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Аннотация
Darkness and danger enter Brydie MacKay�s life in the form of an unforeseen inheritance.
Ignorant of her turbulent birthright, and unaware that she is marked by an ancient prophecy wielded by the gods, Brydie becomes prey to a powerful adversary who seeks vengeance for the curse laid upon him thousands of years before.
When her life is threatened, and the lives of the people she cares for are placed in jeopardy, Brydie must choose to embrace her legacy and fight the darkness or lose everything she loves.
Daughter of Winter is the first book in a gripping fantasy series based on the legends behind the winter goddess, Cailleach Bheur. The series draws you into a world of Celtic mythology, powerful Druids, dark magic, and fated mates.
Reader discretion: Please be advised this book contains PG-13 violence and some sexual content.
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Corina Douglas
Daughter of Winter
(Daughter of Winter - 1)



Welcome to a world of fairytales, folklore and Celtic mythology!


The Daughter of Winter series is my first series based on Celtic mythology, and there is so much more coming! If you�d like to be kept informed about exclusive stories, new series, and a behind the scenes look at works-in-progress, keep up to date by joining me on social media at:
www.corinadouglas.com
Also, for all my readers, I have a gift a FREE GIFT at the end of the book.
I truly hope you enjoy the first book in the Daughter of Winter series, and I look forward to reading your review.
See you on the Other side!

DEDICATION

This one is for me�it�s been a long time coming.

1
Talorgan

3rd Century BC, Ancient Scotland
The air reeked of iron.
Fresh blood, still warm from the corpse, had been lathed over his body so thick that his skin was no longer white but a rich, tacky red.
The freshly skinned hide of the bull was laid out on the earth beside him, its yellow pelt drawing in the warmth of the sun. The carcass that had once been encased now lay mutilated and steaming a few feet away.
Talorgan hadn�t reckoned on how difficult it would be to eat the organs. But he�d forced himself to eat the heart, kidneys, and liver, mulishly chewing and swallowing. He�d gagged as the flesh clogged in his throat, especially the tough muscles in the heart. The warm, fresh blood should have aided his progress, but the more he ate, the more cloying it became.
As Talorgan swallowed the last morsel of the bull�s heart, he paused for a moment, breathing in deeply. His body ached from butchering the bull, and he felt gorged, his belly tight and protruding. His stomach rebelled, churning furiously at the intrusion. But Talorgan strengthened his mind against the onslaught. Gritting his teeth, he fought the urge to vomit, and eventually, strength of will prevailed, and his stomach settled into an uneasy murmur.
Phase one had been completed.
Talorgan needed to remain focused on the task at hand, on achieving the end goal�for the power of the mind was volatile. It could sway his actions, deny him the privilege of what he sought. Every nuance had to be perfect for his journey into bull sleep to be successful. So, pushing his physical aches aside, Talorgan focused on the next phase.
Spreading his arms and legs, he tipped his head back in a pagan welcome to the afternoon sun, asking its warm rays to dry the blood on his skin. For a while, time was of no consequence. It didn�t take long for his skin to itch, and he smiled when he raised his arms to confirm the taut pull of dried blood. The second phase was complete�the bull and his body were now one.
It was now time for phase three.
Talorgan moved to the hide and carefully lowered his body on top of it. The bull�s wiry hair was coarse against his naked skin. Closing his eyes against the sun�s glare, Talorgan said a final prayer to the gods before silencing his mind. There must be no distractions for his final journey. This included the call of the lone hawk in the sky, the insects scurrying in the grass beyond his head, and even the sound of the wind sighing in the trees. With single-minded tenacity, Talorgan focused on the present moment until eventually, everything faded and silence reigned complete.
In response, Talorgan�s heart rate slowed down, and the breath eased out of his mouth on a soft sigh as he drifted just below consciousness.
* * *
Talorgan�s inner eye snapped open to find he was running furiously. His chest felt tight, his throat burning as he gasped for breath. It was dark, and all around him were shadows upon shadows. As he ran relentlessly forward, brambles scratched at his face and tore at his robe.
Questions probed. Why am I running?
That was when he felt it behind him. Something dark and powerful.
The realization was abrupt�he wasn�t chasing something; he was running from something. A chill raced down his spine for Talorgan understood that fleeing was the only valid path he had available.
Don�t turn around. Don�t look! Just keep running!
But of his own accord, Talorgan turned his head, seeking that which was behind him. He frantically searched the darkness, but there were only shadows. Not daring to pause any longer, he whipped his head back around and continued to careen blindly forward.
It was then that he felt the air collapse in on itself as if something were drawing all the oxygen away. It felt cold and toxic. He choked, gasping as his breath wheezed painfully in and out of his throat. Something painful hit his back, feeling like a shaft of cold, dark ice. It traveled unmercifully through his body, and his teeth began to chatter.
Talorgan knew it was coming from behind him. But what was it? Where was it?
He couldn�t help turning again; eyes narrowed at the darkness. And something within those dark layers shifted and evolved. It was a large shadow, breaking away from the mass. As he focused on it, he understood that this was more than a shadow. It felt dangerous, evil. He blinked, wondering at what this was, and in that moment, the dark mass twisted wildly into a vortex of speed. Talorgan�s heart froze as he realized it was moving forward. Toward him.
Without hesitating further, he whipped back around and urged his body to run, faster than before, away from this entity. He frantically looked for an escape, but there was nothing and no one in the forest, save for what was behind him.
As his legs desperately pumped up and down, he knew deep inside that this was his own doing. His own retribution. For he�d fallen too far and too fast. There would be no salvation for the deeds he�d done, no turning back from the path he�d begun. The darkness seemed to be screaming at him that this was his future; this was his path.
It was inevitable that Talorgan stumbled on a tree root, pitching forward in a panicked heap. He threw his hands out just in time, breaking his fall by grabbing hold of the trunk of a tree. He used it to push himself upright and stagger on. But as his fingers slipped off the rough bark, there came a stabbing pain in his right shoulder, this one colder, darker, and more agonizing than before. By his next wheezing breath, the pain had traveled from his shoulder and down into his chest; grabbing hold of his heart in a tight vice.
He cried out, his steps faltering as his hands reached up to clutch at his heart. The action pulled him off balance, and he stumbled again, reeling sideways. His forehead sharply connected with a fallen log, and he rolled with the momentum of his fall, ending up on his back. Talorgan blinked dazedly at the inky sky above, unaware of the warm blood that now oozed down the side of his face.
The stars peered down at him; silent, cold observers.
His body burned inside and out. As if whatever had pierced his shoulder had traveled throughout his body, a toxic poison intent on assimilation.
Talorgan�s head whirled in a dizzying rush, and darkness crowded at the edges of his mind. He embraced its escape, desperately hoping for the veil of unconsciousness to fall. But it didn�t happen. And he knew then that it wouldn�t.
For it was coming.
Talorgan closed his eyes, squeezing them tightly against the assault that would inevitably come.
It didn�t delay.
With his next wheezy breath, there came an icy burn at his feet. He cried out, biting his tongue viciously and thrashing his legs, intent on escaping the pain. But that cold burn was ruthless; it traveled relentlessly up his legs, over his torso and chest, and finally, to the tip of his head. He groaned, his mind lost to the torment as he writhed on the ground, lost in its burning intensity.
�Look at me!�
Even though the words were soft, the tone was a dark, captivating melody, devastatingly discordant, and of an otherworldly complexity. It wasn�t a tone for human ears, and it wasn�t a tone that could be denied. In response, blood ran, warm and wet, out of Talorgan�s ears and down his neck.
He knew it was pointless to hide from it any longer. He opened his eyes.
Two red, burning orbs stared back at him from within a face that was utterly flawless. Black pupils moved restlessly, swirling and reforming within startling carmine irises. The vision before him could have passed for human if not for those eyes and the two black horns that protruded from raven curls.
�Do you know who I am, Druid?�
The words ripped through Talorgan�s body in a streak of agony. �Yes,� he gasped, unable to deny the demand in that voice. After all, he had awoken him.
I�ve gone too far.
The confession was a heavy weight in his stomach. But Talorgan knew there was no turning back. There would be no escape, not now, not ever.
�Say my name, Druid.�
Talorgan swallowed hard before giving voice to the vision before him. �Arawn, the Dark God.�
Red eyes gleamed with triumph. �And you are the Druid who freed me from captivity; my first disciple.�
Without warning, the Dark God threw his head back, face uplifted to the stars. �I smell freedom!� he roared exultantly.
The cry of stark triumph caused unforgiving spasms of pain to lance Talorgan�s skull, and his ears bled anew. Blinking against the melodious onslaught, he panted furiously as he struggled to maintain consciousness.
Arawn�s lip curled as he observed his prey. �I�d forgotten how weak your race is, unable to take our presence.�
In the next breath, Arawn reared back, flowing to his feet in a fluid movement no human could ever replicate.
The sudden removal of his presence from above Talorgan�s body had an instantaneous effect. As if a crushing weight had been lifted, Talorgan took his first breath of clean, untainted air. But he remained conscious of how vulnerable he was as he lay on the ground, the Dark God above him. Closing his mind against the protest of his muscles, he maneuvered into a sitting position and leaned back against the trunk of a tree.
The Dark God cocked his head to the side. �Why did you run?�
�I�I don�t know.� Even to his own ears, Talorgan�s voice sounded weak.
Those red eyes burned. �You humans are so fickle! You killed for me, worshipped me, even called for me, and now that I am here�you fear me!� Arawn�s tone became dangerously soft as he leaned closer. �I have come, Druid. I answered your call. The least you can do is show me respect worthy of my attention.�
Talorgan instantly lowered his head. �I apologize, Dark Master.�
Arawn�s frame infinitesimally relaxed at the show of deference. �What is it you desire, Druid?�
An image flared in Talorgan�s mind. An image of someone he wanted with a vengeance. He swallowed, pushing past the hard lump in his throat, and reminded himself that Arawn had the means to get him what he most desired. �You know what I want,� he said firmly, drawing forth courage he didn�t know he possessed. �And in exchange for your release from the Underworld, I seek your assistance.�
Arawn inclined his head. �What you want is stained upon your soul. But for me to grant this boon, you must own it. Say it! I will accept no less.�
Talorgan voiced his innermost yearning. �I desire the Goddess of Winter.�
The Dark God smiled, his lips peeling back to expose viciously pointed teeth. Talorgan went still, cognizant of the stark reminder that this gorgeous, beautiful man was not human.
�Ah, yes, Cailleach, my sister,� drawled Arawn. �The clandestine little whore.�
Talorgan blinked at the description.
Arawn noticed his expression. He cocked his head to the side. �Were you not aware she is with child?�
Talorgan flinched.
Arawn laughed freely, dark amusement dancing across his face. �I can read your mind. The idea of your cherished Cailleach taking another lover is unbearable. It is obvious you had not considered this consequence.�
�It matters not!� spat Talorgan, his position of servitude forgotten as his emotions rode a wave of burning anger. �Her lover can be eliminated!� His frame tensed, and fury radiated through his tone. �I granted you your freedom. I have given you a chance to reign over this world once again. For that�I am owed retribution!�
The Dark God merely raised a brow at Talorgan�s show of defiance. �Fear not,� he drawled. �I always pay my debts. I will give you what you desire�the means to kill her lover and child.�
Talorgan froze. �You will not do this deed yourself?�
Arawn blinked. �She is my sister. Father would execute me if he found out. No, the final act must come from your hand alone.�
�How?�
Arawn�s lips lifted in a show of a smile that held no warmth. �I will provide you with the tools you require to complete this task.�
�But her lover�he will be a god! More powerful than I!�
The Dark God�s face hardened into a cold mask. �Her lover is human.�
�Human?�
�Yes!� spat Arawn. �My sister has disgraced us, choosing a human lover and creating an abomination! We are gods! We do not taint our blood with subservient beings! Father has erred in allowing this transgression, for her act has shamed us all.�
Talorgan�s heart raced. �You know who he is�tell me!�
A cruel smile flitted over Arawn�s lips, and his words were soft, full of cunning. �Someone you know well. Someone you already despise.�
The vice around Talorgan�s heart gripped painfully. There was only one person who he despised with everything he had. The name slipped from his tongue in a menacing growl. �Tritus.�
Arawn closed his eyes, inhaling hungrily. �I can smell your despair! It has many layers.�
The Dark God�s face was euphoric, but Talorgan�s focus had narrowed until only one thought consumed his mind. �I will kill him.�
Arawn�s eyes snapped open. �Of course, revenge is owed. However, you understand that if you want my help to take two lives instead of one, a tithe will be due.� His carmine eyes locked on Talorgan�s as he added in a low, hungry voice, �You know what I�m asking.�
Talorgan�s throat closed at the dark promise in Arawn�s voice, and he hesitated on the precipice of his next move into darkness. But he couldn�t retreat, not now. He�d come too far and lost too much already. His path was inevitable, and now destiny would play her role. �Yes,� he whispered. �You desire my soul.�
Arawn�s face contorted into a devastating grin that sent a cold, chill racing across Talorgan�s skin. �Then let us seal our pact with blood.�
The Dark God produced a wickedly sharp, curved dagger as if from thin air. Talorgan�s gaze shifted to the blade. He watched as Arawn raised his other hand, palm up, and whipped it across his skin in a swift motion. Blood immediately welled; a red so dark it appeared almost black. The god�s lifeblood dropped onto the soft earth below, hissing on impact. Talorgan stared at it, his resolve wavering, but Arawn held out the blade, thrusting it against his chest.
He had no choice but to reach out and accept it, noting the runes carved into its wooden hilt. The symbols looked foreign, not part of the Druidic script that his brethren used. Clenching it in his fist, Talorgan sought the courage to execute this final move.
A sense of foreboding hovered between his shoulder blades. He was well aware that this was one of those moments where his life stood on a cusp, on the very wisp of a knife�s edge. Talorgan knew his next action would irrevocably change his path forevermore.
But then a thought arose, clamoring for his attention. If you are to have her at all, this is the only path.
It broke the barrier of indecision. Without further hesitation, Talorgan sliced the dagger swiftly across the palm of his right hand. He bit his lip as the blade cut deeper than anticipated, watching his blood well up before flowing fierce and hot.
Arawn reached out and grasped his hand, squeezing it tightly. Talorgan felt their blood commingle, then flow as one.
The Dark God�s lips peeled back into a feral smile. �Your soul is tied to mine. It is done.�

2
Brydie

Modern day, New Zealand
The gemstone twinkled brightly under the overhead lamps.
�It looks beautiful on you.�
The woman remained impassive in the face of the dazzling brilliance on her finger. �I prefer the other one.�
�That ring is a larger cut,� I agreed. �But this one has a classic setting that won�t fade over time.�
One thin eyebrow rose above her designer glasses as her eyes traveled the length of my body, taking in my worn green dress and untamed blonde hair. She sniffed. �I�ll take the other one.�
I smiled coolly. �Certainly.�
Curbing the tiny flame of anger in my chest, I nestled the diamond solitaire in a cushioned jewelry box. A sticker advertising the store�s name and address signified that this was an original hand-crafted ring made by Edmund Judd, the most prestigious jeweler in Hamilton. Then I ran the purchase through the till and handed the box to the woman. She didn�t even look at me as she stuffed it in her designer handbag, turned, and left the store.
As the door shut behind her, I released a sigh. The woman had been tedious and downright rude! She�d also been my only paying customer since I�d opened the doors, as the wet spring weather was discouraging clientele. On days like this, I wished I was in the workroom with Edmund, assisting him in the creation of gorgeous pieces of jewelry.
I crouched down to replace the tray of diamond rings in the cabinet, and the doorbell chimed as I turned the lock. I stood up, smoothing my dress down, and pasted a determined smile on my face, hoping this customer wasn�t as trying as the last.
�Good morning�� The smile froze on my lips.
He was tall and lithe with thick midnight hair that curled against his neck. Stubble lined his jaw, and intense blue eyes blazed from within a chiseled face. He was dressed all in black, with steel-capped black boots, black jeans slightly ripped at one knee, and a black leather jacket.
Conscious I was staring, I forced out, �Can I help you?�
His eyes held mine as he closed the door with a firm push. The sounds of the traffic outside faded.
�Brydie MacKay?� His voice was clipped, a clear Scottish brogue to it.
�Yes?�
�I have news about your grandmother.�
�My�my grandmother?�
�Aye.� His eyes burned steadily, locked on mine.
I frowned. �What does Nora want?�
�She�s dead.�
�What?� I gasped.
�Nora died a few days ago at her home in Scotland.�
I swallowed against my suddenly dry mouth, unsure of what to say.
His voice broke the silence. �She has gifted you her Estate in Scotland.�
I blinked. �I think there�s been a mistake. We�ve had no contact in the last three years.�
The words were firm. �There has been no mistake.�
I stared at him, noting his eyes were cerulean blue, the color where the sky blended with the ocean. Who was this man? �I�m sorry, but who are you? Did you know Nora?�
He folded his arms across his broad chest. �The name�s Gage Campbell. And yes, I�ve known Nora for a long time�we were close family friends.�
I didn�t recognize the name, but that didn�t mean he wasn�t telling me the truth. I had never really known Nora. �I�m surprised you�re here to pass on this news. I would have thought the police would handle it.�
�Unfortunately, you won�t be hearing from the police.�
My skin rippled with a shiver, and my eyes darted involuntarily to where my cell phone lay under the cash register. �Why not?�
�You�re not listed as her next of kin. As far as anyone is aware, she was the last living descendant of her line.�
I flinched. Had Nora been that ashamed of me? �I don�t understand. How did you find out about me, then?�
�I was not aware of your existence until moments before she passed.�
There was no apology in his tone, no sympathy in his gaze. I stared back at him mutely, at a complete loss as to how to respond. The old feelings were beginning to return�the hurt, the anger, the shame. I raised a hand to brush my hair back from my face, smoothing the strands while I struggled to contain the emotions.
His gaze missed nothing.
I cleared my throat. �Do you have anything to prove all this, Mr. Campbell?�
�The name�s Gage,� he insisted. He pulled a sheath of papers from the inside pocket of his black leather jacket. �I have a copy of her will. Her solicitor has the original in Scotland.�
I gingerly took them, noting that numerous cuts and bruises marred his long fingers. I glanced at the papers, catching the words �The Last Will and Testament of Nora MacKay.� My fingers tightened on the meager sheets of paper, my knuckles turning white. It hit me then that Nora, my last living relative, was dead. I was officially all alone in the world.
Gage�s voice pierced the haze of my musing. �I suggest you read them over, and we get together in the next day or so to discuss any questions you may have.�
I jerked my head. �Thank you. The time would be appreciated. Do you have a number I can call you on?�
He pulled a card from his back pocket and offered it to me.
Our fingers made contact. I felt a sharp pull at his touch�a yearning to lean in closer. I immediately squashed the odd response, dropping my gaze to the card. It was brief, listing his name and cell phone number. The digits were foreign, the suffix unfamiliar. The sight of it gave me pause.
Had he flown all the way from Scotland to personally pass on the news about Nora�s death? Wouldn�t a phone call have sufficed?
My skin prickled. Something was off. The shock of Nora�s death had distracted me initially, but now a raft of questions slew through my mind. Did he know about the inheritance from my parents? Was Nora truly dead? Or was she now after the remaining half of what they left me?
As if sensing my hesitation, Gage added, �I have one more thing to give you.�
He reached inside his leather jacket and pulled out a small wrapped package, placing it on the jewelry counter between us.
�What is it?�
�Open it.�
I looked at the package. It was covered in what looked to be worn leather. As I stared down at it, I felt a strong pull toward the object�an urge to pick it up and hold it. Still, I hesitated. �Is this a gift from Nora?�
�Open it,� he repeated.
I carefully peeled away the edges of the leather, and my breath caught as I revealed what was within. It was a pendant, fashioned into the form of a Celtic cross. The metalwork was detailed, engraved with Celtic symbols, but what caught my eye was the large amber gemstone mounted in the center of the cross, nestled within a clawed setting.
I didn�t hesitate to reach out and pick it up, hefting its weight in my hand. It was clearly an antique. This close, I could see small provisional design flaws, confirming it was a handmade item. I couldn�t resist rubbing my thumb over the gemstone, noting the veins that harbored small imperfections. I was surprised to find the stone was warm, almost hot.
�This was Nora�s, wasn�t it? I remember seeing it on her once.�
His eyes narrowed. �Yes, the pendant has been in your family for generations. Nora wore it every day.�
It was such an odd comment that I paused, my gaze straying back to his. I didn�t miss his tense frame, the clenched fists at his sides. My skin whispered with a small warning.
I reached out to place the pendant back inside the leather, but he grabbed my arm. The contact was startling, and I was unprepared for the spark of energy that spasmed from that spot. I held my breath as he murmured softly, �Make no mistake that this is the most important artifact in your family�s possession, and now it is yours.�
I nodded, fixated on the charge traveling from his hand throughout my body. Could he feel the energy between us?
Gage dropped his hand, and the charge evaporated as if it had never been.
I swallowed, struggling to recall what I�d been about to ask him. �If this was a family heirloom, why did Nora hold on to it for so long? Why didn�t Nora pass it on to Dad when he left Scotland?�
His gaze was watchful. �She couldn�t. The pendant can only be passed down the female line.�
�Well, why didn�t she give it to my mother then?�
He paused as if considering his words carefully. �It was never destined for your mother because she was not born into the family line.�
The statement was like a bucket of cold water. Memories of Nora�s prejudice bloomed. Being the daughter of an orphan, I was also tainted by the same brush. Knowing how Nora had felt about my mother, how she�d felt about me, shattered the moment.
�I�m not sure how much you know about my relationship with my grandmother, but she disowned me from the family three years ago.� My voice was hard and brittle, but I didn�t apologize for my tone. It was best he knew the truth now. �She made it quite clear I was a stain on the family name. So, you see, whether her inheritance was intentional or not, I�m afraid you have wasted your time coming to see me. I don�t want it�any of it.�
I pushed the will and the pendant to his side of the counter, fighting the irrational urge to keep hold of the gemstone.
He didn�t make a move to take them; only watched me closely. �I can appreciate it�s been a shock, Miss MacKay. I suggest you take some time to consider what I�ve shared. We will talk again in a few days.�
I fought the flutter of unease in my stomach, and struggled to keep my voice firm. �No, I don�t need more time. Please distribute the estate between any parties you see fit.�
He considered me, and I willed myself not to waver under his intense scrutiny. After a moment, he reached out and took the papers, filing them inside his jacket. He made no move to reach for the gemstone. My gaze traveled pointedly to where it rested on the glass table.
Gage�s voice came again, firm and persuasive. �Keep the pendant. After all, it�s your family�s legacy, not a personal gift from Nora.�
I couldn�t explain the pull I held toward it. I wanted it. I bit my lip, indecision warring. But taking it would be a visual reminder of who I�d once been, and I wasn�t that person any longer. I was strong. �No.�
His jaw clenched, but he inclined his head before reaching out to place the pendant inside the folds of his jacket.
�I will give you some time to reconsider. I�ll be in touch within a few days.�
My mouth dropped. Had he been listening to one word I�d said? �I just told you�I don�t need more time. My mind is made up!� I took a breath, searching for inner calm. �Now, I�m sorry to cut this short, but I have an appointment with a client in a few minutes. So, if that�s all?�
I crossed my arms to prevent myself from waving him off. The movement caused his eyes to drop to my chest, and I felt my flesh goose pimple in response. It was the first spark of desire I�d felt since I left James. I didn�t like it.
I shifted on my feet, silently urging him to leave. His gaze traveled back to mine, and I felt a slow burn creep up my neck. I ignored it. The silence stretched uncomfortably as I waited. Just as I was about to fill it, he gave a small, knowing smirk, then turned on his heel and exited the shop.
As the door chimed behind him, I took a deep, calming breath, conscious that it was the first uninhibited one I�d taken since he�d walked in. Woodsmoke and something sharp like forged steel hit my senses. It lingered in the air, a talisman that his visit hadn�t been a figment of my imagination.
My stomach was in knots trying to manage all the old emotions he�d dredged up. The betrayal, the shame, but especially the anger. All directed at Nora, and how she�d treated me.
I lifted a hand to smooth my hair and paused, appalled to see it trembled. Was it true? Was Nora really dead?
I was two months shy of my eighteenth birthday when my parents died in a tragic car accident. They�d miscalculated a turn on a coastal road, their car plummeting over the edge of a cliff, into the sea below. After the news had been delivered, and the police realized I had no close family nearby, they�d told me I would be going into a state boarding school if no one turned up to take responsibility for me. Then, the doorbell rang, and I�d opened it to find Nora standing on my doorstep.
The family resemblance was too strong to be denied. She shared the same gray eyes as my father, the same eyes I had. We were of a similar height and stature, with a rounded jaw and small snub nose. Her hair was heavily tinged with silver, characteristic of her once blonde roots. Instead of my thick, unruly mane, hers was elegantly coiffured into a low bun at the nape of her neck. Recognition hit me as soon as I laid eyes on her. She was the only family I had left.
My cell phone rang, interrupting my thoughts. Grabbing it from under the counter, I saw my best friend�s name flash on the display. I cast a furtive glance through the shop window, but I couldn�t see any pedestrians on the street outside.
I pushed accept. �Hi, Chloe. How�s the packing going?�
Chloe groaned. �It�s been an absolute nightmare, but I�m finally finished.� Then she squealed, �I can�t believe I�m leaving on Monday. I�m so excited!�
�I can�t either�it�s come around so fast! I wish I could go with you.�
�So do I, Bry, but I understand you need to finish your apprenticeship.�
�There�ll be another time for us to travel together. Besides, this is for you, Chloe�you deserve it! You worked so hard, and I�m proud of you for topping your architecture class.�
I was burning to tell her the news about Nora, but I recognized it was the worst thing I could do. News of Nora�s death, and the memories it would dredge up, would only cast a pall on the excitement of her impending trip.
�Are we still on for catching up tonight?� I asked during a lull in the conversation.
�Yes! I can�t wait!�
I groaned. �I know that tone! Are you going to force me to go clubbing tonight?�
�You bet your ass I am! I can�t spend my last few days in New Zealand baking cookies! This is my last weekend here for a while, Bry. Besides, you never let me celebrate your twenty-first birthday a few days ago. We can do both tonight!�
My stomach churned. I hated clubbing. The squash of people and the sweaty bodies as they gyrated on the dance floor wasn�t my scene, but Chloe loved it. She lived for her weekends in town.
�I don�t think I�m up for clubbing tonight, Chloe.�
�Oh, come on, Bry,� Chloe wheedled. �Darryn and Michael will be there. I told them you were coming. They�d be devastated if you don�t follow through.�
I hesitated. Even though I didn�t give a damn about celebrating my birthday, these were Chloe�s last few days in the country. I shouldn�t be so selfish. After all, it would be six months before she was back. �Okay, I�ll be there.�
Chloe squealed in response. �Great! Be at mine by eight, and wear something sexy!�
I hung up, resigned at what was to come.
The rest of the day passed in a flurry of activity as the rain eventually cleared and brought a barrage of customers through the door. The distraction was a godsend, as it kept my mind off the events of the morning. By the end of it, I had generated a lot of interest in Edmund�s latest line of work.
When the last customer had left, I didn�t waste any time flipping the sign to �closed� and bolting the shop door. As I bent to check that all the cabinets were once again locked, the workroom door opened and Edmund came through, carrying a tray of emerald rings.
�Brydie,� he said, smiling softly. �So lovely to catch you before you left. How was your day?�
I gave him a careful smile. �The morning was slow due to the weather, but we had a little rush near the end of the day. You�ll be happy with the sales.�
�Good, good.�
I couldn�t help moving closer to look at his latest collection. �What have you designed now?�
I ignored the slight tremor to the tray as he allowed me to view his work. The rings were large, almost costume size, with dark green emeralds taking center stage. I gave a low whistle at the contents. �These are exquisite, Edmund!�
His pale cheeks flushed, and a small, shy smile bloomed. �Thank you. This style was very popular back in the early 1900s.� His face had become animated, his voice quick and warm. �Beautiful, aren�t they?�
I had to agree. Edmund was a prestigious jeweler, and his work was coveted both here and overseas. New Zealand was a small country with limited opportunities for apprenticeships of this caliber, and I knew I was incredibly lucky to have been awarded the position for eighteen months. I was two thirds through my apprenticeship, having spent the first year learning about different gemstones and metals, what they could and couldn�t do, as well as gaining experience in customer service. I couldn�t wait to spend the last six months designing and creating pieces with Edmund in his workroom. It was what I�d signed up for.
Edmund carried the tray to one of the vacant display cases I�d cleared earlier that day and started to arrange the collection inside.
I pulled my coat on and began fastening it. As I secured the last button, I looked up to catch Edmund�s intent stare over the rim of his spectacles. I�d caught him doing this too often recently.
I cleared my throat. �Did you need me for something, Edmund?�
�No, no,� he rushed out, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. They promptly fell forward again. �I just wondered if I could offer you a lift home? It looks like it�s about to get miserable again. I shouldn�t be more than five minutes here, if you�d care to wait.�
My chest constricted at the offer. I knew I couldn�t take him up on it. Edmund was at least ten years my senior and clearly harbored feelings toward me. They were becoming more prominent since I�d broken off my engagement to James last month, and I was desperate to keep our relationship on a working level. So far, I hadn�t acknowledged any of his advances, but if he kept pushing, I would need to put an end to it soon. I didn�t want to encourage him and still hoped that I could get through the last six months of my apprenticeship without needing to address the issue at all.
�That�s very kind of you, but after being inside all day, I do need the walk.�
Disappointment flooded Edmund�s face. I swiftly glanced away, busying myself by tugging on my yellow knitted cap and unhooking my umbrella from the back of the door.
�The shop front�s all secure,� I plowed on. �I hope you have a good weekend.�
He gave me an awkward smile, his gaze yearning. �You too, Brydie.�
I didn�t take a deep breath until I was safely on the sidewalk. The air felt heavy and moist after the recent rainfall, and the bulging dark clouds to the west heralded more to come. I could smell the rain that had recently fallen, dampening the usual smells of the city.
I headed down the embankment of the Waikato River, veering off the sidewalk to take the more scenic riverside path. The voracious water, now muddy brown because of the recent deluge, moved swiftly downstream. The gurgle of the river as it eddied and flowed muffled the sounds of the late afternoon traffic up on the promenade. There were only a few stragglers around, equally as determined as I to make the most of the break in the weather. I relished the privacy, for after what had happened today, I didn�t feel like sharing my space with anyone.
Ten minutes later, the river walkway veered up to the historical suburb of Hamilton East. Quaint villas and heritage buildings soon replaced the leafy green foliage along the embankment, and the solitude of the river was forgotten in the suburban neighborhood.
Windows twinkled invitingly in the impending dusk. As I looked into the numerous homes, I tried to imagine what it would feel like to be going home to someone�a partner, a family, children. I couldn�t. I was so used to living on my own that I couldn�t imagine sharing my home with anyone. My relationship with James had proved that.
I waved to Mrs. Simpson as she bent over on her front porch to feed her cat a tin of gourmet cat food, and then to Harry, the neighbor�s five-year-old son, as he flew past on his scooter. Two more houses down, and there it was�my beautiful villa.
I�d recently painted the weatherboards off-white with a mint green trim. It looked whimsical and fresh, a perfect match for my flourishing garden. I�d personally chosen every fern, tree, shrub, and bush that grew there, lovingly nurturing them into a leafy green oasis that afforded a high level of privacy from the road and adjoining neighbors.
It was my sanctuary. The one place I could truly relax and the only place I could call home after my parents had died.
I hadn�t been able to stay in the house I�d lived in with my parents. The memories were too painful. Nora agreed that I should move on, and we sold it soon after the funeral. After a few weeks of looking on the real estate market, I found this little villa. I knew it was mine the instant I saw it. It soon meant more to me than just a home�especially when Nora abandoned me a few weeks later.
Thankfully, it hadn�t been tarnished by her departure, or my breakup with James. He�d never stayed overnight here, preferring that we sleep at his house. He argued that my villa was too small and too far of a commute to his business on the other side of town. I knew the real reason was that he disliked it. The villa had a definite feminine appeal, and wasn�t prestigious enough to hold his interest.
I still didn�t understand how I�d missed it, how I hadn�t seen James�s true nature.
As I walked up the front path and inserted my key in the door, I told myself that tonight, none of that was up for debate. I would have plenty of time later to work out how I felt about our failed relationship.
After Chloe had gone.
And, although today had been a maelstrom of emotions, tonight wouldn�t be. I was going to spend it with my best friend. It would be our last evening together before she went on a long-extended holiday, and I was determined that we were going to have fun.

3
Brydie

As soon as I entered the villa, I went straight to the kitchen and poured myself a red wine. Glass full, I padded back to my bedroom to assess my wardrobe. I agonized over what to wear, finally deciding on a high-necked short black dress. It looked innocent on the hanger, but on my body it enveloped me tightly like a second skin.
Putting it on released some cathartic feelings, for James had hated it. It was too tight for the business dinner I attended with him one evening. He complained that the man he was trying to impress hadn�t listened to him, as he was too focused on me. James warned me in no uncertain terms never to wear it again.
Which was just the reason I chose to wear it tonight. James wasn�t in my life anymore. I could make my own damn decisions!
I tied my long blond hair up into a high ponytail, went dark and moody with my eyes, and generously painted my lips blood red. Two-inch heels gave me the height I craved, while also showcasing my legs. It was hard to get noticed in a crowd when you were five and a half feet tall.
As I stood there assessing the overall look in my floor-length mirror, I hardly recognized myself. Neither did Chloe, for her mouth dropped open when she answered the door.
�You�re a knockout!� she whistled, pulling me into her sprawling riverside mansion and promptly pouring me a drink. �This is going to be a great night!�
Darryn and Michael turned up about half an hour later. I was feeling particularly tipsy by the time they arrived.
When Michael saw me, he came to an abrupt halt, eyes bugging out. �Wow, Brydie! You look stunning!�
I gave him a shy smile in response, but he took that as an indication I was interested in him. I had to fend off his advances until we arrived at the nightclub and I could escape to the bathroom. Once he was out of my sight, I moved to the other side of the club, onto the dance floor. It was as far away from our table as I could get, and I hadn�t gone back since.
The music in the club was pounding, the beat fast and deep. Alcohol and sweat permeated the air as bodies pressed in a crush on the dance floor. It was hot, dark, and intense, and I was feeling fabulous thanks to the alcohol I had consumed. With my eyes closed, I swayed my body sinuously.
This was freedom. There were no commitments, no demands on my time, and I was gloriously anonymous. Letting the events of the day go, I flung my head back, succumbing to the music.
Someone touched my ass. I ignored them, continuing to sway. But those hands didn�t let go, nor did they pass over my butt as many others had. Rather, they traveled up and clamped down hard on my hips. My eyes flew open just before I was spun around. I blinked as I caught the flash of white teeth.
�Hey, beautiful lady.�
The strobe light caught his head, and I noted he was of medium height, powerfully stocky, with blond hair.
�Hey,� I murmured shortly, pissed that I�d been interrupted.
He leaned in close and brought his lips to my ear. �I�ve been watching you for the past thirty minutes. Let me buy you a drink. You look like you need one.�
My first response was to refuse, but for some reason, knowing that was my usual reply gave me pause. I didn�t want that tonight. I wanted to be unpredictable.
I forced myself to smile back, hoping it looked confident and controlled. �I�d like that.�
He flashed a triumphant smile. �Lucky me.�
His hand found mine, and he tugged me off the dance floor toward the bar. Signaling the bartender with a crook of his fingers, he flashed a fifty.
�A JD on the rocks for me and whatever the lady wants.�
�A glass of merlot, thanks.�
The bartender gave a nod and hurried away to get the drinks.
Now that we were away from the band, I could hear his deep baritone. The bright lights above the bar also revealed that he was older than I had assumed, closer to his mid-thirties. My stomach fluttered; he was at least ten years my senior and no Edmund Judd. This man oozed confidence and power.
Our drinks arrived. He passed mine over and leaned an elbow on the bar, enclosing me within his personal space. I stifled my instinctive urge to move away.
He took a hit of his drink before lowering it, watching me closely. �Got a name, beautiful girl?�
I followed suit, tipping my head back and relishing the glide of the liquid as it soothed my parched throat. As I swallowed, I contemplated my response. This man didn�t know me. There was a certain freedom in that. Tonight, I could be whoever I wanted to be.
�My name�s Layla.�
�Well, Layla, you dance real fine.� He leaned in closer as a group of young men jostled at his back. His arm brushed up against mine, and gooseflesh peppered my skin.
I took another swig of my drink, but this time the alcohol pooled in my stomach in a queasy mess. I could feel him waiting for me to respond. �And who do I thank for buying me this drink?�
�You can call me Simon. You�ll get the other details later.� His smile was wolfish.
I had the feeling it was meant to be sexy and I ducked my head to hide my frown.
He reached out and tugged my ponytail. �Want to go someplace else, Layla?�
My breath caught, and I struggled to formulate an answer. My head felt fuzzy; my stomach now roiling. I didn�t feel well�like I was going to be sick or pass out, or both. Deep down, I knew this wasn�t just related to the alcohol; being here, in this situation, with this man, was too much.
I realized the drink had been a mistake.
�I can�t. I�m here with friends,� I replied, turning my body subtly away from his so I could glance over his shoulder, out into the crowd, desperate to spot Chloe and the boys.
Where were they?
Simon grabbed my shoulder, turning me to face him squarely. �Come on, baby, you know the game we�re playing. This is where you say yes!�
I could smell the alcohol on his breath, see the firm line of his jaw. A prickle of foreboding chased down my spine.
I tried to shrug off his hand, but it remained clamped on my shoulder.
How had it all gone so wrong so fast?
I swallowed hard, fighting the panic. �Look,� I began firmly. �I�m grateful for the drink, and I�m sorry we can�t continue this elsewhere, but I�m out with my friends tonight.� I forced myself to look directly into his eyes as I added, �Maybe another time?�
As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew it was the wrong thing to say. We both knew there wouldn�t be another time.
Simon�s face hardened as his fingers bit into my shoulder and he raised his eyes to scan the room, as if assessing whether anyone was watching. That small action made my blood run cold. Then he suddenly stilled as if he�d spotted something in the crowd. His fingers bit even more painfully into my arm as he opened his mouth. �It�s time to go��
�Babe!� A familiar voice screamed above the music. It was the lifeline I required.
�Chloe!�
My heart pounded heavily, relieved beyond measure by her intervention.
�Where have you been? I�ve been looking for you for ages!� she slurred, stumbling into me as she squirmed her way past a couple locked in a tight embrace.
I caught her arm, holding her steady. She drew up to her full height and then froze, becoming aware of the tension in the air. Her eyes shifted between Simon and me, before zeroing in on his hand, still clamped on my shoulder.
A frown marred her brow. �You all right, babe?�
Simon let go of me and pushed off the bar. His face was urbane, the mask firmly back in place. �She�s fine. We were just wrapping up.� He stepped back and looked me directly in the eye. �Until next time, Brydie,� he emphasized, before turning away to melt into the crowd.
At his admission, my heart squeezed painfully in my chest. Who was this guy? How had he known who I was? Why play along with my game? But those answers were lost because there was no way I was going to chase him to find out.
As soon as he retreated from view, Chloe turned on me like a bloodhound. �Who was that?�
�A mistake,� I said firmly. �Please, can we just leave it?�
Chloe bit her lip, studying me for a few moments. She knew my tone, understood that I wouldn�t budge. �Sure, Bry, whatever you want.� Then she tilted her head to the side as her gaze ran over my face. �Are you all right? You don�t look good.�
She wasn�t far off; I felt it. There was a roaring in my ears, and my vision was beginning to blur. I also had a god-awful taste in my mouth. �It�s self-inflicted. I didn�t have any dinner tonight.�
As the words left my mouth, I swayed to the side. Stumbling, I reached out to clutch the side of the bar.
Chloe�s mouth dropped open. �Wow, Bry! You okay? Do you want to get some fresh air?�
She�d never seen me drunk. Let�s face it�I�d never seen me drunk either! I was usually the epitome of control. Going by how I was feeling now, I wasn�t tempted to try it again.
�I don�t think fresh air is going to help,� I said, raising a hand to my pounding head. �Do you mind if I go home, Chloe? I�m sorry; I know you wanted a big night.�
Chloe�s face pinched with concern. �No, no, that�s fine. I think it best you go home anyway. You don�t look that good.�
I searched her expression. �You sure? I don�t want you to be out alone tonight.�
�I�ll be fine, babe. The boys are eager to stay out. Don�t worry about me, let�s just get you home.�
She placed her hand on my shoulder and waved at the bartender. �Got a number for a taxi?� she asked him as he drew near.
His gaze traveled past Chloe and settled on my face. I must have looked like shit, for he gave a firm nod and flicked a business card on the bar before turning away.
Chloe snatched it up and turned to me. �Stay here and don�t move! I�m going outside to call you a taxi. Be back in five.�
I nodded, barely registering that she had gone. I was beyond knowing what the hell was happening. My head felt incredibly heavy, and the roaring in my ears was deafening. I sluggishly lifted a hand to rub my forehead, surprised to find it came away clammy.
I blinked; the lights of the bar were too bright. I didn�t feel like I could hold my head up any longer. And as I didn�t have the energy to fight, I placed my arms on the bar and dropped my forehead onto them. I looked down at the scuffed, dirty floor of the club, and felt the world begin to fall away.

