companion for a dance?”


    “Not at all. I’d much rather see you dancing than scowling by yourself over your beer.”


    Rio ignored the old man’s barb and turned his attention to Ceri. “Shall we?”


    He placed his hand on the small of her back, propelled her toward the dance floor, and took her into his arms. His hand engulfed her slender one as he held it loosely. Resting his other hand on the small of her back, he guided her around the dance floor. Though he kept his touch light, she remained tense in his arms.


    Leaning in, he whispered in her ear, “Relax. It’s only a dance. We’re not making a commitment here.”


    His breath fanning her ear had the opposite effect, judging from the way she missed a step. Tightening his hold on her, he pulled her against his chest. She gasped. He willed himself to remain relaxed while every nerve ending came alive with her response and the touch of her lush curves against his body.


    She felt even better than he imagined, all toned and sensuous. Like a siren, she called to him everywhere their bodies touched. Like a siren, she was dangerous, even deadly. But like the ancient mariners, he couldn’t resist her. Instead of righting her when she’d stumbled, he’d pulled her closer, relishing her firm round breasts pressing against his chest, her soft hand resting easily in his palm, her lovely toned thighs occasionally brushing his.


    “You did a nice job with the wedding. Rowan told me he owes you,” he said blandly to break the stiff silence.


    “Thank you. Alyssa and I have been best friends since we were six, and I knew she didn’t have time to plan this. I wanted to keep her from eloping because I selfishly wanted to be part of her wedding day,” Ceri blurted. Her face pinkened, and she looked away.


    Rio tried to reconcile her gushy answer with the picture of sophistication and poise she radiated to the world. Huh. I make her nervous.


    “Eloping doesn’t sound like a half-bad idea, but I think my parents would never have let Rowan hear the end of it if he hadn’t included everyone on his big day, especially with today being his birthday and all.”


    “Did you see I had the caterer include ‘Happy Birthday Rowan’ on the wedding cake?”


    “No, I hadn’t noticed. I just grabbed the biggest piece before Seamus could beat me to it.”


    “Oh.” Ceri’s face fell. “Well, Alyssa and Rowan seemed to like it.”


    The disappointment in her voice gave him heartburn. When the song ended, Ceri stepped away from him like he’d scalded her.


    “Thanks for the dance. Hope you enjoy the rest of the party.” She turned on her heel and headed straight for the back door of Alyssa’s house.


    That was smooth, dumbass. She ran away from you. He scrubbed a hand over his face. Why do I feel so attracted to such an obvious flirt? Glancing up, he caught Seamus’s eye and scowled. What does he have that’s so appealing to the ladies while I make them nervous? ’Course, Ceri Ross probably should feel nervous considering what I’ve been thinking about her.


    *


    The wedding and reception were held in the former Alyssa Macaulay’s backyard, complete with a temporary dance floor set under an awning elaborately painted with Celtic designs. Ceri hustled out of the reception and through the back door of the house. Making a beeline for the bathroom in the hall, she closed and locked the door and sat down hard on the edge of the tub, her emotions roiling.


    All day she’d been enjoying compliments on her planning and hard work, but maybe she’d been too preoccupied with her part rather than the reason for the day in the first place. Did Rio think her full of herself? Her silly response to his blasé comment about the wedding certainly didn’t improve his low opinion of her. For someone who can usually carry a conversation, I was an idiot out there.


    Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm her swirling emotions. She checked her appearance in the mirror and thought of mundane items to disguise the distress in she saw her eyes. It was a trick Aunt Shanley made her practice repeatedly as part of her talisman training. “Never let the enemy guess what’s going on inside your head,” Shanley had admonished Ceri so often it had become her mantra.


    When she was ready to face the party with at least the façade of her usual cheerful self, she exited the bathroom and returned to the reception. Promptly, she sought out Seamus’s sister, Siobhan MacManus. During the rehearsal the evening before, she’d noticed Rio pointedly avoided Siobhan and her husband Duncan. Perhaps if Ceri spent time talking to them, Rio wouldn’t feel obligated to ask her to dance or even to speak with her again before the end of the afternoon.


    As she made her way to where Siobhan and Duncan sat near the refreshment table, Seamus intercepted her.


    “What happened between you and Rio that sent you into the house and him to the bar right after the two of you danced?” he asked as he twirled her over the dance floor.


    Ceri glanced up at the burly blond giant, deliberately widened her eyes, and teased, “Do you need details about how I realized in the middle of that dance I needed to use the ladies room? I don’t think I’ve taken a break from the party since I joined you to witness the wedding hours ago.”


    “So that was it.” Seamus’s speculative gaze made her uncomfortable. “Why do I have the distinct impression the two of you weren’t getting along?”


    Tilting her head, she asked, “Were you spying on us?”


    “I noticed you from the edge of the dance floor, Ceri. I saw you blush and his face remain blank. I’ve known him long enough to know he’s not happy about something when he looks like that.”


    He dipped her, and she gasped, but his ploy didn’t work. “We were talking about the wedding. He isn’t keen on the finer points of wedding planning and execution, and I may have let my feelings get hurt. Now I’m over it. Satisfied?”


    “For the record, you’re quite welcome to plan my wedding. I rather like what you did with this one. Maybe that can be your next business venture if you tire of selling real estate.” His smile mollified her.


    “You’re a very nice man, Seamus Lochlann. Too bad I’m not your talisman. You at least appreciate my considerable party-planning skills.” She batted her eyes at him.


    The night they’d met, Seamus and Ceri had figured out they weren’t destined for each other after he tried his sign and discovered she wasn’t his. However, she enjoyed his easy company. Unlike Rio Sheridan. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught him scowling at them from his place by the bar, and a shiver stole over her.


