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      WADING THROUGH THE night’s drifts in the Great Wood slowed Rowan Thomas’s gait to a shivering shuffle. Winter had white-washed the Scottish Highlands so thoroughly the world resembled an over-filled snow globe. Sunlight flung around blinding, glittery light as it ricocheted off the ice crystals furring every branch, rock and bush. Appreciating all the frosty beauty might have been easier if the biting cold hadn’t already numbed Rowan’s nose and ears.

      Dumping the two heavy, steaming buckets she carried also might have allowed her to move faster. But the fourteenth century didn’t provide heat or indoor plumbing. When Rowan wanted to bathe with something other than semi-frozen basin water she had to pay a visit to Dun Mor’s subterranean thermal spring. Because she liked being clean, lugging her own bath water to the stables where she now lived and worked had become a daily chore.

      “I had to be born a girl,” Rowan muttered as she stepped over a mound of frozen rocks. “Men never care if they’re dirty or smelly. It’s proof of their manliness. Regular clan guys probably come home every night covered with mud and blood and say to the wife, ‘Look at me, I worked hard today slaughtering the laird’s enemies with my trusty long sword. Now get me a mead.’”

      The toe of her boot hit a buried root, and she nearly fell face-first into a drift. As she jerked back water sloshed out of her buckets and soaked her trousers.

      “Great.” She set down the buckets to survey the sopping mess she’d made of herself. “I should forget the wash and see if there’s anyone the chieftain wants butchered.”

      A tall, lean figure blocked out the sun.

      “Or maybe not,” Rowan said as she hefted the half-empty buckets and went around Taran Skaraven.

      Ever since the clan’s horse master had returned from the McAra stronghold she hadn’t spoken a single word to him. She’d begged him to let her go along with the clan, and help save her sister, but he’d forced her to stay behind. He wasn’t speaking to her either, but he hardly spoke to her anyway. She didn’t care. She could deal with the tension between them, which had grown so huge it made the air almost seethe with everything they weren’t saying to each other.

      Taran might be the most mysterious, closed-mouthed, hard-headed Skaraven in the bunch, but Rowan had her own secret now.

      Inside the stables the warm, earthy scent of hay, leather and horses wrapped around Rowan like the hug she would never get from its master. She headed for the back room where they washed up, determined to get the one thing she wanted for herself done. She put down the buckets by the threshold and took off her wet boots and the trews she’d stolen from Taran’s garment trunk. Tossing the dripping trousers over her shoulder, she emptied one bucket into the other. As she carried the full one inside, she kicked the door shut behind her.

      “Rowan.” The shadows of Taran’s boots appeared under the door’s bottom gap. “Speak to me.”

      She took a moment to gloat over the fact that he’d caved in first. Then the weird need to do whatever he asked kicked in, and she had to talk.

      “What do you want me to say?” she asked as she stripped naked, and took down a shallow tub from its shelf. “It’s freezing outside? Did you see all the new snow that fell last night? Sorry about getting your pants wet? Please, be more specific.”

      The door creaked as if Taran were leaning against it. “I ken how trying ’tis been for you, my lady.”

      “Wow, you do?” Rowan reached for a clean rag to wet and smear the slimy brown stuff that the clan used as soap. “So, you ken what it is to be snatched from the twenty-first century by crazy druids and their monsters? Or what it’s like to be dragged back to Medieval Fun World here, and be starved and beaten for weeks? Say, did your sister get you an extra-special whipping that made you wish you were dead? That would be before she decided she didn’t need you anymore, by the way.”

      Taran didn’t reply.

      “Don’t get me wrong. There have been a few perks.” Rowan began scrubbing herself with the cloth. “Like how we got rescued by the Skaraven. Well, by Cade, but he’s part of the clan, right? All for one, one for all. No, that was those French guys. Forget that. Anyway, one night on the run there I even kept us from starving by stealing chestnuts from a squirrel stash. The survival skills I’ve learned are just awesome. Have to admit, I never stole food from rodents while being hunted like an animal in my time.”

      The door creaked again. “Rowan, please.”

      “No, really, I can’t complain. So what if the other kidnapped gals keep getting enslaved by your clan’s battle spirits and then killed horribly? The Skaraven have been decent enough to fall in love with them, and raise them from the dead as immortals. Except me. I’m the big mortal pain that everyone except you avoids. You use me like cheap day labor, and I let you because, well, I don’t have anyone.” She reached for the dipper and stepped into the shallow empty tub. “Yeah, I think that about covers it. Your turn now.”

      Rowan waited for him to say something as she sluiced off the soap with the dipper, saving just enough water to dump over her head for a final rinse. Only when she’d dried off did she realize that she hadn’t brought a change of clothes down from the hayloft. Wrapping herself in Taran’s red and black tartan, she shoved the door open. Looking at the horse master made her forget everything but him, so Rowan stared at her bare toes.

      “Anything else you want to chat about, Boss?” she asked with forced cheer. “Or can I get dressed and ready for another fun-filled day of stable hand duty?”