4
Gage

Secreted in the corner of the bar, I�d watched her from the shadows as Brydie evaded advances from one of the boys she�d arrived with, and then as she managed to escape to the dance floor, alone. I�d watched as she topped shot after shot and I�d watched the glaze come over her features as the alcoholic buzz finally hit her bloodstream.
She looked sexy, a far cry from my first impression of her six hours ago when she�d been dressed in a nondescript, loose, green woolen dress that hid all her curves. The tight black dress she wore tonight concealed her skin, but it didn�t hide what was underneath. She had a tiny waist with small, pert breasts, and the short hem of her dress exposed a set of slim, toned legs that looked amazing.
I�d known I wasn�t the only male watching her. I could sense their interest, like a dark storm cloud building on a hot summer�s afternoon. That interest had only sharpened as she�d moved, uninhibited, on the dance floor.
She was completely lost in the music, eyes closed as she moved languidly to the beat. I felt myself harden, and my jaw clenched in response. This wasn�t happening�not with her. I resolutely shifted my gaze, scanning the room and the press of bodies.
I never saw him coming until he was beside her. A man of medium build with a buzz cut. I tensed as he moved in on her confidently, coming up behind her back and placing his hands on her butt.
Squeezing my hands into fists, I waited for her to brush him off. She didn�t. My heart pounded, and I took a step forward, eyes intent on them both as he moved in closer and whispered something in her ear. Brydie stepped back and gave the man a nod and a smile.
What the fuck?
I frowned as she let the man guide her to the bar with one hand at the small of her back. His touch was proprietary; it spoke volumes to all the men watching.
I melted back, determined to keep my cover until absolutely necessary. I still wasn�t satisfied that buzz cut was neutral. At the same time, my chest burned at her reckless actions. Who the hell was Brydie MacKay? Was the woman at the jewelers just a front?
I kept my gaze on them as he directed her to the bar. Buzz cut�s face remained in the shadows as he ordered their drinks. That was when I felt a prickle of awareness. I carefully moved closer, sidling around the press of bodies, ignoring advances from women. Secured in a dark corner, I watched them closely from the opposite end of the bar.
Their drinks arrived, and the man made his first mistake. He turned, flashing the bartender a smile of thanks. The overhead light of the bar illuminated his face. That split second of exposure was all it took for my neck to burn white-hot.
I didn�t hesitate; I moved. My eyes remained trained on my targets as I erupted from the shadows in a powerful rush of energy. I was two meters from Brydie when her friend stumbled upon them, crying out Brydie�s name.
I halted immediately, aware that I�d come close to exposing us all. There were too many eyes in this club, and we had secrets that needed keeping. But my sudden movement must have alerted him. For at that moment, buzz cut looked up and speared me directly with his gaze. I watched his eyes flash red before recognition crossed his features. He knew who I was, just as I knew what I looked upon. I remained in place, intent to see what his first move would be.
We teetered on the brink of utter catastrophe.
His eyes gleamed at my predicament, understanding I was compromised. He then turned away and said something to the women before melting into the crowd.
I snarled, torn between chasing him down and keeping Brydie safe. But there was never any question as to which path I�d take. For in that moment of indecision, every iota of my body rebelled against leaving Brydie unprotected. My neck burned painfully in response, and I felt an overwhelming urge to be close to her, to check that she was safe.
I gritted my teeth. It hadn�t been like this with Nora�nowhere near as bad. I didn�t like it, for no one and nothing dictated my actions. Besides, Brydie appeared physically fine.
Then she stumbled into the bar.
What the hell?
I melted closer, two bodies away from her, eyes fixated on her face. Her friend in the strapless red dress leaned toward her, face pinched in worry, as she helped Brydie take a seat on the barstool. She waved at the bartender; it didn�t take her long to catch his attention. The bartender�s gaze dropped to her breasts, exposed above the bodice of her strapless dress, before flicking up to her face. Having taken his fill, he passed her a business card and moved on quickly.
Brydie didn�t look well. She was pale, and I could see the sheen of sweat on her brow. I was aware she�d drunk a fair bit of alcohol, but it shouldn�t have this kind of effect. We possessed an ingrown ability to process toxins quicker than the average human. What she�d imbibed tonight should have made her tipsy, not ill.
I shut out the music and babble of voices, focusing on my sense of smell. Inhaling, I tested the notes on the air, but I couldn�t detect anything but the ripe mix of sweat, cologne, and desire. There was no magical signature on the air, but Brydie�s scent�so like Nora�s�was wrong. That hint of pine and the sharp bite of frost that distinguished her bloodline was weak, diluted.
My blood ran cold. Had buzz cut slipped something into her drink?
As her friend rushed off with a business card in hand, I moved in. I made it to Brydie just in time, catching her as she slumped forward. I slipped her off the barstool and wrapped one arm around her back, gathering her close under my arm. She was limp and lifeless, but I could detect a sluggish heartbeat. My own picked up in response.
Dammit!
My only thought was to get her out of here and fast. I pulled her close to my chest and wrapped one arm around her middle in a tight embrace, using my strength to keep her body angled into mine. I moved her face into my neck, portraying a lover�s tryst. Once she was secure, I sent a small push with my mind, placing a protective bubble around her body to deter visual interest.
I pushed through the throng of people, gently persuading them to turn aside and let us through. The night air was biting as we erupted from the club, and there was a long line of people waiting to enter. I moved her swiftly to the other end of the building, shrugged off my jacket, and wrapped it around her exposed flesh.
�Hey buddy,� a brusque voice called out. �Is she okay?�
It was the bouncer I�d met as I�d followed Brydie and her friends into the club. I sent a tendril of influence on the air current in his direction, willing him to turn his mind elsewhere, toward the line of people gaining entry.
�Hey, I�m talking to��
The voice abruptly cut off. In the next breath, I heard him ask for ID. I smiled darkly and lifted Brydie into my arms, striding down the street, keeping to the shadows under the high-rise buildings overhead. I had no need for light to guide my way, and I used my senses to examine the city around us for any hint of a threat, but there was nothing overt.
I headed for the river. My back felt tight between my shoulder blades as I left the concrete landscape behind and plunged into the shadows under the overhanging fronds. The damp, moist earth permeated my sense of smell. I sent a small push with my senses again, searching for a prickle of awareness. Again, there was nothing�not even a twinge from my neck. Satisfied, I took a moment in the shadows of the riverbank to carefully lower Brydie to the damp ground. I couldn�t ignore the need to assess her any longer.
I felt my irises contract in the darkness as my vision sharpened on her face. Her skin was pale and clammy, her features slack. She was still out cold.
Fuck! I�d screwed up!
I�d only just made it. If I hadn�t been watching, he would have taken her.
I blew out a breath, forcing myself to scan her body. There were no signs of physical wounds. It didn�t feel magical; it felt like something pharmaceutical. As if she�d been drugged.
I didn�t want to risk healing her here. Besides, her body would slowly assimilate the drug on its own. The best thing to do was to get her home where the wards I�d laid would protect her.
My fists clenched tightly with the knowledge that we�d been lucky. But as I stared down at her pale face, I acknowledged I was angry�and not just at myself. Some part of her should have intuitively known not to trust the man. That there was danger in his presence. But she hadn�t.
A thought slammed in my gut. Was she Dormant?
She�d been hidden from her legacy since birth. I knew little about her father, except that he�d fled Scotland in his early twenties. It was highly possible he hadn�t shared the prophecy with his daughter. But that was beside the point, for why had Nora never told her?
Was she not worthy of the position? I froze at the notion. Had I come all this way to protect a Daughter of Winter who wasn�t worth protecting?
No. That didn�t sit well. Nora had gone to too much trouble to hide her existence from Talorgan. There had to be something else at play. Something I didn�t know. I grimaced. There were too many unanswered questions, most of which had died with Nora. Even though I�d found the last living descendant quickly, it clearly hadn�t been fast enough. The attack at the club was evidence of that.
For Talorgan was already here.
I still couldn�t understand why my grandfather had never told me about Brydie�s existence. The old bastard had kept it to himself�kept a promise to Nora. Fool! He�d fallen for her too hard, compromising the mission. My jaw clenched as I remembered his death. He�d paid for those emotions and so had Nora. Now all that was left of the prophecy was me and this woman. No, I corrected myself as I stared down at her young face�me and this girl.
My chest burned, and I was unable to deny the urge to do violence any longer. I silently slammed my clenched fists into the earth, again and again, releasing the tension that had been building since the moment I saw her dancing uninhibitedly in the club.
As the burn in my chest finally subsided, I felt my senses lose their edge, and I knew I wasn�t going to last much longer. The last fifty-two hours were beginning to take their toll. I needed to get Brydie to safety before I crashed.
I gathered her up and pushed to my feet, gritting my teeth at the lick of attraction that flared in my groin. One thing was certain; I would never make the same mistakes that Grandfather had�that all descendants of my line had.
She would not matter to me.
I had promises to fulfill, lives to keep safe. The prophecy would be our only common link. It would guide all our interactions. Brydie would have no choice in the decisions I made, the steps we must take to succeed. The Daughter of Winter would have to learn, and quickly, that it was my way or not at all.
Satisfied with the course I would take, I took off, loping out of the shadows at a near run. As the moonlight lit our path, I couldn�t help glancing down at her again. She looked so innocent.
I set my jaw determinedly. Brydie had no idea what was coming.
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Tritus