    *


    “Alyssa, I hate to ask, but may I borrow your car? Shanley drove off without me, and I doubt you need a chaperone on your wedding night,” Ceri said with a grin. The stragglers had left the reception, and the caterers had dismantled the tents, loaded up the tables and chairs into their vans, and driven away minutes earlier. Ceri assumed only she, Alyssa, and Rowan were left at the house.


    Rio walked down the hall and entered the kitchen.


    “Oh, hey, Rio. Could you give Ceri a ride back to town? It seems Shanley drove off without her,” Alyssa said.


    Ceri’s heart dropped into her stomach.


    “Your aunt left you? Don’t you mean your date?” Rio frowned.


    Ceri furrowed her brow. “I didn’t have a date.”


    Wrapping his arm around Alyssa, Rowan interrupted. “Listen kids, no fighting on the way to town.”


    “Alys, about using your car—”


    “That’s silly, Ceri. Rio is headed to town too.” Rowan stared down his brother. “He can be civil enough to give a pretty lady a lift, can’t you little brother?”


    “Come on, Ceri. I think the newlyweds want some privacy.”


    It wasn’t the first time in the six years since Alyssa had bought her house that Ceri wished ten miles didn’t separate it from town.


    “Congratulations again you two. I’m so happy you found each other.” First, she hugged Alyssa then Rowan.


    She retrieved her ivory shawl from where she’d laid it over the back of the love seat in the great room and walked to the front door. Desperately, she filled her head with mundane items like trees, peanut butter sandwiches, and patio furniture to calm down and reveal none of her trepidation about the ride into town with a man to whom she was so attracted and who felt nothing except maybe loathing for her.


    Once they were in Rio’s big black pickup truck, she couldn’t keep her mind on anything ordinary, which likely meant her shield wasn’t strong. So she attempted distraction. “Do you work for your family’s business too, like Rowan and Seamus?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Oh.” She watched the scenery on the mountain road and tried again. “Do you work out of the local office or one of the other branches?”


    After several awkward moments when he didn’t answer, she snapped. “I’m not planning to write an exposé. I was trying to make conversation. Usually, the polite thing to do is to ask about the other person who politely replies with something.”


    Rio slid her a side-eye before returning his attention to the twisty road. “I work with Riley in the western part of the state, but I’m filling in for Rowan while he takes Alyssa on their honeymoon. Polite enough for you?”


    “Gosh, that was difficult—and enlightening.” She crossed her arms and stared unseeingly out the passenger window.


    “How long have you known you were a talisman?”


    “That was random.”


    “The polite thing to do is to ask about the other person who politely replies with something.”


    She blinked and wondered about his hostility, but responded anyway. “Since I was tiny, since my parents died,” she said quietly.


    Seeming to ignore her answer, Rio asked, “How long have you known Alyssa was a talisman?”


    “Almost from the moment we met when we were six.”


    “In nearly two decades, you didn’t tell her? You didn’t help her with her training?”


    The accusation in his tone stunned her.


    “Like your parents did, I imagine, my aunt warned me not to seek out other kids like me and not to give it away if I met or sensed other kids like me. Doing so would put us all in danger, which was enough when I was tiny.” She tightened her wrap around herself. “As I grew older and more rebellious, I was determined to talk to Alyssa about it, but her grandmother forbade it, and I knew better than to cross a druid of Afton Sinclair’s caliber.”


    “You’re saying Alyssa’s grandmother deliberately kept her ignorant? Unbelievable.”


    “Ask Finn. They fought about it often, but Afton wouldn’t budge. Having seen her whole family die at the hands of the Morrigan caused her to try to protect Alyssa by keeping her ignorant.”


    Ceri stared as Rio’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel. “Her ignorance nearly cost my brother and her their lives. Too bad her grandmother was a healer rather than a prophet. Maybe she would have done things better.” Waves of his anger washed over her.


    “Who are you to criticize?” She bristled. “Afton did everything she could to help Alyssa be ready when the time came, if it did, without telling her who she really was. Why do you think Alyssa is a Celtic scholar? Why do you think Alyssa’s house even now is nearly an impregnable fortress against unruly gods with vicious intents?” She sat back hard against her seat. “You’re too quick to judge before you have all the facts, Rio Sheridan.” Folding her arms protectively over her chest, she looked resolutely out the passenger window. Conversation didn’t seem important any more.


    “If someone close to her”—he took his eyes from the road for a minute—“would have helped her, Seamus wouldn’t have had to teach Alyssa how to shield her thoughts, and the whole family wouldn’t have had to rally at the training room while Scathach gave Alyssa a crash course in talisman training that left no time for visualization, something Rowan’s been teaching her over the past few months.” He blew out a disgusted breath. “And she still hasn’t mastered it.”


    His vibrating antagonism filled the cab of the truck. Ceri remained quiet. What more did he want her to say?


    “Damn it, Alyssa should have been well trained when Rowan met her. You, as her ‘best friend’”—he air-quoted with one hand—“should have insisted on it. Especially after her twenty-first birthday.”


    They rode rest of the way to town in silence. When they reached the city limits, Ceri tersely directed Rio to her condo and barely thanked him for the ride as she scrambled out of his truck. Hugging her shawl to herself, she all but ran to her front door.


    Before she could slide her key into the lock, she gasped as he placed his big hand on her shoulder and turned her toward him.


    “I didn’t mean to piss you off, Ceri.” He pushed his fingers into his hair. “But I can’t understand why Alyssa’s grandmother left her so woefully unprepared and you were complicit in that. I also don’t understand why I can’t stop myself from doing this when I know better.”


    Answering her unspoken question, he cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. When their lips met, her senses exploded, and the gentle kiss he promised with a barely-there caress morphed into something dark and intense in half a heartbeat. She opened for him, their tongues sliding and gliding like they’d done this dance together many times rather than once.


    When he finally tore his mouth away from hers, he left her speechless. Gingerly, she touched her fingertips to her kiss-bruised lips.