      He stepped closer. “You have me, my lady.”

      That she did, and Rowan saw it as soon as she met his gaze. Taran had eyes so beautiful and vividly-colored it almost hurt to look into them. She’d gotten lost in all that lovely blue-green too many times. She knew better than to do this. Yet here she stood, sinking into the colors of him again, while he did the same.

      Since the moment they’d met they had been completely obsessed with each other, and Rowan hadn’t a clue as to why.

      Without a doubt Taran was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen in her life. She couldn’t stop from adoring the hard, handsome planes of his face, framed by hair so fair it could have been spun from sun-gilded clouds. The rest of him, all muscle and smooth skin, pulled at her like barbed hooks in her chest. The strangest part of their reciprocal fascination was how familiar it felt. She knew this man, when she’d never seen him before in her life.

      Yet with seven hundred years separating their times, how could she?

      Every time this happened he ripped away at her anger and disappointment and confusion until all that was left was Taran, made her universe.

      And oh, God, he was reaching for her now.

      “Don’t do that,” she said quickly.

      Her heart fluttered in her chest like a trapped, frightened wren. Any physical contact made them forget the rest of the world, often for hours. After the first couple of times they’d whammied each other, all touching had become strictly forbidden by mutual agreement.

      The reminder made the horse master drop his hand, and clench it into a fist. “’Tis unbearable at times, no’ to touch you.”

      Rowan’s heart had hit rock-bottom days ago. Now it bored through the rock to go deeper. This nameless, terrifying thing between them was torturing him as much as her.

      “Please,” she tried, yet again. “Let’s tell someone. There has to be a reason for it. We could talk to Ruadri, Emeline, even Brennus, but we can’t go on keeping this secret.”

      He shook his head. “I cannae yet.”

      Rowan knew that was all the explanation she’d get. “Then why keep me? You don’t need me here.” Every member of the clan took care of their own mount and stall. She did mostly busy work around the stables, and chopped firewood for the stronghold. She’d already piled so many cords in the storage sheds there wasn’t room for any more. “Let me move back to the stronghold. I’ll find something to do for Brennus. Every castle needs a good carpenter.”

      Taran’s jaw tightened. “’Tis what you wish, to leave me?”

      Now Rowan wanted to throw up, just for suggesting it. “I don’t know what else to do. I can’t fix this. I don’t even know what this is. You make me angry all the time, and I say horrible things to you. I know I’m hurting you, and that’s the last thing I want, but I can’t stop myself.”

      “I dinnae care.” He dragged in a deep breath. “Stay.”

      “Fine.” She closed her eyes, the only thing that would clear her head of him, and when she opened them again he was halfway across the stables.

      Rowan climbed up to the hayloft, and raided his trunk. Because he was so big, she had to roll up the trousers and the sleeves and and tuck in the long shirts. But otherwise, every garment seemed as though she might have chosen them herself.

      Once she’d gotten dressed and pulled on her spare pair of boots she braided back her damp hair and covered it with a bandana. Unable to resist, she glanced over the edge of the loft. Taran had saddled Gael, the big white stallion he liked to ride. The horse stood watching her with his big dark eyes. It would have creeped her out except for one thing: the damn stallion looked almost sorry for her.

      “Oh, bite me,” Rowan muttered, and sat down on a hay bale to wait for Taran to ride off.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Guiding Geal out of the stables cleared Taran’s head enough that he could think of something other than Rowan Thomas. He’d been riding every day in pursuit of the same clarity, but leaving her resolved nothing. The moment he returned he would lose whatever detachment and distance he’d gained from her. As soon as he saw or heard or even smelled the dark lass, all of his senses focused on her. Rowan had become everything to him.

      Yet he truly knew nothing of her.

      Taran had watched his chieftain and clan brothers as they gave their hearts to their mates. Love seemed woven from mutual bonds of desire and affection. What he felt for Rowan had no such twining. The other Skaravens’ battle spirits had marked their women as chosen, while his own centaur spirit seemed completely indifferent to his dark lass.

      The other men had dreamt of their mates before being awakened to immortality, and had spoken of visions of the women being taken by the famhairean from the future. Taran had never once dreamt or envisioned Rowan at any time in his mortal or immortal existence. Yet the moment he’d found her sleeping in his hayloft, he’d recognized her. He knew in his bones that he had been watching for her, waiting for her to come to him. Until she’d arrived he hadn’t been aware of it.

      He wished he loved Rowan, for it would give a name to his need for her. When he looked upon her dark beauty, no tender thoughts filled his head. Indeed, he knew only one savage surety, which he had no right to feel at all.

      She belongs to me. No other.

      As Gael navigated his way through the drifts Taran summoned his battle spirit, and let his mind open to the stallion. Horses didn’t think in words and concepts like humans, but in images and sensory memories. To Gael the morning was snow and light, the path they rode, the trails through the forest concealed around them and yet remembered. A flash of galloping through a winter day like this while being trained by the McAra flickered through Taran’s mind. Another, more intense memory of a squealing, high-tailed mare releasing her water in a smaller pasture followed.