3rd Century BC, Ancient Scotland
The two leaders clasped hands tightly, knuckles white. Blood flowed freely between their fingers and fell to the rich earth below, mixing with that of the animal sacrifices.
The men surrounding the chieftains let out a loud, throaty roar. On the heels of the blood bond, horns clanged, fire pits burned, and mead flowed freely. The people shared food and stories, some gambled and traded, and others openly fornicated when the urge took them. It was unrestrained chaos, with no rules except one�no killing.
This was a celebration to end the past�the promise of an alliance, a new era. His people�who had been coined Gauls by the natives�had finally claimed peace and settled in this new land across the great, open sea. After months of waging war, the native people had finally submitted to their advanced weaponry and agreed to unite peacefully.
Tritus sat alone at one of the fire pits and watched his people mingle with the blue men. They appeared a strange tribe with their blue facial tattoos, and their numerous gods. His people only believed in two gods�the All-Father and the All-Mother. Everything else was their creation and thus did not need their worship.
As Tritus sipped his mead, he wondered how the blue men could so easily reach an agreement with his people, forgive the lives lost, the wars fought, and the devastation of their homes and crops. He didn�t know if he could have forgiven that loss, the shame that it brought. The All-Father and the All-Mother would bar him from the Other if he showed such cowardice.
Tritus reached for the meat stick over his fire, pausing when two shadows lingered. He looked up in wary greeting to find two of the blue men. They were both of similar height, their dark hair loose and unbound. Tritus blinked. If not for their clothing and tattooed markings, they could have been the same person.
The one dressed as a warrior spoke first, �Are you Tritus, son of Devus?�
Tritus subtly turned his body to face them, casually laying one hand on the hilt of the sword strapped to his side. The familiar feel of the grooved metalwork calmed him. �What of it?�
The warrior stepped forward, hand thrust out, �I am Drust, son of Caimbeul.�
Tritus looked at his hand, hesitating for the briefest second. He�d heard of the man, a leader of the clan, a warrior who led their skirmishes�a warrior who fought well and bravely.
Tritus gripped his hand firmly and gestured at the fire. �Please, sit with me.�
Teeth flashed as Drust nodded, sitting on the log on the other side of the fire. Tritus shifted his gaze to Drust�s companion, who remained standing.
Sensing Tritus�s unasked question, Drust indicated the man, who wore a brown robe. �This is my brother, Talorgan.�
Talorgan did not offer his hand.
Tritus assessed him frankly, well aware that Talorgan was doing the same.
Going by his robe, Tritus knew that the man was a Druid. But as he noted the white strip on the hood, he corrected that assumption, for it illustrated that Talorgan was only an apprentice. Tritus shifted his gaze to the man�s face, so like his brother�s, noting the large blue whorls. The circles held no ending, and Tritus recognized the tattoos as their clan�s infinity symbol.
At that moment, a log in the fire burst into flame, and light spilled across Talorgan�s face. Tritus stilled at what he saw. Talorgan�s right eye was identical to his brother�s, but the left was a fractured burst of color, the blue iris coalescing with flecks of yellow, red, and turquoise. The sight was unsettling, and he couldn�t help but draw an audible breath. How had the clan allowed this child to live? Surely Talorgan should have been sacrificed to the gods?
Talorgan�s face twisted into a sneer, as though daring him to comment, but Tritus shifted his gaze back to Drust, who had silently watched the exchange. �What brings you?�
Drust took the olive branch. �We heard you have some skill in the forge.�
Tritus nodded. Word traveled fast. He wasn�t surprised his new allies had noted his craftsmanship; after all, he�d made most of the weapons that had killed the blue men. �What is it you want?�
�We need weapons,� Drust said. �Thirteen daggers, all identical.�
�For what purpose?�
�Samhain is nearly upon us, and Cailleach will require a sacrifice worthy of our new alliance. The blades need to be special, momentous to the occasion.�
�Cailleach?�
The name felt awkward on Tritus�s tongue�as all their gods� names did. The blue men worshipped many, far too many to keep track of. For all their clan�s similarities, there were still so many differences. The migration of Tritus�s people to this new land in the west was full of many discoveries but also many oddities.
�Cailleach is a powerful goddess who rules over winter,� Drust explained. �They can be harsh here, oftentimes deadly. If we want to survive, we need to appease her with an offering worthy of her goodwill.�
Tritus knew what a cold winter could bring. Their lands back home were frozen in winter, dry and arid in summer. Even though they�d traveled hours by sea to reach this land, he wasn�t so naive as to believe that the winter here would be any less extreme. Here, the land was plentiful, abundant with wildlife and plants, not as heavily populated as it had been in the east. Here, they had not only shelter but ample opportunity to build food caches and store meat and grain to last the winter.
Because his people prayed to the All-Father and the All-Mother for a fortunate winter, he understood the need for a worthy offering to the gods. However, what he was hesitant to agree to, was his own hands forming the blades.
Tritus raised his concern. �I am unfamiliar with what would appease this goddess. Surely, your blacksmiths would fare better?�
Talorgan�s eyes flashed at the comment, but he didn�t utter a word. It was a tell, and in that instant, Tritus knew it was a sticking point between the two brothers.
Drust gave a slight smile and replied, �In light of our new alliance between our clans, the Wise Ones believe that the blades should be forged by your people�s hands, but that our people will wield them during the ceremony. After all, we are one people now�one clan�and they believe the ceremony should reflect that.�
It took a second for Tritus to realize that Drust was referring to their Druid leaders, those they called the Wise Ones. Tritus knew the Wise Ones were highly revered in Drust�s clan, recognized by their distinctive brown robes which they wore with their hoods up, faces shadowed and hidden from view.
By Tritus�s count, there were five in the village; one who was skilled in herbs and medicine, another a teacher, and yet another who they called a writer. He used a small hammer and a nail to make etchings, or symbols, as the blue men called them. The fourth seemed to follow the patterns of the sun and moon, and the fifth was something else entirely. He was also the most dangerous of them all. Different than the others, darker and colder; and his robes were a deep blood red, instead of the common brown.
Tritus had come across the fifth while hunting in the woods two moons ago. It was the screaming that drew him, a piercing shriek that held notes of pain and terror. The sound broke the stillness of the forest, causing the wildlife to scamper. He gave up the hunt for the sly fox he�d been chasing, curious as to what was going on.
He crept nearer, hidden by the abundance of trees. As he peered around the thick trunks, his eyes were arrested by the woman dressed in white. She was tied to a pole in the middle of a stone circle. Six men surrounded her, one of them the Wise One in his red robes. The rest were dressed in brown robes, a red strip lining their hoods. Clearly, apprentices to the Dark Master.
In a circle, they faced the woman and chanted words he couldn�t understand. One of the apprentices threw a black powder onto the fire that blazed nearby. A roiling, dense smoke arose and wafted toward him, relaxing his joints and calming his mind. It also created a smoky haze over the scene that played out before him.
The white dress spoke volumes. White was sacred. Pure and virginal. It was only ever used in ceremonies, and he�d been comforted that this similarity was shared between their clans. Tritus knew as soon as he saw the white dress that he was in no position to interrupt whatever was going on. Their alliance had been recently formed, tentatively growing and awaiting the final ceremony, so his curiosity about these blue men had been ripe. He�d wondered how they could have the same beliefs regarding the guardianship of nature but have such different gods and hold such strange ceremonies. This was his opportunity to discover more, so Tritus settled himself quietly in the undergrowth, camouflaged from sight.
The woman was young, with a supple body, and hair that was the most beautiful shade of red�a rarity in this new land. He remembered how she�d bucked and tugged against the restraints, her eyes wide, her face contorted as they removed her fingernails, then her toenails, one after the other. But it hadn�t ended there. The acolytes next took turns peeling her skin from her body, strip after agonizing strip.
When they finished their slow, barbaric torture, the virgin was completely drenched in blood; the pure, white dress stained red and ruined. Tritus still remembered how her screams had faded into rasps until finally, she�d uttered no more.
They hacked her beautiful red hair off her unconscious form, scattering the silky strands at her feet. Then, just when Tritus thought the end had finally drawn nigh, the Dark Master stepped forward. Up to that point, he�d stood apart from them throughout the ceremony, silent but watchful of his acolytes actions. He moved in front of the woman and pulled a dagger from within the folds of his robe. Grasping the girl�s shorn locks in one fist, he lifted her head to expose the line of her throat. Without hesitation, he whet the blade smoothly across her neck.
As her rich blood fell to the earth below, he raised his arms to the sky. With head thrown back, he spoke aloud in their strange language, gesturing and shouting to the heavens above. Then he motioned his acolytes closer, and they stood in a circle around the girl, heads downcast. At first, Tritus thought they were in prayer to their gods, but when they started to toe the ground and point to it, he understood that they were observing the rivulets of blood oozing from her cooling corpse. The Dark Master motioned at the ground, and his acolytes nodded, eyes sparkling, and lips pulled back into garish smiles that held no warmth.
Tritus was numb by that stage. Frozen to the spot, no longer shocked, no longer feeling. Throughout the ceremony, he hadn�t made one move to help her. A voice had whispered that this was not his fight. He told himself he didn�t understand what was going on, what the girl had done, or why she was being tortured. He comforted himself with stories that she had cheated on her intended, stolen goods from another, murdered an innocent�anything to allow his moral compass to accept what he was watching.
It had all been lies, because by the end of the ceremony, Tritus felt nothing but shame. He knew it had been more than a means to an end. It had been a glorification, and his moral compass had known it was wrong. That level of torture should only be reserved for the lowest of scum�for usurpers. That girl was too innocent, too young, to have deserved the brutal torture she�d been subjected to.
Oh, he�d killed; he�d killed many. But there was always a reason. Never for the simple pleasure of it. As he turned from the scene and headed for his new home, blind to his surroundings, one thought repeated over and over in his mind. That could have been Sedia. His sister. She could have been strapped to that post, forced to endure that torture.
At that moment, Tritus understood that this clan�s Druids, especially the Dark Master, were dangerous. He held sway over his acolytes and they, in turn, dictated rule within the village. His people did not have an equivalent to the Dark Master. Their Druids were nurturing, seeking balance in the world. Peace was what they hungered for most in this new land. At first, the blue men had scoffed at their claims for peace and had sought the glory of violence, taunting his people that they were weak with their abundance of golden hair and soft hands. But his people had shown them with action how advanced their society was, how specialized their weaponry could be, fighting tooth and nail for their right to claim somewhere to call home in this new land.
Tritus�s skills had played a pivotal part in winning peace between the two tribes, for they hadn�t been able to compete with his advanced weaponry. And now he�d come to their attention.
Drust stood before him, asking if he would make daggers for the Samhain ceremony, for both of their tribes, and at their Druids� request. If he didn�t agree to forge them, would the Wise Ones take him? Make an example of him, as they did to that girl in the forest? Would he be the first Gaul Druid to be put on trial if he did not support this fragile peace treaty?
As he asked himself these questions, Tritus knew he didn�t have a choice.
Resignedly, he asked, �What will the ceremony entail?�
Drust�s mouth opened, but Talorgan answered first, his voice leaving no room for argument. �It is forbidden to talk of the sacrifice before its time.�
�To make the blades fit for purpose, I need to know what they will be used for,� argued Tritus, choosing his words carefully. �If they are to be used for thrusting, the blades will require a different weight and width when compared to a dagger that would be used for other means.�
Talorgan�s eyes burned with such an intensity that Tritus felt he could see into the apprentice Druid�s mind, to the memory of the girl skinned piece by piece.
�It is forbidden,� Talorgan repeated.
Clearly, there was no gain to be found in pursuing the matter. Shifting tack, Tritus asked, �What�s in it for me?�
A glint appeared in Talorgan�s eyes, as though he�d expected the question. �What is it you desire, Gaul?�
Tritus looked at the meat he still held in one hand. He had seen the boar taken down by a bow. The blue men had not needed to get close to their prey, and they were skilled with the weapon, their arrows flying with effortless accuracy into the boar�s eye. He�d been raised with a sword in his hand like all other Gauls, and the bow was a foreign weapon that only a few of his people knew how to wield. These people had an advantage with this weapon, one that he wanted to master.
�I would like you to teach me how to hunt with the bow.�
Talorgan�s expression didn�t change, but there was a satisfied gleam to his unblemished eye. Instead of answering, he turned and looked at Drust. Clearly, this was not his burden to carry.
Tritus patiently waited while Drust considered his request. It didn�t take long to make a decision.
�It is agreed.�
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I blinked, taking in the familiar walls of my bedroom. My dreams had been so vivid that I�d expected to wake around a campfire. The images had been confusing, though, the people from a time long ago.
I sat up, dislodging the last vestiges of the reverie, immediately regretting it as daggers of white-hot pain stabbed my head. I groaned, raising my hands to clutch at it. My mouth was like sandpaper. I swallowed, trying to dislodge the horrible taste in my mouth.
What the hell had happened last night?
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the black dress on the trunk at the foot of my bed. I had an acute memory of downing shot after shot of tequila with Chloe and the boys at her house. I also remembered the self-righteous mood I�d been in as I�d gotten dressed that evening.
Shit! The night clearly hadn�t ended well. But how had I gotten home? Had Chloe helped me? I bit my lip at the thought, aware I�d most likely ruined her evening.
I gingerly swung my legs to the side of the bed. The movement made my head jackhammer. Squinting against the clamor, I pushed the blankets away, then paused, my mouth dropping open. I was only wearing panties, my usual sleep pants and tank nowhere to be seen. Something long swung from around my neck, and I reached out to catch hold of it. It hit my palm with an instantaneous flood of warmth.
I opened my hand and stilled. It was the pendant�Nora�s pendant. The pendant I hadn�t been wearing when I�d gone out last night.
Swallowing hard, I strived to ignore the insistent pounding of my head and reached for the glass I habitually kept on the nightstand. There was a note taped to the side of the glass.
�Drink me.�
A ripple of unease fluttered across my skin. The script didn�t look familiar, but as I stared at that note, I had my suspicions. I didn�t want to voice them, but they blazed in my head like neon signs. Gage Campbell. He was the only one who had a link with the pendant. But had he invited himself into my home, or had I?
My heart hammered to an erratic beat at the thought that he�d entered my little haven of peace and security. Banking the rising panic, realizing that it would do no good in my current position, I considered the drink. It looked clear, just like water. I brought it to my nose and sniffed. It smelled neutral, just like water. Slightly appeased, I tentatively took a sip and held it in my mouth, testing its notes. It tasted just like water. Feeling a bit silly about my caution, I swallowed and then tipped my head back, gulping the whole glass down. The hydration had an immediate soothing effect, and I could have sworn that the pounding in my head instantly muted. As I put the glass back on the nightstand, I felt a frown crease my brow. None of this makes sense.
Realizing I wouldn�t get answers in bed, I rose to my feet and walked to the window. I peeled the curtains back a crack, surprised to see the sun high in the sky, straining to pierce the gray clouds. My mouth dropped. It looked as though it was close to lunchtime! I was habitually an early riser and never slept the morning away.
I turned away from the window, and of my own accord, my hand drifted to the pendant. My fingers closed around it, and I was again surprised at how warm the stone felt.
Holding the stone made me think of Nora. After what had happened between us, I could no longer call her Grandmother, that endearment as farcical as our family ties. She became Nora the day she abandoned me.
Nora had told the police and social welfare that she would stay with me after my parents� deaths. It was true to an extent, as she hadn�t qualified a timeframe. For the few months she was with me, she helped me organize their funeral, sell the family home, and move into my villa. Unaware of her overall plans, I�d cherished our time together and begun to rely on her presence to be there forever. Then, a few months after she�d arrived, the lawyer had called to settle my parents� estate.
I hadn�t seen what was coming. I should have�the signs were all there. After that fateful visit with the lawyer, Nora vanished from my life, boarding a plane back to Scotland, and once again, I was alone.
As memories of that betrayal flooded through me, I crushed the pendant in my fist, pushing the hurt down, stuffing it into an airtight box. I�d done my time on this already; I didn�t need to dredge up all those feelings again. Besides, Nora was gone. Dead.
Taking a deep breath, I released the stone. It settled intimately between my bare breasts, heating my chest. My skin tingled, and the hairs rose on my arms. I felt like I was in a fever, blood pumping with a riot of emotion. Chalking it up to my deserved hangover, I turned, looking for my robe and spotted it at the foot of my bed. As I notched the belt tightly, the ringtone of my cell phone pierced the silence. My head instantly rebelled.
Oh God! Holding one hand to my head, I frantically searched for it.
I found it on my vanity, next to my discarded makeup. Chloe�s name flashed on the display. I hesitated, staring at the name. I didn�t want to answer it, didn�t want to find out how I�d ruined my best friend�s evening, but I knew I couldn�t hide from the truth forever. Besides, Chloe wouldn�t let me.
Taking a fortifying breath, I pressed accept.
�Brydie!� yelled Chloe as soon as the call connected. �Where are you? Are you okay? What happened last night?�
She sounded breathless. I held a hand to my forehead, striving to make sense of the flow of chatter.
�Hi, Chloe.�
�I�ve been so worried about you, Bry! I�ve been trying to get hold of you for hours!�
�I�m fine, Chloe. I�m at home.�
�You�re at home?!� Chloe blew out a loud breath. �Okay, well, I�m happy to hear that�but I had no idea where you were! I came back to get you at the bar after I rang for the taxi, but you�d gone. Where did you go?�
My stomach dropped. Taxi? Had I been that drunk last night? Shit!
�I�m sorry, Chloe. I wish I could tell you what happened, but I can�t remember much of anything past entering the club.�
�Wait! You seriously can�t remember?�
�No�nothing.� I took a breath, fighting the churning in my stomach. I needed to know. �Chloe, please, what happened last night? What did I do?�
�You were�different, Bry, edgy. At one point, you just took off without telling anyone. Michael spotted you on the dance floor, thankfully, so we knew where you were. But you were away for such a long time; I went looking for you. I found you with some guy at the bar.� She paused, her voice sober as she added, �He was pissed about something, and I could see that whatever you two had going on looked serious.�
My heart skipped a beat. �What did this man look like?�
�Blond, average build. Older than us�maybe mid-thirties.�
I didn�t hear much past blond. That description didn�t fit Gage Campbell. I squeezed my eyes shut, relief loosening my grip on the cell phone. I was sure I�d met him in town last night. That he was the one who brought me home. Otherwise, how else would I have the pendant?
Had he given it to me in town? And if he hadn�t brought me home, who had? Someone I�d randomly picked up from the bar? I cringed, embarrassed by my actions.
�I�m sorry, Chloe. I totally ruined your night.�
�It was just so uncharacteristic of you, Bry. You�ve never done anything like this before. I was worried.� She paused, then asked softly, �Has something happened? Has that asshole been hassling you again?�
�No, no, it�s not James,� I jumped in quickly.
�What is it then?�
I didn�t want to share the news of Nora�s death, but it appeared it was inevitable. Chloe deserved an explanation. I blew out a breath. �You�re right. There is something going on.�
�What? You know you can tell me anything, Bry!�
�I know. I didn�t want to burden you with it before you left.�
�Nonsense, that�s what friends are for! I�d be pissed if you kept something from me. Spill! I deserve to know.�
�All right, but not over the phone. I owe you an apology. Let�s meet up for lunch at Iguana�it will be my treat, given my behavior. Besides, it�ll be the last one we have together for a while.�
�I won�t say no; I�m starving! When?�
�In an hour? Can you do that?�
�Totally. See you soon.�
I hung up the phone and stared at the floor as it finally hit me that Chloe was leaving. That she wouldn�t be here next week; wouldn�t be a phone call away, a quick chat, a lunch date, an evening out. And I didn�t know if I would cope without her, especially given recent developments.
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Even though it was Sunday afternoon, Iguana was crowded. Tables and chairs were squashed in every inch of space inside the large rectangular room, spilling out onto the sidewalk of the main street in town. Chloe was sitting at our usual spot, close to the open bay doors that adjoined the sidewalk.
I smiled when I saw her. She looked very chic, dressed in a skin-tight black mini with scarlet red heels and a matching fluffy red crop top. Her long black hair was sleek and straight, her brown eyes luminous. Most of the room had its eyes on her, and she knew it. She didn�t look as though she�d had a hard night out last night�far from it.
In contrast, I knew I looked pale and wan, dressed in a casual, soft cotton checked shirt and jeans. I�d tied my hair back in a rough ponytail, unable to face taming the beast it had become overnight. As I walked toward Chloe, I couldn�t help reflecting on how far she�d come.
We met in our first year of high school. It became obvious fairly quickly during a Parents� Day that she was the only foster kid in the class. Chloe had been on her fifth family, a couple in their mid-fifties who�d been unable to have kids of their own. At the age of six, she�d lost her parents and younger sibling in a tragic fire and been in the system ever since.
Chloe was extroverted, outgoing, sociable�everything I wasn�t. But I recognized something inside her, something that resonated with me. And I understood very quickly that she had a front, hiding herself behind exuberant confidence. That vulnerability was something we both had. That commonality was enough to see past our differences, and our friendship had given us a confidence we�d both needed.
Catching sight of me, Chloe raised her hand and beckoned me over, pulling me into a tight embrace.
�How are you feeling? You look tired.�
�I feel it.�
I couldn�t help noticing the tension around Chloe�s eyes, the frown on her brow. I knew I had caused it. �I really am sorry about last night.�
Chloe reached out and squeezed my arm. �I�m just glad you�re okay, babe. But I demand to know what�s going on.� She sat down, gesturing to the empty seat in front of her. �Tell me.�
I took the seat, glancing at the menu. �Have you ordered?�
She waved a hand. �The usual�vegan pizza for you, black coffee and a salad for me. Now, stop procrastinating and tell me!�
I sighed, acknowledging that nothing was going to perturb her. �I met someone yesterday. A family friend. Someone who knows Nora. He came to tell me that she�� I paused, my chest tightening.
�What?� demanded Chloe. �Nora what?�
�She died.�
Chloe�s mouth dropped open. �I wasn�t expecting you to say that!� She leaned across the table and took my hand. �I�m sorry, Brydie. I know she was a horrid bitch, but she was your grandmother. It�s okay to feel sad, babe.�
I blew out a breath. �But that�s just it. I�m not sad�I�m angry! I�ve been through the heartache of losing her already; when she made it clear that she didn�t want anything to do with me. Now I have to go through it all again, except this time she�s gone for good!�
Chloe squeezed my hand. �I understand, babe. It�s real this time. Final.�
I nodded, trying to control my emotions. The lady at the next table was already eying me up. �That�s not the only news, either�she�s left me the family Estate in Scotland.�
�The castle in Scotland?� gasped Chloe, eyes popping wide. �Unreal! What are you going to do with it?�
�Nothing. I�m not accepting it.�
She squealed. �Brydie, stop it! Course you can, honey�this is your ticket! You�re her last living relative. It�s yours by right!�
I shook my head firmly. �She was never my relative, Chloe�not after what she did.�
Chloe paused, her eyes locked on mine. �All right, babe. I know you think you�ve made up your mind, but you should seriously think about this. Don�t rush into it! This could be your ticket to financial freedom! No mortgage, no bills�imagine that. You should drop your studies and swan around Europe with me for six months.�
I gave her a small smile. �Sounds like a lovely plan, but my conscience won�t allow me to do that.�
�Who�s going to get the castle then? The government?�
I shook my head. �Gage could have it, I suppose.�
�Who�s Gage?�
I blinked. �A close family friend, apparently. He brought me the news about Nora.�
Chloe cocked her head to the side, contemplating my reaction. �Is he hot?�
My cheeks instantly flamed. I hid my response by ducking my head, fiddling with my napkin. �Depends what you define as hot.�
�Oh, do tell!� drawled Chloe.
At that moment, the waitress arrived with our food, and I was saved from answering. Chloe immediately tucked into her salad while I picked disinterestedly at my pizza. My stomach churned, and I still felt shady, although my pounding headache had subdued to a dull throb.
�You�re shaken up by all this, aren�t you?� Chloe asked in between a forkful of salad.
I stopped trying to pretend I was hungry and put my slice of pizza down. �Since I heard the news yesterday, it�s been dredging up all the old memories,� I admitted.
Chloe stilled, her fork halfway to her mouth. �Of when she left? Oh, babe, that was three years ago now. It�s not worth your time. You got to let that go.�
�That�s the thing, I can�t! She hurt me when she left. It�s like I mourned her death back then! And now I hear that she�s really gone, I�m just so angry with her. Is that normal?�
�Of course it�s normal�she abandoned you. But she was also your last living relative. I�d be upset about losing her, too.�
I nodded past the lump in my throat. I was trying my hardest to close off the memories, but they kept trying to emerge. As I stared down at my pizza, the toppings swirled and faded as those last few moments spent with Nora resurfaced in my mind.
* * *
Nora countersigned my parents� will under my name, then handed the papers back to the solicitor. I had barely taken notice of the content, grateful that Nora had offered to attend to the legal side of things following my parents� deaths.
The solicitor gathered up the signed documents. �Once I�ve lodged these papers, it should take a few days for the money to be deposited into your accounts. As previously agreed, approximately half of the estate will go into Brydie�s trust account, and the remaining half will be wired into your Scottish account within two days.�
My brow wrinkled. I looked at Nora. �Wired into your Scottish account?� I repeated. I didn�t think Nora had been a recipient.
Nora ignored my query, thanking the solicitor for his work before sweeping us both out of his office. When we hit the sidewalk, I rounded on her. �Why is he wiring money into your Scottish bank account? I thought you had set up a bank account in New Zealand?�
Nora shook her head as she steered me off the sidewalk, out of the flow of pedestrian traffic. �I haven�t set up a New Zealand bank account because I�m leaving for home first thing in the morning.�
�What?� I stared at her, confused at what she was saying, refusing to believe what I was hearing. �You�re leaving?�
Her face was taut, white brackets around her mouth. She nodded sharply. �I have what I came for. Now that the dust has settled and all legal matters are in order, it�s time that I moved on.�
�Move on?� I echoed, a flare of panic rising. �I don�t understand��
�Of course, you don�t, my dear,� Nora interrupted firmly. �I�m sure this all comes as a surprise. But I�ve never made you any promises that I�m staying on here. I have a life in Scotland. The plan was never to settle in New Zealand and I always intended to return as soon as your life was back in order. Given that the last step in the process was settling the will, and you turned eighteen a few days ago, you�re now a legal adult able to make your own decisions. You don�t need me anymore. My time here has, therefore, come to an end.�
My mouth dropped. I couldn�t believe what she was saying. There had been no warning of her intentions, no communication that she was leaving. �No!� I burst out. �You can�t leave! We�re family! It�s just you and me now�I need you!�
�No, Brydie,� she said firmly. �That�s not happening. I�ve already set the wheels in motion. You now have financial support and a place to stay. You�ve completed your finals, and I�m sure with your student record, that you�ll achieve university entrance. The world is yours�you have the freedom to be whoever you want to be. Besides, Scotland is my home, and I�m desperate to return. Now that I have my share of the inheritance, I�ll be on my way.�
I looked around wildly, oblivious of the curious faces as people walked past us on the street. One thought reverberated over and over in my head�had she only come here for the inheritance? Surely not. No one could be so callous.
Then, a spark of hope flared. �It�s okay,� I said quickly. �I understand you can�t live here. I�ll just come back to Scotland with you�I don�t have to stay here.�
Nora�s face tensed, her brows drawing together in a taut line. �No, Brydie, you�re not listening. That is not an option! I do not need you in my life. Your place is here�in New Zealand.�
The words were physical blows. Speechless, I stood there, my heart squeezing in a vice.
But Nora wasn�t finished. �I didn�t want to get into this with you, out of respect for your mother, but with the death of my son, we have nothing in common. I appreciate we share the same name, but we are of a different ilk, my dear. I spent years building up the MacKay family name. It�s grounded on pure Scottish blood and good, clean, family lines. When Andrew married your mother, it put all that in jeopardy. She�s the daughter of an orphan�if that got out, it would ruin me! The only saving grace is that they settled here in New Zealand, far away from prying eyes. If you came back with me, that whole scandal would blow up again. And I can�t have that, Brydie�I�ve worked too hard to lose everything now.�
The words stabbed into my heart as a riot of emotions fought for supremacy�anger, denial, hurt, and, most of all, shock. Who was this woman? She wasn�t my grandmother. She wasn�t family�she was a stranger.
My voice was lifeless. �Why did you even bother to come here after they died then?�
Nora�s face shuttered closed as she replied slowly, �Because it gave me a chance to get to know my granddaughter. I also needed to know if you had potential.�
�Potential? Potential for what,� I cried. �Clean family lines?�
�I needed to be sure. There is too much riding on it.� Nora looked away, unseeing of the people on the sidewalk. �I didn�t even know you existed until Andrew died.�
I thought I�d misheard her. �That�s absurd!�
She looked up, her gray eyes so like mine. I was oblivious of the tension around the side of her mouth, too blinded by the fact that my carefully constructed world was crumbling.
�It�s complicated. There�s more going on than you understand.�
�Make me understand!� I shouted, frantically waving my arms.
�I can�t.�
I stepped backward as if she�d physically struck me, my heart breaking at the finality of her words.
�Now that Andrew and Cynthia are dead, we have no ties,� she continued firmly. �And now that you are of age, I have done any duty owed, and it�s time for me to leave.� She stepped close; her eyes narrowed intently on my face as she said slowly and succinctly with a finality that held no argument, �Do not follow me to Scotland. There is no place for you there. No one knows of your existence, either, for I went to great pains to hide it.�
She paused, and her gray eyes seared into mine. �Make no mistake, for if I catch wind that you have left the country, I will revoke every last penny you have received today.�
I felt crushed�as if she�d physically punched me in the stomach. The last vestiges of hope I�d been holding on to crumbled in to dust. The message was clear�I was already dead to her.
As the silence stretched, she leaned forward even closer. �This isn�t a punishment, Brydie,� Nora said softly. �You have a choice, far more than I ever had. It is a gift, for you have the freedom to live your life however you choose.�
My eyes burned as I stared into hers, but I couldn�t speak, my heart was splintering.
She leaned forward, placing a soft kiss on my cheek, and whispered, �Goodbye, Brydie.�
I didn�t see her as she turned and merged with the crowd. Didn�t catch a glimpse of the tears that threatened to fall from her eyes. Immobile, I simply stood there, my gaze unblinking. All I could think about was the fact that I was once again all alone�orphaned, just like my mom.
I don�t know how long I stood there, rooted in place, but eventually, I wandered aimlessly. Lost and alone. When dusk finally graced the horizon, I�d convinced myself that Nora was scared, that she�d done this to protect me. That maybe she thought she was too old to look after me, or that I really didn�t want to leave New Zealand at all. I was determined to try again, to make her see that I wanted to return to Scotland with her.
With hope in my chest, I turned for home just as dusk fell. As the first stars were appearing, I unlocked the front door of my villa and walked in.
�Hello?�
No answer, and the house had that empty feel to it. It didn�t take long for me to realize that Nora wasn�t there. I sat on the couch, deflated. That was when I noticed the note on the coffee table. It was written in Nora�s neat strokes, and the message turned my blood cold.
�Goodbye, Brydie. Stay safe.�
I leaped from the couch and ran into her bedroom, slamming open the door. My gaze flicked around the room, noting the tidy bed, the lack of clothes in the closet. I ran to the bathroom, yanking open the drawers under the vanity. All her possessions were gone. My heart pounded as I confirmed what I feared� Nora had gone.
My hands clenched into fists. There was a loud roaring in my ears as logic warred with reason. I could ignore it no longer. The facts were clear.
Nora had turned up on my doorstep two days after my parents died. She�d taken me under her wing during the last two months, supporting me through my grief, making all the necessary funeral arrangements, and dealing with all the legal documents relating to my parents� estate. At seventeen years old, I�d still been a minor, and she had sole jurisdiction to make decisions on my behalf. And clearly, she had. Then today, a few days after my eighteenth birthday, I�d heard that she�d receive one half of my parents� estate. And now, hours later�she was gone.
The knowledge of what had just happened sunk in. Nora had won. She�d got what she�d come for, what she most desired. But that prize hadn�t been me�oh no, that prize had been the money that would be wired into her account in a few days.
The truth pooled in a cold pit in my belly. Tears pricked at my eyelids, but I refused to let them fall. She didn�t deserve it. She didn�t deserve anything.
From that point forward, Nora ceased to exist.
* * *
�Brydie? Honey, are you okay?�
I blinked, swallowing the ashes of that memory now three years past, and focused on Chloe, whose face was pinched with concern.
�I�m fine.� My voice was thick with emotion as I added, �I just have no idea how I�m going to survive the next six months without you.�
Chloe reached out and grabbed my hand, squeezing it warmly. �I know, babe.�
Then she sat up straight, her face lighting up suddenly. �That�s the thing�you don�t have to, Brydie! You could accept your inheritance. You should think about it some more. Imagine meeting up in Scotland together! It would be perfect, especially as I�m spending the last three months in the U.K. anyway.�
I immediately shook my head, flinching as it gave a sharp twinge. �I can�t, Chloe. I don�t want any part of my inheritance.�
Her face fell; she knew I was dead serious. Then she shrugged, her disappointment forgotten. �Sure, babe. Besides, there�ll be other opportunities for us to go on holiday together.�
I gave her a small smile in return. �I hope so.�
She put her elbows on the table, settling her chin into her palm. �I still can�t believe I�ll be working for my father. Who would have thought?�
Chloe had followed in Patrick�s footsteps by taking up a career in architecture. She�d graduated at the top of her class, and as the most successful graduate, she�d been awarded a permanent placement in his firm. It was a much vied for position, and Chloe had claimed that right on her own merits. Her adoptive parents couldn�t have been prouder. As a graduation present, Patrick and Margaret had gifted her a return ticket to Europe. I knew they hoped to remove the travel bug from her system early on, and for their own selfish reasons, didn�t want to lose Chloe on an extended overseas experience, like so many other twenty-somethings in New Zealand.
Chloe totally deserved it. She�d fought the system and won. Her relationship with Patrick and Margaret was the turning point she needed all those years ago, someone who could offer her not just the space she needed, but the affection she craved. Although she often claimed it wasn�t them but our friendship that had been the beginning of the change, I begged to differ. Patrick and Margaret were an amazing couple and very dear to my heart. I viewed them as my surrogate parents, or as much as I could let them accept that mantle.
�I�m so happy you have this opportunity. I need you to promise me that you will have the best time ever�but on one condition; don�t take any unnecessary risks, I want you back in six months� time!�
Her eyes sparkled as she gave me a mischievous smile. �You think I�m going to meet the man of my dreams and not come back?�
I cocked a brow. �Knowing you, that�s not impossible! Besides, look at you�you�re bound to rock someone�s world over there.�
The smile was abruptly wiped from her face as her gaze caught something behind me.
�Chloe?� I turned in my seat. It didn�t take me long to understand what she�d seen. Or rather, who she�d seen.
James. Standing with the woman he�d cheated on me with.
My heart flipped. The sight of them side by side brought back the memory of finding them locked together in his bed.
Shit!
I spun around to face Chloe. I�d managed to avoid James since I�d broken off our engagement two months before. I didn�t need this right now. Not after last night, and not before the goodbyes to come.
�Stop staring at them!� I hissed.
Her eyes glinted as she caught my gaze. �I�ve been waiting on this moment, Bry. Now�s my chance to tell him what an asshole he is! No one treats my girl like that!�
�No! Please, Chloe�not here, not now!�
She stared at me, catching the desperation in my voice. A small frown marred her brow as she considered my request. Then, she inclined her head. I released my breath in a rush of relief and dropped my eyes to my plate, absently rubbing a sharp prickle at the back of my neck.
I had barely touched my pizza. I wasn�t hungry, but I lifted a cold slice to my mouth and chewed slowly. All I could think about was how desperate I was to leave. But standing up would draw attention to myself, and that I didn�t want. I just had to lay low until they were seated, then we could leave.
Chloe cleared her throat and hissed under her breath. I knew without looking up that James had seen us. I kept my head down, mulishly forcing myself to swallow the food past my locked throat. My stomach churned as a pair of polished shoes appeared at the foot of our table.
�Chloe.�
A shiver went through me at that smooth urbane voice. The tone was cold, almost contemptuous, as it always was when he addressed Chloe. Hearing it caused a flurry of emotions, all vying for optimum position. I held back the remembered pain of his betrayal and lifted my head, looking him straight in the eye.
�Hi, James.�
He was already looking at me, and it appeared to be the cue he was waiting for. His lips lifted into a charming smile. �Hi, baby.�
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The familiar endearment punctured my chest. It used to mean a lot, once.
His smile slipped as the silence lengthened.
�Who�s your friend, James?� Chloe asked, inclining her head at the woman who stood just behind him.
Her voice was innocent, but we all knew who the woman was.
James ignored her, turning to face his companion. �Melanie, would you mind grabbing us a table, and getting yourself a drink? I�ll be over in a few minutes.�
So dismissive, so very James. He used to treat me like that, too. What the hell had I seen in him?
I couldn�t help but glance back at Melanie�s face to ascertain the effect his casual dismissal had had on her. Our gazes locked, and her lips pursed tightly as if she wanted to say something but couldn�t. She turned away without a word, claiming a table at the street side of the restaurant.
Chloe leaned back in her chair as she looked at James, a cynical smile playing on her lips. �Well, she�s a well-behaved little sheep, isn�t she?�
I noted the tick in James�s jaw, but again he ignored her, instead turning to face me directly. �How have you been, Bry? I thought I would have heard from you by now.�
My mouth dropped open. What? He�d expected me to call him and come groveling back? I replied in a controlled voice, �I�m fine. Happy.�
�Good. I�m glad to hear that. I know I hurt you, and I�m truly sorry for that.� He paused as if searching for the right words. �But I think it would be beneficial to talk it all through. Discuss where we went wrong.�
Oh. My. God. My mouth dropped open.
�James,� Chloe drawled, �you are the biggest idiot ever to walk this planet. Are you seriously asking your ex, who is the most amazing woman I know, to take you back after you cheated on her by fucking your secretary?�
She didn�t wait for him to answer. Rising from her seat, she placed both hands on the table and leaned toward him. �Don�t you get it? She doesn�t want you back�EVER! Do us all a favor and piss off!�
Chloe�s raised voice drew attention from adjacent diners. She didn�t spare them a glance, her eyes locked in battle with James. His hands clenched into fists, and he bit out softly, �Stay out of this, Chloe. This isn�t about you.�
His choice of words was odd. As if he were referring to something unsaid.
I flicked my gaze between them. It was like I�d been smacked upside the head. It was obvious now that I was looking for it. The tension between them was off the charts.
�Were you two ever going to tell me about what happened between you?� I demanded, breaking the tense silence.
Chloe cut her eyes to mine. Her face was pinched, the evidence written all over it.
My heart pounded incessantly in my chest. Was this really happening? Had my best friend also betrayed me?
As I stared at her, I scrolled my memory for any evidence of betrayal. But I couldn�t pinpoint any one moment. As far as I could remember, their relationship had always been strained, right from the first moment I introduced them to each other. But more recently, a week before I broke up with James, I recalled it had been worse, aggressive even. Sitting here, watching the two of them, I realized it had been something more. I couldn�t ignore what intuition was telling me.
�Did something happen before we broke up?� I demanded evenly.
James glanced around the room, noting the interest in our table. �Let�s not dredge that all up, Brydie. Besides, it�s in the past,� he said smoothly, reaching out and grabbing my hand. �And you�re my future.�
I froze, stunned. What the hell was going on? He believed that we could move forward as if nothing had happened? As if he hadn�t cheated on me with the woman who sat waiting for him at his table? I didn�t understand! I hadn�t made contact with him in the last two months�how did he get hope from that?
He was unbelievable. All I wanted to do now was leave�to get as far away as possible. I tugged at my hand, trying to pull it out of his, but he squeezed it tightly.
I gritted my teeth. �Let me go, James.�
Almost absently, he glanced down at our hands, as if surprised that he had a hold of me. He gave a frown, but instead of releasing me, he tugged me closer, leaning down to murmur, �I mean it, Bry. I want us to get past this. Call me�anytime you want to. I hope we can work things out.�
Speechless, I watched him walk back to his lunch date.
I turned to Chloe. �What just happened?�
She was shaking her head from side to side. �I have no idea, but if I find out that you�ve gone crawling back to that miserable worm while I�m away, I�m going to kick your ass, and we�ll never be friends again.�
�There�s no chance of that ever happening,� I said firmly, reaching for my water. My throat was parched after that confrontation, and I knew there was more to come. I put the glass back down and lanced her directly with my gaze. �Tell me.�
I didn�t need to elaborate; she knew what I was referring to. There was a small silence before she rushed out, �I was going to tell you�I had it all prepared, but then you broke up. It seemed pointless to bring it up then; it was only going to add to what you were going through.� She was absently ripping her napkin into small pieces. Taking a breath, she finished quietly, �I realize now I should have told you as soon as it happened. I�m sorry.�
My imagination was playing out scenes that I�d rather know were true or not. �Tell me what, Chloe? What happened?�
Chloe bit her lip then pushed her half-eaten salad to the side. Eyes downcast, she began slowly, �A week before you broke up, do you remember how we met up at The Bank in town? Well, that night, James followed me into the ladies� bathroom.�
My stomach twisted viciously at her admission. �And?�
She looked up and caught my gaze, the tension visible on her face. �James said that he didn�t know what he was doing with you. That I was more his type. He tried to kiss me,� she admitted softly. �I resisted and told him to leave.�
Her nose scrunched up. �I can�t explain it, Bry. It was the oddest moment, as though James was a different person, someone with a split personality. It took him a while to understand I didn�t want what he was offering, and he eventually left. Then, when I came out of the bathroom a few minutes later to tell you what had occurred, I found you laughing together. As if nothing had happened. He was your fianc� for Christ�s sake�not some boyfriend, and you both looked so happy. It felt wrong to voice what had happened at that moment. So, I decided to tell you during the week, but then I got sick, and the next I heard, you�d broken up.� She paused, her napkin in shreds. �That�s all there was to it, I promise. I wouldn�t lie to you, Brydie.�
I released the breath I�d held, disappointment searing through me. �How could you keep this from me, Chloe? You know how much I hate secrets!� I speared her with my gaze. �We promised to have no secrets between each other�that was our deal.�
Nora had hurt me so badly that I never wanted to be blindsided again.
Chloe took hold of my hand. �I know. I�m sorry, Bry. Really, I am. I realize it was the wrong thing to do, and I know I�ve upset you. And I promise I�ll never do it again. No secrets�even if they�ll hurt you, I promise!�
I could see the tension on her face, the strain around her eyes. It was clear she�d carried this on her conscience for the past few months. I couldn�t leave her hurting, not before she flew away. Besides, I knew that my relationship with James had nothing to do with her�there had been something wrong all along. So, I admitted, �I honestly don�t know what happened between us. James seemed like the ideal man for me when we first met.� I was conveying thoughts I�d had a thousand times since we�d broken up. �We had so much in common�or so I�d thought. The cracks didn�t start appearing until after we got together.�
�And then he asked you to marry him,� Chloe added softly.
I nodded, dropping my gaze to my hands. �It happened so fast. I�d thought I�d got it all wrong, that he did care for me. But it was all a lie. He didn�t care for me�he just needed me. I was going to be the perfect wife, obedient, quiet, supportive of his business. If I hadn�t found him with that woman, then I�d still be caught in the lie, and we wouldn�t be having this conversation.�
I also knew I�d been attracted to the security of a relationship, someone to come home to, someone to call my own. Going by Chloe�s expression, it was clear she wasn�t surprised at my revelation. She�d probably always known.
There was real emotion in Chloe�s voice when she said, �Oh honey, there�s someone else out there for you�I�m sure of it. By flicking James off, you�ve opened yourself up to that possibility. The best is yet to come, I just know it.�
I swallowed past the lump in my throat. She alone understood the depth of my loneliness, the pain of my losses. Now that Nora was dead, I was officially all alone with no one to call family. Then I realized that was untrue�an important part of my life sat opposite me. She wasn�t a blood relative, but she was my sister in every other way. And that was evidenced by her next words.
�You don�t have to be this strong, independent person all the time. I�m there for you, Bry, and I always will be. You mean the world to me, and I�m going to make sure you get that happily ever after you deserve.�
I gave her a timid smile, failing to hide the emotions welling inside. �You mean the world to me, too, Chloe, more than you know.�
My voice sounded choked to my ears, but I didn�t care. I loved this girl, and I was going to miss her like crazy when she left. Speaking of which, I lifted my wrist and glanced at my watch.
I gasped. �Oh my god�it�s two o�clock! I should get you home. You�re about to start a new adventure in approximately four hours.� I gave myself a shake, determinedly dispelling the melancholy, and stood up. �Wait here while I pay for lunch�my treat, remember?�
But Chloe reached out and restrained me with a hand on my arm. �On one condition.�
�Name it.�
�Can you come with me to the airport? I need some girl power there. Patrick and Margaret are so emotional; it�s like I�m their biological child.�
She rolled her eyes, but I knew it was all show. She was well-loved by her adoptive parents and knew it.
�I�d love to,� I responded instantly. Besides, I had a feeling they�d need me for the return trip home.
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I took a swig of my beer, not taking my eyes off the two women at the table. I was hidden in a corner behind the fronds of a palm tree in the outdoor garden bar. It was of a suitable distance to remain inconspicuous. I couldn�t hear what they were saying from my location, but it didn�t matter; I had sent out a small tendril of my power, and the faint breeze wafting through the restaurant carried their words to my ears.
After last night, I�d spent the morning investigating who Brydie was; who played a part in her life. There weren�t many. Apart from her employer and a man who�d recently been her fianc�, it appeared she had only one other friend, Chloe Hay�the woman in the voluptuous dress from last night. And Brydie sat with her now.
I narrowed my eyes as I examined Chloe closely. There was no doubt she was gorgeous, and it was clear she was aware of it, sneaking teasing glances under her eyelids, a pout here, a smile there. I knew the type well.
But there was something else about Chloe that teased at my consciousness. She had an air about her and radiated a confidence that was more than innate. At first, I hadn�t been sure if she was friend or foe; but when I watched them interacting together from the shadows outside Chloe�s house, I�d witnessed a change in Chloe�s persona. The change had relaxed my guard, for it was clear that the real Chloe Hay hid herself from the world, behind a facade of her own making. I knew that there were only a few people she would let in, and Brydie was obviously one of them.
Compared to the voluptuous curves of her best friend, Brydie was petite and slender. Her white-blond hair framed a small heart-shaped face, touched by a smattering of freckles. But it was her eyes that had caught my attention. A sparkling silver that lit from within. I�d known when I first gazed upon her that she was a Daughter of Winter. The eyes were an omen of her heritage. A trait that every descendant had. I could still remember Nora�s until that final moment. The light hadn�t dimmed until she�d drawn her last breath.
So far, Brydie was an enigma. She looked fragile in appearance, almost waif-like. What I�d witnessed at the jewelers was someone who�d been touched by hurt, the loss of her parents and Nora cutting deep. But then at the club last night, she�d been wanton and free, in complete contrast to who I�d met during the day.
As I stared at her, the memory of how she�d last looked seared across my mind�s eye. I�d laid her on the bed and stripped off her black dress, only to freeze when I found she had no bra on. Her breasts were pert and full, and my body stiffened immediately.
The response was unwanted.
I tried to avert my gaze, but it roved of its own accord, trailing down the rest of her body. Her skin was luminously pale in the crack of moonlight streaming between the curtains. So soft and smooth that I reached out a hand to run my fingers along her inner thigh. The movement dislodged the spell she held over me, and I jerked my hand back, clenching it into a tight fist.
I blinked, the memory evaporating as I stared at her side profile. Not this woman�not ever, I reminded myself firmly. She�s an assignment. That�s all. Whatever this attraction was�whether it was a knee-jerk reaction or prophecy�it would never be fulfilled.
I grunted, dismissing the memory with a determined focus. If I was to shape her successfully into what she had to become, my first task was to understand who Brydie MacKay was, what she did well, and what she was lacking. For if we were going to survive what was coming, we both needed to be at the top of our game. Failure wasn�t an option�I had too much riding on it.
I took a swig of my beer, watching them eat lunch as I contemplated what I knew about Brydie.
I knew she had lost her parents at seventeen and understood now that this was where Nora had come three years back when she�d gone off the radar for two months. Rueben had accompanied her, and clearly, for better or worse, my grandfather had also kept her secret safe.
I wasn�t certain Nora knew of Brydie�s existence until her son died. We all knew how Andrew had felt about the legacy he�d been born into. What didn�t make sense is why he didn�t share any of that with his daughter. Nor why Nora had also kept Brydie�s existence a secret these last three years.
For as soon as a Daughter of Winter passed, the legacy was inherited by the next female in line. This meant that Brydie was always going to inherit the legacy; she would never have escaped it as the curse couldn�t be transferred or outrun. And as a descendant, she only ever had two choices�to embrace her destiny or deny it; and denying it only led to an early grave.
Had Nora found something she hadn�t shared? Had there been a different course available? I drew my brows together as I watched the women closely, for those answers were lost, buried with Nora.
I swallowed another chug of beer, my eyes unwavering on my target. It settled in a cold lump in the pit of my belly as I wondered if she had the inner steel to weather the storm that was coming.
Brydie�s expression changed. Her head whipped around and she glanced behind her.
What had she seen?
I carefully placed the bottle on the table and followed her gaze. A man, in his mid-twenties, was standing at the reception desk. His companion was a tall, rail-thin woman. The brunette was stunning, but just a pretty face.
Who were they to her?
I scrolled my memory bank of all the little details I�d accumulated on Brydie MacKay. Aside from her father, there was only one other male who�d played a prominent part in her life. It had to be him. Going by his ensemble, he was a businessman.
I fucking hated suits.
All senses on full alert, I watched them closely. The back of my neck tingled and I froze, understanding that there was more to this man than what he seemed. I inhaled deeply. The odor of acrid smoke and burning flesh assaulted my nostrils.
It could only be one person�Talorgan!
His signature was unmistakable. But who was it? The man or the woman?
I flicked my gaze to the suit�s arm candy, focusing on her face and the shift of her features, instantly dismissing her as her brown eyes alighted on an acquaintance at an adjacent table. It wasn�t her; she was just a pawn in the game that was being played.
I zeroed in on the suit�s movements, tensing as he unerringly cast his gaze on Brydie, switching direction mid-step to walk toward the women, his acquaintance having no choice but to follow behind. The action was too clinical to be one of chance, and I knew he�d come to this restaurant knowing she�d be here. If I�d needed confirmation, it was right there�the suit had been touched by Talorgan.
I frowned. My neck usually burned viciously if I was this close to one of Talorgan�s sycophants, but the connection was weaker than I�d ever sensed it before. Did distance play a part? New Zealand was a long way from Scotland. Did that mean that any suggestions Talorgan forced on Brydie�s ex-fianc� had a chance of being ignored? I paused at that. Nora�s decision to keep her granddaughter a secret began to hold merit.
In the end, it didn�t matter�Talorgan was here. The game was up, and Brydie was due a rude awakening.
I leaned forward on the edge of my seat; my casual pose a pretext. Moving my hands in a quick flutter of movement, I built a shield around my form, blurring the lines of reality. Those watching me would hesitate, questioning if a man even sat there.
When the shield was complete, I flowed to my feet, leaving my concealed position to move quickly and silently to within a few feet of Brydie. I willed my breath to even out, and my heartbeat to slow. The slightest nuance could alert Talorgan to my presence. Let him believe his prey was in sight.
It was too public here�there were too many people�but if it came to blowing my cover, I would still do what was needed. The survival of the descendant depended on it, and I�d pay for the fallout with The Oaken Tree later.
I stood there, barely breathing as I observed their exchange closely. The tension between the suit, Brydie, and Chloe was obvious. I knew he had cheated on Brydie with the woman who�d accompanied him, but what I hadn�t known was now immediately obvious�the sexual tension emanating from her ex wasn�t aimed at her but at her best friend.
My lips twisted in a silent snarl. My assignment was a fucking walkover! How could she have fallen for a guy who was attracted to her best friend?
I froze as he grabbed Brydie�s hand, lowering himself to look her in the eye. He didn�t have any weapons on hand, but he was too close. Close enough to reach out for the cutlery and stab her with it. I tensed, preparing myself to launch.
But Chloe spoke, and it hit a nerve with the suit. He said some final words before heading to his table and his lunch date. I kept my gaze on him until he took a seat at his table and I didn�t shift it as the two women discussed what had just happened. I couldn�t help but listen in, my teeth clenching as Chloe shared her betrayal, knowing that if my brother had ever kept a secret like that from me, our relationship would be over.
Not long after, Brydie paid the check, and I followed them discreetly to Chloe�s car. I knew where they were going. I�d already scoped the venue. Sparing one last glance on the street, and satisfied that there were no overt threats around, I watched the car as it drove off before jumping into my rental vehicle.
Minutes later, I pulled up on the other side of the road, eyes on the large two-story house on the riverbank. It screamed affluent success. The minutes ticked by, but no one else entered or exited the house, and I didn�t feel a nagging threat at the back of my neck.
The Daughter of Winter was safe, for now.
An hour later, they exited the building, bags in tow, with an older couple who I knew were Chloe�s adoptive parents. They packed the bags into the trunk, and all four of them entered the midnight-blue Mercedes-Benz.
I turned the key to the Land Cruiser and pulled out smoothly, maintaining a discreet distance. I knew where they were headed, and I needed my full concentration for the ninety-minute drive ahead. I pushed a button on the dash, silencing the radio, then turned off my cell phone. I didn�t need any distractions.
The stakes were rising. Talorgan knew Brydie existed, and two people too many in her small world had already been compromised. First the man at the club last night, and now her ex-fianc�.
One thing was certain: I couldn�t protect her here. I needed to get her to Scotland as soon as possible.
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I sighed with relief as Patrick and Margaret pulled up in front of my little villa. It was an emotional send-off at the airport, and the one-hour drive back to Hamilton had been too long.
Much to Patrick�s distress, Margaret cried the whole way. It was clear that they cared deeply about Chloe, and I was thankful they�d given her the affection she craved all those years ago. I knew that if it wasn�t for their patience and understanding, Chloe could be on the streets, on the wrong side of the law, or holed up in an abusive relationship with two kids in tow.
As the car came to a stop, I leaned over the middle console, a hand on each of their shoulders. �Thanks so much for the ride. I appreciate you letting me tag along.�
Margaret reached over and gave me a one-armed hug. �Thanks for coming,� she sniffed into my shoulder. �And even though Chloe�s gone for the next six months, don�t be a stranger. We would love to have you visit.�
I squeezed her shoulder. �I�ll do that.�
And I would. They�d been my surrogate parents over the last three years, and I�d let them become that because I knew their affection was genuine.
I turned to Chloe�s father. �Take care, Patrick.�
He gave me a small smile and a nod in return. �We�ll wait here until you�re inside, love.�
Murmuring my thanks, I exited the vehicle and walked up to the front door. Fishing the key out of my handbag, I unlocked it and flicked on the hallway light before turning to give them a thumbs-up. Margaret lifted her hand as Patrick gave a brief toot in farewell.
I locked the front door and slipped the safety catch before leaning my forehead against the wood, breathing in the feeling of finally being home, back in my own space.
A black shadow leaped from my bedroom door and rubbed sinuously through my legs. I chuckled, bending down to scratch behind Rascal�s ears. �How was your day, baby? I bet you had a better one than I did.�
Rascal purred and leaned into my hand as I hit the sweet spot. He gave a short, demanding meow and sprinted off to the kitchen. I laughed, calling out to his retreating form, �I�ll be there soon!�
He knew the drill. As soon as I came home, I�d head for the kitchen and pour myself a glass of red wine before feeding him dinner. Then, replete and lazy, he would lounge on his side, licking his paws as he watched me cook my evening meal.
But a glass of wine was not on the cards tonight. Not after my god-awful hangover that morning.
My bedroom was the first door next to the entrance. I entered and threw my handbag and scarf on the bed, pausing to kick off my shoes before following Rascal down the hallway to the kitchen.
The house was dark and quiet, but I wasn�t afraid of being alone here. This was my sanctuary. I flicked on the lights, then slammed to a stop as my eyes cut to the figure languidly reclining on one of the wooden chairs at the breakfast table.
�Hello, Brydie.�
There was an undercurrent of anger simmering underneath his Scottish bur.
He was angry?
�Get out right now, or I�m calling the police!�
Turning, I grabbed the first weapon I saw�a large kitchen knife from the block on the countertop. I wrapped my fingers around its wooden handle, holding the blade out toward him.
Gage eyed the weapon, his lips twisting in what was meant to pass for a smile. �The police can�t help you,� he said softly. �It would be some minutes before they got here, and by then I would have killed you and run.�
A shiver touched my back. We both knew he was right, but I refused to lower the knife. �How did you get in here?� I demanded. �How did you know where I live?�
He gave me a cynical look. �I�m a man of many means.� He flicked his gaze to the kitchen window. �You really should take more care to lock your premises.�
I noted the window over the kitchen sink was open, narrowly hitched on the window latch. Damn. Had I forgotten to latch it shut this morning?
�Is that how you got in last night, too?� I asked acidly.
At the same time, I shied away from the question. Did I want to go there? After all, he had undressed me!
Those blue eyes glinted. �Which visit are you referring to?�
My breath whooshed out. Suddenly, I was tired of this game; I just wanted him gone. �What do you want?�
The forelegs of his chair dropped to the floor, and he rose fluidly to his feet. The space inside the kitchen immediately became suffocating. My eyes were drawn to his, and I refused to step back.
�Why are you not wearing the pendant? Given what happened last night, it�s not safe for you to be running around without it.�
He held up a clenched fist and opened his palm. The pendant unraveled and swung from his fingers, the gemstone sparkling in the overhead light. I didn�t notice my hand had reached out to take it until I took an involuntary step forward. It was the feeling of the knife as it partially slipped from my hand that broke my intense focus. I blinked, stepping back and grasping it more tightly, reasserting my grip on the knife�s slippery handle.
My face burned at the realization that I�d been about to mindlessly take the pendant, something I�d sworn not to accept. What was wrong with me?
Swallowing my chagrin, I stood firm, praying my voice conveyed strength as I replied, �I told you yesterday that I don�t want anything to do with Nora or the Estate. Now, if that�s all, you need to leave.�
He didn�t move, his eyes glittering in the smooth mask of his face. �It is irrelevant whether you want the inheritance or not. You have been chosen.�
Chosen? It was such an odd word to use. �I don�t care. I don�t want it.�
Gage tilted his head to the side. �You are naive if you think you have a choice in this game.� He lifted the pendant, and my eyes couldn�t help fixating on the stone as it twinkled under the overhead light. �I know you can feel it. It has a grip on you. You must accept it.�
He spoke as though the pendant was a living, breathing entity. He was crazy!
I tightened my grip on the knife and aimed the tip of the blade at his chest. �You need to leave. I won�t say it again.�
He spread his hands. �Or what? You�ll stab me?� He took a step forward, and added softly, �Trust me�I�d leave you alone if I could. But I�m bound to this legacy just as much as you are.�
I stilled, my breath freezing in my chest. �Stop! Don�t move any further!�
Gage kept his hands at chest height, palms out. �I�m not going to hurt you, Brydie,� he said softly. �If that were my intention, I would have done so already.�
I swallowed, accepting the truth. His body was lithe and muscular, and the way he moved was fluid, lightning quick. I knew I wouldn�t stand a chance if he decided to attack me. �Why haven�t you then?�
An eyebrow rose. �Haven�t you worked it out yet? I�m here to protect you.�
I blinked, floored at his explanation.
He took another step toward me. It was too much. He was too close. I reflexively stepped backward, flinching as my hip connected with the kitchen counter behind me. There was less than a meter between us. The knife trembled in my hand.
His eyes flicked to my betraying weakness. �Put the knife down, Brydie. We need to talk.�
�No! I don�t want to talk,� I cried desperately. �I just want you to leave.�
Why wasn�t he listening?
�I told you�I can�t. You need to know what you�re involved in.�
I wanted to scream as panic flared. �Look, I have no idea what you�re talking about. I told you before�Nora and I were estranged. She wanted nothing to do with me! The last time I ever saw or spoke to her was three years ago. Whatever you have to share is irrelevant and nothing to do with me!�
�That�s where you�re wrong, Brydie,� he ground out. �There is more at stake here than you understand. It�s more than just the Estate�more than just the pendant. You�re in danger, and you need me to help you. I can�t protect you if you don�t know what�s going on, and the longer we delay, the closer you are to your last breath.�
I gaped at him. He�d just crossed into crazy. How the hell could I be in danger? Unless�as the thought popped into my mind, I felt sweat break out across my forehead.
�How did Nora die?� I asked quietly. The words seemed to echo in the silence.
Gage�s face closed of all expression. �We�ll discuss that later.�
�No!� I ground out firmly, panic flaring at his rebuff. �Now.�
He stared at me, his cerulean blue eyes burning. �That�s not important right now. You need to get up to speed on the legacy.�
My stomach knotted at his response, a foreboding prickle at the back of my neck. �Of course it�s important! She was my grandmother, and the more you try to shut it down, the more I refuse to listen to what you have to say.�
Even as I demanded the answer, I was telling myself to stop pushing.
Something flickered in his gaze�recognition that I needed this to move forward.
�She was murdered.��
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It was said so impassively, so finally, that I knew he spoke the truth.
Dread was a cold stone in my chest. Thoughts chased through my mind, and then the dots began to join together.
�You mean you murdered her?� I screamed, lurching forward.
Gage grabbed my forearm with ease and cruelly flicked my wrist. The knife clattered to the ground. Taking my other arm, he jerked me forward, his hands a bruising vice. My body hit his length, and Gage�s face was suddenly inches from my own.
�No,� he bit out. �It was not by my hand.�
I couldn�t breathe. All I could feel was his hard length pressed to mine. My nipples hardened against my dress before he abruptly pushed me away, separating our bodies. I averted my face, mortified at my reaction. I didn�t want him to know that he stirred feelings inside me that no one had before.
�Who killed her?�
He looked tense, his fists clenched at his sides. �His name is Talorgan.�
I could hear the hatred in his tone. Even though I�d asked, I hadn�t expected a name�the name of my grandmother�s killer.
Talorgan. The name sounded unusual, and a shiver coursed down my back.
�Who is he?�
Gage released a breath, gesturing at the kitchen table. �Take a seat.�
I didn�t want to drop my guard and trust him, but it was clear that he could have hurt me already, had that been his motivation. He hadn�t. Nor had I screamed when I found him in my home�or run for help. The knife was also a pretense, a protective barrier that gave me a small vestige of control. I knew he�d allowed me that, and innately I�d known he wasn�t a threat.
So why was my heart racing in his presence? Why did I feel so on edge?
There was no obvious conclusion but to listen to what he had to say. I turned and lowered myself into a seat. Gage sat down opposite and placed the pendant on the table. It twinkled under the lights, vying for my unfocused attention.
�There are others who covet this pendant,� Gage began. �They would do anything to possess it. And Talorgan is one of them.�
The pendant was beautiful, but I had serious doubts it would equate to a small fortune worth stealing.
�What are you saying? That Nora was killed because of it?�
�It�s more complicated than that,� he ground out. �Nora should have told you when she was here.�
�Told me what?�
�About your legacy.�
�I have no idea what you�re talking about.�
�That�s obvious.� His eyes drifted past mine to land on Rascal, who had padded over to twine around the legs of my chair. �The pendant has been in your family for eons,� he continued. �Longer than you could imagine. The stone was found by your ancestor�your great grandfather of centuries ago. He fashioned it into a token for his lover. She was powerful and had many names. In Scotland, we call her Cailleach.�
The name was familiar. �Just like the Celtic goddess?�
His eyebrows rose. �How did you know that?�
I hesitated. The memories of my parents were sacred. I held them close to my chest like a prized diamond. But he was looking at me expectantly. �My father used to tell me stories when I was a kid,� I shared slowly as the memory of his face brought that familiar ache of loss. �She was the Goddess of Winter, and his favorite story to share was when she would call the season forth. He used to tell me that she would wash her plaid in a whirlpool�a process that would take her three days�and when she was finished, snow would cover the land.�
His gaze was intent, eyes watchful. �Did Andrew ever tell you that Cailleach was more than just a myth?�
�What do you mean?�
�Did he ever tell you that she was real?� he pushed softly.
�No.� I was unsure where he was going with all this.
His jaw clenched. �Then, this story is going to be very hard to believe.�
I blinked, then couldn�t help the snort that escaped. �What are you saying? That I�m related to a Celtic goddess?�
His gaze was unwavering. �Yes. You are a Daughter of Winter.�
A Daughter of Winter? It was such an odd thing to say that for a moment, I was at a loss. But there was no mirth in his gaze, or in his voice. Was he serious?
�Okay,� I breathed slowly. �So, I�m related to a winter goddess. What does all this have to do with Nora and this pendant? Are you going to tell me that it�s the very pendant my great grandfather gifted Cailleach centuries ago?�
�Yes.�
My stomach dropped. �But Cailleach�s legend is thousands of years old! If this were the pendant, it wouldn�t have survived that long. It would have crumbled to dust long ago!�
Gage�s fist slammed on the table, and I jumped.
�Forget the logistics of what is and isn�t possible,� he forced out between clenched teeth. �Just listen to what I�m saying.�
I swallowed as I stared at his face. The mask had gone, and the lethal edge to his persona was visible. I understood then that he was a sharp, honed blade; capable of anything. I felt trapped�in a cage of my own making. My eyes darted about the room, reconfirming that I was alone, that there was no one to help me. My cell phone was also down the hallway in my bedroom, too far away. I had no choice but to ride this through and listen to whatever Gage wanted to share. I had no wish to tempt the beast further.
�All right,� I responded softly.
�Look at me,� Gage demanded. I raised my head, and his eyes lanced mine. �Can you feel it?�
I shivered, ignoring the pounding of my heart. I had no idea what he was talking about. �Feel what?�
His jaw tightened. �I don�t have time for games�you�d need to be dead not to feel it!�
I bit my lip, my chest tightening painfully. I understood now that my first instincts about this man had been all wrong. He definitely wasn�t sane; he was dangerous. And this situation was all my fault. I�d been incredibly na�ve, believing him when he told me Nora had died.
Why hadn�t I verified what he�d said was true? What if Nora was still alive? And if she was, who was this man? Was he really Gage Campbell? A shiver traced my spine. If he wasn�t who he said he was, why was he here? Following me? With knowledge of where I worked, where I lived?
�STOP IT!�
I jumped, my eyes shooting to his. He reached over and grabbed my forearms, bringing his face right in front of mine. �Stop overanalyzing everything,� he bit out. �If you�re going to survive what�s coming, you need to trust me.�
His grip was bruising. Any trust I held in him was long gone. How could I have trusted him so blindly? Panic clawed up my chest as I understood that he needed to leave�now!
�I think it�s time you left.� The words were short, but I could hear the slight tremor in my voice. So could he.
His eyes flickered as we locked gazes. �That�s not wise. Talorgan�s here, Brydie, and he knows about you. You need me close�I�m your only chance at survival.�
I shivered at the implied threat but reaffirmed the facts. No matter what he said, whoever had killed Nora was most likely still in Scotland. I wasn�t in danger; nothing had happened to me. Nor did anyone appear to be after me. Unless you counted this man.
�You need to leave,� I repeated, fully aware I was prodding the beast.
He stared at me for a moment longer, his gaze piercing. Then, just as I felt my control slipping, he surged abruptly to his feet. Hope rose as I followed his movement.
�I�ll give you the space you need,� he said softly, a steel undertone to his words. �But on one condition.�
That fragile bloom of hope was immediately crushed. �What is it?�
He picked up the pendant again. �You must wear this. You must accept it.�
I looked at it as it swung from the chain. He wanted me to wear the pendant? That was all?
I hesitated, flicking my gaze between the pendant and Gage. �I thought you said Nora�s killer coveted it�that it was the reason for her death. Won�t having it put me in danger?�
He curtly shook his head. �Talorgan�s coming for you whether you have it or not. But around your neck, it will provide a measure of protection.�
My mouth dropped. He now thought the pendant could protect me from my grandmother�s killer? There was no mistaking it�he was crazy! How could he claim the pendant was the reason Nora had died, then in the next breath state that I�d be safe if I wore it?
At that moment, it was never clearer to me that the only danger here was the man before me. And I understood the only way to get him to leave was to play his game.
Without hesitating further, I reached for it, carefully avoiding his touch. My fingers tingled at the contact with the metal, which was surprisingly warm. I lifted it over my head, and the stone settled just below my breasts.
I lifted my eyes back to his, conscious of his scrutiny. I couldn�t help the small taunt that escaped from my lips. �Satisfied?�
�Not quite.� He moved quickly, bending down to lean his mouth against my ear. I felt his breath caress my earlobe, and I contained the shiver that threatened to pass over my skin. �Do you accept this pendant, Brydie? Do you accept your legacy?�
I felt my palms slip around the gemstone as I questioned the formality of his question. But this close�I was trapped, at his mercy. �Yes,� I whispered.
�Good. You are now bound.�
At his strange, purred reply, the gemstone gave off a burst of heat in my hand. Had I imagined that?
But then his voice was in my ear again, the tone soft but no less threatening. �You can�t run away from this, Brydie. There is no escape. We are inexplicably tied together, you and I, and if you run, I will only follow. Do. You. Understand. Me?�
A trickle of sweat traveled down my back. I understood completely: my pretense of control was again gone. Barely breathing, I nodded.
Gage�s eyes flashed at my surrender before he became a shadow in the dark.
* * *
�Hamilton Police. What is your reason for calling, ma�am?�
�Hello! I�m calling to report that a man broke into my home this evening.�
�Is he still there now, ma�am?� The voice was urgent.
�He left.�
�Are you hurt then, ma�am? Please state your injuries so we can assist as required.�
Shit! This was a stupid idea. �He didn�t touch me. I�m not hurt.� Well, unless you counted bruised forearms.
The woman on the other end exhaled in a loud rush. �What is the urgency of your call, then, ma�am?�
�Ah, I wanted to know what you can do if someone broke in?�
�Ma�am, this number is for emergencies. This doesn�t qualify as an emergency. I can ask an officer to attend the scene as soon as possible. They can assist you with an appropriate response. However, I must warn you that we are currently dealing with a few incidents tonight, so there may be a long wait. If you give me your name and number, I�ll send an officer out to see you as soon as they�re available.�
I hesitated. The rebuff was obvious. I knew what she was saying�an officer may never come by, and if they did, it could be days from now.
What had I been thinking? And what would I tell the officer anyway? That a man had approached me at my place of work and told me that my grandmother�who�d disowned me from the family�had been murdered in Scotland? Was I also meant to explain that there was no record of my relationship with my grandmother at all because she�d gone to pains to wipe it? And that this same man then broke into my home? I would sound crazy.
Stupid, stupid, stupid!
I hung up the phone and stared at the blank television screen. I felt numb, but my brain was reeling at what the last twenty-four hours had entailed.
I missed Chloe. I would have done anything to talk with her about what had happened, but she had gone on an adventure of a lifetime. She didn�t need the burden I carried. My hands crept up to my chest of their own accord. My fingers closed around the pendant, clenching the smooth stone. It was again warm to the touch, and I was beginning to understand that this was its innate temperature.
If what Gage had said was true, and this was a family heirloom, then this was more than just Nora�s pendant. It was a link to my father and all my previous ancestors�a reminder of my roots.
Thoughts of my father led to thinking of my parents and their loss. I�d lost them on the same day, at the same time, in the same moment, with no warning at all.
I�d been living without them for three years now. The shock of their loss had never left me; it was always a constant reminder. Dad�s voice would speak to me at times, telling me to stay strong, never to stop moving forward. He�d had an internal strength that carried him through any crisis. I knew he�d want me to address Gage head-on. Deal with the problem, so it was forever put to rest.
Sighing, I got to my feet. As I left the lounge, I couldn�t help glancing through the window. A prickle of awareness ran down my back as I stared into the darkness.
Was he out there in the dark? Watching me?
I shivered, reminding myself that he hadn�t hurt me, but I quickly moved to draw the curtains, shutting out the night. I then switched on the television. It was a poor substitute for company, but it gave me the illusion that I wasn�t alone.
That prickle between my shoulder blades stayed with me as I moved from room to room, drawing every curtain and checking every window in the house. My body and mind felt exhausted, and I craved the soft oblivion of sleep, but I knew I would be unable to find comfort if I didn�t sufficiently wind down after Gage�s visit. I headed for the kitchen even though I wasn�t hungry, hoping the monotony of normal routine would help.
Rascal was still lying on the kitchen floor, stretched out as only cats can. I sent him a small smile as I stepped over him, reaching into the cupboard for a wine glass. As my fingers curled around the stem, I felt a warm tingling on my chest. My other hand crept up to the spot. It was the pendant, which was now hot to the touch. As my fingers clenched around it, I felt it vibrate.
I froze, questioning what I had just felt. It came again.
I jerked back, releasing the stone, my chest pounding. Was I going crazy? Or was I more exhausted than I�d imagined?
Shaking my head, I reached out for the bottle of wine on the countertop, studiously ignoring my trembling hand. A black shadow flew past my reaching fingertips, and I jumped, the glass slipping from my other hand. It fell, hitting the floor with a tinkling smash. Tiny pieces of glass splintered all over the wooden floorboards.
�Shit!�
Rascal hissed savagely, before scampering past me in a blur of movement. I couldn�t help but release a laugh. It sounded slightly crazed, and more than a little on edge. Tears pricked the back of my eyelids as I pulled out the dustpan from under the kitchen sink. Bending down, I swept the shards carefully into the pan.
Hold yourself together, Brydie. It�s just a glass.
I drew back to my feet and bent over to slide the fragments into the garbage can. At that moment, a searing heat blasted from my chest, a bright amber glow lighting the space in front of me.
I froze. This time it was unmistakable�it was coming from the pendant.
Before I could understand what was going on, an arm snaked around my chest, wrenching me backward. The dustpan and glass fell back to the floor in a tinkling smash as a gloved hand slammed over my mouth.
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I tasted blood as my lips were ground against my teeth.
Adrenalin kicked in, and I desperately tried to pry the hand off my mouth. Gagging, I tugged and pulled, but it didn�t loosen. I kicked back, slamming my heels into the shins of my attacker. But my struggles were ineffectual.
My nostrils flared as I strove to draw breath. An acrid smell hit my senses, a rank smoke that was cloying and vile, akin to burnt flesh. My senses reeled; my head spun. I was suffocating under the pressure.
Suddenly desperate, I opened my mouth, ignoring the sharp tug of pain. Straining against the pressure, I bit down hard on the hand over my mouth. The bitter taste of leather crossed my tongue, and I felt my teeth grind on bone.
A bitten curse came from behind, and then I was moving, being pulled roughly backward, my heels dragging on the hallway carpet.
Oh God! My heartbeat quickened, slamming violently into my chest. Where was he taking me?
Before the panic fully took over, a powerful force abruptly slammed into my side. I was thrown to the floor and had just enough time to raise my hands before my head impacted with the ground. A sharp pain shot up my left wrist as I braced myself. I scrambled sideways, by instinct moving away from the dark shadows behind me. Pressed tightly against the hallway wall, I glanced wildly over my shoulder, stifling a scream as I saw two men locked in a fierce embrace.
Gage had James slammed against the wall, hands locked tightly around his neck. And James�s face was turning purple, his eyes bulging, fingers scrabbling madly for purchase at Gage�s hands.
�Brydie,� Gage bit out, his eyes never leaving James�s face. �Get a knife!�
I couldn�t respond. All I could think was that one of them had attacked me from behind. And the intention behind that attack had been lethal. I�d felt the brutal strength of those arms, the bruising cruelty of those fingers over my mouth and chest. I had no doubt that whoever had grabbed me would have taken me from my home, potentially even fatally harmed me. I began to tremble.
As though sensing I was losing it, Gage�s head whipped around, lancing me with his searing gaze. His eyes burned with a violent hunger, and I whimpered at the intensity there, sensing his control was on a thin thread.
My gaze shifted to the chokehold that Gage held James in. Gage�s fingers were long and tapered, but they were also bare. As if in slow motion, my gaze shifted to James�s hands as he tried to find purchase on the chokehold at his neck. One finger looked unusual, crooked, and at an awkward angle. But that wasn�t what made my heart freeze. It was the fact that his hands were encased in leather gloves.
Oh god! James was my attacker!
�Brydie!� Gage�s voice was a whiplash. �Get the fucking knife now!�
It was enough to snap me out of my reverie.
Shit!
I pushed myself to my feet, wincing at a pain in my left knee, and fumbled my way into the kitchen. Spying the knife I�d wielded against Gage earlier, I grasped its handle, my fingers slipping as I sought to control my erratic panting. Pushing everything to the back of my mind, I blanked out the details. Later. There would be time to consider what had just happened�later.
James was making a horrible noise when I reentered the hallway, and I couldn�t help looking at his face again. It was as if he had sensed my approach, for his eyes immediately locked onto mine with a vicious hunger. He began to struggle violently. In horror, it took me a split second to realize what he was doing. With no thought to his own preservation, he was leaning into Gage�s hands, applying even more pressure on his windpipe. Spittle flew as he gasped soundlessly, his arms no longer scrabbling at his neck but reaching out to me.
�Fuck!� Gage snarled.
James was using the wall as leverage with no thought for the punishment to his throat. At that point, I knew he wasn�t breathing, but his eyes remained obsessively on my own. His face was a determined mask, his expression full of hate.
I gasped, stumbling backward. �James! Stop�please!�
My words only seemed to spurn him further. Without warning, his forehead whipped down and smashed into Gage�s chin. The impact was audible as Gage reeled backward into the other side of the hallway wall, losing his grip on James�s neck. James sprung forward, lunging at me aggressively.
There was no time to turn and run as he slammed into me. The world tilted sickeningly, and I flew backward. The back of my head hit the floor, and I groaned in a whisper of sound. Pain blossomed down the length of my body as James fell on top of me, trapping both of my arms at my sides. I was stunned, disbelieving at what was happening.
Where was the knife? I clenched my fists desperately, but it wasn�t there.
�I have you now, bitch!�
The voice came from James�s mouth, but it wasn�t James�s voice. It sounded deeper, older, an unusual inflection in the tone. I stared at his face and cringed at what I saw. James�s features were unrecognizable, twisted in a vicious snarl. His eyes were demonic, the blood vessels red starbursts across the whites. Intense hatred blazed from within.
�James�� I gasped, struggling for breath. �What are you doing?�
He laughed, a twisted, sinister sound. �Isn�t it obvious? I�m going to kill you.�
My blood chilled at the calm, matter-of-fact tone to his voice. �James! No!�
�You�ve been lucky, hidden from me for this long,� he continued as though I hadn�t spoken. �I�m going to enjoy this. The time has finally�"
There was a powerful thrust above my chest, and then James�s eyes opened wide to their furthest reach. He made an odd gurgling sound before collapsing on top of me. Stunned, I lay there under his weight.
In the sudden fall of silence, Gage appeared above me. His face was tight. He didn�t say a word as he dragged James off my body.
As James�s length hit the carpet with a heavy thud, I turned to stare at him, seeking confirmation that his attack had truly ceased. It was then I noticed the knife protruding from his back. I fixated on the handle, processing the truth of what it entailed. As I watched, the red spot around the knife expanded. All the while James remained face down, still and silent.
Trembling, not daring to believe what I was seeing, I turned to Gage and whispered, �Is he dead?�
Gage�s jaw tensed. �Not yet.�
Shocked, I just lay there, looking at him. I felt numb, unable to move.
Gage�s face was unreadable. �Are you hurt?�
�What?�
�Are you hurt?� he repeated on an impatient growl.
I assessed his question. My head and body ached. My mouth felt stretched and tender, and I could feel blood drying on my chin. �No. I�m just bruised.�
�Good.� He turned to James. �I have to deal with this.�
He bent down and lifted James�s limp form in his arms. The action caused panic to claw up my throat, and I scrambled into a sitting position, ignoring my protesting limbs.
�Wait,� I cried. �Where are you going?�
Gage paused, staring down at me as he held James effortlessly in his arms. Ignoring my question, he barked out firmly, �Stay here. I�ve warded the house. If you stay inside, you�ll be safe.�
He turned sharply and began walking to the front door.
I started to panic. Was he leaving me? The aftermath of what had just happened was beginning to filter in. I didn�t want him to leave. I didn�t want to be alone.
�Stop,� I cried hoarsely. �Please don�t leave me!�
But Gage ignored me, not looking back as he opened the door and slipped into the night.
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A streetlight illuminated the interior of the cab, and my gaze flicked involuntarily to the rearview mirror and the prone passenger on the back seat. He was still out cold.
Anger at what had just happened bloomed like a raw wound in my chest. I smashed my fist onto the steering wheel, a stream of expletives spewing from my mouth. As the burn subsided, I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to find calm. The act made me conscious of the bruise on my jaw, where James had powerfully smashed his head into my chin. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, it hurt like a bitch. I sent a tendril of magic to the area, easing the pain and the bruise. It wouldn�t do to be conspicuous on this errand.
I also needed a clear head. Because Talorgan was already here.
Talorgan knew about Brydie�s existence, and he�d already gone after her. That meant Nora had gone to the effort of keeping her existence a secret all for nothing. I still couldn�t understand why Nora hadn�t told me about Brydie. Nor could I understand why Reuben hadn�t shared her existence with me, either.
The questions plagued me.
I knew that Nora and Grandfather would have had a reason. A reason valid enough to break the bond between us all. I needed to find out what that reason was. For as soon as Reuben knew of Brydie�s existence, he would have known his time with Nora was limited. That she wasn�t the one they�d believed would end this prophecy.
I could only imagine what Grandfather would have felt. The knowledge that the woman he loved would die at the hands of his enemy. I didn�t feel remorse. Reuben had created a bed of his own making�his instincts dulled by his feelings for Nora. And he�d paid the price of that dearly.
I snarled, grinding my teeth together as I felt the pain of his loss. But I would not be swayed like Reuben. I had a failsafe that no one else had�my power was unmatched by any other Druid.
The inferno that raged inside me wouldn�t let many people close. It licked at the edges of my consciousness, a constant burn that never let me forget that my emotions tempered my control. Caring about others only fueled its fire and made my magic unpredictable. As a result, my inner circle had to be tight. Only those who I couldn�t live without could mean something to me. Reuben had been one of them; so had Nora. All that was left now was my brother and my son.
Without Reuben and Nora influencing my actions, the pressure on my magic had eased somewhat. Reuben would have expected me to add Brydie to my inner circle, just like I had Nora. I didn�t want to. I protested it with all my being. Not only was she undeserving, but I didn�t want to follow in Reuben�s footsteps.
Brydie would not touch me�emotionally or physically. I was adamant that she would have no control over any part of me. Prophecy be damned.
I passed under a streetlight, and another yellow glow invaded the cab. I couldn�t help glancing in the rearview mirror again, checking to see if the light would rouse my silent companion. But he remained unmoving, his body slack against the seat.
My lips twisted into a grim smile. The rune I�d imbued on the knife had worked well. I was worried I�d misjudged the strength of the rune required to eradicate Talorgan from the man�s body. But I hadn�t wanted to leave it to chance. If the rune wasn�t strong enough, Talorgan would have stayed inside the man, relentlessly pursuing his quarry�pursuing Brydie.
James had moved fast, I reflected. Talorgan had been clever. Using someone familiar to cross the wards, someone she�d already let into her home.
That meant Talorgan had been here for a long time. Spending time here, learning her world, her patterns. My blood chilled. What if I hadn�t found Brydie in time? What if I had turned up a few days later?
She would have been dead�the prophecy fulfilled�and darkness would irrevocably have fallen.
I tightened my hands on the wheel. That outcome was unacceptable. Acid burned at the back of my throat at the knowledge that I�d cut it close.
I�d felt James cross the wards, but I was too busy watching Brydie at the other end of the house to catch his movement on the property. By the time I walked to the front of her villa to discern who had arrived, James had already entered.
My neck had been pulsating viciously, burning with a vengeance that was a blaring warning Talorgan was near. I didn�t hesitate to rush immediately inside. The first thing I saw as I burst through the front door was James. He was just ahead of me, his back facing me as he dragged Brydie into the hallway. I was operating on pure adrenaline, too frantic to wield a rune, and in that split second, I opted for physical strength, throwing myself at James and pushing Brydie to the floor.
His strength was surreal, and I knew as soon as I�d touched him that I�d been fooled back at the restaurant. Distance hadn�t weakened Talorgan�s strength�he�d played me.
My headlights reflected on a metal sign just ahead, cutting into the dark oasis of my thoughts.
Waikato Hospital.
I�d arrived.
I pulled down a side street, two hundred meters from the main entrance. Scoping the darkness outside, I noted one lone straggler fifty meters ahead. By their gait, it was clear they were inebriated. Still, I wasn�t satisfied. I sat there a moment longer, pushing out with my senses, seeking a vibration or a scent that didn�t belong.
There was nothing.
Without hesitating further, I jumped out, opening the back door to pull James off the seat. Hoisting him securely under my arm, I half dragged, half carried him down the street, and turned left toward the hospital. When we were within fifty meters of the entrance, I ducked into the dense foliage adjacent to the building. It provided a natural screen against the concrete monstrosity and unobtrusively hid us.
I crouched low, laying James on his side. My fingers flickered in a flutter of movement as I sent a whisper of coercion on the slight breeze. It was a suggestion to others that they look away, forget what they see. I wasn�t leaving anything to chance. Talorgan�s minions were still out there�the man from the club, and potentially others.
Then I waited.
It didn�t take long before a young woman exited the building and began walking toward us. Her bomber jacket flapped open as she moved, and my sharp gaze trained on the pair of scrubs she was wearing underneath.
Perfect.
My hands fluttered again, and I murmured softly, sending a wisp of gray smoke on the breeze. I watched it keenly, following its unerring progress. I felt the connection the instant it flowed into the woman�s nostrils. Her head lifted, and our gazes met.
She didn�t hesitate to break into a run, sprinting toward us. �What happened?� she demanded, falling to her knees beside James.
�He�s been stabbed. Knife wound to the left kidney.�
She focused on the knife still lodged in his body. �You kept the knife in there�good. Stay here and monitor him. I�ll be right back with a gurney.�
Without waiting for my response, she turned and ran. As soon as she�d sprinted out of sight, I lay a hand to James�s forehead, strengthening the memory loss rune I�d already laid there. Despite what he�d done to Brydie when they were in a relationship, he didn�t deserve to carry the recriminations of what he�d done now. He didn�t deserve Talorgan�s possession. He�d been a pawn�another victim that Talorgan had used for his own means. Removing all trace of tonight�s activities would give James a chance to continue his life. To move forward without questioning his sanity.
Content that the rune was fortified, I left him and melted back into the shadows.
Moments later, I eased into the driver�s seat of the black Land Cruiser and pulled up to the intersection with the hospital on my left. Turning, I glanced at the entrance and saw the same nurse with a male doctor hurrying down the street, pushing a gurney.
The light turned green. Satisfied, I shifted the Land Cruiser into gear and moved forward, turning my focus to the real issue at hand. The biggest fight was yet to come, and the descendant was out of choices.
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Brydie