    “Sorry. I couldn’t resist. Goodbye, Ceri.” The roughness of his voice sent a shiver through her. Turning on his heel, he strode determinedly to his truck, climbed into it, and backed out of her driveway without once looking at her while she stared after him long after she could no longer hear the truck’s engine humming in the still summer twilight.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Autumnal Equinox


    
What do you mean by a legacy?” Ceri asked, confused.


    Every year since Ceri’s parents’ deaths at the hands of the Morrigan, her aunt, Shanley Conlan, treated her to a lavish dinner out. Her twenty-fifth birthday was no exception until Shanley slid the deed to their family’s ancestral estate in Scotland across the table to her.


    “Following ancient Celtic maternal traditions, the oldest daughter in the family inherits the family home. Your mom had it for about three years before Morgan escorted her and your dad into the mists.” Shanley picked up her wine, sipped, and stared pensively at the envelope on the table. “Somehow Becca must have known what Morgan planned for them because she made a will and gave me a key to a safe deposit box where I found all her papers, including guardianship for you and this deed.” For a moment, she seemed far away.


    “I can barely remember my parents.” The sadness of that reality left her feeling hollow, and she reached across the table to squeeze her aunt’s hand. “I’ve often thought myself lucky you lived nearby and were willing to take me in. You’ve been a great mom to me, so that must be a family tradition as well.”


    Shanley gifted her a watery smile. “There was no doubt about where you’d go. You were all I had left.”


    “Still, I wonder if you might have found your warrior if you hadn’t been saddled with your wild five-year-old niece.” Ceri’s smile flipped upside down.


    “Don’t sing that old song again.” Shanley squeezed Ceri’s hand back and returned to her meal. “Like I’ve told you many times before, you didn’t stop me from doing anything I wanted. I made myself available in the warrior community, but my warrior never found me. That happens sometimes, you know.” She forked a bite of eggplant parmesan, chewed, and swallowed. “Morgan is a formidable enemy who’s in it to win. She’s escorted thousands of warriors across the ford over the last millennia, and she’s not done yet, even with your friends’ recent successes against her.”


    Shanley’s admonition weighed on their evening as each of them thought about what she meant.


    When word had circulated through the warrior community that the two strands of Findlay and Ailsa Sheridan’s line had met in the marriage of Alyssa Ailsa Macaulay and Rowan Findlay Sheridan, there had been joyous celebration. Morgan had tried desperately for years to stop that particular event, attacking the families of talismans she thought might be responsible for lifting the curse she’d put on warriors when she stole Findlay Sheridan’s wife Ailsa a thousand years ago. Among the consequences, Alyssa and Ceri had grown up orphans, Alyssa reared by her grandmother, Ceri by her aunt.


    The theft of Ailsa Sheridan all those years ago ushered in a lean time for warriors cursed to find their talismans before their twenty-eighth birthdays or face a life on the run or become rogue warriors in Morgan’s vicious army. Neither option appealed to men of honor. However, Morgan sometimes sweetened the offer by introducing desperate warriors to her alluring and lusty sister Maeve who enticed men of weak character to join the goddesses in their quest to take as many warriors as possible into the afterlife.


    Always, the goddesses looked for ways to thwart warriors from finding their talismans, their fated mates, though sometimes fate intervened on their behalf. Shanley was an example of fate’s cruel intervention. She’d spent as much time as possible before her twenty-eighth birthday traveling to places where warriors met even after she assumed guardianship of Ceri. Shanley had never met her warrior, so she settled down to a quiet life of rearing and training her niece and trying to keep both of them safe. They owed much to Finn Daly who, following the death of his wife, watched over Alyssa and her grandmother and Shanley and Ceri as well.


    Thinking about the past didn’t ruin Ceri’s delectable seared halibut like it would have done once. But it was time to leave the past in the past.


    “What can you tell me about this house in Scotland?” she asked.


    “It’s a manor that’s been in our family for generations. Your mom and I visited it after she inherited it.” Shanley dabbed her mouth with her napkin and pushed away the remnants of her eggplant parmesan. “It’s quite impressive if a bit cold and gloomy. To be honest, after your mother’s death, I didn’t have the heart to go back over to check on it. A caretaker has looked after it these last twenty years.”


    Ceri’s eyes saucered. “That must have been a real drain on your finances. Why didn’t you sell it?”


    “It didn’t belong to me. Plus, it’s part of the protections that keep Conlan women safe,” her aunt explained.


    “Forgive my irreverence, but how did that house protect my mother?”


    “If your mother had spent her allotted year there, I think she may have avoided the fate Morgan served her. As it was, she had a baby and a husband here, and she hated being away from either of you for any time, certainly not the year she needed to spend there.”


    Worry edged into Ceri’s consciousness. “Why would she have had to spend a year there?”


    “The protections the house offers are imbued in those who live in it over time. The longer you live there, the more protection you enjoy. A powerful druid priestess somewhere back in our ancestry blessed it like Afton blessed Alyssa’s home. Since then, it’s been a safe haven for our family, a safety that follows us for a while after we’ve left the physical building.”


    Ceri sat back and regarded her aunt over her glass of white wine. “If this is all true, why did our family ever leave Scotland?”


    “Good question. It seems somewhere several generations ago, an eldest daughter gave birth only to sons. They immigrated to America, and it wasn’t until my mother that there were any daughters to inherit, so the property has been held in trust. Like Becca, our mom only spent a short time there before returning to her home here, and like Becca, Mom didn’t live long after her return to the States.” Shanley signaled to the waitress.


    “Yes, ma’am?”


    “May we see your dessert menu?”


    “Of course. Would you like coffee?”


    “Please,” both women said together.


    After the waitress left them, Ceri returned to the matter at hand. “It seems the house is more cursed than blessed. If I don’t want to live there and I return to the place I’ve always known as home, I can expect a short life even if I have a warrior. Both Mom and Grandma were married.” She stared meaningfully at Shanley. “Without a warrior, my time will probably be even shorter than theirs. Maybe I should sell the place.”