      “’Tis no’ about that,” he muttered to his mount.

      The stallion shook his head as if to disagree. To an alpha horse like Gael, females separated from the herd had but one purpose—breeding—so he didn’t comprehend his master’s dilemma. The sound of another rider approaching them brought the stallion to full alertness. Taran knew from the scent that it was Liath, the muscular gray stallion belonging to Cadeyrn, the Skaraven war master.

      “Fair morning, Brother,” Cadeyrn said as he rode up alongside him, his golden eyes studying him with the customary intensity of his owl battle spirit. “If you mean to ride every morn I should put you on patrol duty.”

      “Do as you wish,” Taran replied and felt the two stallions give each other the grudgingly tolerant greetings of well-trained alphas through ear movements and chuffed breaths. He should do the same with Cade. “What do you outside this early?”

      The war master’s mouth twisted as he reached under his tartan and produced a sack overflowing with bright orange berries.

      “Lily asked me to gather these for her before the birds have them all.”

      “Rowan berries,” Taran said, nearly tripping on the words. He ought to snatch the fruits from Cadeyrn’s hand and crush them. “Your lady’s mistaken if she means to cook with them. They’re more bitter than vetch.” As was his dark lass of the same name.

      “Aye, and so I told her, but she swears stuffed in venison they make a haunch worthy of the Gods.” The war master replaced the sack and glanced back along the path to the stables. “So, has your own prickly lady yet lost her sourness for you?”

      “I’ve no claim on Rowan,” Taran said and tightened his grip on Gael’s reins, causing the stallion to go still. “She’s good with the mounts, and a fine hand with an axe. But ’tis all she does or shall do for me. Should you forget, she’s a facking druidess.”

      Cadeyrn’s smile faded. “Aye, and we’ve four more in the stronghold.”

      Taran felt instantly ashamed of his outburst. “Forgive me. I meant no disrespect toward your Lily or the others. They’ve proven their worth over and again.”

      “But no’ Rowan, even while she toils each day for you without relief.” Before he could reply the war master held up his hand. “’Tis no’ my concern what stone she’s lodged under your heel. You say naught, ’tis enough for me. Only ken she’s yet mortal, and beneath that unruly temper, troubled deep.”

      “You’ve felt it, then,” Taran said, his voice less tight. As Cade nodded, Taran let Gael’s reins go slack in his fist. “I reckoned the work would help her gain some peace.” And give him time to fathom what she had done to him.

      The war master grunted. “She’s cut enough firewood to last the clan three winters, and yet casts dark looks at anyone who dares approach her. She’s refused to speak to her sister, Perrin, since she mated with Kanyth. She stirs Lily’s temper, so I put much effort in keeping their paths apart. Brennus himself gives her a wide berth, and our chieftain fears no one.”

      “’Tis but her shield, the anger, to hold off new hurts.” Taran dragged his hand through his hair. “She’s as a mare beaten an inch from death, Cade, and then set free. All she wishes to do is run.”

      “’Tis no creature more dangerous than one so wounded,” Cadeyrn told him. “You may gentle her yet, but take care, Brother. Behind that fiery temper I’ll wager she’s an unsheathed blade, held at ready.”
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      IN THE RUINS of the Wood Dream settlement snow drifted down on Oriana Embry’s borrowed cloak. The flakes clung together, crusting on the gray wool atop the dirt and food stains that already marred it. Murdina Stroud had bestowed it on her as some great boon instead of the rag in want of burning that it was. Yet Hendry Greum had summoned Oriana along with his famhairean to attend him. As fond as the druid was of listening to himself, she might have to stand out in the wind half the morning. Being forced to become the ally of two mad druids and their army of wooden men grated on her still. Yet if she wished to see the Skaraven Clan dead, she had to do this—for now.

      ’Twill be worth my vengeance on those facking highlanders.

      She hated this place, so cold and dead it felt like an enormous tomb. The spell that had cut it off from the living world hovered over them like a shroud. Dead more than twelve centuries now, the druid tribe that had been slaughtered here had been poor and unimportant. What little they’d left behind lay in crumbled, moldering ruins. That they had never returned to reclaim their territory and rebuild their settlement disgusted her. After reincarnating, the Wood Dream must have scattered to the winds, too fearful to finish what they had started.

      Never would that be her lot. She had devoted herself to joining forever with Gwyn Embry, her soul-mate in every lifetime. That she had not yet achieved that only made her more determined.

      “Do you see my struggles now, dearest love?” Oriana murmured under her breath. “’Tis all for you, Gwyn. Each moment I suffer, every indignity I must endure. I bear them all gladly on your behalf. I would walk naked through a burning bramble patch to show you–”

      “We go, find pretties?” a scratchy voice grated above her head.