He�d left me. Alone.
He�d said I�d be safe; I didn�t feel safe. Violence had touched my door. My villa no longer felt like home, tainted by the violence that had just fallen.
I couldn�t stop trembling. Reaction had set in. Thoughts plagued me, flashbacks of what I�d seen, what had just happened. A small part of my brain understood that James had just tried to kill me. But then Gage had saved me and he�d...stabbed James!
Oh god!
I bit my lip hard, trying to force the images from my mind. I needed to do something. If I didn�t, I was going to lose it completely. Swallowing hard, I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring the incessant pounding of my head; ignoring how my body ached, how bruised and shaken I felt, and all the pain and emotions that were fighting for purchase.
Push it all down. File it away. There�ll be time to reflect on this later.
I limped slowly down the hallway, righting things that had tipped over or been smashed in the struggle. An area of the carpet had buckled, and I automatically reached out to smooth it. It was then I saw it.
James� blood.
I stared at it, breathless. The images hit me again and again, slamming without pause in my mind. His gloved hand over my mouth, dragging me away. His face as he�d stared at me with all-consuming hatred.
I couldn�t stop the avalanche that followed. The dam had broken, and emotions rolled over me like waves on the beach, obliterating the wall I�d desperately erected. A wrenching cry erupted from my mouth as my knees buckled and I crumbled to the floor. I sobbed, releasing the well of tension that had carried me through the evening�s events.
I cried until I had breath no more. Numb and cold, I didn�t know how long I sat there, staring at that stain on the carpet. Time had no consequence, and I would have sat there forever if I hadn�t felt a warmth bloom, hot and heavy below my breasts.
The pendant!
Without thinking, my fingers crept unerringly toward the stone. As my fingers curled around it, a muted vibration sent a warm tingle up my arm. It was so faint as to be insignificant, but it triggered a memory�one I couldn�t ignore�of that moment before James had attacked.
I remembered a quick flash of light when he�d grabbed me. I�d also felt a burn at my chest, and I recalled that it had happened moments before James had touched me. My breath caught. It was a question I hesitated to form in my mind, but it forced its way out regardless.
Had it been the pendant? Had it sought to warn me?
I held the stone up in front of my face, the chain�s length enabling me to see the whole cross. As if sensing my thoughts, my palms tingled, and then it came again�a faint tremor. Muted but insistent, it was the slightest vibration.
I squeezed my eyes shut. Is this real? I felt foolish as soon as I�d voiced the question. Don�t be stupid! The pendant isn�t a cognizant being!
A sharp, insistent pulse hit my palm, and I hissed, dropping the pendant. It swung back against my chest. I lifted my hand to my face, and my mouth dropped open when I saw the faintest outline of a cross in the center of my palm.
Oh my god!
Thoughts churned like thick soup through my mind, and I hesitated to accept what I was looking at�what it meant. Gage will be back soon, I repeated to myself. Reaffirming that mantra over and over, I searched for another anchor to hold me together. My gaze unerringly fell again on that innocent drop of blood.
It doesn�t belong here.
Stubbornly pushing all other thoughts out of my mind, I got to my feet and gathered my cleaning supplies from the kitchen. Ignoring the pain in my right knee, I knelt, narrowing my focus on that little stain as I scrubbed, rinsed, and dabbed until there was no trace of it ever being there before.
It was how he found me. I�d been so consumed in cleaning any trace of James�s existence from that spot that I hadn�t heard the front door open and close.
�Brydie.�
I was startled by his low murmur, but I didn�t look up.
His booted feet appeared in my periphery. I ignored him, intent on the task at hand.
Gage reached out and pulled the scrubbing brush from my hand. My gaze fixated on his long fingers, and I remembered their strength and how they had wrapped around James�s throat. I instantly felt cold. So cold.
I began to shake, but mercifully the tears didn�t start again. Vulnerable and exhausted, I looked up into his face. His blue eyes were unreadable.
�He was going to kill me, wasn�t he?� I whispered.
Gage didn�t look away, his focus absolute. �Yes.�
�Is he�� I hesitated, wondering how much I wanted to know.
�He�s alive,� Gage confirmed, his voice brusque and sharp.
My breath whooshed out in an audible rush. No matter what had happened tonight, I didn�t want James to be dead. Now that I could see past that outcome; there was one burning question I desperately needed an answer to.
�Why?� I asked him, my voice breaking. �Why did James try to kill me?�
Gage�s jaw clenched before his gaze dropped to my chest. The pendant. My fingers tingled in response, wanting to reach up and touch it, but I clenched them together, stamping on the urge.
His gaze sharpened on my face. �What is it?� he demanded.
Knowing there was no point denying it, I swallowed before murmuring, �I felt it.�
�Tell me.�
Averting my gaze, I shared hesitantly, �Just before James grabbed me, there was a flash and I...felt the pendant burn with heat.�
On the heels of that whispered confession, I couldn�t help dragging my gaze to his, to decipher what he was thinking. There was no condemnation there, and more telling was the fact that he wasn�t surprised. It was as if he�d expected it!
�It�s more than just a family heirloom, isn�t it? What�s really going on, Gage?�
The silence was weighted. I felt vulnerable as he stood over me. �You�re not ready,� he ground out harshly. �But there is no other choice. Leaving you ignorant only puts you at risk.�
He shifted, eyes traveling the course of the room, as though searching for something. I shivered and couldn�t help thinking that he wasn�t searching the room for something, but rather someone. Was I not safe in my own home?
His eyes swiveled back to mine as if sensing my rising panic. The cerulean depths were swirling with an emotion I couldn�t decipher. �Nora was supposed to have told you about the legacy. For some reason, she didn�t. But she did prepare something for you; moments before her death.�
Gage reached inside his leather jacket and pulled out a small white envelope. It was sealed, but the edges were worn. He held it up between us, and I could see my name written on the front in Nora�s rolling calligraphy. �I believe most of your questions will be answered here.�
�You haven�t read it?�
�No. Although I�d be lying if I said I didn�t want to.�
The admission surprised me. �Why?�
�Because I�m sure it contains the reason she kept your existence a secret from me.�
�That only makes me question all the more why you didn�t read it.�
His gaze was intense, one I couldn�t escape. �Would you have trusted me if I had?�
I flushed. He was right; I wouldn�t. I dropped my gaze back to the envelope. Now that the time was nigh, I felt myself back peddling. �Do I have a choice?�
His eyes hardened. �There�s always a choice. Whether you make the right one is up to you.�
I hesitated, lifting a hand to rub it through my blond strands. I knew I stood on a precipice, aware that my life would irrevocably change once I read the letter. But ignorance was no longer a shield I could hide behind. In the end, it was simple�Nora�s letter had answers, and I needed them. It was time to peel off the band-aid and understand exactly what it was my grandmother had been doing here three years ago, and why my fianc� had just tried to kill me.
Taking a deep breath, I pulled the letter from Gage�s grasp.
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Brydie