    “That’s something you’ll need to decide after you visit it.”


    “Even with everything that’s happened in our family, you think I should go over there and spend time in that house?” Ceri asked incredulously.


    “You could stay in a hotel and visit the property, look around, see what you think, what you feel. After all, real estate is your forte. It would be a shame if you never even saw your ancestral home before you put it up for sale.”


    “I can’t figure out why you’d want me to step foot in that place knowing all you know.”


    “Because after your mom returned home, I spent a year there, and I’ve lived fifteen years past her death with nothing but my wits and occasional help from an old warrior who lost his talisman long ago. You have nothing keeping you here, so the timing of your inheritance feels like a sign.”


    Shanley smiled up at the waitress as she handed dessert menus to them.


    Ceri ignored her menu. “What do you mean I have nothing keeping me here? My real estate business is thriving.”


    Shanley peered over her menu.


    “And I have you.” She sat back in her chair. “I’ve lost enough in my life. I don’t want to take a chance on losing you.”


    A memory of a sizzling hot kiss flashed briefly in her mind before she ruthlessly dismissed it. Rio Sheridan had to have tried his sign on her and discovered she wasn’t his. Like a warrior with honor, he’d walked away—another loss Ceri felt keenly for some inexplicable reason.


    “You won’t have trouble restarting your business when you return, and I can entertain myself for a while. After all, I’m only forty, which, contrary to you twenty-somethings’ beliefs, is not one foot in the grave,” she said laughing.


    Ceri’s face crumpled.


    “You won’t lose me, sweetheart. I promise.”


    “That’s a big one, Shanley.”


    Her aunt reached across the table and tapped the deed.


    “It seems so out of the blue that yesterday I lived in a townhouse in a university community in Montana, and today I’m the heiress of some Scottish estate. Where is Conlan Manor anyway?”


    Retrieving her smartphone from her handbag, Shanley pulled up a map of Scotland on the internet. “It’s tucked up here on the northern coast, kind of on its own near the village of Ullapool in Ross-shire. It’s in a rugged and mountainous region, so you should feel right at home.”


    “You’re assuming a lot.” She stared dubiously at the map. “The place is a long way from anywhere, and you think I should fly over there and move in for however long by myself?”


    “I’ll fly over when I have time off over Thanksgiving and stay for a few days.”


    She held up her hands. “Wait. Whoa. Slow down. You’re talking like I’m going to hop on a plane and fly over there tomorrow. I haven’t even wrapped my head around the idea of any of this let alone decided what to do about it.”


    After placing a dessert order for both of them—a chocolate brownie with hot fudge sauce for two—Shanley calmly said, “There’s nothing to decide nor any time to decide it. Once you’ve reached your twenty-fifth year and have been presented with the deed, you must visit the property as soon as possible or risk losing everything you have—including your life.”


    Ceri nearly jumped out of her chair. “What are you saying? The more you describe this place, the more it sounds as though I’ve inherited a curse.”


    Shanley smiled benignly at the nearby patrons who stopped their meals to stare them. Discreetly, she motioned for Ceri to sit back down.


    “It’s about protection,” she said, her tone soothing. “Our line can only be maintained by our connection to Conlan Manor. You’re the last hope of our family, so it’s especially important you visit our ancestral home.” With a grin, she dangled the carrot to which every talisman irresistibly responded. “Who knows, you may even find your warrior there.”


    Ceri raised her brows.


    “Consider it a vacation. You love to travel, and this is another adventure.”


    “Sure, one with potential life-and-death consequences. Some vacation.” Ceri slouched back in her chair.


    “I’d go with you, but I can’t leave work right now. You closed your latest deal last week, which means now is a good time for you. I’ll look after your townhouse, so you can go and enjoy yourself.”


    Shanley tilted her head. “You know, your mother had much the same response when she received this deed. Becca felt a deep connection that scared her more than anything. I think she thought if she stayed for the required year, she’d never leave.”


    “What if that happens to me? What if I don’t want to return?” The idea scared the hell out of her.


    “What if? You won’t be separated from me, and who else will you leave behind?”


    “Alyssa for one. She’s like a sister to me, and I can’t imagine not being able to see her whenever I want.”


    Shanley slid her a sly grin. “You’re not seeing her much since she married Rowan. He keeps her rather busy, which is why the two of us have had so much time together lately.” She smacked her lips over a bite of brownie. “Stop making excuses and listen to your heart.” Gesturing with her spoon, she said, “Enjoy your dessert. Then we’ll go to your place and make arrangements for your trip. It might be the adventure of your life.”


    *


    “You’re off to Scotland?”


    The summer-like day invited Ceri and Alyssa to share a patio meal, and each enjoyed a glass of white wine before returning to work in the afternoon.


    “Guess so. Shanley says I have a finite amount of time after my birthday to make my inaugural trip before my protections wear off, whatever that means.” She rolled her eyes.


    “So much enthusiasm, Ceri.” Alyssa’s tone reflected her worry. “Usually, I’m the cautious one. You forge ahead and damn the consequences.”


    “I know. Only, there’s something frightening about the situation.” She blew out a breath. “I’ve done research, and there is absolutely no real shopping anywhere near the place. I’ll have to drive all the way down to Glasgow to find any trendy stores.”


    “You’re going to the Scottish Highlands.” Alyssa stared at Ceri from beneath her brows. “How trendy do you need to be?”


    “Maybe when the term ends, you and Rowan could visit me? If I’m still there, that is.” She winced at how plaintive she sounded.


    Alyssa’s eyes lit up. “Christmas in Scotland. That’s a great idea.” She leaned forward, her whole body bubbling with enthusiasm. “I loved Scotland when I did my semester abroad there. I can give you the names of some excellent people who I now know are part of the warrior community. There’s a druid whose special talents might be helpful to you.”