      “No’ as yet,” Oriana said but didn’t bother to look up at Tri, whose damaged mind barely permitted him to speak coherently. For some reason the scarred-faced giant had taken a liking to her, and it made her want to set fire to him. “Master Greum wishes us to gather and listen to him.”

      “Wood Dream vow, no harm Tri.” The giant clamped a big arm around her, squeezing until her ribs creaked. “No harm Tri’s wee lass.”

      “Dinnae squash her so, lad,” Murdina said as she joined them. Although Oriana suspected the other druidess to be an ancient old crone, the illusion spell masking her made her appear as young as a novice. “You ken ’twill make her brains leak from her ears. Then Hendry will grow angry, and Dirkus shall have to feed her to his pigs.” She frowned. “No, the Romans gutted him. I should have helped.”

      The old druidess often rambled on as if she yet lived the mortal life that had ended twelve centuries past. Oriana could almost smell the sickness of her mind, growing like the stink of a filthy dog covered by wet wool.

      It took the giant another moment to understand her meaning. “Tri sorry, Murdina.”

      As the giant released her Oriana rubbed her sore side under the cloak. “My thanks, my lady.”

      Once she had her vengeance on the Skaraven the old druidess would be the first she’d turn into a revenant. Maybe she’d let her rot until her parts began dropping off, and then at her leisure feed them to some real swine.

      A moment later Hendry Greum walked into the center of the gathering. Cloaked in a body illusion like his mate, he resembled a tall, dark young druid. His presence commanded attention from the famhairean, who gazed upon him as if a God had fallen to the mortal realm. Yet whenever Oriana looked directly into his scum-green eyes she shivered a little. She suspected that no magic known to druid kind could stand against the ruthless fury howling inside Hendry, not even her own deadly bone-conjuring skills.

      An elbow thumped sharply against Oriana’s bruised ribs, making her bite back a moan.

      “Dinnae gaze upon him so,” Murdina said in a fierce whisper. “He’s my mate.”

      Demurely lowering her lashes, Oriana said, “Forgive me, my lady.”

      She decided that once she resurrected the daft old cow she’d make her tear off parts of herself and feed them to pigs while Oriana watched.

      “My thanks for attending me,” Hendry was saying as he looked around at his famhairean. “While the Gods denied us the victory we deserved, we learned much from the attack on the McAra stronghold.” He gestured to Dha, the largest of the giants, who brought forth an old gourd and placed it atop the stone pillar next to the druid. “We’ve found the method with which to end our immortal enemy. Behold, a Skaraven head.” He produced a stone axe, and handed it to the giant.

      Dha took the axe, swinging it into the air above his head before bringing it down. He struck the gourd with such force that it exploded, pelting the other giants with its fragments.

      “’Tis best to strike them at the neck, like so,” Hendry continued, and took the axe from Dha to demonstrate the placement of the blade. “With such a stroke you may assure they shallnae heal.”

      “We’ve too few to face them again, Wood Dream.” That was Aon, the leader of the giants, who came to loom over Hendry. “Even with all returned to new forms, ’twill no’ be enough.”

      “Aye,” the druid said and handed him the axe. “If we’re to put the clan back into the dirt, we need more fighters. Three for every Skaraven should do well, I reckon. Come.” He turned and walked off toward the forest.

      Murdina gave Oriana a push. “Dinnae stand there. Follow him.”

      Trudging through the snow between Tri and the mad druidess, Oriana let herself dream a little. She knew Gwyn was watching her from the well of stars, where he must silently be longing for her loving presence. That they had been separated again by his death didn’t perturb her. Through every incarnation that they’d shared they had been cruelly parted. With her practice of dark magic, she knew she could never follow him to the afterlife, but she’d found a way to wait for him in the mortal realm. In the years ahead, he would come back for her, his beautiful old soul encased in some young body. This time, however, she would show him that he never had to die again.

      The giants stopped in a clearing covered in slushy mud and wood chips, but Oriana didn’t understand why until she saw what had been done to the dozens of old trees surrounding it. Each giant oak had been stripped of its bark and branches, and hewn into the rough shape of a man.

      “These we shall fashion into new fighters,” Hendry said as he walked up to one of the totems and rested his hand on its broad chest. “Made of sacred oak, they shall be invincible.”

      Murdina skipped forward and threw her arms around the oak, hugging it with glee.

      Aon came to survey the work. “Wood Dream remembers the old ways. Honor us. Yet you cannae make these become as we’ve done.”

      “We don’t need new famhairean, my friend,” the druid assured him. “We need defenders to stand with us against the Skaraven. These shall serve us, just as you once protected our tribe.”

      “As guardians?” That question came from Ochd, who now looked and acted so human Oriana would never have guessed that he’d been carved from a tree a thousand years ago. Hendry spent much time refining him into human form, although the reason for it had never been offered. “You mean to bespell them to defend us?”