Gage silently left me, disappearing into the kitchen. My gaze fell back to the envelope in my hands. It was now or never. Dropping the cloth into the bucket, I scooted over to lean my back against the hallway wall and reached inside.
I pulled out a double-sided sheaf of paper. My hands were damp with sweat as I smoothed out the wrinkles. This was it. The answers I�d been looking for.
Taking a deep breath, I focused on the first line and began to read.
Dear Brydie,
I know I have hurt you, and I�m sorry for it, but you must understand I did it to protect you. Those few months we spent together after the death of your parents led me to believe that you were a Dormant�someone without the ability to access your magic.
But it appears that Andrew deceived me. For today, I received a letter, postmarked from New Zealand, written in your father�s hand. It is dated just before his death�over three years ago, and he claims that he removed all memory of your magic when you were seventeen. He sought to protect you from our legacy�from your Druidic ancestry. I�m mortified by how my actions have been affected by his. I understand his reasons, but I don�t agree with what he did. For the horrible truth is that we can�t outrun our destiny; the prophecy will follow us, whether we wish it to or not.
Every descendant born of our line is aware of our heritage and understands the potential that they may one day wield. Going by your father�s actions, it is clear that Andrew would never have shared the prophecy with you. Therefore, I can appreciate that this letter and its contents will be a shock. I can also understand that you will be reluctant to travel to Scotland if you are not given a plausible reason why.
It is hard to put our legacy to paper, especially to someone who grew up outside of the prophecy. But you must know that you are special, Brydie, in more ways than one. Firstly, you are a descendant of the first Druids�men and women who wield the natural power of the world around us. To be a Druid is something to be proud of. Our genealogy ensures that each of us has the potential to wield the power of the elements like our ancestors before us.
But you are more than a Druid, for our line has also been fused with a Celtic deity by the name of Cailleach. Her legend spans the length of Scotland and even reaches into England and Ireland. She was the Goddess of Winter and the harbinger of death, and we are her children�Children of Winter.
Our lineage is affected by a prophecy that was initiated three millennia ago. A prophecy that unites all descendants of Cailleach. For the Goddess of Winter mated with a Druid. He was our great grandfather, a man called Tritus. Their union defied the gods, but most especially another Druid by the name of Talorgan. When he heard that their union had created a babe, he awoke Arawn, the God of the Underworld, and exchanged his soul in return for eternal life and enough power to kill Tritus and the babe. This action stirred a change in the world and has opened the door to chaos. And with every generation, the balance of nature becomes more unequal.
Talorgan killed our great grandfather, but Cailleach escaped and birthed the babe�the first Daughter of Winter. To secure the infant�s safety, she enlisted the help of her sister Cerridwen, the Goddess of Prophecy. Cerridwen put the prophecy in motion, and the die was cast. For so long as a Daughter of Winter exists, Talorgan will do his worst to remove her from this world. And for so long as Talorgan exists in this world, a Daughter of Winter is tasked with avenging Cailleach and restoring the balance to nature.
All Children of Winter are tied to this prophecy. But it is the female line alone which is tasked with this burden. It is one which a Daughter of Winter cannot escape. Either we succumb to the task set before us or Talorgan destroys us. And if he wins, and our line becomes eradicated, Talorgan�s reach will extend further, and Arawn will establish a stronger foothold in this world. The consequences of that are inconceivable as we already struggle to turn the tide against the dark.
Therefore, what Andrew did�keeping your birth a secret from me�was wrong and came with great risk. I only heard of your birth the night they died. It was with trepidation and hope that I journeyed to New Zealand to see what daughter you were�Cailleach�s or Andrew�s. The answer was immediately obvious on my arrival. You did not show any signs of being a Daughter of Winter. Nature�s elements eluded you, and I concluded that you were Dormant like your father, unable to access your potential.
This only reaffirmed that with the death of my son, I would be the last Daughter of Winter�the one who was meant to end this curse as prophecy dictates. But I was wrong. Andrew�s letter confirms that I�m merely another custodian and that you are the last Daughter of Winter�the one prophesied to end this war with Talorgan.
Therefore, you are in danger, Brydie, more so than any other Daughter, and it is a miracle you have gone undetected for this long. You need to come to me, Brydie�to your home here in Scotland. Here you will find all the answers you need: the prophecy, who you are, where you come from, and most especially, where you belong.
In order to ensure your safety, I have sent Gage with this letter. He will accompany you to Scotland. You have no reason to fear Gage. Trust him implicitly and without question�he is your Guardian and would give his life for yours if need be.
I know this sounds unbelievable, but it is true, and I can prove it. I eagerly await your arrival in Scotland. Come quickly, for Talorgan is watching.
All my love,
Nora
I had to read the letter through twice before I could breathe normally.
It sounded fantastical. Too incredible. Not like Nora at all. She�d been sharp and quick of mind with a no-nonsense attitude. But there was no denying the script in the letter was hers.
With numb fingers, I folded the paper and slipped it back into the envelope. My thoughts turned to the person in the kitchen. Nora had told me to trust him. Could I? I wasn�t sure, but I did know that with Nora gone, Gage was the only one with knowledge of this life.
Resigned that my path lay with Gage whether I liked it or not, I pushed myself to my feet and walked into the kitchen on trembling legs. I found Gage standing in front of the stove, stirring a pot on the element. It wasn�t a vision I had anticipated, and it made James�s attack seem farcical�as if it had been a strange dream.
He felt my presence as soon as I entered, his eyes cutting to mine.
�You read the letter.� It was a statement.
I nodded.
�I imagine you have questions.�
�Yes.� I had a lot. But first, I needed to know his story. �What�s your place in all of this? Who are you?�
He released the wooden spoon and turned to face me, his blue eyes sharply contrasting with the midnight strands of his hair. �Like Nora, I�m also a Druid. And like Nora, I�m tied to the same prophecy as you are. We are all part of the same clan�The Oaken Tree.�
I swallowed tightly, quashing the rush of panic that accompanied his words, and lifted Nora�s letter. �Is it all true? That I�m part of a prophecy thousands of years old, that was instigated by a Celtic goddess?�
�Yes.� He did not break my gaze. �I can appreciate it would be hard to comprehend, but you must have questions after what you�ve seen tonight. You must know that what happened with James tonight was not normal.�
I bit my lip; he was right. James had been acting strangely�almost maniacal. As if he had enjoyed taunting me, enjoyed threatening me. And that look of hatred had been very real. As if weighted down by years of emotion.
�He was not himself,� I admitted softly. �I�ve never seen him act like that before. What happened to him?�
�He was touched by Talorgan.�
�Touched?� The term was unusual. �What does that mean?�
�He was possessed.�
My ears roared at his admission. As if it was commonplace. As if he dealt with this situation regularly. �Okay,� I breathed slowly. �So, James only wanted to kill me because Talorgan possessed him?�
�Yes.�
I released the breath I�d been holding, relief flooding through me. Gage�s confirmation absolved the crushing weight on my chest. I had been questioning James�s attack for the last few hours and couldn�t understand why he had attacked me. What I�d done to deserve such hatred�especially after he�d given me the opposite message at Iguana earlier this morning.
I raised my eyes back to Gage. His concentration was unwavering, singularly focused on me. The attention was unnerving. �Nora also tells me that you�re my Guardian, that you�re bound to ensure my safety. Is that true?�
He lifted his chin, his eyes glinting with an emotion I couldn�t decipher. �It�s true. Cailleach demanded that every Daughter of Winter be armed with her own Guardian, and so it is prophesied. The first Druid to be given this task was my ancestor. This burden only follows the male line, and chance dictates which son receives the mantle.� His lips firmed as he added, �From a young age, I was told that the target was Nora.�
�Then you found out about me,� I whispered, struggling to move past the word �burden�. It was an admission that he was as tied to the prophecy as I was. Resented it, probably more than I did, given that he�d lived with the knowledge of it all his life.
�Yes. Then I found out during Nora�s last breaths that she had a granddaughter who lived on the other side of the world.� He took a few steps toward me, and I immediately flinched, feeling vulnerable at his proximity.
My reaction caused him to pause, and his voice was gravelly as he bit out, �Do not fear me. I�m not going to hurt you�I can�t.�
I held his dark cerulean stare. �Is that by choice or because prophecy requires it,� I demanded.
A muscle clenched in his jaw. �Both. I�m no monster.�
I couldn�t help dropping my gaze to his hands. I could still see those long, tapered fingers around James�s neck. �Is that what you tell yourself? Does it make your actions more acceptable?�
Gage�s fists clenched, and he leaned in, close enough for his breath to touch my cheek. �You know nothing!� he ground out. �Having grown up on the outside, you have no idea what we face�the tasks laid before us, the training regime we�ve had to follow from birth. This prophecy isn�t just restricted to your family! There have been thousands affected by Cailleach�s actions; thousands of lives lost due to a binding decision your ancestor made. And those of us affected cannot help but follow the path she laid.�
His face was a dark thundercloud, the beautiful bone sculpture twisted into a vicious snarl. A chill whispered down my spine. An acknowledgment that I�d prodded the beast too far. It wasn�t like me, but I felt angry, hurt, and confused. It had begun as a slow simmer while I read Nora�s letter, then built to a blazing heat as her words had settled in my bones.
As I read the letter, I�d understood that my life had been a cage of lies. It confirmed that my father had lied to me. Not only about the family legacy but about my existence. How could he have denied me my heritage? Kept my birth a secret? And�I hesitated�removed all memory of my magic?
I released a breath and said softly, �I�m sorry, I shouldn�t have said that. I feel like everything has unraveled, and I don�t know who I am anymore. I don�t know what to think�who to trust! My mind is spinning! How could my father hide all this from me?�
�Parents don�t always make the wisest decisions for their children.�
His murmured admission teased at a past I was curious to know more about, but I immediately sensed his withdrawal, as if he was annoyed that he�d shared that. I clasped my hands together tightly, stilling their fidgeting. �So, what happens now?�
His voice was firm. �We leave for Scotland.�
I didn�t want to go to Scotland, the country I�d been firmly denied entering. I could still remember how brutally explicit Nora had been when she�d told me I would not be welcome there. �Why?�
�You must become the Daughter of Winter. That is only possible if you return to your roots.�
I stared at him. Become the Daughter of Winter. As if it was that easy. �And then what?�
�You must kill Talorgan.�
I swallowed tightly. He said it so casually�as if it was a glib comment. I couldn�t help a small giggle, understanding I teetered on the edge of losing all control. �And how am I expected to kill an immortal?� I gasped on an inhale; my words barely audible.
His gaze narrowed. �Hysterics are wasted in this game. The sooner you accept the prophecy and the task laid before you, the better.�
He was right. Histrionics wouldn�t help me at all. I lifted a hand to run it through my wild mane, swallowing the flaring panic, and schooled my senses to remain calm, logical. �Who else is involved? Nora alluded that there are others who will support me. Others like us.�
He nodded. �There are five of us. All of us descendants of Druids affected by Cailleach�s actions. There is also The Oaken Tree, our Druidic clan. They are our people, bound by Cailleach to aid our task.�
His admission smothered my rising panic. Knowing that I wasn�t alone in all this made the weight of it easier to bear. The pendant hummed against my chest, a sharp reminder of its otherworld allure. I lifted a hand and gripped the cross tightly; the metal burned against my palm.
�Do all descendants have a pendant like this?�
�No. The pendant runs in Cailleach�s line only.� He rubbed the back of his neck as he added, �But all the descendants are branded.�
�Branded? What do you mean?�
�It�s easier to show you.�
Before I had a chance to reply, he had shrugged off his jacket and slung it over the kitchen chair. He peeled off his black sweater, and it joined the jacket. My mouth went dry as I witnessed his bare chest, the olive skin rippling with lean muscle. My fingers curled into my palms, and my tongue felt glued to the roof of my mouth as I forced out, �What are you doing?�
�Look at my neck,� he ordered, turning his back to me.
I stared at his smooth skin, ignoring the desire to reach out and touch him. The imperfection on his left shoulder instantly arrested my gaze. �What am I looking at? The scar?�
He shook his head. �Look to the center of my spine, then up to my neck.�
I squinted, but I couldn�t see anything. �There�s nothing there.�
He grunted. �It�s there. Look with your inner sight.�
My inner sight? What the hell did that mean? Biting my lip, I stared at his spine. I focused on the bumps of his vertebrae. There was a small flicker; then his skin began to blur and evolve. At first, it looked like a series of small pictures in a vertical line running up to his neck, but as my gaze sharpened, they became a series of symbols, stained in ink.
I gasped. �There�s a tattoo there!�
He turned then, and I was unprepared for the view of his naked upper body. My gaze jerked back up to his face, and I ignored the flush of my cheeks. �What does it mean?�
�It means guardian, or as close to the meaning behind that word as possible.�
I frowned. �Are you saying that you branded yourself and all other descendants with this tattoo?�
He shook his head. �No. We had no choice in the matter; prophecy demanded it. My tattoo appeared twenty-one years ago when I was six years old.�
My blood ran cold. Prophecy had that much power, thousands of years later?
His voice was quiet as he added, �As a descendant, you will have one too.�
I laughed sharply. �But I don�t.�
One black eyebrow rose, and he stepped forward, close enough that I could feel the heat emanating off his chest, smell his elusive scent. �I�m not going to hurt you,� he murmured softly. �Do you trust me?�
I jerked my head in ascent, not trusting my voice.
�Good. Follow me.�
He moved fluidly from the kitchen, across the hallway, and into the bathroom. As if he unerringly knew where every room was. And he probably did, I reflected. He�d entered my home twice without my consent, and no doubt knew the layout well.
As I entered the bathroom after him, the small room immediately felt crowded, his broad shoulders and overpowering presence taking up the meager space.
�Put your back to the mirror,� he demanded.
I turned my back obediently, but then I felt his hands grab hold of the lapels of my shirt, tugging them upward as if trying to take it off. I jerked out of his reach. �What are you doing?�
�Relax, I�m not going to touch you.�
I flushed at his cold tone but stood there tense and mute as he tugged my shirt up a second time. I shivered as a rush of cool air touched my spine.
�Look in the mirror,� he said softly. �At your lower back.�
Bracing myself, I twisted sideways, craning my neck to peer into the mirror.
This was foolishness. I knew I didn�t have a tattoo on my back. I knew it with certainty. But then I caught the trail of ink running down the lower half of my spine.
What the hell?
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I felt my skin bead with sweat as the blood roared in my ears. Gage ground out a sharp oath behind me. I was thrust forward onto the cold marble tiles, my head shoved between my knees.
The movement caused a sharp stab of agony, a reminder of the injury I�d received earlier when the back of my head had hit the floor. The pain waved away the fog, and I reached up to push Gage�s hand aside, lifting my head to glare at him.
My voice was a thin reed. �How do I have a tattoo on my back?�
�You were born with it.�
�That doesn�t make any sense! How has it always been there�I would have seen it!�
�It is a legacy passed down to every Daughter of Winter and only becomes visible when you are the target of the prophecy.� His lips firmed as he added, �In your case, it was when Nora died.�
The thought of a tattoo being drawn on my back at the same time as her death was macabre. I felt violated that this had occurred without my control. Inhaling through my teeth, I fought the urge to scream. Nothing I said would change what had already happened.
I pushed myself to my feet, tugging my shirt back down to cover my bare midriff and turned to face him. His features were still, watchful, as if sensing that I wavered on a thin edge.
�If your tattoo means guardian, what does mine mean? Daughter? Descendent?�
Gage tilted his head to the side as he considered me, a thin scar on his jawline catching the light. �It means love.�
�Love?� It wasn�t what I�d expected.
�You are the daughter of Cailleach and her lover�a descendant of her own child, many generations removed, and who she has protected absolutely by tying your bloodline to a powerful prophecy. It is a fitting brand to carry.�
The characters on the tattoo had looked vaguely familiar. Similar to Japanese but different, the lines longer, the characters simpler. �I didn�t recognize the language. What is it?�
One of his dark eyebrows rose. �The only language that the Celts used�the Ogham Script.�
My jaw dropped as my mind struggled to dismantle the ramifications of that statement. The thoughts and emotions flitting around my head were a jumbled mess. Logic was screaming that this was all lies. What Nora had shared in her letter was unbelievable, easy to pass off as the ramblings of a crazed old woman. But the pendant and the tattoo were hard to ignore. So were the events from earlier this evening.
Gage stood silently, allowing me time to digest what I�d just learned, but I felt judged, and I couldn�t stand to be in such close proximity a moment longer. Gripping my hands together to still their trembling, I said sharply, �You left a pot on the stove. We should get back.�
Without waiting for his response, I turned on my heel and strode away. He was a dark shadow at my back, wordlessly following. Now that I was aware of it, I could feel the tattoo pulsating against my lower back, in perfect harmony with the pendant around my neck. It was a noose I had no wish to accept, and the chains of panic began to claw back up my throat.
We entered the kitchen, and he immediately walked over to his sweater, tugging it over his head. I tried to look away, but my gaze was compelled to the stretch of taut muscle across his back. He turned around, walking toward the stove, and I hurriedly diverted my gaze, taking a chair at the kitchen table.
Gage�s voice was firm. �Look, I know this is a lot to take in, but Talorgan knows you�re here�where you live, where you work, who your friends are�everything. This means everyone you know and love is compromised. Your options are limited. You must return with me to Scotland as soon as possible. We should leave within the hour.�
�What? No,� I cried. �No matter what Nora said, I�m not going to up and leave for Scotland! If what you�re saying is true, Talorgan will just follow me.�
Gage�s lips firmed. �Yes, he will. But we�ll be ahead of him. With James out of commission, he�ll need time to recuperate after his sudden departure from James�s body.�
Gage caught my look of confusion, and clarified, �Stabbing James was deliberate. The action removed Talorgan�s spirit abruptly from James�s body. It is an exit that is incredibly painful, and he�ll need time to replenish his power, as well as to find a new vessel.�
It felt wrong to hear James described as a vessel. And terrifying to understand that Talorgan had the power to take his willpower and self-control. �Would James have known what Talorgan did to him?�
A dark expression crossed Gage�s face. �I tampered with his memory when I dropped him at the hospital.�
Relief flooded through me at his foresight. �Thank you.�
He tensed. �No need to thank me. I didn�t do it for him�I did it for us. If he�d awoken with memories of what had happened, his first thought would be to come looking for you, or me, and we don�t have time for loose ends.�
Gage was right, but it left a bitter taste in my mouth. He seemed determined to stand aloof, and I hungered to know who the real Gage was. Was he misunderstood? Jaded by the prophecy? Or as dark and cold as he behaved?
�As soon as he�s able, he�ll come for you,� Gage continued. �The only edge we had was that he wasn�t aware I was already here. There will be no surprises this time, no holding back. He won�t take pleasure in kidnapping you�he�ll kill you on sight and have no qualms about doing the same to those you care about.� His jaw was tense, his gaze brooding as he asked, �Are you prepared to put those you care about at risk? Do you want to see what happened to James happen to the others?�
His words were like cuts from a sharp knife, each point an open wound. I swallowed convulsively, fear rising to the surface. Even though James had cheated on me, at one point I�d believed I loved him, and he certainly didn�t deserve what had happened to him. If what Nora said was true, then James�s only crime had been his tie to me. I didn�t want to take the same risk and hurt anyone else. It could be Chloe�s parents next, Edmund, or even my neighbors.
The risk was too high to bear.
�All right,� I whispered on a ragged breath. �I�ll come to Scotland.�
Gage gave a swift nod. �Good. I pre-empted your decision and booked a plane earlier today. We fly out at 10 am tomorrow.�
My jaw dropped. �That�s not enough time!�
�We are already cutting it fine as it is by leaving tomorrow.� His tone was unbreakable. �Talorgan will be fully recovered within twenty-four hours. We can�t delay any further.�
No! No! No!
There was no air in the room as my throat closed in panic. Twenty-four hours? That was not enough time to carry out the plan I�d begun to formulate while he was talking. Even though Nora had told me to trust him, I couldn�t, not completely. Those in my inner circle were few, and two of the three were dead. And the only remaining person I would trust without question had left hours before on a plane for a six-month holiday.
I needed time to plan my escape. I needed distance from Gage to consider everything I�d heard.
Desperate, I tried again. �That�s too soon, Gage. I need to discuss my departure with Edmund, put a hold on my apprenticeship, and organize my house. How can I do that overnight? I appreciate the risk, and I don�t want to put anyone in danger, but all I need is one more day�all I�m asking is the afternoon�please?�
�No!� His gaze was resolute. �All of that is irrelevant. Edmund, your job, the house�it will all be gone if you stay.� He paused, eyes narrowed on my face, watching every nuance and flicker of expression closely. �And if you think to escape the prophecy, then you can think again. There will be no running. Do I make myself clear?�
It was as if he could see right through me, into my traitorous mind. Did he know what I was planning? Except it wasn�t the prophecy I�d been thinking of escaping, it was him. Gage was overwhelming; his presence swallowed everything in the small room.
I glared at him, angry that he�d backed me into a corner. Gritting my teeth, I forced out, �I heard you.�
A muscle ticked in his jaw, his eyes granite. �Not good enough. I need your oath that you won�t run.�
I forced out a laugh. �Where would I go? You said it yourself�nowhere is safe!�
�He knows where you live, who your contacts are. He will have picked all that up during his time in James�s head. The only thing holding him back now are the wards I�ve laid around your house. And make no mistake, that if you leave here tonight, you�ll be unprotected, and he will find you.�
I bit my lower lip hard, stilling the panicked scream that sought release. His eyes tracked the movement, darkening with an unreadable expression. There was steel in his voice as he demanded softly, �I need to hear it, Brydie.�
I exhaled in a rush, angry at how he�d manipulated me. Did he really know what I�d been thinking?
�Fine! I promise I will not run!�
As soon as the words left my mouth, the pendant pulsated in a burst of energy, illuminating the room in a momentary amber glow.
Bewildered, I raised my eyes to Gage and caught the small smirk that flickered across his lips. Unable to stay in his presence any further, I abruptly pushed my chair back. It scraped across the tiles in the tense silence. As I came to my feet, he demanded, �Where are you going?�
�To pack.� Anywhere but here with him!
�I�ll come with you.�
My pulse danced. �No! I need some time alone. Please.�
He stared at me, and I felt as though he saw every thought that touched my soul. His voice was soft. �Are you scared to let me into your bedroom, Brydie?�
My jaw dropped at the implied question, a warmth blooming in my cheeks. �No!�
Why did he have to say that? His comment made me aware of the constant buzz of attraction that never seemed to ease around him. I would be mortified if he knew my reaction to him. There was no way I wanted this self-serving, conceited ass to become aware of my feelings.
�Good, because this is a business arrangement�nothing more. You will do well to remember that.�
I spluttered, fury a burning ache in my chest. �Don�t worry; there�s no chance I could forget!�
Turning on my heel, I stormed from the room.
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I slammed the door shut behind me and leaned my back against the wood, hoping Gage had fallen for my performance; that I�d convinced him of my pledge that I would not leave.
Taking a deep breath, I pushed off the door and swiftly turned the lock. Part of me knew it was fruitless, but there was some satisfaction in knowing that I�d locked him out.
My gaze flitted around the bedroom, latching onto the large bay window. It was my only option for escape.
As I stared at it, I became conscious of the rain battering the glass pane. It was a tinkling crescendo of sound, interspersed with the occasional roaring gale. I could smell the damp draught filtering between the windowpanes; the wild spring weather was making its presence known.
Swiveling, I looked on the bed, catching sight of my handbag and the rain jacket I�d thrown on top of the coverlet earlier this afternoon. It felt like it had been days ago�not hours.
I quickly pulled the jacket on and rifled through my handbag to locate my cell phone and wallet. Once in hand, I tucked them securely into the front pocket of the jacket. Without pausing to consider the consequences any further, I walked determinedly toward the window. Pulling the gauzy curtains aside, I couldn�t help noticing how my fingers trembled. Gage had said I wasn�t safe outside of these walls. That Talorgan could catch me beyond the wards. But he�d also said I had twenty-four hours before he recuperated. I was going to use that time wisely to investigate whether Nora really was dead and if Gage was who he said he was.
My plan was loose, but tonight I intended to stay in a hotel on the other side of town. First thing in the morning, I was going to visit our family solicitor. Nora had left her details at their office, and I was certain the firm would have a way to get in touch with her on my behalf. I also needed them to confirm if they�d ever heard of Gage Campbell. Another option was contacting the police, but that avenue felt too risky, especially after what had happened in my villa tonight. Besides, I still didn�t know for sure if James was alive or not. Gage could have told me that to keep me happy.
If the solicitor confirmed Nora was dead and Gage was a family friend, then I would begin to hold some truth in what Gage and Nora had told me�that I was a descendant of a Celtic deity.
Oh god! Even thinking of it caused my mind to whirl in a flurry. There was no way I could comprehend it. Gods, immortality, Druidry? It was too much to consider, too unreal. And I wasn�t that naive to believe every word I�d been fed. No. I needed to determine the truth for myself.
I curved my hand around the window latch and pushed the window slowly outward, anticipating the exact moment the hinges would catch. Holding it in my cold grip, I took a deep breath before pushing it violently away from me, past the place it usually caught and squealed.
Silence.
Releasing my breath, I carefully straddled the ledge, ignoring the damp that seeped under my thighs. I made sure to keep a hold of the window. If it were flung out of my grip in a sudden gust of wind and smashed into the side of the house, my cover would be blown.
To my left was a trellis of trailing wisteria. The scent was a bouquet of wild sweetness, swirling around me in the hostility of the storm. It was pitch black outside, the light of my bedroom providing little relief against the inky darkness. The bay window wasn�t high though, and I knew that it was an easy fall to the garden below. Planting my hands on either side of my thighs, I pushed off, anticipating the impact of the soft ground below.
But I remained on the ledge.
Puzzled, I pushed again, leaning forward precariously out of the window, almost as if I would fall out. I didn�t move. It was as if there was an invisible wall in front of me.
What the hell?!
Not daring to think what this was and refusing to consider the consequences, I pushed again, throwing all of my body into the momentum. The pendant flashed, its brilliance illuminating my leafy garden in a blaze of amber. In its afterglow, I caught sight of a lone figure standing in the shadows to my right.
One thought seared my mind. James.
I screamed, scrambling backward, back into the bedroom.
But I never felt the impact of the floorboards beneath me because two hands gripped my calves and hauled me roughly out of the window. I slammed into a hard body, and a large hand clapped over my mouth in a parody of only hours before.
�Quiet!� the voice came, low and urgent.
I froze, fury taking over. Gage. I bit down hard, and he cursed, pulling his hand away.
�You bastard!� I spat, lashing out with my feet and swinging my arms wildly, desperate to find purchase. Rain fell in a relentless roar around us, pounding on my unprotected head.
Gage snarled, and in one swift movement, he lifted me in mid-air, flinging me over his shoulder. He began striding away, but I didn�t quit, thumping my fists against his back as the rain poured incessantly down my neck.
The darkness of the night was broken by artificial light as he viciously kicked the back door open and planted me roughly on my feet. Before I had time to take a breath, he�d slammed the door and thrust me against the wall, his hands on either side of my shoulders.
I glared at him, gasping for air. His hair was plastered to his scalp, but his eyes were fiery with an intensity that I hadn�t yet witnessed. His blue irises were blazing. Oh, he was angry�very angry. But I ignored the warning signs, a riot of emotions overtaking reason. �What were you doing out there?� I demanded.
His lips drew into a thin line. �No, Brydie, the question is, what were you doing?�
My breath loosed in a rush of hot air. �You can�t blame me for wanting to escape! You would have done the same if some lunatic broke into your home, stabbed someone in front of you, and then told you some bullshit story based on a mythological figure!�
His face was a cold, controlled mask of anger. �Regardless of what you�ve seen or heard tonight, some part of you should have known to stay inside! Don�t you have any self-preservation?� His fingers bit into my shoulders as he added, �And you underestimated me if you thought I�d let you escape.�
His hand snaked out and tugged cruelly on the chain around my neck. The motion pulled my face up to his. I could feel his breath on my cheek. �What you didn�t know,� he bit out quietly, �is that the pendant is your first protector. It will do whatever is in its power to stop you from hurting yourself. The second thing you didn�t know is that I�ve warded the house. Breaching those wards alerted me that you were either trying to escape, or someone was trying to get in.�
I swallowed, understanding it had all been a test. �So, I failed miserably,� I cried. �Do you blame me?�
He growled low in his throat. �Make no mistake, Brydie; I�m not here by choice! I would like to be free of this prophecy, free of this curse! But I have a role to fulfill, and part of that is ensuring that you survive. I can�t lose�I have people relying on me, people I need to protect. And if you willingly put yourself in danger again, I�ll chain you to me without so much as a breath of air to move in. Do you understand me?�
A shiver coursed down my back. He was deadly serious, and I had no doubt he�d carry through with his threat. I jerked my head back curtly. �Yes.�
His hands pulled back abruptly, and I stumbled into the wall behind me as he muttered, �Good. Don�t ever forget it.�
He turned his back and walked down the hallway, disappearing into the kitchen. I stood there, wondering at his show of emotion. It was telling. He�d been scared and cared a lot about someone, or a number of someones. Enough to give everything he had to this prophecy.
Taking a few more breaths, I followed him on shaky legs and found him staring through the window above the kitchen sink, his gaze restlessly sifting through the shadows in the darkness.
�If your wards and the pendant both prevented me from jumping out of the window, how did you pull me out?� I asked quietly.
He didn�t turn around. �I have carried it. It knows my mind.�
�You talk as if it is a sentient being.�
�It is,� he confirmed softly, turning to face me.
My blood ran cold. That meant the pendant wasn�t a gift�it was a shackle! �I don�t want it then! Protection or not, nothing dictates my actions!�
I reached for the stone and yanked it over my head, trying to remove it, but I met that familiar resistance again, just like on the window ledge. The pendant remained locked in place.
Gage stood watching, eyes hooded, making no move to assist me. �Trying to remove it is pointless. You formally accepted it, and are now bound to the pendant as it is bound to you.�
�But you got it off Nora! Surely there is a way to take it off!�
�There is one exception.�
The tone of his voice caused me to freeze. I understood without being told. Her death was the reason he�d been able to remove the pendant!
I abruptly released the stone; it fell against my chest with a soft thud. It vibrated�a muted, discordant tone, as though aware of my withdrawal, as if unhappy with my actions.
It was then I realized how far I�d been pulled into this mess. Whether I liked it or not, I was trapped.
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With some effort, I zipped the suitcase shut and took a moment for one last look around my bedroom. I was going to miss this space, but I had no choice in the matter. Gage wasn�t going to let me go, and the pendant wasn�t either. I had to face what was to come, whether I wanted to or not.
After a tense discussion, Gage had promised me two extra days to put my affairs in order. Two days to tell Edmund that I had to cut short my six-month apprenticeship with him, two days to organize my house and put it up for rent, and two days to find a home for Rascal. It wasn�t much, but I recognized that I had pushed him as far as he would go and that I should be happy about the additional forty-eight hours I had managed to accrue. It was better than leaving first thing in the morning. His agreement came with a tradeoff�I would need to pack my bag then and there, only taking that which was absolutely necessary and able to fit into one suitcase.
I�d readily agreed. It was a small compromise, and I was thankful he�d granted me privacy to do just that, especially after my recent escape attempt. Part of me knew he was aware that I stood on a knife�s edge, barely holding myself together, and the compromise was his way of providing what I needed�a small measure of control.
As I walked down the hallway, I felt a gentle pulsating rhythm coming from the pendant. It fairly hummed against my chest, as if content. Was this its resting state? Gage had advised me to keep it hidden under the folds of my shirt, and I could now understand why; it was too unpredictable to expose.
There was a delicious scent in the air as I entered the kitchen.
�Good timing. Dinner�s ready.�
The deep timbre of Gage�s voice lacked warmth, but it was definitely an olive branch. I schooled my features into a smooth mask, hoping he couldn�t read the mixed emotions running riot inside. �I�m vegetarian.�
�I know.�
The admission made me pause. Did he know everything about me? And how long had he been watching me before he�d approached me at the jewelers?
I kept the questions to myself, not willing to break the tentative truce we�d established since he caught me outside. He appeared appeased that I�d agreed to leave on a plane to Scotland in a few days, and I was resigned to the fact that it was the only decision I had. There was also no point antagonizing the only person who could help me.
Gage transferred spaghetti onto two dinner plates before adding a generous portion of what looked like vegetarian meat sauce and a sprinkle of cheese. He carried the plates to the dinner table and took a seat, waving an arm at the vacant chair. �Eat up. You�ll need the strength.�
�Thank you,� I murmured, taking a seat.
I didn�t hesitate to dig in. I�d always had a voracious appetite and had lost count of how many times Chloe and her parents were amazed at how much I could eat. Flavor burst on my tongue as I chewed and swallowed, filling the cold, empty hole in my belly.
I had realized while I was packing that even though Gage had shared a lot about Nora, I still knew nothing about him. �How well did you know Nora?� I asked, breaking the silence. �Did you live with her at the Estate?�
His fork stilled partway to his lips. �Yes. And apart from her two-month stint to New Zealand, I saw her every day.�
My stomach cramped at the thought. He�d known her more than I ever had. �Why didn�t you accompany her here?�
He speared me a glance, and I could see the emotional turmoil in his eyes. �Reuben was still her Guardian then. I stayed back to mind the Estate. I was told they were visiting Druidic clans.�
Instead, they�d kept my existence a secret. �Reuben? Is he a relation?�
�My grandfather. He was charged with protecting Nora.�
�There�s two of you?�
He shook his head, jaw tensing. �Not now. He died in Scotland, not long after they returned from New Zealand.�
My heart stuttered. I could hear a note of grief in his voice, but also anger.
�On his death, I became the next Guardian,� he continued. �Just like a Daughter of Winter, the mantle falls to the next in line. I protected Nora for three years until her death four nights ago.�
I looked down at my plate. �My father had us all fooled.�
�I understand his reasons. He only wanted to protect his daughter.�
I spared him a glance, disbelieving. �But you said that no one can escape prophecy!�
�They can�t. But there is reason to this madness. Fate is not a random path when prophecy comes into play. I would like to review the Lore Book on our return. I suspect Andrew may have played his part.�
�Lore Book? I thought the Celts didn�t record anything during their time?�
�That�s what they wished everyone to know. Druids have been scribing written records since the beginning of time. They are our most treasured resources, kept only by those who are deserving enough. These Druids are our modern-day bards, and they train rigorously to hold the ancient texts. We call them Lore Keepers, and each one carries a Lore Book of the prominent Celtic deities. Some Lore Books are complete, some sparse, but they all contain the secrets of our people and the gods we worshipped.�
I was fascinated despite myself. These people�no, my people, I corrected myself�had managed to hide this from the world. �Do we also keep genealogy records?�
�Yes. The Lore Keepers are also tasked with recording our history and our genealogy. They must memorize everything and be able to recite the contents on demand, for if the books were stolen or destroyed, we would lose everything.�
I thought about that. �So, does that mean my family line is recorded all the way back to Cailleach?�
Gage nodded. �Although, thanks to Nora and Reuben�s secret, you don�t exist. Your line still ends with Andrew.�
Which again begged the question: Why had my father done that? Why did he travel to the other side of the world, cutting all ties with his family? And had it really been about me? Or himself? I knew these questions would plague me relentlessly until I had the answers.
�If Nora and Reuben didn�t trust me enough to tell me of your existence, I doubt they would have told anyone else.� Almost as an afterthought, he murmured, �It explains why I didn�t have a connection to Nora.�
�A connection?�
�A Guardian should have a strong connection with a Daughter of Winter. Some Guardians have been known to sense what their Daughter was thinking or feeling.�
My mouth dried to sandpaper, and I hoped my voice didn�t betray my emotions. �You can read my thoughts? Understand what I�m feeling?�
His lips firmed. �Not yet. It doesn�t happen instantly. It can take days, months, sometimes years to establish.� He considered me. �I was around Nora since I was five, and we never established the connection. I always wondered why. Now that I�m aware of your existence, I�m wondering if it was because she wasn�t my descendent to protect.�
�And you think I am? Do you�� I hesitated ��do you feel a connection?�
His face was a smooth, urbane mask, completely unreadable. �Yes. It�s weak, but it�s there. I can sense where you are within a certain distance, and I can feel strong emotions but nothing more. Over time, that connection should become stronger.�
I quaked inside. There was no way I wanted that kind of relationship with anyone. I needed my privacy, and I would be mortified if he knew what was going on in my mind. �Is there a way to stop it?�
�We will test it when you�ve come into your powers.�
When I�ve come into my powers. His casual comment was anything but. My fork clattered against my plate, and my stomach roiled as conflicting emotions surged. I couldn�t comprehend having magic. It was something I�d only ever dreamed about�read about. To find out it was real, and part of my heritage, was near impossible to comprehend.
I felt Gage�s eyes on me as I reached for a glass of water and took a sip. The water cooled the tingling at the back of my throat and pooled in my queasy stomach, churning with the food I�d eaten.
The back of my neck felt clammy, and I could feel my cheeks flush with heat. I raised my other hand, lifting the thick length of my hair, allowing a cool breeze to touch my nape. Conscious of Gage�s intense gaze, and thoroughly sick of his close scrutiny, I suddenly craved privacy. Taking a breath, I offered softly, �I�m feeling quite tired. It�s been a long day. I�m going to bed.�
Without looking at him, I stood and carried my plate to the countertop. �Thanks for dinner. And please, don�t worry about cleaning up�I�ll look after it tomorrow.�
As I turned to leave the room, I paused, wondering where he was going to sleep. I carefully made my voice neutral. �Would you like me to make up the couch?�
He shook his head. �I�ll be fine. Go.�
I gave him a swift nod, too tired to care.
Leaving the room, I headed straight for my bedroom and firmly locked the door. Propriety had no place in tonight�s events. Deciding that I didn�t care to change into my pajamas, I jumped into bed fully clothed, burying myself in the bed and pulling the comforter tight under my chin. It gave me a false sense of security that I was safe. Safe from the horrors of what lay outside.
I lay there for what felt like hours, my mind afflicted with questions and images of James�s attack. I stifled the sobs that I couldn�t control, hoping that Gage couldn�t hear them over the sound of the storm wailing outside.
Finally, when I�d wrung every last bit of emotion out of my body, I felt myself drift under. My last thought as I succumbed to the numb silence was that I regretted not going with Chloe on her overseas trip.
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The lock was child�s play. A simple flick of my wrist and the door opened.
She looked so peaceful lying there, asleep. So naive. She had no idea what I was capable of, and I decided I liked it that way.
At that moment, she sighed and rolled. I froze, silencing my breath. She gave a small moan as if distressed, and I frowned, pushing the sliver of emotion to the side.
I�d done what needed to be done.
Focusing on my inner flame, I coaxed a tendril of my power. It flickered in welcome, and I bent it to my will, nurturing it. Calling on the essence within the room, I drew a symbol in the air with my fingertip and released my breath on a long, soundless sigh.
I watched closely as my breath sinuously curled and evolved, as it floated down toward Brydie. It hovered above her face for a moment, then as she inhaled, it arrowed down into her nostrils. The pendant flared brightly under her clothes, and I tensed, wondering if it would divulge my actions. But her body just gave a light ripple, as if floating on a rising swell in the ocean, and the pendant�s glow dimmed. I released my breath, aware that the pendant had allowed me this violation because it knew my mind and my intentions.
Leaning over the bed, I raised one of her eyelids. The pupil was large and dilated. Satisfied that she was well under, I reached down and tucked one arm under her knees and the other around her back. Lifting her effortlessly, I carried her out of the bedroom and turned left, walking directly through the open front door. Pausing on the veranda, I narrowed my eyes, piercing the darkness and searching the shadows for hidden deceits. There were no noises that didn�t belong. All was quiet; no one was about.
Satisfied that for now everything was as it seemed, I moved forward quickly, down the cobbled path to where I had parked the four-wheel-drive at the curb. My skin prickled with energy as I walked through the wards I�d laid earlier that evening. I didn�t stop to remove them. They would stay in place until she returned�if she ever did.
I opened the door and positioned her along the back of the vehicle, struck by the thought that I�d done this only hours before with her ex-fianc�. This time though, I didn�t hesitate to use the seatbelts to strap her in. There was no knowing what we�d meet on the drive to the airport. Pausing, I considered her position.
It was a mistake. Her pose was relaxed, her face snow-white in the pale shaft of moonlight. She looked waif-like, with her tumble of wild blond hair and red lips that were soft and full.
She enticed what I shouldn�t desire.
Clenching my jaw, I pulled back from her and firmly shut the door. Murmuring a quick chant under my breath, I stretched the extent of my wards to encompass the vehicle before I re-entered the villa.
Returning to the bedroom first, I smoothed the comforter down, ensuring it looked undisturbed. Taking a cursory glance around the room for anything else out of place, I couldn�t help noticing that her bedroom was a haven of luxury, with its romantic bay window, long flowing drapes, and a bed endowed with plush, silky pillows. I recalled the sight of her asleep; the comforter pulled up to her chin. So trusting. So peaceful.
An image bloomed unbidden in my mind�her, naked beneath me. I gritted my teeth, jerking my head to dispel the image. She is forbidden, I reminded myself grimly.
Not wanting to test my reserve any longer, I spied the suitcase at the foot of her bed. Grabbing it in hand, I exited the villa, firmly pulling the door shut behind me before striding purposefully toward the Land Cruiser. Wrenching the driver�s door open, I hefted her suitcase onto the passenger seat. Refusing to look in the rear-view mirror, I fired up the vehicle and turned on the navigation system.
�Name and destination,� the voice intoned.
�Auckland International Airport.�
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Tritus