    “How could I forget about your semester in Scotland? That was when I ran off to Italy and tried to fall in love with a totally inappropriate civilian man.” The memory made her laugh.


    Alyssa grinned. “Dario did sound charming, but he still irritates me since he was the cause of you ditching me for our planned week together in London.”


    “You said you forgave me for that.”


    “I did forgive you. We were talking about Dario.”


    “About my invitation. You’ll think about it? Run it by Rowan. Maybe he wants to see the old family stomping grounds or pay homage to Scathach in her own country?”


    Alyssa leaned her forearms on the table. “There’s a good thought. If nothing else, Rowan could be swayed with a trip to ingratiate himself with the Sheridan family’s favorite goddess. Although that might also mean bringing along other Sheridans as well…”


    “Rowan’s parents are welcome to stay any time. We’ll keep in touch, make a plan once I arrive,” she said as she finished her wine.


    “You know that’s not who I meant.” Alyssa raised her eyebrow in that way she had of hauling Ceri up short. “What if Rio wants to come along? Though both of you deny it, I can tell there’s something going on.”


    “He’s incredibly hot, I’ll give him that, but there’s nothing going on. Truly. Listen, I have some last-minute details to finish at work before I head home to pack.” Ceri pulled out her wallet and placed some bills on the table. “When Shanley said I had no time to waste, she meant it. She booked me a flight out tomorrow, and I haven’t even caught my breath from receiving the deed to Conlan Manor yesterday.”


    “Before you rush off, I have a little something for your birthday.” Alyssa slid a slender package across the table.


    Ceri picked up the package wrapped in eye-catching paisley paper and smiled at Alyssa while she opened the attached card:


    Thanks for everything. Your impulsivity that led me to Rowan, your understanding, and your forever friendship. Love, Alyssa


    Ceri blinked back tears.


    “Go on. Open it.”


    She tore open the shiny silver paper and opened the box to find a heather-colored cashmere scarf embroidered with a meadow green Celtic forever knot. “Oh, wow. This is gorgeous, Alys. When did you have time to make it?” She wound the lovely accessory around her neck, luxuriating in the feel of the soft fabric against her skin.


    “You know how I am. I need to keep my hands busy. I’ve had this idea in my head since returning home from our honeymoon. It kept bugging me until I made it. On some level, I think I knew you’d need it.”


    She slid around the table and hugged her friend. “It’s this connection I’m going to miss so much. My return date on my plane ticket is open. Shanley thinks I need to spend at least a year in Conlan Manor. If I stay that long, I’m going to miss you like crazy.”


    “We can always have conversations telepathically,” Alyssa suggested.


    “Not a good idea if we don’t want to invite the nasty ladies into our enchanted homes,” Ceri reminded her. Their telepathy was very useful, but it came with a price. The goddesses they tried to avoid could home in on them easily if they used their special skill too much.


    Alyssa sighed. “You’re right. We’ll just do the best we can. There’s always the phone, FaceTime, email. Besides, I’m sure I can convince Rowan to make a trip over, especially if you stay a whole year.”


    Alyssa looked past Ceri and caught sight of a clock. “Is that the time?” She gasped. “I teach a class in fifteen minutes. You’ll let me know when you’ve landed safely and keep me posted on events when you arrive, right? Promise me.”


    “You know I will. Try to keep that husband of yours in line,” Ceri said as she hugged her friend good-bye.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    
Ceri lost her breath when Hamish Buchanan stopped the car at the top of the hill for her first view of her ancestral home. An odd sense of foreboding flowed through her. They’d turned off the main road, traveled a short distance along a narrow, paved track, over a small hill, and down into a grassy glen from which rose three stories of golden edifice, square and solid, with a sprawling yard interrupted by terraces of flowers and trees.


    “Beautiful, isnae it?” Hamish whispered.


    “Wow.”


    She avidly drank in the scene as the druid caretaker of her home—who also happened to be her distant cousin—slowly maneuvered his car down the drive and around the house to the car park behind it.


    A pallet of russet and golden flowers painted the gardens. The vibrant green of the mown lawns along the terraces popped, drawing her eye to the low bushes sculpted into Celtic knots bordering the flowerbeds. She lost her words at the beauty of the Georgian architecture rendered in golden sandstone, a stately manor fit for a queen.


    She was already in love with the place, and Hamish hadn’t taken her inside yet.


    After parking the car at the back of the house, he said, “I usually use the servants’ entrance back here because it leads directly tae the kitchen, but fer yer first time seeing the house, we’ll use the front door.”


    He led her around to the front of the house via a flagstone path bordered with flowerbeds and a pretty trellis over the gate in the stone fence separating the kitchen gardens from the formal gardens.


    “Incredible,” she breathed, drinking in the gardens and the valley in which the manor sat.


    After a few minutes, he said, “All right, lass, it’s time fer a look around inside.” He produced a key to a modern-looking lock and opened the massive, ornately carved oak front door.


    At first Ceri didn’t even notice the décor of the house, her practiced realtor’s eye automatically taking in its bones instead. The balustraded main staircase at the far end of the entrance hall grabbed her attention, followed by the pillars rising through the middle of the house past the third floor to the ceiling. Balconies looked down on the entrance hall, and doors with doorframes of elaborate oak molding led off to various rooms.


    An open door to her left snagged her attention, and she stepped over to peek into a room that at one time might have been a parlor but now served as a cozy sitting room. The furniture, upholstered in outdated fabrics with large floral prints, was modern including a recliner, a love seat and ottoman, and a rocking chair. A fireplace took up most of the wall opposite the door, and an entertainment center dominated the wall to her right. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out on the gardens. From the looks of it, this room saw some use.


    Farther down the hall, she opened a door and gasped at the size of the dining room she discovered. The long table in the middle of the room looked to seat at least forty people. Benches instead of chairs were tucked neatly under it, so maybe even fifty people could crowd around that massive table. Another fireplace took up the wall at the opposite end of the room. She walked the length of the room, drawn to the portrait hanging above the mantel. The woman in the painting had eyes the exact same shade as her own.