      Without answering him Hendry gestured around the clearing. “Together we’ll carve hundreds of new totems, which shall serve as our front line in battle. They will capture our attackers, pin them down and hold them fast for you to dispatch. If the Skaraven try to run, they shall chase them down and crush them. The next battle with that wretched clan shall be our last, brothers. I swear it.”

      For the first time since coming to the settlement Oriana felt pleased. Perhaps Hendry had found the means with which to overwhelm and destroy the Skaraven. Nothing had given her as much satisfaction, except the memory of the moment when she had killed Bhaltair Flen.

      As the famhairean gathered around Hendry and the totem that Murdina had yet to stop embracing, Oriana noticed Ochd slipping away from the gathering and disappearing into the woods. Since all of the giants stayed together at the settlement unless ordered otherwise by Hendry, it struck her as odd. Just how human had the famhair become? Enough to betray his creators, and turn his back on his crackle-faced brethren?

      Edging away behind the backs of the giants, Oriana turned and followed Ochd’s trail through the snow. It wound through the trees and into a thick grove of dead pines. There his footprints ended, and she turned around looking for him until she spotted a familiar silhouette under one of the trees.

      “Why come you here?” she asked as she walked up to the giant. When he didn’t reply or move, she nudged him with her boot. “I ken you dinnae sleep during the day.”

      Ochd slowly fell over and sprawled on the ground.

      Fascinated now, Oriana straddled the famhair and rolled him onto his back. His lifeless features stared up blindly at her, no more animated than Hendry’s crudely-carved totems. Summoning her power, Oriana placed her hand on the famhair’s chest and murmured a seeking spell. Her fingers turned transparent and sank into his strange body as she closed her eyes.

      As immortals the giants had very distinct souls, and yet she could not feel Ochd’s within the confines of the form. She had no doubt he had abandoned the body, and began to withdraw her hand when something else brushed up against her power.

      Another soul—no, two more—trapped deep inside the giant. One gentle, one savage, they seemed oblivious to her as they struggled, locked together in a hopeless tangle. She also felt the connection they shared with Ochd, forged by some terrible melding. If he did not soon return to the body, the tether would disembody the muddled spirits and drag them to wherever the giant had gone. Some terrible power had eternally bound the trapped souls to his spirit.

      Oriana carefully drew out her hand and sat back to study the body. Flesh could not naturally contain more than one soul, but the famhairean had been created from sacred oak. The ancient power of the trees had mastered time itself. For all the magic that druid kind wielded they were as infants to the groves. Yet those oaks had remained uncorrupted and inviolate. Now she understood how the giants had been changed into vicious monsters, and why. She doubted Hendry and Murdina possessed any awareness of it.

      “Good lad,” Oriana murmured as she pushed the famhair back up into his sitting position.

      She walked slowly back to the clearing, where Hendry and Aon had begun marking other dead trees for carving. Glancing around at the other famhairean made Oriana chuckle. The lovers had no inkling that their beloved caraidean might be even more crazed than they were.

      “Master Greum,” she said. When the druid eyed her, Oriana let her voice quiver. “While I went walking just now I found the famhair who seems so human. He sits alone in a pine grove, and doesnae move nor speak. Mayhap he’s fallen sick?”

      “You speak of Ochd?” Hendry demanded, and when she nodded he regarded Aon. “Go with the lass and see to our brother.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Murdina put her back against the totem and watched as Aon went off with Oriana. Her gaze moved to her beloved’s face as he did the same. Since the interloper had come to the settlement he could hardly take his eyes off the conniving little wench.

      In the past Murdina had never trifled with other females. Her own mother had resented and despised her for her peculiarities, which had also frightened the other novices among the tribe. She in turn felt nothing but contempt for their dull, placid natures. All of the Wood Dream had feared Hendry even more so, for his dark moods made him dangerous to vex. Too often his razing power had flared out of control when he became angry.

      It never worried Murdina. She’d often thought being gifted and yet so unloved among their own people had fashioned them perfect for each other.

      Oriana did not seem to hate or fear Hendry. When she wasn’t making herself useful to Murdina’s mate she followed him about like some puppy, eager for his attention. Aye, the little druidess did all she could to draw his approval. Her shrewish face and weasel’s eyes held no true beauty, but the wench had the bloom and strength of youth. That rankled Murdina, for beneath the illusion Hendry had cast over her remained the ugliness of her own wrinkled skin and thinning, graying hair.

      Then too there was the question of what would become of them after the reckoning. Ochd would have his brood mare on which to sire the first of his bloodline. Hendry had vowed to spend eternity with Murdina.

      What would become of sly Oriana? Did she imagine she would share in Hendry’s love? Or had she reckoned to steal it for herself?

      “Beloved mine,” Hendry said softly as he drew her away from the totem, clasping her hands in his. “The reckoning has come within our reach at last. Before the thaw comes we shall prevail over the Skaraven. After the clan falls, so too shall druid and mortal kind.” He traced a fingertip over the line between her brows. “What makes you frown so?”