3rd Century BC, Ancient Scotland
As he considered the thirteen ceremonial daggers he�d just completed, Tritus knew that this was his best work to date. The blades were all uniform, honed to a fine edge, and the hilts were beautiful, decorated in symbols familiar to the blue men.
Every piece he�d made was an extension of himself, an expression of his art. Which is why Tritus always hated parting with his pieces. But tomorrow they would leave his hands. Tomorrow he would give them to the Wise Ones, and then�then he would learn to hunt.
* * *
Birds were beginning to awaken as rose fingers slowly streaked across the lightening sky. Rising from his bedroll, Tritus breathed in deeply, capturing the scent of the bright, fresh dawn. He turned his head and immediately spotted Drust to his left, leaning against a tree trunk.
�Morning,� Tritus murmured. �Nothing overt last night?�
Drust shook his head. �Only a few curious foxes.� He pushed himself to his feet and swung his arms briskly, crossing and uncrossing them against his back. �And of course, the cold. Samhain is on our doorstep; today will be our last day to hunt.�
Tritus nodded, yawning widely as he stretched his limbs under his heavy wolf pelt. He felt the stirrings of a headache crack against his brow and knew he�d stayed up too late last night, talking well into the night with Drust. Thankfully, Talorgan had gone to bed early on, retreating to the furthest edge of the campfire.
Thinking of Drust�s brother made Tritus glance behind him, but Talorgan was gone, his bedroll placed neatly by his satchel. Going by the time of day, he was most likely in worship to his gods. Tritus was relieved he didn�t need to deal with Talorgan�s weighted silences just yet.
This expedition had meant to be only the two of them. However, for some reason, Talorgan had insisted upon coming. He had been silent for most of the trek, but Drust remained open and friendly, showing him what type of roots and berries to forage for, and where best to lay his traps. Tritus found many similarities with the plants foraged from his own homeland, but across the salty sea they didn�t have the wiry brambles that clung to the mountain tops here in this wild, rugged landscape. Drust called the plant �bullace�. The flowers were bitter to the taste, but Drust showed him that when cooked and steeped, they were sweet, like nectar.
He�d also had time to practice with the bow and arrow Drust had acquired for him, creating targets when they stopped to eat or sleep. With Drust�s careful tuition, he�d improved over the last five days but was still to take down a sizable prey. The rabbits and birds he�d captured had merely supplemented the preserved food they carried, and Tritus looked forward to hunting a larger animal.
He quit procrastinating, pushing his pelt down and rising to his feet. He shivered in the brisk morning air. The discussion last night was a heavy shadow in the light of the new dawn, and he swore he could still feel a chill sense of foreboding along his spine.
Drust had satisfied his curiosity about their gods. Especially this Cailleach�the Goddess of Winter. Drust had shared she was one of many deities who walked among them, not content to reside in spiritual form. He�d said she was as ancient as the earth itself; her origins unknown. Some called her the Mother Goddess. This term was familiar, and what Tritus�s people would refer to as the All-Mother.
Drust�s tales about her had been unbelievable, hard to stomach as truth. With the onslaught of winter, Drust said that she brought death and destruction to the land with a strike of her hammer�a hammer that was apparently made of human flesh! He shuddered, wondering at the extent of power this goddess wielded, the fear she endowed.
Remembering those stories and the loose plans they�d made last night, Tritus asked, �Are we still heading up her mountain today?�
Drust kicked earth over the smoldering embers of the campfire. �We�ve come this far; there is no point turning back now. We are taking a risk hunting in her domain so close to Samhain, but if you want to hunt deer, you�ll find them there with a surety.�
His friend gestured at the highest mountain peak behind them, glinting in the early morning sunrise. Tritus noticed that snow now capped the breadth of those mountain peaks, a trumpet heralding that winter was upon them.
�But we�re going to have to be quick,� Drust continued. �Samhain is the day of Cailleach�s reckoning, and we need to leave her domain before nightfall.�
Drust had said that the highest peak in this mountain range, known as Ben Macdui, was one of her resting places. It was abundant in wildlife, a treasure trove for the hunter and his winter larder. The timing was too close for Tritus�s liking, and they would be tempting fate hunting in the goddess�s domain, but how could he pass up the opportunity? This land to the west was rich and plentiful, more so than his homeland over the salty sea. He ached to revel in the speed of the chase, the thrill of the hunt that he�d heard these blue men boast about. Besides, the reason he�d agreed to craft the ceremonial daggers was just for this purpose.
Tritus looked to Drust, his decision firm. �I�m in.�
Drust grinned, a flash of teeth amongst blue ink. �I knew you�d see reason. Our people wouldn�t affiliate themselves with cowards. Besides, we have nothing to worry about�no one has seen her for years.�
To Tritus, Drust�s confidence felt over-done. Or was it his own sixth sense warning him? Tritus couldn�t deny that he�d felt slightly off these last few days, distracted by the cues his body was giving him. He wasn�t touched by Druidic power as many of his and Drust�s people were, but he wasn�t completely Dormant either. He was finely attuned to people�s emotions and the environment around him, able to craft objects into works of art, feel the metal as he manipulated it between his fingers, understand where the weaknesses were in the blade�but that was the extent of his abilities.
His skin prickled again, a reminder to be cognizant of other things at play. But then he remembered how close they were to Samhain. This is normal around Samhain, he reminded himself. For when the veils between the worlds became thin, his premonitions were stronger than ever.
Tritus released a breath as he reminded himself that in a few days these feelings would pass. They have nothing to do with today�s hunt.
Bending down, he rolled up his wolf pelt, sending a fervent prayer to the All-Father that his hunt would be successful.
* * *
The brown spotted deer was alone, just below the canopy of the tree line. Warm sunlight dappled the ground, creating shadows and light amongst the foliage. A gentle breeze flowed downwind, masking their scent.
Drust was crouched behind a bush, on Tritus�s left.
Talorgan had opted to stay further back down the mountain and gather herbs today. Tritus welcomed his decision, for Talorgan had been in a black mood all morning. Every move, every question, every comment had been snapped at, picked to pieces, or derisively ignored. Nor had Talorgan held back on his prejudice against his people�s gods, scorning their belief in only two�the All-Father and the All-Mother. The discussion had been exhausting and not one that Tritus wished to continue. So, when Talorgan announced that he was done trailing behind them for the day and stalked off to forage for supplies, Tritus had sighed with relief, and with Talorgan�s departure, had finally begun to enjoy the day.
As Tritus pulled the notched arrow back, he was relieved that Talorgan wasn�t there to rachet up the tension he now faced. As he maintained his focus on the deer�s chest, he could feel sweat beading on his forehead and dripping down his back, under his tunic. His arm trembled with the exertion of maintaining the strain on his taut bowstring.
The deer was just within range. There was no room for error.
He squinted, eyes on the animal�s furry chest, right between its forelegs. His heart was pounding a fast staccato, and his fingers trembled from the pressure. It was time.
He readied his fingers for the moment of release. Three, two, one...
The arrow flew from his bow. He watched it fly straight and true, anticipating the moment it would hit the deer.
But the target never made it.
A giant crone stood there, still and silent, the arrow held aloft in one gnarled fist as she stared silently back at them.
From the corner of his eye, Tritus saw Drust come forward into the clearing. His movements were jerky, urgent. Tritus watched as he dropped his bow and quiver to the ground, before sinking to his knees and bowing his head.
Tritus hesitated, glancing between the crone and Drust. From his friend�s actions, it was clear this...woman...was someone important, someone worthy of respect. Deciding to trust Drust, he withdrew from the cover of the bush and began to walk toward his friend, keeping one eye on the crone who silently stood there, tracking his every move.
As he drew nearer, Tritus realized that although she was hunched over, the crone was at least a foot taller than he was. A huge wolf-skin embraced her shoulders, the head and tail of the pelt resting on either side of her caved-in chest. A plaid, dull and faded to a drab gray, was wrapped around her body.
Tritus raised his eyes, lifting them to the crone�s face. And froze.
It was the ugliest face he had ever seen, but that wasn�t what made him pause. Her long white-blond hair was snarled and rampant with leaves. It ran down her back, well past her waist to trail dirty and forlorn over the detritus of the forest floor below.
He willed himself not to stumble, not to stare, but he couldn�t help fixating on her gray skin, noting how it bulged with wrinkles, especially her double chin. Nor could he stop his gaze wandering over the large teeth that were like miniature tusks protruding from her blackened lips. Tritus heard the gasp he let slip as he noticed her eyes. The black pupils were encased in irises the color of liquid silver that was a swirling cascade of gleaming light�a light so bright that they rivaled the stars on a cold, clear night. Tritus could feel the power of that all-seeing stare, ferocious, and deadly powerful.
He stumbled, coming to a sudden halt beside Drust.
�On your knees!� Drust hissed under his breath.
Tritus heard him as if from a distance, but he couldn�t break his gaze away from that all-seeing stare. He felt entranced, his will to say or do anything lost on the whisper of the frigid breeze that permeated the air.
Tritus didn�t know how long he stared, but there came a persistent buzz that soon built to a crescendo. Pain, sharp and hot, hammered at his temples. He groaned at the agony piercing his skull. His legs buckled, and he fell to the moist earth below. Even then, he could not look away, could not bring himself to break the crone�s gaze. The pressure built even more against his temples, and he felt a slow, sluggish trail run out of one of his nostrils.
Her gaze shifted, tracking the movement of the trickling blood, and in that split second of separation, a huge weight lifted. Tritus felt he could breathe again, control his actions. He immediately dropped his gaze to the earth below, understanding why Drust had not, and did not, look upon the woman directly. No, that wasn�t right�she wasn�t a woman. No woman, let alone an old crone of her ilk, could hold such power.
Which prompted a single question to hammer against his temples. Who was this crone?
She spoke, and the forest quivered, blasted by lashings of a biting, frosty breeze. �Who dares hunt on my land?�
Her voice was heavy and guttural, a harsh mix of snorts and gnashing, as if she were missing too many teeth to formulate the words properly. He winced, for the melody was grating, an agonizing intrusion in his mind. Tritus caught Drust lifting his head and glanced at his friend, worried that he would catch her gaze, but Drust appeared to know the danger, for even though he had raised his head, his eyes remained downcast. �I do, Cailleach Bheur. I, who am Drust.�
Tritus felt his blood roar at Drust�s confirmation. This crone was the Goddess of Winter? A lacing of fear traveled down his spine.
�Drust.� She tasted his name on her tongue, drawing out the syllable in a slow, awkward slur. �And a Druidic warrior at that.� She cocked her head to the side, watchful, deadly. �Why do you hunt my land? Your people have taken their quota for winter already. Why come back and take what is mine when your larders are full?�
Tritus flinched at the menacing undertone to her voice.
Drust�s voice came slow and hesitant as if he was aware of the knife�s edge upon which he hung. �It is not I who come to hunt, my lady.� He waved a hand toward Tritus. �This trip is a gift for my friend.�
A guttural snarl erupted into the still air, and Tritus felt the hair at the back of his neck tingle in recognition that he was now the hunted.
�I have not approved this gift!� she roared. �What insolence brings you to my domain so close to my reckoning?�
Drust flinched, then cleared his throat in the weighted silence. �Grant me but a few moments to explain, my lady, and I will guarantee your approval.�
Tritus was aware they stood on a precipice and couldn�t help lifting his head to observe her reaction. He was careful to look slightly off-center, focusing on her nose rather than her eyes. But it was an empty win, for he could still feel the white-hot heat of her power and was cognizant of the danger he faced. Cailleach held a wealth of power that he had never encountered before. It simmered on the current of air between them, emanating off her bent, grotesque form.
He understood why he could not hold her gaze. To be trapped like that again was to court insanity; her visage too powerful for the puny minds of mere men. Now Tritus watched as Drust skirted her gaze, noting how he concentrated on the movements of her lips.
�Speak!� she barked. �And choose your words wisely!�
Drust didn�t delay. �Our people made thirteen sacrifices in your honor. The blades were special this year as this man crafted them.� He gestured at Tritus. �Do you recall them, my lady?�
Tritus saw the way her face twisted queerly, the lips stretching around her sharp, elongated teeth. He realized with a start that she was smiling.
�Ah, the thirteen sacrifices,� she lisped around her tusks. �Yes, I am well pleased with this year�s offerings.�
Tritus felt Drust reach out and seize his arm in a biting grip. �In exchange for the blades, this man wished to learn to hunt as we do. I promised him that privilege as payment for the blades, and it is well known that there are no better hunting grounds than your home, my lady. Don�t you agree?�
Tritus waited with bated breath.
The goddess curled her tongue around one of her tusks as if cleaning the bone of carrion. Her eyes bore down on them with relentless precision. �You are a glib-tongued warrior, honeyed enough to earn your life. Let it be said that Cailleach is a goddess that is generous to those who favor her.� She paused, cocking her head to the side. �However, I have never approved of a hunt on my land so close to the onset of winter. It goes against the laws of nature to subject my creatures to death when they are close to hibernation. If I were to allow this transgression, I need to be certain that you deserve the reward. Thus, I would know your soul.�
Before Tritus had time to digest her demand, she had taken a step forward and reached out a gnarled hand, twisted and bony, and firmly grasped Drust�s shoulder as he knelt in supplication. And as she stepped forward, the earth seemed to ricochet in response, the naked limbs of the trees waving erratically as another random frigid gust of wind shrieked through the forest.
The hand that held Drust emitted a soft periwinkle glow, the light reflecting the motes of the dappled sunlight. He shuddered, and Tritus shot his gaze to his friend�s face, bewildered at the look of blissful euphoria. Drust's expression slackened as if relaxing into her hold, and Tritus dared a glimpse at Cailleach.
Her eyes were closed, as though lost in contemplation. But as he stared upon that haggard, gray face, her eyes opened, and they were full of simmering silver energy. Her words were soft and slurred. �Your heart is true, warrior. You have passed my test.�
She released Drust�s shoulder and turned to Tritus, releasing a guttural snarl. �I wonder�will you also pass the test, Druid from across the sea? I am ambivalent, given I have seen many of your people plunder and destroy my home, kill my animals, and burn my trees to the ground. Why would you be any different?�
Tritus froze at the coldness in her tone, not thinking to censor his next words, reacting purely on instinct. �It is true, I came from across the salty sea, from a people who merely wish to settle new lands. I have noticed there are similarities between our people, but also some differences. However, all that aside, I assure you that I am not my people�I am but one man, and my actions should be judged on those alone.�
The silence that fell was ominous before she broke it with a wheezing crow. �You boast with the balls of a hundred men,� she guffawed, her breath rasping through her thin lips. �I like it. Very well, Druid. The time has come for the truth. Come forward, for I would know you.�
Tritus leaned forward slowly, his body stiff and unyielding. He saw Cailleach lift a hand and braced himself for its fall. When it came, it was like a heavy weight. His limbs felt like stone, but his mind�it was alive. His memories were being rifled through his mind�s eye, like the constant flap of a bird�s wing. The effect was dizzying, disorientating, and he felt his gorge rise as the memories continued to flash at an alarming speed. But then, as abruptly as it started, it ended. The memories ceased, and darkness reigned peacefully in his mind once again.
He felt the weight on his shoulder lift, and he opened his eyes, blinking in the dappled light. Her voice rent the air, a boom of sound that echoed around the forest.
�I see you, Druid. I see you have killed many, raided, pillaged, and repeatedly taken that which is not yours. But those kills were taken for survival�to aid yourself or those you love. I did not see you waste a kill, nor give yourself over to the sport of hunting for pure enjoyment. But I am confused by this revelation for there are many men in this world who do not follow this decree.� She paused, and Tritus felt her weighted contemplation on the back of his bent head. �For that, Druid,� she continued, �I consent that you have passed the test. You will be allowed to hunt my lands, but you may only kill one deer each�no more, no less. And should you exploit my hospitality, there will be consequences.�
Tritus didn�t need to qualify what those consequences would be. He knew they would be permanent.
Drust spoke up quickly. �Thank you, my lady. You honor us with your decree, and we will honor your offer.�
�See that you do.�

21
Brydie

I awoke to a constant murmur of vibration and blinked in the dim light. It took me a moment to realize I was lying on a seat, fully reclined, a blanket over my lap.
�Good morning.�
I cut my eyes to the sound, meeting the hard, cerulean gaze of the man who sat opposite me. Gage.
His statement was disorientating. Hadn�t I gone to sleep in my villa last night? Confused, I asked, �Where are we?�
His brow lifted as if it was obvious. �On a plane.�
What? I scrambled into a sitting position. How the hell was I on a plane? But there was no denying it; that constant drone was the sound of the engines. I slowly unclipped my seatbelt, my chest painfully squeezing as I asked the question I already knew. �Where are we going?�
�Scotland.� His face was an emotionless mask. �I did what was necessary.�
�No,� I whispered.
How was it possible I had slept through the ride to the airport, through customs, through boarding? I flung the blanket to the floor, swinging my feet over the side of the chair. That was when I realized I was still in the same clothes that James had attacked me in, the same clothes I had worn to bed.
How was this so? The last I remembered, I�d been in bed at my villa. We weren�t meant to have left Hamilton yet�Gage had granted me two days! The thought settled like a dead weight in my stomach. My voice was strained, disbelieving, �Did you kidnap me?�
Gage said nothing; his features etched in stone.
My fingers clenched and unclenched on the seat arms, the reality of what he�d done hitting home. �You bastard! How dare you? That wasn�t your choice to make!�
I�d begun to trust him. I�d promised to go to Scotland with him. I�d only asked for a few days. Why hadn�t he waited?
�I did what needed to be done,� he bit out, his mouth hardening in a thin line. �It was already too late. Talorgan had found you! You weren�t safe and hadn�t been for a while. If I�d given you those extra days�you�d be dead.�
I shivered at his blunt statement, noting the white brackets at the corners of his mouth. I could almost taste his anger.
I didn�t care. I was angrier.
The dam of emotions that had been building as a result of his actions finally burst. I heard my scream as I launched myself at him. But my attack was short-lived, for his hands snaked up to clamp my wrists, his physical strength easily outweighing my own. He roughly held my arms behind my back, his hard length pushing against my breasts.
�I hate you!� I grunted, not caring how petulant it sounded.
His face was inches from my own, his blue gaze boring into mine. �You need to calm down. We don�t have time for tantrums.�
�Oooooh!� I kicked his shins, not stopping my physical attack, swinging my arms however I could. Before I could get in another blow, his voice reverberated around the cabin, shuddering through me, low and urgent.
�STOP!�
I froze, caught mid-struggle, unable to move my arms or legs. My eyes widened. What was wrong? Why couldn�t I move? The anger evaporated in a sudden torrent of panic.
�Gage?� I asked, my voice wavering.
His face was inches from my own, the slash between his eyebrows deep. He looked too angry to care, but something in my tone must have alerted him to my panic. The pressure of his grip eased off as he intoned, �RELAX!� in the same voice as before.
The word reverberated around the cabin again, with many repetitive layers. As before, the command hit me in the gut, removing all desire to disobey. The tension dissipated from my limbs, and I slumped against his chest in a soft embrace.
My cheeks instantly flushed. �Stop it! Let me go,� I gritted out, ineffectually trying to pull away from him. It was no use; my body remained pliant and soft against him. Why didn�t I have any control?
�Will you behave yourself?� he demanded.
Whatever softness I�d glimpsed in him before was now gone. I stilled my instant protest. Although my body obeyed his commands, my mind still had free will. I knew he pulled the strings. And I also knew that if he was going to release me from these invisible chains, I needed to curb my instinctive reaction to fight him. So, squashing my anger and seeking a state of calm, I answered simply, �Yes.�
For a second, nothing happened, but then he abruptly pushed me back. I fell into the seat, my cheeks hot, and instantly missed the warmth of his embrace. Confused, I averted my face, hitting the button to push my seat upright.
When I knew I could speak without tearing his head off, I asked, �What did you do to me just then?�
His lip curled. �Child�s play, something you learn when you first begin Druidic training. We call it coercion.�
I opened my mouth to respond, but then I became airborne, my body lifting off the seat. We�d hit turbulence.
Gage didn�t hesitate, switching into instant awareness, reacting to the situation by lunging forward to pin me down to the seat. �Put your seatbelt on!� he growled.
Not arguing, I swung the belt over my lap and cinched it tightly. The rocking motion eased off seconds later as if it had never been, but the incident made me wonder who was in the cockpit. The aircraft was spacious and luxurious�clearly expensive. �Who�s flying the plane?�
�An associate,� Gage replied in a clipped voice as he cinched his seatbelt.
It was another non-answer, and I was beginning to understand that few words were his typical response. He never gave me more than required. I didn�t know if that was because he thought he was keeping me safe by not divulging too much information, or whether it was because he didn�t think I could handle the truth. Regardless, I knew it wasn�t worth the fight, not when there were other priorities at stake.
Steeling my nerves, I said firmly, �As soon as we arrive, I�m jumping on the next plane and returning home.�
He crossed his arms across his broad chest, the black leather jacket crackling in the tense silence as it stretched to accommodate. �That�s not happening.�
�Why not?�
�Do I have to spell it out for you? You can�t go back to your old life, Brydie! As soon as I gave you the pendant, you became a target. Taking you back is signing your death warrant.�
I didn�t care. I was beyond his pitiless excuses. Why hadn�t he listened to me?
�I trusted you,� I cried. �You told me I would have two days to sort things out. What about my home, my cat? And what of Edmund? He�s expecting me at work on Monday!�
Gage�s lip curled. �I secured your home; the cat will look after itself, and you can talk to your boss when we arrive at the Estate. Besides, those things are irrelevant, and can all be replaced; lives can�t. There�s more at stake here than you can imagine. Your anger is warranted, but it has no place here. There isn�t time for it, and I will not tolerate any more petulant tantrums!�
I sputtered, my chest burning at his recrimination. �How dare you?� I said tightly. �I haven�t had the luxury of living with this knowledge from birth. I can�t just immediately accept what you�re telling me!�
�You have to,� he said, steel in his voice. �Time is a luxury you can�t afford. The prophecy was just the beginning�it was the start of the change.�
�What change?� I cried, dread beginning to seep into my bones. Was there more than what he�d already shared?
Gage looked away, but I knew his eyes didn�t see what was in front of him. �When Talorgan worshipped Arawn, others followed. Before Talorgan, Arawn had no part in the world of the living. That was until Talorgan gave him his soul and provided him with an anchor into this world.�
My breath hitched as his words penetrated my anger. Did Arawn still have power here?
He reached for a glass of what looked like neat whiskey on the table beside him, and my mind churned as he took a generous swig of the amber liquid, the ice clinking together in the tense silence. Gage�s eyes pierced mine over the rim of the glass. �Talorgan was conceited. He boasted of his newfound power. As a result, others who leaned toward ambition, pain, and cruelty followed his path.� He tipped the glass sideways, watching the liquid swirl. There was a dark edge to his voice as he continued, �Druids are flawed just as much as humans are, the only difference being that we have magic. It�s human nature to be fickle, to desire that which we shouldn�t and undertake deeds of deceit and corruption to get what we want. All of us are guilty of it, and not one of us is purely good.�
He took another swig, a grimace crossing his features at the afterburn. It was then I became aware that my anger had dissipated, absorbed by the burgeoning horror that was emerging.
�Every Druid chooses their path from a young age. In most, that path is innate�they are going to be bards, scribes, or warriors. For others, they find their path through choice. Either way, we all follow the light or dwell in the dark. One usually has a stronger hold over us than the other�.and then some of us sit on either side of the line, balancing precariously.�
He blinked, and I caught the slash of turbulent emotion in the depths of his eyes before he lowered his gaze.
�Are you saying that Talorgan and the other Druids who worship him are responsible for maintaining Arawn�s hold on this world?� I asked.
He nodded. �Before Cailleach�s prophecy was invoked, we lived in relative harmony, each minding our own Druidic paths. Half of us would always choose to nurture and protect, whereas the other half would choose the dark and find their path in death. Our people were always evenly skewed�as nature dictates. But Arawn�s foothold on this world deviated the balance of power between his siblings and what was supposed to reign here. Our people clamored for the darkness, seeking his gifts. His disciples grew, swelling in numbers, and by the first Samhain after the prophecy was enforced, the number of dark Druids outweighed the light.
�That Samhain, carnage ensued like never before. Creatures of the night�creatures who did not belong here�crossed from Arawn�s world into ours. It was as if a bloodlust struck, Druids fighting Druids. It was a corruption that should never have graced this earth.� His gaze was piercing as he added, �We refer to that night as the Cross-Roads. Because of Talorgan, it was the first of many to come. And Samhain became the day it is today, shrouded in darkness and secrecy but also the most important day of any given year, for we are all tasked with protecting the earth and our own.�
Fear twisted in my belly, a cold, slithering snake. �You�re saying that killing Talorgan will satisfy two ends,� I said softly, not daring to believe what I was saying. �That killing him will not only end the prophecy but also remove Arawn from this world.�
Gage didn�t reply, but then he didn�t need to. The answer was obvious.
I felt sweat pooling between my shoulder blades. I could feel the unspoken pressure, the expectations. The chains of prophecy were relentlessly tightening their grip. The last few days played out over and over again in my mind. I was a pawn to it all�a pawn to a legacy I had no wish to be a part of. A surge of emotion threatened to consume me. That emotion was fear. A fissure cracked inside, and the dam finally burst. �This is too much,� I cried. �I don�t want any of this!�
I unclicked my seatbelt and surged to my feet. But I was halted by his hand on my wrist, the grip firm and bruising.
He yanked my face down to his, the sneer on his face livid. �You have no choice in the matter!� he spat. His gaze drifted over my face, lips twisting with distaste. �It�s hard to believe you�re of Nora�s stock. She had an inner steel in her�a fire that couldn�t burn out�but you, you�re nothing. Where is your will? Your sense of right and wrong?� He dropped my wrist and added softly, �You�re nothing more than a coward.�
I stared at him mutely. He was right�I was a coward. And if there were a chance to run, I would take it; running like a bat out of hell, not hesitating to look back.
The silence stretched, and I knew he was waiting. Waiting for me to say something. But I couldn�t. All I felt was numb. Drained beyond belief.
Gage growled, �I can�t force you to follow this path, Brydie. But you need to. If we are going to survive what�s coming, you must embrace it! Death comes swiftly to those who are ignorant. And in your case, it won�t be painless. Do you understand that if Talorgan succeeds, it�s not only your life that�s at stake?� His words were firm as he added in a hard voice, �You need to work out which side you�re on�the living or the dead.�
Every word was a blow as if a hammer struck my head. Fear rooted me, denying my willpower. I had nothing left, nothing to say. But most especially, I wanted space. Away from this man.
Without a word, I stood and looked around the cabin, searching for an escape. My gaze fell on a door at the rear of the plane, and I began to walk toward it. He didn�t stop me. The tears fell unchecked down the sides of my face, but I didn�t lift a hand to wipe them, he already thought me weak and worthless.
I reached the door, breath held, wondering if he�d really allow me the privacy. But as my fingers closed on the handle and I pulled back without resistance, I knew he was going to let me go.
I entered, swiftly shutting the door behind me. I was surprised to find the room was spacious, accommodating not only a small ensuite with shower, vanity, and toilet, but a double bed in the middle of the room. I walked over to the bed and sat down on it, focusing on my breathing. One breath in, one breath out.
Strangely enough, I�d learned the technique from Nora. After my parents had died, she noticed how my composure could shatter at the slightest trigger. The doctor advised that I was prone to panic attacks and prescribed me drugs, but Nora wouldn�t hear of it. She told the doctor we�d find other strategies to stop the attacks, and later that evening, she had taught me mindfulness. To seek the quiet in the eye of the storm. I used that technique to help me now, settling the panic that was beginning to overwhelm me, the reality of my situation settling in.
I was trapped. Tied to a legacy that I couldn�t outrun. Whether or not I chose to take this path, there was an immortal after my blood fulfilling a religious duty he vehemently strived to complete. I had only one person I could turn to, and I didn�t trust him, not in the way I trusted Chloe. But she was a million miles away, having the time of her life, and couldn�t be burdened with what I faced. Besides, I couldn�t risk her life.
Gage had given me an ultimatum�either I accepted my destiny, or I turned and ran from it. I couldn�t go back to Hamilton for Talorgan would find others to manipulate�people close to me, those I knew or worked with. Gage had made it quite clear that if I hid, I would forever be on the run, laying low, constantly looking over my shoulder.
I groaned, the sound tearing from my soul. My life had been a mess since Mom and Dad died. I�d lost everything three years ago. Then I lost the only family I had left when Nora returned to Scotland. Wasn�t that enough for someone to go through? Enough pain and loss? I felt like I�d floated through life since my parent�s deaths, not appreciating the day but moving forward all the same.
It hit me then. I had been living my life as if I was already in hiding, the only true light being my friendship with Chloe. This path before me was no different. Except that I had to travel it alone, without my friend. And whether I chose to make a stand or run and hide, either way, it was clear I was going to lose Chloe.
The thought stung with a viciousness that stopped my heart. I couldn�t lose her. She was my only anchor left in this world. But keeping her close will only put her in danger, whispered the cold voice of reason. A voice I couldn�t ignore.
My heart sank as I understood then that there was no choice to make�there was only one path available. The question was: did I have the courage to take it?
I pushed off the bed and walked into the bathroom, turning to stare at my reflection in the mirror. I wondered if the person who stared back had the courage to tackle what was to come. The face in that reflection was white to the bone, the eyes wide and haunted.
I didn�t see courage there�I saw fear.
So be it.