    “What was her name?”


    “Fianna. It means fighter full o’ grace.”


    Ceri turned to Hamish with smile. “Interesting choice for a druid.”


    “’Tis a fitting name. Fianna was a fighter.”


    Inclining her head, she glided her hand along the smooth surface of the heavy oak table. “What’s the reason for such a huge table?”


    Hamish rested his hands on it. “Back when Fianna had the house built, she hosted meetin’s o’ warriors, talismans, and druids from all over the Highlands. With the Jacobin uprisin’s and the last o’ the Clearances happening, the Morrigan was much more active in Scotland than she is now, thank the gods, so many a meetin’ commenced in this secure house.”


    She could almost hear some of those meetings, and she shivered at the sensation that rippled through her. “What’s across the hall from here?”


    “The grand salon. Shall we take a look?”


    Taking up most of the front of the house, the salon looked big enough to host a grand ball. Simply roll up the beautiful Oriental rug on the floor, set up the band near the massive grand piano opposite the doors, and have a party. If the manor had been located back in the States, Ceri could see the potential for this room to host a variety of entertainments that could pay for the upkeep of the manor.


    On the heels of that thought, she wondered about the financial burden she’d inherited. “What does it cost my aunt to keep this place up?”


    “Ye think Shanley pays fer this place?”


    Ceri nodded.


    “Nae lass. The family trust pays fer the upkeep o’ the manor. A board manages it—yer aunt’s a member by the way. Since ye’re the lawful owner now, ye’ll assume yer place and help us manage the trust, relieving Shanley of a responsibility no’ her own.” Hamish paused and stared meaningfully at her. “Shanley’s done admirably by ye.”


    Her eyes widened. “It’s a lot to take in all at once.”


    “If anyone is up tae it, it’s ye, lass. Come along with ye now and let’s have a look at yer bedroom. Once we lug up all yer gear”—he winked at her—“ye’ll want tae leave it in yer room fer a good long time.”


    He’d commented plenty about the three suitcases, she’d brought. She didn’t want to imagine what he would say if he’d know about the other five she’d left behind.


    When she walked into her bedroom, she couldn’t believe her eyes. An enormous mahogany four-poster bed dominated the room. Opposite the bed rested a matching rolltop desk and an elaborate antique dressing table with an oval mirror. A chaise lounge snuggled up to the window facing the front gardens invited daydreaming. She smiled at the massive size of the wardrobe along the wall opposite the windows. Definitely enough closet space. The oversized furniture fit with space to spare in the room the size of her entire apartment back home.


    In the bathroom she discovered a deep Jacuzzi tub. The black marble tile above it gleamed as though someone shined it every day. The marble continued into the open shower stall, along the vanity, and behind to the toilet. The gold fixtures looked modern. The whole room resembled something out of a cosmopolitan design magazine.


    Someone—the trust—had gone to expensive pains to entice her to stay, and Shanley had obviously been complicit in those plans. Who else could have told the renovators of this room Ceri’s tastes, and who besides Shanley knew of her dream bathroom?


    Hamish danced from foot to foot awaiting her verdict on her room.


    “Shanley told you a lot about me.”


    “She had tae. If ye’d grown up here as yer ancestors did, that wouldnae been necessary, but as it was…”


    “I see. Well, I appreciate all the work—and the money—this room demanded. It’s fantastic. I might hole up in here and never come out.” She laughed, and Hamish huffed out a sigh.


    “Well, then. Let’s haul up that mountain o’ luggage ye brought with ye and get ye settled. It’s nigh on lunchtime, and I’m famished.”


    *


    While Ceri unpacked clothes and marveled at the grandeur of the room she would occupy for the foreseeable future, Hamish returned to the kitchen to fix their lunch.


    Out of nowhere, an intercom she hadn’t noticed before crackled to life, and she jumped a mile. She squeaked and hoped the system worked only one way. After answering Hamish’s invitation to lunch, she left her unpacking half-finished and headed downstairs to join him.


    In the kitchen, Hamish ladled generous portions of beef and vegetable stew into shallow soup bowls. Thick slices of homemade bread and tea steaming in big mugs waited beside the place settings at the rough-hewn table across from the stove. He set the bowls of savory stew on the table and pulled out her chair, an automatic gesture that earned him a big grin.


    “At least chivalry isn’t dead in Scotland,” she said as she sat. “Mmm, this smells delicious. I hope you made a lot ’cause I’m starved.”


    He grinned. “I was worried ye might be one o’ those women who’re always watchin’ her figure when what she needs tae do is eat enough tae be useful.”


    She laughed then conversation stopped while each of them took care of first one and then another bowl of stew.


    *


    “Ye’ll have plenty o’ time fer settlin’ in later. Right now, we’ll start the rites that keep this house and those attached tae it secure,” Hamish announced after they cleaned up their lunch.


    “You don’t waste time, do you?” Ceri asked with a sense of trepidation. The druidic aspects of owning the manor made her nervous.


    “Donnae worry lass. Yer main role in our rituals is yer presence.”


    “Our? Others are involved?”


    “No’ taeday. But on other days there will be others. Samhain will be an especially big day. ’Tis fortunate yer birthday fell on the autumnal equinox so we dinnae have tae wait so long tae complete the most important rituals.”


    He dried his hands from washing dishes and hung the towel on the rack above the sink.


    “Taeday we’re sprinkling herbs. We’ll start at the front door. Meet me there in a few minutes, if ye please.”


    He disappeared down a short hallway to what she supposed were his private quarters. She wondered when she’d be invited to see those rooms. No matter that she owned the manor, she had no desire to invade another’s personal space without an invitation.


    A few minutes later, he joined her in the foyer.