      “Naught that shall long endure, my love,” she assured him. “Where keep you the stone axes now?”
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      YEARS OF DODGING her adoptive mother had taught Rowan the best way to be sneaky: right out in the open. As a kid she had pretended to hate running errands and doing yard work when they had given her the only chances she had to escape Marion’s evil eye. She applied the same logic now as she groused about exercising Ceann, Ailpin’s injured mount, with a short daily ride.

      “If we lived somewhere with a little flat land we could put you out to pasture,” she told the tan and black gelding as she finished buckling the bridle. “But no, these guys had to build their castle under a landslide in the big dark slopey woods.”

      Ceann, who had been sulky and nippy ever since returning without his rider, slapped her with his long dark tail.

      “Keep it up,” she warned him as she checked his flank wound for signs of infection. “I’ll get the trimming shears and make myself some horse hair extensions.”

      Taran hadn’t come back yet from his morning ride, so she hung a drying blanket over the door of the gelding’s stall. As soon as he saw it he’d know she was out riding Ceann, and probably pop a mental bottle of champagne. When she returned she’d bitch about the chore again, just for good measure.

      “All right, Slappy.” She swung up into the saddle, settling into the leather-covered wooden seat and taking up the reins. “Let’s go do something we’re not supposed to.”

      As she rode out from the stables Rowan didn’t try to stay out of sight. She’d learned that the clan’s patrols never used the same routes when riding, and often doubled back at random times, just to be extra vigilant. They all knew her on sight, but she tried to talk out loud to the gelding so they’d hear her, too.

      “So, I’m thinking I should get my own plaid now,” Rowan said as she guided the mount to the old trail she’d found that led due west. “The problem is what color combo to go with. I like the red and black, but then Brennus and Taran and I would be too matchy-matchy. I look good in blue and black, but my sister and her new hub got dibs there. Why aren’t there any pink tartans? Perrin’s all about girl colors. Or purple. Is that like only-the-king-may-wear-it in this time, or what?”

      She heard two male voices murmuring behind her, but kept a steady pace. Unlike the patrols she took the same route every day, and after the first few encounters the men had stopped intercepting her. The fact they no longer checked on her didn’t make her relax. Cade had told her that the Skaraven had been trained to be completely unpredictable.

      Finally, the patrol moved on, and Rowan urged Ceann into a faster walk. After another mile she reached the cave where she had been stashing her big secret. Ceann reacted by rearing his head and whinnying sharply.

      “Don’t even think about it, Sulky,” she warned the gelding as she dismounted and tethered him to a bush by the dark, narrow opening. She drew the blade she kept tucked in her boot before she stepped inside. “I’m here.”

      Wood creaked and dragged, and Rowan backstepped as the oak she’d sculpted into a wooden version of Taran emerged from the shadows. Since the last time she’d seen Ochd in his new body he’d undergone more changes, refining his limbs and coloring. The last of the skin crackling had disappeared, and he’d changed his eyes to a flat blue. His hair remained a dark, lifeless brown, but he still looked enough like Taran to make her blink.

      “Fair morning, my lady,” Ochd said as he smiled at her as much as his stiff face would allow. “I bring troubling news.”

      Her spy never brought any other kind. “Tell me.”

      As Ochd related Hendry’s plan to build an army of totems to fight alongside the famhairean, Rowan paced a little. Bad enough that Oriana Embry, Bhaltair Flen’s killer acolyte, had joined the mad druids’ crew. Now they were stacking the deck even more. If they built enough totems and got them stomping around the battlefield, the Skaraven would never have a chance to get at the giants. They’d all be squashed by the heavies.

      “I need to know how many totems he’s making,” she asked after the giant had finished his report. “Also, find out when they’ll be ready to fight, and where and when Hendry is planning to attack the clan.”

      Ochd reached out and took hold of her arm. “I dinnae wish to return. Permit me stay and serve you, my lady.”

      He wasn’t hurting her, but his touch made her stomach shrink and her skin crawl. She couldn’t let the real Taran put his hands on her, so the irony only made it more unbearable.

      “I don’t want to send you back there,” Rowan said and wanted it to be a lie. But she knew if Hendry discovered Ochd had switched sides he’d do something horrible to the famhair. As creepy as he was, she didn’t want that on her conscience. “But there’s no other way to stop this. Find out what I need to know, and meet me back here as soon as you can. I’ll come every morning the weather’s clear. And remember, don’t come back to the stronghold.”

      His stiff mouth drooped. “You said you’d soon tell the Skaraven of us.”

      Us. Like they were a couple. “I’ll speak to Brennus today,” Rowan promised. “Just be careful not to get caught ditching your body.”

      “As my lady commands.” Ochd retreated back into the depths of the cave.

      Rowan walked out and dragged in deep breaths of the cold air. The gelding let out a high-pitched screech as amber light suddenly rushed around her. Ochd’s disembodied spirit swirled up to sift through her hair before it shot up into the sky and zipped away.

      “It’s okay, he’s gone, it’s okay,” Rowan said as Ceann reared and fought to free himself. She calmed the gelding with her voice and hands, forcing her stomach to hold off until the horse quieted.