22
Brydie

We landed thirty minutes later.
When the plane had rolled to a stop, the pilot entered our compartment. He looked close to fifty and appeared confused and more than a little apprehensive, but he hid it well as he advised us that it was safe to disembark. I felt a familiar tingle at the back of my neck as I caught the movement of Gage�s fingers when he responded to the pilot, telling him to take a few days off before flying back home.
The pilot simply nodded without questioning Gage�s commands, before gesturing that we precede him out of the aircraft.
It was pitch-black outside; the airport quiet. We�d landed in the wee hours of the night. I clutched the handle of my suitcase as I navigated the steps down from the plane to the wet tarmac below. The wind whipped around my face, slicing into the thin material of my shirt and causing my unbound hair to flow behind me in the breeze. Shivering, I followed Gage silently into the airport terminal. From what I�d witnessed earlier on, complaining wouldn�t get me anywhere. It would only increase the degrading opinion that Gage had of me. It irked me that I should even care.
I sighed as soon as the glass doors closed behind us, embracing the warmth of the terminal.
As we waited in line for customs, I was taken off guard when Gage snaked an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close, his fingers biting into my shoulder. Speechless, I looked questioningly up into his hard face.
He bent his head down, the movement appearing playful and affectionate, but his eyes told another story. �Play it cool, Brydie,� he whispered low into my ear. �Smile. We�re newly married, just returned from a romantic honeymoon in New Zealand.�
I was his wife? I swallowed, trying not to stumble as we shuffled forward in the queue.
�What about my passport?� I hissed.
�I have it covered.�
My eyes went wide, wondering how he�d managed that. What if it wasn�t accepted? Wasn�t that imprisonment? But going by the firm grip he had on my shoulder, I had no choice but to play along with the charade. Within moments we were at the immigration officer�s desk. I only hoped that I looked genuinely infatuated with the man at my side and not flummoxed by the reality of the last few days.
The immigration officer was a woman, and she was all business. �Passport.�
Gage handed them over, his arm still securely wrapped around mine. �Here you go,� he said cheerily, leaning down toward my ear to add, �So good to be off the plane, isn�t it, sweetheart?�
I started, not used to the tone of his voice. But then a traitorous warmth bloomed in my chest. Gritting my teeth, I denied that tiny spark of hope. I wasn�t interested in the slightest, and neither was he. I was determined that there would be nothing else between us but the common goal of the prophecy.
The officer was watching me closely, and I swore that she had a suspicious glint in her eye. �State your purpose.�
�We�re returning home from our honeymoon,� Gage replied, his face and posture relaxed. My body felt stiff and unyielding beside his.
She didn�t respond, instead turning toward me, her eyes boring into my own before flicking down to my passport photo and back up again.
�Is there a problem officer?� Gage enquired into the silence.
A ripple of decisiveness crossed her face before she cut her eyes to Gage. �No, no problem.�
Gage smiled in return, and I breathed a sigh of relief as she stamped our passports without any further questioning and slid them back to us.
�You may proceed. Welcome home.� The latter was said without any warmth.
As we walked through the turnstile, I heard her bark, �Next!�
Gage leaned down and muttered, �For a second there, I thought she was a Null.�
I glanced up at him, not sure if I wanted to hear any more about the legacy I�d been born into, but curiosity got the better of me. �What�s a Null?�
He glanced down at me as he guided us through the main airport lounge. �Nulls are Druids who ingest magic,� he replied. �They cannot perform any themselves but can easily absorb its effects, making it null and void.�
�And why did you think she was a Null?�
�She took forever to be influenced.� He glanced back over his shoulder, narrowing his eyes as he searched the crowd. �I�m still not convinced.�
�Why? You think she might follow us?�
His lips firmed. �You need to learn that not everything is as innocent as it seems. Talorgan has spies everywhere. It�s possible she was planted here to check our return.�
I couldn�t help shivering at the chill that feathered my spine. Being hunted was a foreign concept. I was used to being invisible to everyone around me.
Gage let my shoulder go and veered to the left, gesturing at me to follow him toward the booths of rental agencies. �We need a car.�
I followed him to the Europcar desk. The lady behind the counter looked to be in her mid-thirties.
Gage lent his forearm on the counter and gave her a smile. �Good morning. We�re looking to hire a car for a one-way trip to Perth. Do you have any available?�
The woman stared at Gage, an appreciative look crossing her face as her eyes roved over his muscled chest and darkly handsome features. I could hear the purr in her voice as she said, �I have a range of options for you. Just let me check the bookings.�
She turned to the computer by her side and clicked on her mouse for a few moments before glancing back up at Gage, completely ignoring me. �I have some options. What will it be? Pleasure or business?� she enquired with a knowing smile.
Gage gave her a sensual smile in return. His brooding darkness had lifted into something devastatingly enigmatic and beautiful. The effect of it hit me right in the gut.
�Definitely pleasure,� he murmured.
I felt the flush creep up my neck at the images that arose unbidden into my mind. Biting my lip, I looked away from the woman, not wanting to witness her response to Gage�s husky undertone.
�Perfect. I�ve got a 2019 Chevrolet Corvette. Will that suffice?�
�That�s fine.�
�Great,� she purred. �If you�d care to complete the paperwork and provide two levels of identification, we can do the payment and the keys are yours. Have a seat.�
Gage gestured that I should take a seat first and then sat down next to me to complete the necessary forms. I sat there mute, digesting my response to him. I didn�t understand why I had this reaction�a simmering desire that hovered at the edge of my awareness. Was it the prophecy?
Minutes later, Gage had the keys to the car and we were headed for the car park. I could feel exhaustion taking over, and although it was mental more than physical, I stumbled as we exited the terminal onto the sidewalk. Yet again, Gage caught my arm just before I fell on my face, but my suitcase crashed to the ground.
A woman in a security uniform was standing just outside the main entrance. The suitcase had dropped near her feet. She picked it up and inquired, �You all right there?�
Before I could thank her, Gage wrenched it out of her grasp. �She�s fine,� he responded curtly.
Shocked, I looked from his cold face back to the woman. �There�s no need to be so rude,� I muttered under my breath. Turning to the guard, I murmured, �Thank you.�
But she wasn�t looking at me. She was caught in a wordless stare with Gage.
�You need to back off,� he responded tightly, jaw clenched.
The woman glanced at me as if seeking confirmation that I was safe with him. But before I could reassure her, Gage grabbed my arm and hauled me away.
I looked back over my shoulder at the woman. She had the strangest look on her face as she stared after us.
�She was just trying to help!� I said shortly, struggling to pull my arm from his grasp.
He looked resolutely ahead as he pulled me toward the rental car area, his grip on my arm bruising. �That�s where you�re wrong. Never underestimate anyone. Talorgan has spies at all entry points�rail, plane, boat. It�s inevitable that I would bring you to Scotland.� He paused suddenly and looked down at me. �She was touched, but his hold wasn�t strong. She still had control over most of her thoughts and actions.�
�Touched?�
Gage continued walking, eyes roving the parking lot, searching for our vehicle. �Like James. Spelled, coerced�it doesn�t matter, the outcome is still the same. He reels them in with a promise. If they accept, they are tied to a contract, and must act on his desire like a puppet on a string.�
I was horrified. �And he has the power to control them all the time?�
Gage shook his head. �No. He can�t sustain that connection with every one of his spies at any one moment. He only checks in on them when needed. They�re able to think and act for themselves when he�s not in their heads, but during the time he�s present, they�re at his mercy.�
My god, that kind of power was inconceivable. My breath hitched at my next thought. �Can you do that?�
His voice was low and hard as he shared, �I could if I wanted to�any Druid can. But that�s dark magic and not to be taken lightly. Once you use it, it is irrevocable that you�ll succumb to more. Something breaks inside you. And like a drug, you have no choice but to want more of the same. Many try it, but few survive it. If you prefer freedom over enslavement, I recommend you don�t touch it.�
I inhaled swiftly. �You speak as though from experience.�
His face immediately shuttered closed. �We need to move. We�ve been here too long as it is.�
Just as I opened my mouth to press him further, he released me and raised the key fob. Lights flashed to the left. Cars weren�t my thing, but this looked like a sports car. It was low-slung and red.
�This is our ride?�
He nodded, a small smile flitting around the edges of his mouth. �Gorgeous, isn�t she?�
�I have no idea. I don�t do cars.�
�Pity,� he murmured. �You�d appreciate this even more if you did. Nothing better handles the curves on the road.�
I raised a brow. �Right. And I suppose you will be dr�"
�You�re not driving,� he cut in curtly.
I didn�t argue; I couldn�t drive anyway. My parents had died before I was able to get my driver�s license. I also hadn�t been able to get back into a car for quite a while after their death.
It was strange�I hadn�t been in the car with them, but I�d have a panic attack just thinking about sitting in one. After a year, I�d managed to dull my response and was able to use public transport around the city, but it had been too much to sit my driver�s license. I didn�t need to either, for I had the convenience of living in a city. And if I was honest, I didn�t want to replace the cherished memories I�d shared with Dad, as he�d sat in the passenger seat and taught me how to drive.
Gage popped the trunk and stowed our luggage in the cramped compartment while I climbed into the passenger seat and belted up. It felt as though I was sitting on the ground.
The driver�s door opened, and he slid in next to me, his long frame dominating the available space. It was snug inside, airtight. I shifted, uncomfortable with being in such close proximity to him. His eyes cut to mine. They traveled over my face and down my body. I felt my skin race with gooseflesh, and I was thankful he couldn�t see the effect his closeness had on me as I�d changed into another pair of jeans and a warm sweater before leaving the plane.
I averted my gaze, turning to look out the window. Could he feel whatever that was between us? And why did I have to react this way toward him?
He turned on the ignition, and the car purred to life. The noise was a welcome buffer in the tense silence. As Gage reversed smoothly, I cleared my throat, striving for a semblance of normality. �How far away is Nora�s Estate?�
�Three hours� drive from here, but we won�t be arriving tonight�it�s too dangerous.�
�Too dangerous? Why?�
He cut me a glance as he pulled out of the car park, his blue eyes intense in the gloom of the car. �Because that�s what Talorgan will be expecting us to do. We need to layover for a night somewhere else.�
I swallowed, not wanting to hear more. �Where are we staying, then?�
�Perth. It�s an hour�s drive from here. I have a friend there. We�ll stay with him tonight before continuing on to the Estate tomorrow.�
�A friend?� It was hard to imagine Gage with a friend.
He glanced at me again; an eyebrow lifted as if to ask why I was so surprised. �He�s one of the five.�
One of the five descendants. My stomach dipped at the thought of meeting one of them. �Okay.�
A flicker of surprise crossed his features. �That�s it? You don�t have any more questions?�
�No. There�s no point,� I said in a hard voice. �You�ll only share as much as you intend.�
I saw his jaw clench, but he didn�t respond as he exited the roundabout from the airport terminal. �I have my reasons. Giving you everything now will do more harm than good at this stage.�
I tensed, anger a flame inside my chest. �What test do I need to overcome before you�ll confide in me?�
His fingers clenched on the steering wheel, and he took a moment to respond. �If you can master your magic, I�ll tell you everything.�
Silence, heavy and ominous fell between us. The thought of having any magic was enough to cause my heart to pound, but to master it? Inconceivable.
Shifting gears, he maneuvered through a roundabout and took the northern M90 motorway. The silence stretched between us.
Gage wasn�t a talker, and I liked that. I was used to living on my own and didn�t enjoy small talk. But as we drove in silence, I realized that I didn�t know much about him, whereas he seemed to know everything about me.
I cleared my throat and tentatively prodded him, hoping he�d open up and share something of his life. �Did you grow up at the Estate?�
His long fingers clenched on the wheel. �Yes.�
I waited for him to elaborate, but the silence stretched again. Then as if he�d come to a decision, he added, �Although, I only moved there when I was five. I was born in Pennan, a small coastal fishing village in Aberdeenshire.�
Surprised that he�d shared that much, I pushed him for more. �What was it like? Growing up in the fishing village?�
�Life was ruled by the sea. If you caught enough fish for the day, you�d be guaranteed a feed that night. It was hard, but there was a certain freedom to it.�
I daren�t look at his face, lest he stop talking. �Were you fishermen?�
�My mother wasn�t, but my father owned a creel boat. He�d go out every day, and as soon as we could walk, my brother and I would accompany him.�
It sounded simple. �It doesn�t sound like a hard life.�
�Pennan is not that type of village,� he denied in a hard voice. �It�s like any other small community�ruled by jealousies and desires.�
I jerked, surprised at his vehemence. There was a story there but asking him was pointless as I knew he wouldn�t tell me. Besides, it was crossing a line we hadn�t reached�potentially would never reach. �Is your family still there?�
�Only my father,� he said shortly. His head whipped around to face me. �I know what you�re doing, and my patience will only go so far, Brydie.�
�Please�only a few more questions.�
He pierced me with a hard stare, and bit out, �Five! No more, no less. The rest you�ll have to earn.�
I didn�t hesitate to agree. �Deal.�
There was so much I wanted to ask. My mind was a jumble of thoughts, a million questions turning in my head. I had to focus; pinpoint the ones I wanted the answers to the most. He knew everything about me�my family, my life, my history. It was intrusive. Thinking of family, I wanted to know more about his. �Is it just you and your brother?�
�Yes.� His lips twisted as he added harshly, �It�s always been just my brother and me.�
�Younger or older?�
�Younger, by two minutes.�
I gasped. �You�re a twin?�
He speared me a glance. �Yes.�
There were two of them? I wanted to know if they were identical. I opened my mouth, but Gage interrupted me. �You have two left.�
Deciding I�d find that out later, I asked instead, �You mentioned there�s an age when your magic manifests; and that I�m older than the average Druid. What age were you when your abilities manifested?�
His hands flexed on the wheel, knuckles white. He said shortly, �Magic usually manifests around our tenth year. Mine didn�t. I was five.�
My eyes widened. Five years old? �What happened?�
His jaw clenched. �I burnt our cottage to the ground.�
My heart stopped, considering the repercussions of such an event. How could a five-year-old have dealt with that?
I asked quietly, �Were you aware that you had that kind of power?�
He speared me a lethal glance. �I was told about the prophecy as soon as I was of age to understand what it meant. There was no excuse for what happened. Everyone knew the next descendant would be me or my brother, particularly as it hadn�t been Father. The day after I burnt the cottage down, Reuben arrived. He packed me off to the Estate, and my Druidic training began that day.�
I opened my mouth, but he interrupted with, �That�s it. I gave you one more question than agreed. No more.�
My mouth snapped shut, and I fell silent. Even though a host of other questions revolved around in my head, I knew he wouldn�t answer them. Not now. After a while, I fell into the zone as the car ate up the miles.
Some twenty minutes later, the drone of the car�s engines changed as Gage shifted gears and signaled left. As we exited the motorway, I caught the sign stating that Perth was twenty kilometers away. My stomach grumbled. I was starving. Thinking of food caused me to wonder when I�d last eaten. That had been at my villa when Gage made dinner. Given the length of the flight, that was two days ago! Which meant that whatever he�d drugged me with by magical means had also sustained me while sleeping.
Thoughts of my villa brought a keening sadness. I missed it desperately, not to mention Rascal. And here I was, entering unfamiliar territory, embarking on a completely foreign path. Would I be made welcome? Or scorned and hated? Going off Gage�s reaction, I had bets on the latter rather than the former.
Gage�s voice cut through my thoughts, tight and muted. �I need you to drop low in your seat and stay down.�
I blinked at the request. �What for?�
�Look in the side mirror. See the black SUV?�
It was some eighty meters behind us. �Yes.�
�It�s been following us since we exited the motorway.�
My chest tightened. �Coincidental?�
�Not in this life,� he denied harshly, before sharply wrenching the wheel to take a side road. �Now, get down!�
The route ahead was more a lane than a road and utterly deserted. Unclipping my seatbelt, I scrambled down into the surprisingly roomy foot space. Due to my small stature, it wasn�t overly uncomfortable, but I felt claustrophobic and slightly nauseous as I leaned over my car seat, facing the rear of the car. Gage drove, tense but alert while I remained silent. I caught him looking in the rear vision mirror every few seconds, and the reflexive clench of his fingers on the wheel at whatever he saw there.
Suddenly, Gage cursed harshly and sharply yanked the wheel. The car swerved to the right, and I smacked the side of my head on the dash. I didn�t cry out; I didn�t say a word. Once I�d balanced myself, I twisted sideways to glance in my side mirror. My heart squeezed as I spotted the black SUV. Before I had a chance to pull back, I felt a strong hand on my head.
�Get down,� Gage snarled, shoving me back into the foot space.
Obeying, I crouched low, feeling my body lock in fear. Gage switched gears again and stamped his foot down on the accelerator. There was a loud, throaty roar as the car shot forward, and I prayed that the road ahead of us remained deserted.
My heart raced, and I could feel the slick sheen of sweat on my palms. I�d never gone this fast in my life. An image of my parent�s car flashed to mind. The coroner�s report said they�d been going fast when the accident happened. The police had said that they had no chance when Dad lost control and slid off the side of the coast, careening into the frigid ocean below.
The car swerved again, and this time I was thrown into the door. Ignoring the frantic gasps coming out of my mouth, I anchored myself determinedly to my seat. Gage ground out another oath and changed gears again. The car lurched forward even faster than before. My heart now felt as though it was in my mouth.
�What�s happening?� I gasped out.
My voice was barely audible, but he heard me, his head whipping down to cut me a glance. I knew he could see the haunted terror in my eyes. He wasn�t afraid. He looked ruthless, his features hard and unyielding.
�I�ve lost him for the moment,� he bit out. �But it�s not over yet. Stay low!�
Gage turned back to the road, focused and deadly. I had no choice but to close my eyes and focus on my breathing, to find the calm amongst the storm. They flew open as Gage�s voice lanced the silence.
�Fuck! Our cover�s blown�he�s onto us. Get back in your seat!�
I didn�t hesitate, jack-knifing up from the floor and scrambling into it.
�Seatbelt!� he barked.
Panting heavily, I yanked on the belt. My fingers were trembling so badly that I fumbled with the lock. Once secured, I couldn�t help looking in the side mirror again.
My stomach dropped. There it was. A black SUV, about fifty meters behind.
�Hold on!� barked Gage.
That was the only warning I received before he stamped both feet on the brake. Tires screeched as the sports car spun in a tight 180-degree turn, the tail end spinning out on the road. My heart leaped out of my chest as our car now faced the oncoming vehicle. We were directly in its path.
�Gage!� I screamed. �Stop!�
What was he doing? We were going to die!
Gage gritted his teeth, features tense. He didn�t break the momentum, continuing to force the car forward, full throttle. Oh my god�we had seconds! Panic enveloped me, and I felt the scream building as we hurtled into the SUV�s oncoming path.
Forty meters...thirty meters�
My breath came in spurts, my heart clamoring painfully in my chest. I wildly turned to Gage, my mouth open to scream at him to stop, but the words froze on my tongue as he pulled a revolver from the inside pocket of his leather jacket.
Was he going to shoot them?
Twenty meters...
I couldn�t hold it back anymore. I began to scream.
Ten meters...
I squeezed my eyes shut, preparing for impact.
But�it never came.
The car and my body were flung abruptly to the side before I heard two loud cracks of sound explode in the compartment. Then there was just the squeal of tires on pavement.
The torque pulled my body sideways, the seatbelt choking against my neck as I was propelled with bruising force into Gage�s strong form. I felt the contraction of his muscles as he changed gears and corrected the spin, wrenching the wheel in the other direction. My body had no choice but to turn with it, leaving Gage to slam into the passenger door. Pain blossomed as my head cracked against the door frame. Before I had time to draw breath, the car lurched to an abrupt stop.
Gage released the wheel and turned to face me. �Stay here and stay down,� he bit out urgently.
He was gone before I could draw breath to reply.
I groaned, the sound low and primal. I felt battered and bruised, my vision blurry. There was excruciating pain in my head, and I fought the wave of dizziness that descended. Squinting, I tried to focus my gaze through the windscreen, amazed that it was still intact. It took me a moment to understand we�d skidded off the side of the road, and the car was now sitting under a forest of trees that stood sentinel in the dark.
The car faced the road, and I could see the SUV. It was stationary, positioned in the middle of the road some thirty meters ahead. My heart stopped as I saw Gage headed toward the vehicle, gun in hand, in a quick-moving crouch. He looked natural�as if he�d done this many times before.
It was then that I realized I was all alone. Shit! I didn�t want to be alone. Gage was the glue holding me together. He�d prevented the panic setting in, ceased my plummet into pure terror, especially when�
Oh god! I recalled the loud cracks of sound before our car spun out of control. One had definitely come from the gun in Gage�s hand, but the other�the other had sounded as though it piggybacked on the first, and we�d caught the tail end of it. Had that also come from Gage�s gun?
I turned to look at the driver�s side. My head throbbed with the motion, the muscles in my neck stiff and unyielding, but as my gaze traveled to the door, I froze at the sight of the small hole. It was clean through.
My stomach dropped as I envisioned where it would have aligned�directly with Gage�s middle. I panicked. Had he been shot? Was he hurt? I searched the driver�s seat, but I couldn�t find any holes in the leather material. Not satisfied, I cut my gaze back to Gage. He was nowhere to be found. The SUV remained silent and motionless.
It didn�t appear that there were any overt threats around, and all I could think was that I needed to see Gage. Had the bullet hit him? Was he hurt? Without letting logic overrule my actions, I reached for the door handle and opened the door. The movement brought a lancing pain to my forehead, and I felt a trickle of something sticky and sluggish run down the side of my face. I pushed my hand to the spot. It came away coated with blood. I�d hit the passenger door harder than I�d thought.
There was a sharp, stabbing tingle in the middle of my back. It was annoying enough to be noticeable, annoying enough to hurt, but I wasn�t to be perturbed. Gage needed me. Gritting my teeth, I gripped the door handle and used it as a lever to pull myself out of the car. As I rose to my full height, that tingle in the middle of my back stabbed again, and this time, it was as though scalding liquid had been poured directly onto my skin.
My breath whooshed out in an agonized rush, but before I could cry out, just as suddenly as it appeared, the pain was gone. A dark foreboding shiver raced down my spine, and I paused.
That was when a huge blast detonated behind me.
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Gage

I wasn�t surprised to find the security guard from the airport in the black SUV.
She stared unblinking through the front windscreen. The shot I�d fired was true, dead center in her forehead. I flicked a glance at her name badge and gritted my teeth as I gave the victim her name.
Sandra Morgan.
Another life that had been taken too soon. And one man was accountable�Talorgan.
�No more,� I hissed, my fingers clenching at the burgeoning tide of anger that clung to me like a second skin.
It was well and truly time to finish this. I refused to pass this legacy�this curse�onto my son. We all deserved it; every ancestor who�d inherited the burden of fulfilling Cailleach�s desire. Because our families had paid the price for what had happened centuries before and many generations over. When would this war end?
Nora thought she�d be the one to end it. And I�d believed her, especially when the tattoos began appearing on Ian and McKenzie�s bodies. We�d understood that the descendants were finally aligning, that what was prophesied was finally coming to be. But that hope had been short-lived, for not soon after, Reuben had died, and then, more recently, Nora.
I couldn�t forgive her for keeping Brydie a secret these last three years. Probably never would. Reuben�s memory was also tarnished by his actions; he had chosen love over loyalty. And look where that had gotten him. Dead.
To make matters worse, Brydie was a Daughter of Winter who had no idea about the family legacy. No idea about how to tap into her magic. And no idea about how to wield that magic. She�d never trained for battle, never imagined that she�d have to fight an immortal Druid for everyone�s salvation.
It sounded like a fool�s errand. A recipe for death. The odds weren�t in our favor. But there was a reason why I persevered with this whole stinking mission. Something was there that hadn�t been there before. It wasn�t just prophecy either�it was Brydie.
I could feel something in Brydie that I�d never felt from Nora. My sixth sense�my otherworld senses�were at peace. That tiny thread of tension that I had always carried within had gone the moment I�d met her. As if whatever smoldered inside me had finally banked, rather than demanding to be released. My blood no longer boiled with an intensity that threatened to spill at any time; instead, it settled with icy calm.
I knew the reality of the task I had before me. Training the descendant would not be easy. It was my job to ensure her powers were awakened, nurtured, and strengthened, and I needed to approach the task carefully, for if misguided, her abilities would turn or become Dormant.
I�d never trained anyone her age before. She was well past the age of the initiates I�d trained at the Institute. Between ten and thirteen, their minds were open to embracing magic, to believing in something �other�. And to these initiates, magic wasn�t foreign. It was a belief system they�d been born into, the legacy of their family line.
My thoughts turned to the task before me. Reaching up, I closed Sandra Morgan�s eyelids, grimacing as the movement pulled at the wound in my side. Stepping back, I opened the left side of my leather jacket, frowning at the damp patch spreading on my black tee shirt. I could feel the effects of the bullet draining my energy and knew I would need to heal the wound as soon as I�d dealt with the evidence.
I placed my hand on the security guard�s forehead, just above the skin, and concentrated on removing the bullet. Just as it popped out of her forehead, the back of my neck burned with an acidic intensity. My senses screamed with urgency, and I turned swiftly, seeking the source of the threat.
The sports car was on the other side of the road, and my gaze latched onto the small figure who was about to exit the car. I opened my mouth to roar a warning, but I was too late, because at that moment, an explosion detonated from the boot of the car.
The blast was deafening.
There was a moment of silence before it was closely followed by a high-pitched whine of noise. A shockwave of wind and heat barreled into me with a force that knocked me to my knees. There was excruciating pain in my ears, and I could feel a wet trickle leach down the side of my neck.
I ignored it, for I had only one thought, one desire. Brydie!
Blinking the grit out of my eyes and fighting the pain that leached from every surface of my body, I pushed to my knees, searching for her form. There! She was lying face down on the grass verge, under the cover of the forest that loomed behind.
Gritting my teeth, I clutched one hand to the bullet wound in my side and hauled myself to my feet. Half running, half stumbling, I raced to her still form. My first sight of her caused my breath to squeeze painfully in my chest. Her back was a mangled mess of burns, the clothes charred and melted down to her skin. Ignoring the panic that threatened to take over, I didn�t pause, grabbing her shoulders and rolling her onto her back.
As soon as my hands touched her skin, I felt her heartbeat. It was dangerously sluggish. Tuning into my senses, I held my hands above her chest, searching her body for any other signs of trauma. My jaw clenched as I sensed the extent of her injuries. Aside from her grisly surface wounds, a rib had punctured her right lung, and a hunk of shrapnel had embedded itself into her spine.
I shifted my hands, hovering them above her face. Her skin was deathly pale in stark contrast to the dirt smudging her forehead and cheekbones. My senses confirmed what I�d expected: her eardrums were perforated. But it wasn�t that discovery which made my heart skip a beat�it was the fact that her brain had hemorrhaged at the left frontal lobe. The fissure was the size of an orange, and I knew the damage would be permanent if I didn�t move quickly.
There was no room for error. I took a calming breath, searching within for the focused stillness that would unlock my power. My magic instantly responded, greedily reaching out in return. I accepted its power, harnessing its wildness with a firm grip; then I threw my senses out, drawing on the natural elements around me. I sensed the midnight dew on the grass, the ancient power that resided within the trees, the light breeze that ruffled my hair, and the rich, fertile soil on which I knelt.
Then, as if aware that the power of the elements was being raped, a thousand eyes turned, and I felt the heavy stare of nocturnal animals. They were right to be afraid. There was a firestorm inside me, the well bottomless, and without end. And losing control of my magic would destroy everything in its path, the animals and me included.
Ignoring their fixed stares, I sifted through the energy that now flowed within me, discarding the residual material left over from the explosion. As if feeding on the power that now ran through my veins, a flame flared to life inside me and threatened to erupt into the night. I ruthlessly smothered it; I did not need my dominant, raw, destructive fire that clamored for release. I needed the small droplet of water magic that I had inherited through my ancestors�a gift that could be used for healing.
My healing powers were an anomaly, for Druids gifted with fire had never been known to have an affinity with water. My flames should have destroyed its existence, evaporating the small droplet when I reached maturity. But for reasons unknown, it had stayed. However, for all its presence, my water magic did not come naturally. It was a constant struggle to harness. I was only able to use it successfully if I could pull back on the dominating heat that continually raged inside. Only then would that droplet of water be able to come forth and thrive.
It had taken twelve years to learn the craft of healing, almost twice as long as other Druids. But I realized that all that time I�d spent learning the healing craft of water was about to be repaid in this single moment. For if I failed to utilize its potential, the descendant would die, and all would be lost.
So, with water magic in hand, and fire held at bay, I zeroed in on her brain hemorrhage. My brow furrowed and sweat pooled down my spine as I fought not just the battle within her body, but that inside me. After precious seconds, I finally felt the brain hemorrhage begin to recede. I didn�t hesitate to halt my progress, aware that one misstep would result in permanent damage. Eventually, the bleed closed and I felt the blood vessels return to their normal size. Without pause, I turned my focus next to her broken rib, one hand on her chest as I wove a series of complex symbols in the air with the other. Within moments, I sensed the rib realign and fuse as if the break had never happened. The sound of her even breathing was like a balm, soothing the pounding of my heart.
With her breathing back within the normal range, and her vitals no longer under pressure, I concentrated on removing the shrapnel in her back, first extracting the three-millimeter sliver that had embedded itself into her spine. It was a long, painstakingly slow process, but my patience was rewarded when it slipped free of her skin. The rest emerged with a single command. Then I turned to the burns on her back, although there was nothing I could do about the clothes.
I inhaled deeply, drawing on the last vestiges of energy inside me, and released a long, soft sigh of healing breath. That small white wisp of air lazily traveled on the breeze, arrowing down into Brydie�s left eardrum. Moments later, it flew out of her right ear before dissipating into a soft mist, the healing energy spent repairing her perforated eardrums. I placed a hand to her forehead and assessed her vitals. She was bruised and battered but stable; nothing rest wouldn�t fix. But as I prepared to use my water magic one last time to push her into a deeper, nourishing sleep, her eyelids fluttered open.
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Brydie