    “It’s time tae start teachin’ ye about yer heritage, lassie. I’ll chant, and ye’ll follow and repeat the chants until ye’re ready tae chant them on yer own.”


    “What’s in the basket?”


    “Dried basil, cinquefoil, cowslip, elderflower, figwort, garlic, and rosemary. I grow ’em in the knot gardens out front.”


    “For protection spells?”


    “And fer lunch.” His eyes twinkled. “Several o’ these herbs were also in the stew.”


    “Is that part of the protections?”


    “Only from hunger.”


    Her cheeks heated.


    “’Tis all right lass. Ye’re a talisman. Ye’re no’ expected tae know all the properties o’ plants. Come on then. Let’s take care o’ taeday’s task.”


    Hamish began with a ritual chant at the front door, touching its four corners inside and out with sprigs of herbs tied together with leather thongs. It took her a few minutes to acclimate her ear to his soft, lilting chant before she distinguished the words. He repeated them before handing her the rowan basket and indicating she should take her turn. Following his lead, she chanted:


    “The Sacred Three


    “Scathach to guard,


    “Brighid to bless,


    “Rhiannon to surround


    “The house,


    “The clan of the druid mother,


    “Every morning,


    “Every evening,


    “Every night,


    “And every day,


    “And every evening,


    “And every single night.”


    She touched each corner of the door inside and out as she’d watched Hamish do, and he nodded his approval.


    After they finished with the front door, they traveled in a counterclockwise circuit of the exterior of the house, brushing each edge of each window and door and the corners of the house on the ground floor with herbs, chanting as they went. When they finished outside, they returned inside and continued their journey throughout the house. In this way, she saw the entirety of every room from bottom to top except for Hamish’s quarters. By the time they finished with the third floor, she was too exhausted to ask about why they didn’t seal his rooms too.


    Excusing herself, she went to her room for a nap before she finished unpacking. Testing the big bed, she’d expected something a little soft, a bit saggy, but the mattress was firm, and she lay back on it with a sigh.


    *


    Awakening in an utterly dark room disoriented her. Ceri reached over to the nightstand and patted around until she found the lamp and her cell phone to check the time. It’s two in the morning? How did I sleep through dinner and half the night? Her stomach rumbled at thoughts of dinner, which sent her downstairs in search of food.


    With the entire house shrouded in darkness, she felt her way down the hall to the staircase and down the stairs to the main floor. An odd noise coming from the grand salon halted her midstep on the last stair above the foyer. Not knowing Hamish’s habits, she decided to check it out anyway. When she opened the door and called softly for him, she thought she heard a sharp intake of breath, then for several seconds she heard nothing. Deciding she’d mistaken the settling noises of an old house for an intruder, she closed the door to the salon and resumed her journey to the kitchen.


    A small nightlight over the stove welcomed her, giving enough light for her to find a switch for the light over the sink and illuminating the refrigerator and the cupboards. After filling a bowl with leftover stew, she microwaved it in the tiny oven beside the fridge, delighted she wouldn’t have to eat her midnight snack cold.


    Sitting at the kitchen table in the semidarkness, she decided the stew tasted even better warmed up. She hoped she hadn’t disappointed Hamish by falling asleep like she had. Her thoughts strayed to the ritual they’d performed that afternoon. It had been interesting at first but soon became monotonous. By the time they chanted over last room, fatigue thoroughly set in. Perhaps Hamish had experienced a similar feeling and hadn’t missed her at all at dinner because he’d skipped it too.


    She washed her bowl and returned it to the cupboard before heading back upstairs. When she reached the main hall, once again she heard strange noises, this time coming from the vast dining room. Opening the door slowly, she stepped inside and stopped to listen. Someone was moving around in the room.


    “Hamish?” she called softly.


    The noise stopped abruptly, and she distinctly heard the sharp intake of breath.


    “Hamish? Are you in here?”


    Silence greeted her. Unease snaked up her spine.


    Closing the door behind her, she hustled downstairs in search of Hamish. She hated to wake him in the middle of the night, but someone was in the house, and she had no intention of confronting an intruder alone.


    Trying to knock on Hamish’s door loudly enough to wake him without alerting the intruder was a challenge. Finally, after several minutes, he groggily answered.


    “What can ye be wantin’ in the middle o’ the night lass?” The surliness of his tone did nothing for her worry.


    “There’s someone in the house, Hamish,” she whispered urgently. “I thought I was imagining things when I thought I heard someone in the grand salon when I came down to the kitchen. But when I heard someone in the dining room a minute ago, I knew it wasn’t my imagination.”


    “Lass, this is an old house. It makes all sorts o’ noises. I locked up before I went tae bed, so I’m sure there’s nae one in the house. Donnae worry yerself and go on back tae sleep.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest and stubbornly held her ground.


    He sighed. “If it’ll make ye feel better, I’ll walk ye tae yer room.”


    “That would make me feel better, actually.”


    Carefully, he closed the door to his room and walked her up the stairs in silence. She strained to hear the sounds that had worried her earlier, but as they made their way up the grand staircase, the house remained eerily silent.


    At her door Hamish said, “There ye are lass. All safe and sound. Next time if ye need me, press the intercom twice. That connects ye directly tae my room. All right then?”


    “Thank you, Hamish. Sorry to wake you.”


    “Yer first night in this auld place was bound tae be a might unnervin’. Think nothin’ of it. Good night.”


    Ceri locked her bedroom door.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    
Ceri’s first two weeks in Scotland were interesting yet uneventful. Each day at some appointed time she could never anticipate—morning, afternoon, evening, the middle of the night—Hamish walked her around the house inside and out chanting and distributing various herbs. The chants and herbs varied, but the ritual remained the same. The chanting exhausted her, but eventually, she became more accustomed to it and only required a short nap following a session of the ritual.