      There was no avoiding what came next. Every time after she met with the famhair the same thing happened. To keep from spooking Ceann again she walked a short distance away. Crouching down and bracing her hands, she threw up behind a bush until she dry-heaved. Then she walked back on wobbly legs to the gelding.

      “You’re getting a full bucket of oats for not running off this time, Slappy.” It took two tries before she could get into the saddle. “Personally, I could use a big, stiff drink. Only someone would question why I’m knocking back the whiskey before noon.”

      On the ride back to the stables Rowan rehearsed under her breath what she would say to the chieftain.

      “Guess what? I’ve got a body-switching famhair spying on Hendry and Company for us. Just FYI, he looks a lot like Taran. It’s because of that thing between me and your horse master that I’m not supposed to tell anyone.” She felt her eyes sting and shoved back the tears. “I think it’s what makes me puke every time we have a chat, too. After we chat, I mean. Can’t let the spy know how much he nauseates me.”

      Whatever spin she put on it, Brennus would not be happy. Since the chieftain had never liked her anyway, finding out she’d been secretly meeting with the enemy might make him blow a gasket. He’d probably toss her in the clan’s inescapable eagalsloc and leave her there to rot.

      “Maybe if I point out that Ochd came to me, and not the other way around,” she told Ceann. “That might work.”

      She also felt certain that the chieftain would understand, once she explained. Brennus might not like her, but he’d never toss her in the punishment pit for trying to protect the clan.

      By the time she reached the stables Rowan felt reasonably sure she could handle confessing all. She simply had to avoid volunteering too many details. The new intel Ochd had provided gave the Skaraven a very limited window to carry out a first strike. She’d emphasize that.

      Not finding Taran in the stables made it easier to look after Ceann. Giving him a cool-down walk through the rows of stalls, she then dismounted to water and untack him. After rubbing down and brushing the gelding Rowan brought the promised oats into his stall.

      “Wish me luck, Slappy,” she said, and stroked his broad neck. “I’m going to need it.”

      The gelding snorted, but bumped her shoulder with his black nose and batted his long eyelashes at her before he stuck his face in the feed bucket.

      Rowan cleaned the tack and washed up before she ate a pear and a couple of oatcakes to settle her stomach. Taran always left something for her to eat after she went out on a ride, which she’d considered a nice thing. Now she wondered why. She hadn’t gone inside Dun Mor by herself, she realized, since Brennus had planned the counterattack at the McAra stronghold.

      He doesn’t want me to go anywhere without him. He even followed me when I went to get water this morning.

      Leaving the stables, Rowan entered the stronghold through the side passage she preferred to use. She paused just outside Kanyth’s workroom to soak up a little of the heat his constantly-blazing forge furnace generated. When she peeked around the threshold to offer a hey to her new brother-in-law, however, she didn’t see the weapons master anywhere.

      “Weird,” she muttered.

      Kanyth usually spent most of the day smithing iron. The fact that he and Taran weren’t where they were supposed to be made her wonder if Brennus had called everyone together for a meeting.

      “Everyone but me, of course,” Rowan muttered as she headed for the great hall.

      One of the other advantages to using the side passage was that she could check out who occupied the huge front room of the stronghold before they saw her. That had helped with her determination to avoid Perrin. Stopping in the shadows just before the entry to the hall, she peered out and saw Brennus, his clanmasters and their wives gathered around one end of the big table where the clan ate. The rest of the hall stood empty, so the chieftain must have chased everyone out, which was also very odd.

      Seeing them all sitting together made Rowan feel a familiar surge of loneliness. They’d all made their mystical matches and were happy, and it showed.

      Her gaze went to Dr. Althea Jarden’s copper red hair and frosty blue eyes, gorgeously vivid even in torchlight. Althea had always been the self-appointed leader of their little group, probably the main reason why she and the doc had never gotten along. She appeared perfectly content beside the big, dark Skaraven chieftain. Brennus rarely went for PDA, but he held the botanist’s hand in his and stroked the back of it with his thumb. Since they’d gotten hitched Rowan had hardly ever seen them apart.

      On his right War Master Cadeyrn had his arm around his chef wife, Lily Stover, their streaky fair heads close together as they murmured to each other. Both of them had always been very cool customers, but that remoteness didn’t exist between them. It had never surprised Rowan that Cade had been the one to rescue them, or that Lily had sacrificed herself to protect her husband and the other women from the famhairean. Both of them had the kind of courage that came silent and brought lots of teeth.

      The clan’s massive shaman, Ruadri, shared an aura of patient empathy with his mate, the curvy and darkly beautiful Emeline McAra. Rowan especially envied these two because their love for each other radiated from them. Part of it came from Emmie’s gift of empathy, but it also flashed in their smiles and glowed in their eyes. Maybe that was because they’d both earned each other’s love the hard way, and had been willing to die for it.