A pair of cerulean blue eyes stared down at me, now as familiar as my own.
�Gage,� I croaked, confused as to why I was on my back, the damp grass permeating my thin shirt. Then there was a flash of memory, and I couldn�t stop the gasp, �There was an explosion!�
He placed a firm hand on my shoulder. �Quiet!� he barked. �You need to rest.�
I shook my head, pushing his restraining hand away and struggled into a sitting position. He scowled his displeasure, but I ignored him and looked over his shoulder. I gasped as I saw the red sports car, now sitting in the middle of the road, black tendrils of smoke drifting upward into the cool night air.
�The blast!� I gasped. �How�How am I still alive?�
His eyes glittered with an emotion I couldn�t decipher. �You weren�t that badly hurt.�
My brow wrinkled. I could remember the blast, the impact of it. I could also remember an excruciating pain at the back of my head before darkness fell. I lifted a hand to the spot, feeling for a lump, but there was nothing�not even a bruise. I wriggled my limbs cautiously; they felt normal although a little tender. I looked again at the car. Considering its location, I must have been incredibly lucky.
There was something off, and it wasn�t until then I realized how eerily silent it was: no sounds or movement. The air also felt heavy with dew�quiet and still. Ignoring Gage�s angry scowl, I came slowly to my feet, looking around.
My breath hitched as I noticed the black SUV on the other side of the road. The car that had been following us. Squinting, I confirmed what I knew was true�there was no one in the driver�s seat. I spun around in a circle, searching for our attacker, but there was no one there. We were all alone.
Gage�s voice was brusque. �It�s been taken care of.�
�Who was it?� I demanded, not content to be side-lined.
�The security guard from the airport.� Gage�s voice was relentless. �She must have tagged your luggage. She would have been following us to determine if we�d survive the blast.�
I squeezed my eyes shut at the implication. He�d known. He�d been right all along. And I�d been willing to defend her�had thought Gage was paranoid!
His voice broke into my thoughts. �I need to move the car before anyone comes along.�
My eyes flew open. �I�ll help.�
�No!� he barked. �Stay here. Rest.�
Without waiting for my answer, he strode toward the SUV.
A tickle of memory struck. �Wait!� I shouted.
He glanced back, brows drawn together. �What is it?�
�The driver's car door�there was a bullet hole��
I felt stupid even asking, given that he was walking as though nothing had happened.
�A graze,� he replied shortly, dismissively turning his back on me.
But I couldn�t stop my eyes from roving over his form, trying to confirm that what he said was true. I had seen the bullet hole in the door! But I couldn�t see any sign of hurt, so it must have grazed him as he claimed.
From this angle, I could see his lips moving as he faced the SUV with his palms up. I watched as he curled one of them into a tight fist, then intoned a handful of unfamiliar words before whipping his closed fist up into the air, almost as if he was saluting the vehicle. I turned to glance at it, wondering at what he was doing.
My mouth fell open. The car was slowly rising off the ground! In frozen disbelief, I watched as it hovered ten meters above the road. Gage chanted in that strange language again, waving his other hand at his side in a series of intricate movements.
�Be gone!� he cried, as the fist held above his head smashed down to his side.
For a moment, the car blurred, as if becoming transparent, then it began to fall, rushing to the road in a sharp whine of sound. But it never reached the pavement, disappearing into thin air.
I gasped as my brain scrambled to catch up with what I had just witnessed. Had Gage really made the car disappear?
Without glancing at me, he turned and walked toward the sports car. The rental was a shell of its former glory, mangled and smoldering in the cool air. Remaining still and quiet; I watched in disbelieving fascination as he repeated the same motions as before. Moments later, the Chevrolet vanished just like the SUV.
As he walked back over toward me, I breathed, �How did you do that?�
Gage fixed me with that intense stare, motioning me deeper into the cluster of trees at the side of the road. �I�ll explain later; now isn�t the time, and we need to remain out of sight. Our ride will be here shortly, and I don�t want to tempt fate and divulge our presence more than I already have tonight.�
�Our ride?�
�A friend.�
It appeared that was all I would get. I pressed my lips together to stop my retort; I knew better than to question him further.
He directed me to a fallen tree branch. �Sit here,� he ordered, standing to attention beside me, arms crossed over his chest as he stared out unrelenting into the night. The area remained deathly quiet, hushed and tense.
As I did as he ordered, I wondered if it was a Druid that would be coming for us and if he was one of the five. After less than half a minute of silence, I couldn�t keep my curiosity in check any longer. �What did you do to the cars?�
He cocked his head to the side; one brow lifted as he looked down at me. �You really don�t know a thing, do you?�
The question hurt, but before I could reply, he added, �I sent it to the Other.�
My brow wrinkled. �The Other?�
�A world, parallel to this one,� he qualified. �It�s also where we send things to be reborn.�
A parallel world? My mind buzzed with the implication that there were other worlds out there, more than just this one. Wait�a world where things are reborn? Did that mean this was where they sent the dead?
My heart squeezed as I breathed out softly, �Is that where you sent James?�
He stilled; his features etched in stone. �No,� he said in a clipped voice. �He wasn�t dead.�
I could feel his anger that I�d questioned him. That I hadn�t trusted him when he�d said he hadn�t killed James. He had to have dropped him at the hospital then! And whether he�d done that or not, at this point, I needed to believe that he had. Trust was key right now.
Despite his displeasure, a huge weight lifted from my shoulders. The uncertainty had been eating away at me. Turning my focus back to what he�d done, I asked, �Did you use a spell to pass the cars over?�
His jaw clenched as he bit out, �Spells are for witches, Brydie. Druids deal in runes. There�s a distinction, and you would do well to get it right.�
I flushed, feeling the reprimand as he�d intended. At the same time, a slow burn crept up my chest. �I�m new to the game, and you would do well to remember!� I retorted.
He considered me for a second before his lips tipped into a semblance of a smile. �The lost descendant has a backbone, after all. Very well; to understand why we use runes and not spells, it�s best to consider our roots. The first Druidic people were children of the Celtic gods. They were created with a strong tie to the natural world. They also created the runic language�a language based on trees that is simple but powerful. For without comprehensive knowledge of what each rune commands, magic becomes unpredictable and dangerous. Scribing one of the characters at a wrong angle or adding too many strokes to a line can be the difference between life or death�nurturing something or destroying it.�
He glanced over at where the sports car used to be. �So, to answer your question about where the car went, there is a rune that creates a rip in the fabric of time, opening doors from one world to the next. I used that rune to open the door to the Other and pushed the cars through.�
Just like that. He made it sound as if it was commonplace, but I still floundered with the possibility. �Is that where the security guard went too?�
�Yes.� He glanced at where the SUV had been. �She will be reborn in the Other, her previous life forgotten.�
I knew Druids believed in reincarnation but not to this extent. It was hard to fathom that they not only believed in another world parallel to our own but that it was where they went to be reborn.
Reborn. There was something about the word that tugged at my consciousness. �So, to send her there,� I said slowly, teasing the thought that nagged, �she had to have been��
�Dead,� he finished finally, making no attempt to mask the truth.
My eyes widened as I stared at him; at the hard planes of his face that didn�t soften. He watched me closely, knew the exact moment when I realized that one of the loud bangs I�d heard in the car as we careened toward the SUV was from his gun�that Gage�s bullet had found its mark. He�d killed her. And as I looked at his face, I saw no apology there, no remorse for his actions.
I swallowed, a shiver dancing down my spine. Unlike with James, this time he really had killed someone. That meant I was associated with a killer. But it wasn�t that which caused my breath to hitch; it was the realization that I still trusted him, still believed he�d keep me safe. Shit! I was in deep, too far to consider self-preservation.
His voice filled the silence, his tone curt with a sharp edge. �Question time is over. Now is as good a time as any to begin your first lesson.�
I blinked, pushing my internal demons aside, groping to understand what he�d just demanded. �My first lesson?�
�You�re a sitting duck!� he growled. �You don�t even have an understanding of the potential that you could wield. We need to make a start, and this evening's event is proof of that.� He shifted, eyes constantly roving, searching for hidden threats as he spoke. �We�re going to start with the basics. You need to understand that every Druid has a signature, a calling card if you will. It�s a result of the residue in our magic. If you concentrate enough, you will feel it. It�s in the vibrations on the air, the scent around us, and sometimes it�s visible in color.�
He made it sound as though magic was a living entity.
�Open your senses to it,� he continued. �Embrace your innate gift; even those born Dormant can sense a magical signature.�
Nervous at the task he demanded, I tried to open my senses, tried to believe in the impossible. But I couldn�t sense anything except the distraction of the cold biting air. I was also tired and hungry, drained to the last remnant of my reserves.
Is this what my life would be like now? Pushed to the very edge of the last vestiges of my control with the weight of death ever-present? Pressured to undertake tasks that I had no idea how to perform?
�Stop it!� snarled Gage, whipping his arms out in a flash of frustration. �Push all distractions aside! You will never succeed if you cannot focus on the present moment. We are subject to a thousand desires and forces at any one time. They are detrimental to mastering control of our senses. The only way to manage them is to manage the distractions, file them away!�
I closed my eyes, shutting out his ire which wasn�t helping, and tried to block out recent events, but they kept pushing through�images of James, of the airport, the security guard, and the letter from Nora.
Gage�s voice penetrated the silence, this time soft but no less powerful, as if conscious he was settling a frightened rabbit. �You must relax, Brydie. Still your thoughts. Open your mind.�
I frowned, trying with everything I had to push the images away. Taking a deep breath, I called on the techniques I�d learned from Nora, then exhaled on a long sigh of sound, pushing all the distracting thoughts aside.
As the last vestiges of breath left my mouth, I felt it�a minuscule ripple of awareness, so slight that it seemed I had almost imagined it. I repeated the process, taking yet another breath, concentrating on that small spark. Gage and our surroundings faded to nothing, and I felt it again, this time a flicker of intense energy. I concentrated on that ripple with all my being, and an imperceptible taste bloomed on my tongue. It wasn�t until I swallowed that I discerned the faintest residue of woodsmoke and forged steel.
It felt like him. It smelt like him.
Gage.
My eyes flew open, immediately capturing his piercing cerulean eyes. He must have seen it on my face, for there was a glitter of understanding in his depths. �You felt it.�
I nodded, cognizant of how dangerous he looked�like a predator observing its prey. He had an unrefined edge as if he stood half in the realm of beasts and half in the realm of man. I shook my head at the fancy, shifting my gaze away lest he catch a glimpse of what was there.
�I can smell woodsmoke and steel. But it was more than the scent; it was a feeling�an image,� I stumbled. �As if I stood next to a burning forge as someone honed steel.�
The tension left his face, and a glint of what appeared like approval gleamed from his eyes. �Very good.�
�That smell�is that your signature?� I questioned, wondering if he would taste like that if I kissed him. The thought shocked me, slamming through my defenses, and I fumbled out another question, hiding the truth of it. �And every time you use magic, can others trace it?�
�Yes. All Druids use the energy in the natural world around us. We have an affinity for one or a number of them. And when we use that energy, we leave a signature. That signature is only discerned by other magic wielders. It�s almost imperceptible, but if you look for it, it�s there.�
�For how long?�
He shrugged. �Sometimes minutes, sometimes days. It all depends on how much energy you use. In my case, what happened here tonight will take a few days to fade.� His gaze turned cold and distant, and his next words were clipped. �Anyone who has come across my signature before will recognize that I was here.�
My heart stuttered. �That means Talorgan will know!�
He nodded. �Of course, but there�s no point hiding it. He knew you�d left New Zealand, knew that you came to Scotland. The security guard confirmed that for him at the airport. And she would have been acting on his orders to plant the bomb on your suitcase and follow us.�
I felt the blood drain from my face. He was right. I was also beginning to understand the pressure he carried, constantly trying to protect me, always one step ahead of an immortal bent on killing me. �How long will it take to awaken my magic?�
Gage cocked his head to the side, considering me closely. �That depends on you.� His eyes were unreadable. �But before we even start, we need to get you to the Estate. It�s the only safe place we have, heavily warded so Talorgan can�t enter. Our biggest problem will be getting you there and the longer we stay here, the higher the risk.� He paused then, glancing swiftly to the right, eyes locking on the road as it whispered into the mist. �Thankfully, though, our ride is here.�
I followed his gaze, wondering at what he could see that I couldn�t. Seconds later, I caught the faint sound of an engine. Before I could question his sight and hearing, he grabbed my arm and hauled me into the dense forest, deep into the shadows.
�Crouch low. Stay here and don�t move,� he ordered sharply into my ear. �It feels like Ian, but I won�t be sure until I see him.�
Before I could reply, he�d turned and strode away to stand some ten meters away.
The car approached, the noise of the engine intrusive in the complete stillness of the night air. Gage stood by the road, one hand raised. The vehicle erupted from the mist and immediately slowed, pulling over a few meters from where he stood.
From my vantage point, I could see it was an old Range Rover, paint peeling off in places. I crouched even lower behind the expanse of trees around me and tried to quiet my breathing. A tall figure emerged from the driver�s side. He left the car still running. With the glow of the headlights, I could discern he had long brown hair. It flopped over his forehead, grazing the top of his glasses. He moved without hesitation toward Gage, clapping him on the back in a one-armed hug.
The movement surprised me, mainly because Gage accepted it.
�Gage.� The man�s voice was low and easy. He stood at least a foot taller than Gage, his body lanky and slim.
�Ian,� Gage said in his clipped voice, but there was an undertone to it, something I hadn�t heard before.
Ian looked about, on either side of the road. �Where is she?�
At his lack of response, Ian�s eyes drifted back to Gage�s face. �You need to test me, don�t you?� he asked resignedly.
Gage nodded, his voice brooking no argument. �You know the deal, Ian.�
Without hesitation, Ian lifted his arm. �Sure, man, I understand.�
I watched as Gage reached out and grasped Ian�s forearm. A soft glow emanated from the contact and I swallowed my reflective gasp as I glanced at Ian. He was tense, his face twisted in a grimace. Whatever Gage was doing, it wasn�t pleasant.
Seconds later, Gage released him and stepped back, jerking his head over his shoulder. �She�s this way.�
Ian didn�t hesitate to fall beside Gage, his long legs easily keeping pace. I refused to meet them cowering in the trees, so I stepped out and came toward them, my hand out in greeting.
�Hi, I�m Brydie.�
Ian stopped in front of me, an easy smile on his lips. There was genuine warmth there, nothing hidden. He didn�t hesitate to take my hand firmly in his, squeezing it warmly. �My name�s Ian. I understand you�ve had it a bit rough since arriving in Scotland.�
Gage stood a foot away, still and silent as he faced the road, eyes searching for threats. He seemed content to let Ian do the talking.
I squeezed Ian�s hand back in greeting, not at all threatened by his presence. His scent was subtle, like freshly polished wood. �If you call being kidnapped, shot at, and a bomb going off, then yes, it hasn�t been the best introduction.�
Ian�s lips turned up even more. �Well, that�s a shame Scotland hasn�t given you a warm welcome. I will do my best to rectify that.� He flicked a glance in Gage�s direction, as he added, �Gage tells me you need a place to stay for the night.�
�It�s safer to be unpredictable,� Gage broke in. �I thought we could stay at yours. Talorgan will expect us to go to the safest place tonight, and I guarantee he�ll have someone waiting for us on the road to the Estate. I don�t want a repeat of what�s just happened. We�ll only grab a few hours shut-eye, and some supplies before heading out tomorrow.�
�Mi casa, su casa!� Ian responded. Then his eyes roved up our forms. �Come to think of it, you both look like shit and could also do with a hot shower and a stiff drink.� He looked at Gage, and his eyebrows rose as he added, �Possibly not in that order.�
I realized I was shivering violently. Given the experience I�d just been through, it wasn�t a huge shock. Ian�s offer sounded heavenly, but I hesitated, glancing at Gage. �Are you sure it�s safe?�
Gage jerked his head. �Ian�s place is warded. We�ve also been very careful to keep our relationship under wraps, especially as Ian lives and works in Perth. Besides, it does no harm to have a number of safe houses to fall back on.�
I smiled at Ian. �Thank you for your kind offer, that would be lovely.�
He stared back at me, an unreadable emotion crossing his face before he smiled warmly back. �No problem.� He held up a finger and added, �I think we should leave now. I can feel Gage�s magic on the air, and the sooner we get out of here, the better.�
I jerked. �You know?�
A perplexed frown knitted his brow. �Know what? About magic? Or the legacy?�
�I guess the question is redundant, given your answer,� I muttered. Obviously, I was the last one to know.
I felt Gage�s weighted gaze on me, but as I caught his eyes, he turned back to seeking hidden threats. I swore he looked amused.
Ian gestured for me to precede him as we walked toward his Rover. Gage was at our backs, a few paces behind.
�Are you a Druid, too?� I asked Ian.
He flashed me another smile, his teeth almost fluorescent in the dark. �The thirty-fifth of my line.� His smile turned into a grimace as he added, �Although I think my family is prouder of the fact that, in the last year, I�ve become a descendant of Cailleach�s prophecy.�
I stopped suddenly, a few feet from his truck. �Gage told me. How do you feel about it all?�
He kept moving forward, reaching out to open the back door. �It is what it is. How I feel doesn�t really come into it.� He looked away, and I sensed he was holding back, but I didn�t push him. �I�ve got the tattoo and everything,� he added, tapping his right forearm. �Came on me suddenly a few weeks ago when I was with Gage.�
�Can I see?�
He didn�t hesitate to pull up the arm of his shirt, and my breath caught as I saw the Celtic symbols there. The ink was the same color as my own, but the symbols were different.
�What does it mean?�
�Knowledge.� He grinned suddenly. �Which is fitting really, for my strength lies in history.�
I tipped my head back to catch his expression. �You�re a professor?�
�Yes.� He tapped his glasses. �Don�t I look the part?�
I couldn�t help the tentative smile I gave in return, and he gestured for me to climb into the vehicle.
As I settled against the backrest, I realized how comfortable I felt in his presence. It was easy, and the sobering thought was that it had been a long time since I�d felt that way about anyone except Chloe. I already knew Ian was someone I could trust.
I fastened my seatbelt, noticing how my hands trembled as I did so. I felt more than a little nervous to be back in a vehicle again so soon, but I took a deep breath before releasing it slowly. There�s no one following us, I reminded myself. Ian is a trusted friend, and we�re all safe.
Ian hauled his lanky form into the driver�s seat, and Gage slid in next to him, silent and composed. He didn�t turn around and acknowledge me, didn�t say a word to anyone. It didn�t seem to worry Ian; it was as if he knew Gage well, accepting his moods.
The engine rolled to life, and we pulled away into the shadowed fog, the headlights casting a hazy glow over the road. The drone of the engine was the only sound. I couldn�t help laying my head against the back of the seat, finally succumbing to exhaustion.
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Talorgan stared incredulously at the carcasses at their feet. �Two deer?�
Drust�s smile was wide, exhilarated. �We were blessed by the goddess herself! She allowed us one deer each. You should have seen her, brother�she was magnificent! I have never seen a goddess such as her. She was desiccated, a crone beyond age, but she had such tremendous, unspeakable power!�
Talorgan snorted, a sneer on his face. �What is this nonsense you speak of? No one has seen Cailleach in years!� He squinted at Drust�s face, searching. �Have you been drinking?� he demanded.
�No! It�s true�we saw her!� cried Drust, eyes wide, face animated. �She appeared in the forest right as we were about to take a hit. She stopped us by pulling Tritus�s arrow out of thin air!�
Talorgan scoffed, his gaze roaming between them both, but the conviction he saw there made him falter. His voice was low, disbelieving. �You can�t be serious. She�s a crone! She wouldn�t move that fast.�
Drust nodded. �It�s true, brother,� he said softly. �We saw her.�
Talorgan froze. He couldn�t deny the truth in his brother�s voice. His eyes roved over them both, features darkening into a scowl. �Why you two?� He looked at Tritus and sneered. �Especially you�you�re not one of us!�
�I�m a Druid just as much as you are, Talorgan,� Tritus interjected softly.
Talorgan snarled. �You are not my people! This land isn�t yours�you invaded it! Just because our people have agreed to live in peace together does not make you one of ours! And we can never be one people, not when you do not share the same gods.� His face twisted into a mask of anger. �How can you believe in only two gods when you have looked upon Cailleach today?�
Tritus considered him, his face unreadable. �She proved herself ten times over. A woman with incredible power.� He glanced at Drust, remembering that moment they met Cailleach, aware that it would be forever scarred in his memory. �I am not ignorant, Talorgan; I am capable of change. Until today, I had not witnessed whether any other deities existed in this world. In our homeland, no one has seen our gods; it is said they appear to us when we cross over into the Other. But here, today, I readily admit I met one: Cailleach the Goddess of Winter.� And almost as if to himself, he added, �My people are wrong, there are more than just the All-Father and the All-Mother in this world.�
Talorgan stared at him, his face incredulous. �Do you think it is as simple as that? That you can change your mind and our people will accept you�that our gods will accept you?� spat Talorgan scornfully. �They won�t! In order to accept our gods, you need to honor them: lay gifts at their alter, pledge your allegiance to them, revere them!�
Drust stepped forward, about to interject, but before he could, Tritus replied firmly, �I have no problem accepting this mantle. After today, I believe in the Goddess of Winter. Cailleach deserves her title, and I will honor her. We are not stubborn to change, and after meeting Cailleach and beholding her visage, I will readily confirm her existence with my people. But, as to these other gods you speak of, it is too much to ask that I�or any of my people�will blindly follow them if we have not seen the truth of their worth.�
Talorgan gritted his teeth, his jaw locked with tension as he stared at Tritus. �Do you suppose it is that easy?� he growled softly. �That you can switch your allegiance to other gods without question? The gods also have a say. They need to accept you and be confident of your worth. For your people to claim our gods, you must be initiated. The gods would expect no less.�
The cool mask on Tritus�s face slipped, his eyes flaring with anger. His voice was firm, unbreakable, as he faced his nemesis and what he�d been skirting around since first meeting this man a few months back. �That is not your call to make! You do not speak for the gods, and you do not speak for my people.�
Talorgan felt the rage build inside his chest. �That is where you are wrong,� he growled. �I earned that privilege when I took upon the Druid�s robes. We are the voice of our gods, and you need to show respect where it is deserved.�
Drust had stood by and watched the exchange for too long. His voice was unquestionably firm. �That�s enough, Talorgan! Tritus is right�we cannot impose our beliefs on him or his people. Devotion should be given freely, not enforced. And this will take time. Is it not enough that he has conceded that there are other gods today? That he believes in Cailleach?�
Talorgan shifted his gaze to his brother, noting the slash between Drust�s brows, eyes crinkled with anger. He could feel the chagrin, knew his brother was angry with him. His chest squeezed with an emotion he understood was fear. Drust�s friendship with Tritus was growing outside of his control, and Talorgan knew his continued animosity would only push his brother further on that path. For the first time in his existence, Talorgan acknowledged that he could lose his brother. And he would never allow that to happen for Drust was his, and his alone.
His brother was his only salvation in this world, the only person who understood him, who always had his back. Drust was a patient man and had weathered many of his wild ways, but there came a point where he would accept it no more. And Talorgan knew that moment had come. It was this acknowledgment that cooled his ire, allowing the cold voice of reason to take hold once again. �For today, it is enough,� he grudgingly conceded into the tense silence. �But for tomorrow and every day after, I will expect more. If this allegiance is to be successful, his people must follow our path, or we will again revert to bloodshed.�
It was a truce of sorts, but also a warning, and Drust knew it. But Talorgan knew his brother, and he was aware that Drust craved an end to this fight more than he wished to continue it. Therefore, Talorgan knew his brother would accept the comment.
Drust�s next words confirmed that. �I�m sure Tritus and his people will have no choice but to accept our gods should they appear like Cailleach did today.�
Although Tritus grinned in return, it was forced, and Talorgan knew he did so because he, too, wished to please Drust. Their friendship and growing closeness were a cold burn in Talorgan�s gut.
As if determined to leave the argument behind, Drust asked, �How did your morning fare, brother? Have you collected the herbs you needed?�
Talorgan gave a slow nod, touching a hand to the knapsack tied to his waist, careful not to bruise the stunted mushrooms he�d scavenged half-way up the mountain. �Cailleach was most generous.�
�Then it�s time we begin our journey home. We have supped at her table enough this day, and her generosity will stretch only so far.� Drust looked up, tracking the path of the early afternoon sun. �We best leave now in order to get off her mountain and cross the river before nightfall.�
Tritus wordlessly hoisted his dead doe onto his back, waiting expectantly for Drust to lead the way, but the sight of that proud beast slung across his shoulders was a vision Talorgan could not stomach. He couldn�t return to their village without his own trophy.
He reached out and grabbed hold of his brother�s shoulder, fingers pinching into his collarbone. �Wait, brother�I would hunt too! If Cailleach has given us this gift, should I not also partake of it? After all, I am her acolyte; it is expected.�
His brother hesitated.
Talorgan knew Drust was eager to return home. They�d left F�na on her own for the first time since their parents had passed, and he knew Drust was worried about her. Not because she was young and naive but because he�d noticed the men were beginning to take an interest in her. Drust opened his mouth, but pre-empting his response, Talorgan added convincingly, �We still have time. The river crossing is one hour�s walk from here, and we have at least three hours left before nightfall. If you allow me an hour, we will still be off this mountain before dark.�
Drust considered him but didn�t say no. He then turned to Tritus, who raised an eyebrow and shrugged in indifference to whatever decision Drust made.
Talorgan didn�t concede the generosity, aware that it was another ploy to take Drust away from him.
�All right, brother,� Drust finally responded. �But you have one hour only. Let�s see if you can even the score.�
Talorgan smiled. �You won�t regret it.�
He just caught his brother�s murmured response. �I hope not.�
Drust looked around the copse of trees. �Tritus, let�s leave our kill here. They�ll be safe from scavengers for an hour if we raise them above ground.�
Tritus nodded and helped him to fling a rope around two stout branches of a tall oak. They lassoed one end around the trunk and the other end around the hind legs of each deer. Once secure, they hoisted the animals high up into the tree, tying the rope in a slip knot around its base.
Talorgan watched the blood around the arrowheads run down the deer�s haunches and splatter onto the moist earth below. He could smell the iron from their blood. The scent excited him; it was a promise of what was to come.
He watched as his brother gathered twigs to mark the base of the tree. When finished, he looked up at the sky, taking careful note of the position of the sun, the tree line, and the distant peaks of the mountain range. Satisfied they had marked their location, Drust announced, �Let�s hunt.�
* * *
His brother was crouched a few meters away behind a bush, eyes alert as he scanned the foliage. The grove of trees held nothing but more badgers, foxes, and rabbits. Certainly, no deer.
Talorgan was impatient. He had not made any attempts to kill the smaller creatures. The effort would be wasted, and he would be a laughingstock if he returned home with such a bounty, especially in comparison to what Tritus and his brother carried.
Drust let out a light whistle, and Talorgan jerked his head and glanced back. His brother held up one hand, fingers spread, miming that there were only five minutes more. Damn! Time was sifting through his fingers.
Talorgan opened his mouth to reply, and that was when he caught movement thirty feet north of their current location. It was a doe. The light brown, dappled coat was sleek, and her muscles rippled across her haunches as she bent down to forage amongst the undergrowth. For a moment, Talorgan couldn�t breathe, disbelieving at the appearance of the animal.
He cut his eyes back to his brother, and when he caught Drust�s eye, Talorgan smiled at him, lips stretching to their widest edge. It was game on.
Drust lifted a brow, as disbelieving as Talorgan was.
Ignoring Tritus�who was thankfully ten feet away and out of his sight�Talorgan carefully notched his arrow. He held his breath as he focused his gaze down the length of the wooden shaft, homing in on his target. The doe was beautiful; prominent and proud. She had reached maturity and was a fine catch if he could pull it off. Bringing this prize home would concrete his position as one of the most favored acolytes. He would also garner the respect of the Wise Ones and others in the village. Talorgan didn�t care for most people, but he did care what The Wise Ones thought of him.
His chest pounded as he anticipated the arrow�s release. Seconds later, it flew through the air in a deadly whoosh of sound. As if sensing the danger, the doe lifted her head and paused. She looked about to spring away but, at that moment, the arrow pierced her left eye. A shudder rippled through the beast before she toppled sideways, crashing to the ground.
�Well done, brother!� Drust instantly whooped.
Talorgan roared in response, exultant at his prize.
The only person who remained silent was Tritus.
Talorgan walked toward his kill and pulled the stone head of the arrow out, wiping the blood on his brown robe before returning it to the sheath on his back. He then rolled the doe on one side before grabbing two legs in each hand and swung the carcass over his head to lay it around his shoulders. Once comfortable, he looked up at Drust, ignoring Tritus, who stood silently off to the side.
�Let�s go home, brother. A warm bed awaits.� He couldn�t help the smile that stretched across his face. Talorgan hungered to show his masters this worthy prize. His people worshipped the deer above all other forest creatures. He would have liked to have claimed a stag, but they were favored by Cailleach and protected by her hand.
Drust nodded in agreement, the relief visible on his face. �I am eager to get back to F�na.� He turned to Tritus. �Lead the way, my friend. Let us see if our deer have remained unmolested.�
Their progress was a lot quicker than when they were hunting as they made no effort to quiet their movements. Within minutes, they came across the tree where they had raised the deer.
Talorgan dropped his doe to the ground, panting from the fast pace they�d set, and waited for Tritus and Drust to lower their beasts down.
Today has been successful, he reflected. He was certain it was due to his efforts for the Samhain sacrifice. Cailleach was clearly well-pleased, and he was beloved. Why else would Cailleach grant them each a deer, he mused as he reached into his pouch for a hunk of dried meat. As he brought it to his lips, he heard a twig snap. He glanced at the sound, searching for the forest creature.
But it wasn�t a small animal. It was a stag�the king of the forest.
Some sixth sense alerted the other men that something was amiss, for Talorgan knew the exact moment they observed the stag, their bodies going completely still.
The stag lifted his head and pinned Talorgan with its dark, liquid brown eyes. Talorgan felt the connection like a punch in the gut. The stag didn�t shy away; it remained standing in place and eyed him warily. Talorgan�s eyes burned at the truth of what he saw, and he blinked, seeking transient relief. But as he broke eye contact with the stag, its dark eyes shifted, roving to the other men.
Talorgan couldn�t believe it. In all his lifetime, he�d only seen one stag before, when a hunter had returned to the village. He was a boy of ten summers, naive and easily influenced. In open-mouthed awe, he watched the hunter carrying the stag on bent shoulders through the village in boast, it�s incredible antlers majestic and proud. The village people had bowed their heads in supplication, acknowledging that the beast was sacred. A treasure of the forest.
He breathed in carefully, studying the stag in front of him. It appeared docile, its coat still; not a tremble to be seen.
This was not normal behavior for an animal. When faced with predators, they startled and ran. They didn�t stand there in challenge, unafraid and still. What was it doing? Was it waiting for something? Then he was struck by a thought. Was it a sign from Cailleach, another gift for his devotion?
Talorgan had just been thinking of her, basking in the aftermath of her favor. The stag had to be for him; there was no other explanation. Anticipation rippled down his spine. If I kill the stag, I will be touched by the gods and favored for my devotion!
Slowly, with fingers splayed and reaching�never once taking his eye off the stag�he grasped his bow, which lay next to him on the ground, and pulled an arrow from his sheath. Fortune favored him, for the stag swung its majestic gaze back toward Talorgan�s companions. He took the opportunity to swiftly raise his bow, notch the arrow and draw back. His heart was racing with adrenalin, his breath coming out in quick pants.
And just like the doe, the stag swung his head back, as if sensing the danger, but Talorgan didn�t hesitate, sighting the animal between the eyes. He pulled back a fraction more on the arrow and�
�NO!�
The shout cleaved the tense silence, and Talorgan jerked back involuntarily. Before he had time to understand what had happened, a sudden crushing weight smashed into his side. The arrow was released, and it whistled a foot past the stag�s head, thwacking solidly into the tree trunk behind.
The noise of the arrow hitting its mark startled the stag, and it suddenly came to life, turning swiftly away to gallop into the foliage. The rustling whisper of the leaves was the only evidence that it had been there. Talorgan watched it disappear with a crushing rage that built with each passing moment. He knew who his attacker was before looking to the side. The body was longer and taller than his brother; the muscles more solid and heavy.
Tritus.
Talorgan swiveled his head, capturing the man�s piercing green gaze. For a second, the world was still, and then he roared. Curling his fists, he threw a heavy punch at Tritus�s face. As his knuckles connected with Tritus�s raven-colored head, Talorgan reveled in the spray of blood that peppered his skin. Not hesitating, he used the momentum of his punch to lunge forward and push Tritus away before rolling to his feet in a flurry of swirling robes.
Clenching his fists at his sides, Talorgan ground his teeth and gave a savage snarl. �You bastard! You ruined my shot!�
Tritus was on his knees, a burgeoning bruise marking his jaw.
Drust stood a few feet away, confusion clouding his features. �Why did you do that, Tritus?� he asked. �Tal had first claim!�
Tritus pushed himself to his feet and said quietly, �She told us one deer.�
The air whooshed audibly from Drust�s mouth as recognition flickered across his face. He whispered, �One deer each we may take.�
�What? No!� shouted Talorgan. �He only says what he wants you to see, brother! Tritus doesn�t know our ways! He doesn�t know our gods!� He reached forward and grasped his brother�s arm, wrenching Drust to face him. �She favors me, brother!� he said harshly, stabbing a thumb to his chest. �She knows I am her loyal servant. The stag was sent as a gift. I know it!�
Drust swallowed and glanced at Tritus, before looking back to his brother. �You know how she favors her stags. The gods can be fickle and possessive of their things. How can we be sure?�
Talorgan whirled furiously, unable to stand still. �Did you not see how it came into the clearing just now, brother? Even with the three of us here, making no moves to keep quiet? Even with its sisters lying dead here in our presence?� he demanded, gesturing to the does which lay on the ground a few feet away. �It was sent to me as an offering! Standing there as if waiting for its sacrifice.�
Drust stared back at him, eyes widening at the implications behind his message.
Tritus interjected; his eyes resolute. �It wasn�t an offering,� he denied.
�What was it then?� Talorgan demanded.
Tritus�s voice was firm as he responded quietly. �It was a test.�
Talorgan snarled. �Do you believe this man, brother? This man�� he emphasized by stabbing a finger at Tritus ��who does not know our gods?�
Face tight with tension, Drust replied, �I heard Cailleach, Tal. She was adamant, and we promised to honor her wishes.�
�But that was regarding deer!� roared Talorgan. �She mentioned nothing of a stag!�
Had Tritus already changed Drust that much? Talorgan turned to face the man who had caused his heart to harden and blacken. This man who also called himself Druid. He spat at the ground, fighting the urge to pick up his bow again and fire an arrow into the Gaul�s heart.
Talorgan growled. Tritus was poison, and in more ways than one. He ached to ax the spread of it, to see the man dead. Of his own accord, a hand crept inside his robe, seeking the short dagger that was hidden within its folds. As his heart�s desire echoed in his mind, Talorgan ignored the cool voice of reason. But when he glanced at his brother and saw the sadness in Drust�s eyes, he stuttered, hesitating as he wrapped his hand around the worn handle of his dagger. Feeling the dagger in his grasp was powerful. It gave him the confidence to carry through with his desire. But that look on his brother�s face was as effective as a hand on his arm.
That look on Drust�s face told him it was too soon to take this man�s life. Drust would never forgive him. His brother still didn�t see the treachery yet, nor what the man had planned. The last thing Talorgan wanted was dissension with his twin.
He reluctantly released the dagger�s handle. As he withdrew his hand, aware that his brother tracked the movement, Talorgan comforted himself with the knowledge that it wouldn�t be today.
Not today, but soon.
Shifting his eyes from Tritus, Talorgan said aloud, �That promise was for your benefit! The promise was not required of me, for I was not there. Therefore, I live outside of those restrictions!�
�And did Cailleach share this with you herself?� Tritus asked.
His voice was mild, but the insinuation was the last straw. Already on a thin edge, Talorgan�s control snapped. He charged, his head hitting Tritus squarely in the gut. Tritus grunted, and they toppled backward. Scrambling, Talorgan launched himself over his foe, pinning Tritus to the ground, and without pausing to think, acted on pure instinct and threw a series of swift punches at Tritus�s face. This time, he didn�t deny his urges; this time, he fed the dark desires that raged inside him.
As his fists connected with skin and bone, Talorgan reveled in the impact that trembled up his arm. His lips curled into a feral smile as he let loose all the animosity he held toward this man.
Tritus bucked wildly beneath him, swinging blindly with one arm while raising the other to shield himself from Talorgan�s blows.
�STOP!� a loud voice boomed.
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The piercing shout reverberated like a huge drum. Tritus groaned and grabbed his head with both hands. The thumping pain that accompanied that voice was agonizing, worse than the blows Talorgan had rained down on him.
Talorgan had fallen to the side, legs scrambling underneath him as he erratically twisted his body into contorted positions on the forest floor, clutching at his head. Drust was similarly affected, kneeling on the ground, his upper body leaning over his knees as he cradled his skull, rocking backward and forward.
A keen wailing could be heard, and Tritus dimly registered through the pain that it was coming from them. Just when he thought he couldn�t take it any longer, a boom of thunder sucked the air from around them, and a blinding white light pierced the forest canopy.
The pain in his head was suddenly gone. Tritus raised an arm to cover his eyes, squinting against the bright light. He could just make out a blurred figure. At first, it appeared large and distorted.
He blinked and saw it clearly. It was the giant crone from before�the goddess Cailleach. And in a similar action to when they�d first met, she held Talorgan�s arrow in one hand. But this was different; it was as though her image wavered, half in this world, and half in the next.
A voice whispered in his head. This is just a mirage; she is more than just a hag.
Tritus blinked again, trying to focus his vision. He didn�t understand where that thought had come from, but his intuition told him there was truth in it. Willing his mind to clear, he closed his eyes, asking them to see what was really before him. And when he opened them, the vision had changed.
There was no longer an ugly crone there, but a woman.
She was tall and willow slim, clad in a virginal white dress with each of her slender arms encircled by a bronze arm torc. Her hair was pale as the moonlight and hung braided to her knees. On top of her head lay a crown of flowers in full bloom, securely fastened by thorny stems braided together.
Tritus made eye contact and immediately gasped. Her eyes were silver�a silver so bright they rivaled the twinkling of the stars at night. As he stared at her, he felt his eyes begin to burn, then well with tears. As though it was an effort to look upon such beauty. But it was more than that, he realized, for he could also feel his skin burning, as though he stood too close to a firepit.
There was a scent all around him, and it was all-encompassing: a hint of pine interlaced with the sharp bite of frost on a cold night. It was fresh and bright, as pure as she was. For she wasn�t just beautiful�she was exquisite, an ethereal beauty. In his bones, to the very depth of his being, Tritus understood that this woman held unimaginable power; it simmered just below the surface, an eternal flame that would never go out.
There was a disturbance to his right. The movement broke his trance, and he turned to see the brothers had dropped to their knees, heads bowed in supplication. He immediately followed suit, wondering if this beautiful woman was another goddess.
Her gaze lingered first on Drust, then Talorgan, before resting on his own. Tritus felt his chest squeeze violently as their gazes locked. Her eyes sparkled and spun, like a thousand droplets of water. They reminded Tritus of a whirlpool; the silver irises a vortex of speed, rotating dangerously around her black pupils.
�Rise.�
Her voice was like a melody, soft and musical. But as with Cailleach, he could feel his ears protesting, ringing with pain.
Tritus didn�t question her demand, pushing to his feet. He ignored the stiff joints and bruises already forming. Drust came to stand beside him, Talorgan falling on his other side.
The woman tilted her head, glancing first at the carcasses of the deer, then at them each in turn. �I see you have partaken of my gifts.�
Talorgan touched a hand to his brow, head bent in supplication as he answered, �Cailleach, we thank you for your blessing.�
Tritus froze. Cailleach? This was the crone from before? But why did she look so different? Where was the giant, grotesque hag from before?
�What do you think of my home?� she asked, raising her arms to encompass everything around her.
Tritus didn�t hesitate to respond. Looking her straight in the eye, he whispered, �It�s beautiful, just like you, my lady.�
�Tritus!� barked Drust.
Tritus heard the undercurrent of fear in his friend�s voice, as if afraid he�d insulted the goddess.
He glanced at Drust to find he was also staring at the woman, not with lust or admiration, but with deep-rooted fear. Looking to Talorgan, Tritus understood that he too was afraid, his features pinched and white as if disgusted at what he saw�as if she were still a crone!
Cailleach began to move toward him, and her voice was short as she asked, �Why are you not like the others, Tritus?�
�I don�t know what you mean, my lady.�
She smiled again, but this time it was different, cunning. Her arm lifted, and before he could move away, she rested her hand on his shoulder. In response, his head pounded unmercifully, a steady crushing beat that drowned out every thought and feeling. Gritting his teeth, he fought it, internally pushing against the insistent drumming, concentrating every single cell in his body on blocking that feeling.
He heard her gasp, then suddenly her hand was gone. Tritus opened his eyes to find her silver eyes were swirling viciously, her wide, feral smile replaced by a sudden tensing of her features. Her voice was almost a whisper, barely detected. �You are an anomaly�able to see past the veil.�
Tritus froze at her whispered confession. Was the crone from before just a mirage? One that only he could see through?
�No one has done that before,� she said aloud, her focus sharp on his face.
The ongoing visual connection was becoming too much. Tritus felt as if the air were being squeezed from his lungs. He would be unable to hold her gaze for much longer, but he refused to back down or show weakness. Just as he felt beads of sweat beginning to dust his brow, she said, �My curiosity has been piqued, but for now, I have other priorities to address.�
She dismissed Tritus, cutting her attention to the two men beside him, and he was finally able to take his first real breath.
�I have been watching you roam my forests and take down my animals. It is true that I granted you a boon this day�one deer each, I said. But,� she paused, and her voice was low and hard as she added, �One of you has exceeded the limits of my generosity.�
Tritus felt Talorgan flinch beside him.
Drust immediately interjected. �My brother was not there during your visit this morning.�
She turned her hard stare to Drust. Tritus noticed he was careful not to capture her gaze. �No, he wasn�t,� Cailleach acknowledged. �But the message was still shared.�
Drust couldn�t contain himself any longer. He burst out, �But he didn�t kill that stag, my lady!�
�Cease!� Talorgan snapped with surprising firmness.
Tritus was surprised when Drust clamped his lips together, his face pale and strained.
Talorgan didn�t spare a glance for his brother, his attention on the deity he saw before him. �My lady, I have wronged you. I am sorry for it and seek your forgiveness.�
Her voice was hard and cold to Tritus�s ears, and he imagined that if Drust and Talorgan saw the crone from before, their ears would ring with painful intensity. �You have disappointed me, Druid! By your robes, it is clear that you are one of our vassals, but that position does not make you worthy of more than I promised!�
A bitter breeze blew between them, its icy fingers lifting their clothing and finding the tender, warm skin underneath. Tritus shivered at the stark change in temperature.
But Cailleach was not finished. Her face dark, and brows slashed in a hard line, she opened her mouth and roared, �You did not heed my warning!�
As if punctuating her anger, that light breeze grew in velocity and became a raging torrent, whistling past Cailleach�s shoulders in an eerie, deadly shriek that hit Talorgan directly in the chest. He stumbled backward, both hands clutching his sternum as if to shield himself from her blow.
Tritus couldn�t help turning to stare at Cailleach, captivated by the image of her long ash-blond hair flung out like a pennant, her delicate white dress billowing behind her. It was her eyes that demanded his attention. Twin voids of power; they twinkled like cold stars in a night sky.
A chill coursed down his back, and it had nothing to do with the temperature. For Tritus understood that at that moment, they all stood on a precipice, at the mercy of this goddess�s whim.
As if sensing his intuition, Cailleach caught his gaze, and Tritus felt her displeasure as if it was a living, breathing thing. She stared directly at him as she cried out, �We must maintain the balance! Punishment cannot go unresolved. I grant this boon to you, Tritus, for you were the only one to warn him.�
Her words left a cold pit in the center of his stomach. Tritus couldn�t do what she asked. Not when he heard Drust�s distraught inhale.
�But my lady,� he protested, �I am not familiar with your world. The punishment would be unjustified.�
She growled, and it was as if she had become the crone again, although her visage remained the same lovely woman. Her lips thinned to a hard line of displeasure. �You think to question me? Either you make the call, or you all face a punishment of my choosing!�
Tritus froze, understanding that she would have no qualms in delivering the sentence. Bending his head in acknowledgment, he looked to Talorgan. The acolyte didn�t meet his gaze, instead staring resolutely ahead, still and unyielding. He did not beg, nor did he ask for mercy.
Tritus could feel Drust�s gaze on his face; could hear his silent pleading. He tried to ignore it, for his mind whispered that this was his chance to put Talorgan in his place. He considered his options. Tritus knew the goddess would not tolerate a light sentence and understood that if the punishment was not just, they would all risk her wrath.
�Well?� Her voice was a whiplash, reinforcing that she had lost all patience.
Sending Talorgan to his death would be a fair punishment, and it was what Cailleach expected, but Tritus did not want to lose his only friend. Clearing his throat, he said firmly, �For the wrongs done here today, Talorgan shall live on this mountain for the cycle of one moon every year, beginning at winter�s end. During that time, he must nourish the forest, planting seedlings and tending to the animals, repenting for his sins.�
Tritus glanced at Talorgan, noting the clenched jaw and fisted hands at his side, and added, �During this time, he must not hunt any animals, but instead forage from the forest or live off the provisions that he has carried in from the village.�
There was a sudden silence after he�d finished, as they all pondered his sentence. The goddess broke it first.
�Your choice is intriguing. You know he holds only ill toward you, yet you still choose mercy.� The full force of her gaze met his own, and Tritus willed himself not to flinch. �Why did you not choose death? It was within reason for the crime.�
Feeling all eyes on him, Tritus replied, �He is selfish, believing all things are available for his taking.� He broke his gaze from the goddess to look directly at Talorgan. �He needs to learn humility, kindness, and respect, and this sentence will teach him that.�
Talorgan stiffened, and Tritus understood he viewed the punishment not for the lesson it was, but as a flagship�a loss of standing, a fall in power.
The goddess began to smile. �Very well then, Druid. You have convinced me. It is a fitting punishment and one which I accept. However, the bearer must also have a say.� She turned to Talorgan. �What say you, acolyte? Do you accept this punishment, or would you desire a clean death of my choosing?�
Tritus felt Drust tense beside him, aware that he was afraid of his brother�s decision. Talorgan�s pride could mean his end in this world. Death would be a cleaner punishment and one that would not result in shame or ridicule.
Talorgan raised his head, and even though his eyes blazed with fury at the corner he�d been put into, he replied, �I accept.�

27
Gage

I glanced in the rear-view mirror to check on Brydie again. Her head was tilted to one side, her breathing rhythmic. My jaw relaxed at the sight. She needed the rest, and I wouldn�t take it from her. God knows she wouldn�t get much soon. I wasn�t lying when I had said her training started now. As soon as we got to the Estate, it would begin in earnest.
My side pinched as I shifted in my seat, the bullet moving infinitesimally forward. I grimaced at the sharp bite of pain. My magic reserves had begun to replenish, thanks to some protein bars Ian had silently passed over to me. And now that Brydie was asleep, I could finally deal with it. I hadn�t wanted her concern; that was a line that couldn�t be crossed.
As Ian drove into the dark Scottish night, I placed my hand on my right side, directly under the bullet�s entry point. Gritting my teeth to hold back a curse, I sent a small, internal push, urging the bullet to exit by the path it had entered. Thankfully, due to its impact with the Corvette�s door, it hadn�t gone in too deep, missing all my vital organs. I gave a grunt as the bullet dropped into my hand. My flesh proceeded to knit together neatly. I gasped as the last of the wound sealed up, tasting the sharp tang of iron in my mouth.
Too soon; it had been too soon. Still, now we were with Ian, and almost at his warded apartment, I could lie low for a few hours and build up my strength.
�When are you going to tell her?� asked Ian, his voice low in the quiet of the cab.
�She doesn�t need to know,� I snapped.
His hands tensed on the wheel. �She�s Brydie�s best friend, Gage, the only person she has left from her old world.� Ian pulled his eyes off the road and glanced at me, his face set. �She�s going to find out sooner or later�wouldn�t it be best to tell her now?�
I growled. �Now isn�t the time, Ian!�
�Why not? You could lose her.�
�I�ll never lose her,� I said flatly. �The prophecy binds us together�forever.�
�Unless one of you dies,� Ian interjected. �But that�s not the point. The longer you hide Chloe�s identity from her, the bigger the shitstorm will be on the other side.�
I knew that, but I had no choice.
Chloe�s unveiling had been a surprise. I almost missed it; it was a move so insignificant that it could easily have been overlooked. I was watching them at the airport, noting how quiet Brydie was, how uncomfortable in large crowds. They shared an emotional goodbye before Brydie and Chloe�s parents left, heading back to their car. But for some reason, I lingered, watching as Chloe lined up for her security check. She bent down to fix the strap of her sandal. My eyes tracked the movement, and it was then that I�d glimpsed the tattoo on her right ankle. The symbols were achingly familiar, and I instantly understood what they�d meant.
The problem was, as I stared at that tattoo, I knew it was already too late. There was no way I could stop Chloe from boarding the plane without breaking my cover. Talorgan�s spies were everywhere. If he�d gotten wind of the fact that there was another descendant, he would have taken her.
I could manage Brydie; she came with limited baggage. But Chloe was another matter. She had family ties here; extraction would be difficult. Regardless, all that was beside the point when my priority was and always would be, the Daughter of Winter. It was ingrained in me to protect Cailleach�s descendant, even at the cost of losing another. Besides, there was still time, for once Brydie was sequestered at the Estate where Talorgan couldn�t touch her, I would then be able to bring Chloe in. As the fifth descendant, she was the last piece to the puzzle, and we needed her.
Telling Brydie now would be detrimental�having to explain why I�d let Chloe go, even more so. Brydie needed to trust me, and so far, I�d done a crap job of that, literally drugging and kidnapping her. I didn�t care; I�d taken the safe path and damn the consequences.
Brydie�s sole focus for the coming weeks would be on awakening her magic. Thereafter, it would be about building her strength and honing her abilities. The overall focus would be on the tasks she needed to overcome, deciphering the prophecy, and, most importantly, that final altercation with Talorgan. Worrying about what and where her best friend was, wasn�t going to facilitate that. If anything, it would hinder her progress. The best decision was to keep what I�d learned from Brydie�until I�d brought Chloe to the Estate.
�There�ll be no shitstorm,� I replied firmly to Ian, my voice brokering no argument. �Brydie will understand when the time comes. In the meantime, I�ve got McKenzie watching Chloe. She�ll know if Talorgan�s near. If there�s ever any question that Chloe comes under his radar, I�ll be there.�
Ian whistled through his teeth. �That�s a huge gamble. What if you can�t reach her in time?�
�What would you have had me do otherwise, Ian? Leave Brydie?� I snarled, my temper overcoming my good intentions to keep this discussion civil. He kept pushing, and my patience was wearing thin.
Ian made a non-committal answer, but I wasn�t done. �Do you think you can protect her in my absence?� I taunted him softly. �I made a choice, Ian: Brydie or Chloe. You can�t deny it was the right one.�
Ian blinked but didn�t say a word.
�Exactly,� I said softly.
His fingers flexed on the steering wheel, the only sign I�d pissed him off. �Everyone knows you made the right choice, Gage, but there�s no excuse for not sharing the news with her. Think about Saul�keeping him in the dark hasn�t ended well.�
I lanced him with a hard stare and growled a warning. �Leave my son out of it!�
It was another loose end that I needed to address, and all because I�d trusted in Nora; that she would end the prophecy as she�d thought. Saul was already nine years old, and like Brydie, was ignorant as hell about the prophecy. I hadn�t wanted to burden my son with its heavy shadow, especially as we all believed Nora would end it, but that reason was now void given the events of the last few days. Saul had to be made aware of his legacy as soon as possible. Especially as he was almost ten, the age when we started to show Druidic tendencies.
�Fine,� Ian snapped, slamming a hand on the wheel. �But if you fuck this up, you�ll have all of us to answer to�and I�m not just talking about the descendants, I�m talking about our clan.�
�I don�t give a fuck about The Oaken Tree!� I snarled in response. �They denied their right to a say when they ignored our call for aid to bring Brydie in.�
�I was as angry as you were, Gage,� said Ian softly. �But they�re scared. You know they were only protecting their young. I know you don�t want to hear it, but if Saul were in their care, you would have made the same decision, regardless of whether it was their war or not.�
I gritted my teeth and looked away. Ian had me by the balls. Releasing a breath, I replied, �We�re Druids, Ian, every last one of us, whether we�re Dormant or not. When combined, we have enough power to ward off any evil. You know as well as I do; we need everyone�s support to win this war. The descendants alone are not enough. The Oaken Tree is our clan, and they�re expected to help, especially given their ancient tie to Cailleach. Every time they fail to support us, Talorgan�s confidence grows, and ours wanes.�
Ian sighed. �I�m not arguing with you on that, Gage, but the only way you�ll get their support is if you work with them, not against them.�
I didn�t respond. The truth was, I had no faith that The Oaken Tree would ever change their position. They�d stood on the sideline for too many generations to repent now.
As the vehicle ate up the miles, and the sky began to lighten, I again questioned if the descendants were prophecy or coincidence. Two of them were my closest friends, and all three of us were renegades�outcasts of the clan. Then there was Brydie and Chloe, both completely unaware of the legacy they�d inherited, but bonded by a close friendship. Was that chance? It didn�t feel like it; the odds were too high.
And how were we meant to overcome the tasks ahead if we had no support from The Oaken Tree? Deep in my gut, I knew we wouldn�t. The odds were too impossible, and we would need their support for what was to come.
What I also knew was that Brydie definitely couldn�t lead us. Not only was she not a leader, but she knew nothing of our history or of the task we had ahead. I did�and I was more than capable. For Saul�s life, for my brother�s, I would make sure of it.
The End
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