    Occasionally, they chanted on the roof, accessing it from a third-story balcony or through a trapdoor in an attic room. During the rituals, Ceri learned every square inch of the manor like someone who had been born there. The only rooms she never entered were Hamish’s own. When she asked him about it, he insisted if she entered his rooms, it would weaken his spells since he prepared the herbs there. Privately, she thought his excuse was bull, but she let it go.


    The nights she heard someone moving around in the house were another story. Hamish insisted no one could be in the house. He even brought her along with him to lock up several times. Still, Ceri knew the sounds in the various rooms on the first floor were not the natural settling of an old house. Drawers opening and closing, chairs scraping along the polished wood floors, windows rattling like someone was trying to determine if they were unlocked—those were not the sounds of an old house. She didn’t believe in ghosts, so the only conclusion she could draw was someone had an alternate way into her home.


    A someone who visited nearly every night.


    Late one evening as she read old diaries in the library, she caught sight of a shadow passing outside the library door. She’d left lights on in the second floor hallway and on the stairs, places she often traveled on her way to the sitting room, kitchen, her bedroom, and the library—the rooms she used. Hamish threw his hands up at the unnecessary expense of burning all those lights, but Ceri said she’d pay for them herself if necessary. When she wouldn’t budge, he’d grumbled the trust could afford some light, but she needn’t be so paranoid. The place was neither haunted nor invaded.


    She froze until she was certain whoever had peeked into the room had moved on. Quietly, she stood up, tiptoed to the door, and cautiously glanced down the hall, catching sight of the shadow of a man much larger than Hamish as he descended the stairs. Ceri’s outrage that someone would be sneaking around in her house overwhelmed her good sense. On slippered feet, she soundlessly chased after the intruder.


    Reaching the main hall, she stopped to listen for where the man could have gone. Not hearing sounds coming from any of the rooms on the ground floor, she hurried to the kitchen, flipping lights on all the way downstairs. When she reached the kitchen, she called out to Hamish and looked around the room.


    “Lass, it’s the middle o’ the night. What are ye squallin’ about?”


    “There was—or is—someone in the house. I just followed him down the stairs.”


    At his dubious glare, she rushed on. “I was in the library reading when I saw a shadow. I got up and saw a man running down the stairs. I gave chase, but I didn’t see where he went. None of the doors sounded, so I assumed he came down here.”


    “Lass, are ye sure?”


    “Absolutely,” she said, panting.


    Her heart pounded and she realized how foolish her actions had been. What if she’d caught the intruder? What then?


    “Let’s take a look, lass.”


    Together, they methodically searched the house for signs someone other than the two of them had been inside. After an hour, they found nothing except a glass with milk residue in the sink, a glass neither of them had used, proof someone had been in the house. Hamish said he’d check in the village to find out if anyone else had experienced someone in their homes or had seen any odd people hanging around. Ceri decided to enlist her friends from back home when she returned to her room and locked herself in.


    *


    “Isla, it’s Ceri Ross. How are you?”


    “Ceri!” Isla said warmly. “Are you home already? Alyssa implied you’d be in Scotland for a while.”


    “I’m still in Scotland, but I need some help from Security Consultants Unlimited. Is Rowan or Seamus around?”


    “Rowan is in. I’ll put you through. You’re all right over there, aren’t you?”


    “If you mean ‘Do I need help keeping the unpleasant gods at bay?’ the answer is no. I have a druid relative who’s doing a great job of that. The more suspect human element, however, is a different story, which is why I’m calling.”


    “Stay safe, Ceri.”


    She heard a click before Rowan’s voice boomed over the phone. “How are you? How’s Scotland?”


    “I’m fine. Scotland is incredible. I’ve met some wonderful people in the village, and the manor is spectacular. You and Alyssa should come and see it—and maybe bring along one of your high-tech state-of-the-art security systems?”


    “What’s going on?”


    She sucked in air and plunged in. “Someone other than the caretaker and me is spending time in my house. I need a security system, and the first person I thought of was you.”


    In reality, the first person she’d thought of was Rowan’s brother, but she’d quickly put that thought out of her mind.


    “We’re in the middle of a major installation, so I can’t get away. I’ll check with Seamus though. He could come over and see what you need and maybe enlist a local company to help you.”


    “That’s just it, Rowan. There are no local companies. People here live a long way from anywhere. Will you talk to Seamus? The caretaker here is a druid and a relative. He and Shanley insist I need to spend a year in this big old house, which, now that I’m here, I don’t mind too much.” She shifted the phone to her other ear. “Provided I’m not sharing the place with intruders. Sleeping with my bedroom door locked every night is starting to wear on my nerves.”


    “How long has this been going on?” Rowan sounded alarmed.


    “Since my first night here. I kept hearing noises like someone walking around, but Hamish, the caretaker, insisted it was only the house I was hearing. But tonight I chased a man down the stairs after I caught him looking in at me when I was in the library. He left an unwashed glass in the kitchen, and even Hamish had to admit someone had been in the house.”


    “Ceri, one of us will get away in the next few days and at least see what you need over there. In the meantime, keep your bedroom door locked even when you’re not in the room. From the pictures you emailed Alyssa, that looks like a lot of house you’re living in, and it wouldn’t take much for someone to sneak in and hide in your room while you’re out.”


    “Thanks, Rowan. That makes me feel so much safer.” No doubt her voice conveyed her eyeroll halfway across the world.


    “Sorry. But do it anyway. Isla will make arrangements and let you know when to expect one of us.”


    At his sincerity, her sarcasm deflated out of her. “Honestly, thanks a lot, Rowan. I appreciate it.”


    She rang off and went in search of Hamish. Instinctively, she knew he’d protest a security system, but the gods weren’t the only dangers in the world.


    A thought struck her—what if the gods were using a civilian to breach the protections she and Hamish were erecting over the house? After all, they’d tried that tactic by using Alyssa’s old boyfriend after Rowan discovered her to be his talisman. What if something similar was happening with her? The possibility left her nauseous.
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