      Immortality had given all the women more than eternal life and intensified beauty. They each had found their forever love in their mates. Rowan’s shy, sweet sister Perrin now looked like the Goddess of Confidence beside her impossibly handsome husband, Weapons Master Kanyth, Brennus’s half-brother. That they were insanely happy together glowed like a neon sign in their eyes. Even actively avoiding her sister, Rowan couldn’t miss that.

      Rowan didn’t hate the four of them, although she often felt like a troll by comparison. Every one of the women had suffered, and been rewarded for it. She just wanted some of that for her and Taran. Once they worked out the nuts and bolts of their thing she felt sure they would. Why else would they be so crazy for each other?

      Be nice to them, Rowan told herself as she put on a friendlier face. Then maybe they’ll let you sit at the big kids’ table.

      “In our mortal lifetime ’twould be my decision alone as chieftain,” Brennus said to the others. “We’ve since decided the clan neednae follow the old ways. I’d hear what you and our ladies reckon should be done with her.”

      Her. Rowan froze, staying back in the shadows. There was only one her not at the table.

      “Why don’t we talk to Rowan first?” Althea Jarden suggested. “Now that Perrin’s mated maybe she won’t feel she has to stay and look after her. We might not have to force the issue at all.”

      “Have you met my sister?” Perrin asked her, and shook her head. “Look, whatever you guys think of Rowan, just know that she never, ever gives up a grudge. Our mother has been dead for years, and she still hates her. Believe me, she won’t budge an inch until she settles the score with Hendry and Murdina.”

      I’ve always looked after you, Rowan thought, and behind my back this is how you talk about me?

      “Perhaps we’re being too hasty in deciding this now,” Emeline McAra said, sounding worried. “Rowan could still find a husband among the clan.”

      “Have you met my sister?” Perrin asked, turning to regard the nurse.

      Rowan noticed all of the clanmasters were busy shifting in their chairs and sharing pained looks. All except Taran, who sat watching the others and said nothing.

      “I guess discussing this with her would be a little difficult,” Althea said. “Rowan tends to be very… ah…”

      “Miffed, narky, cheesed off,” Lily suggested. “The minute she’s crossed she does her nut. The only time that bint’s not steaming is when she’s having a kip. Then I imagine she dreams of going to spare on someone.”

      The botanist frowned. “I don’t think she’s that bad.”

      “Don’t you, Dr. Useless?” the chef said, reminding Althea of Rowan’s pet name for her. “You were there when she went off on Brennus in front of the whole clan. I thought she’d skewer us all for a jot.” She glanced at Emeline. “You know how she can be better than anyone, Em. How many times did you have to calm down Rowan while the nutters had us? Dozens.”

      Now the nurse looked uncomfortable. “Everyone reacts to stress differently. Anger isn’t all that unusual. I know she often felt frustrated, and even frightened.”

      The Brit definitely hadn’t forgiven her for the last time they’d mixed it up, Rowan decided. Which was fine with her. She and Lily had never been besties anyway. But Emmie talking openly about Rowan’s private feelings definitely crossed her off the friendship list.

      Eavesdroppers never hear anything good about themselves. Marion had told her that once, before she’d… Rowan couldn’t remember what she’d done. Probably made her rewash the dishes that were never clean enough for her the first time.

      “My sister was angry long before they brought us here,” Perrin told them, and sighed. “She’s always been that way. Like the world is her enemy. It’s why she’s never had any friends. She’s just a very unlikeable person.”

      And there we have yours truly, in a nutshell. It was as if she’d been slapped repeatedly. The angry, obnoxious chick no one likes. After all I’ve done, that’s who I am to them.

      “None of the men show any particular regard for the lass. Indeed, most of them avoid her,” Brennus said, as if he’d heard her thoughts. “She’s no’ the easiest female to ken, and her temper rivals my own. Then too her tongue cuts as deeply as any axe she wields.”

      So, I’m also a tool, Rowan thought, pushing back at the hurt swelling in her chest. Good to know.

      “There’s something else you’ve all forgotten,” Althea said. “Rowan hasn’t changed. She’s the same as she was when we were taken from the future. The rest of us aren’t.”

      At least the doc was finally sticking up for her, Rowan thought. Which was weird.

      “We know that Hendry and Murdina needed us for something other than using the portals,” the botanist continued. “Rowan is the last druidess left, and I imagine they’ll do anything to get her back. Once she’s returned to the future, they’ll not be able to do that. Without someone to open the portals for them, they won’t be able to follow her.”

      The Doc wants me gone, too. Rowan dragged in a breath, and held it until the pain ebbed again. Four for four.

      “I don’t want to lose my sister, but Althea is right,” Perrin said. “We have to think about Rowan’s life. Since she’s never going to mate, she’ll always be mortal. She’ll die here, all alone. That’s not what I want for her. This is the right thing to do.”

      Rowan watched Brennus nod, and heard the other men murmuring in agreement.

      And it’s unanimous.

      “Tran, you’ve said naught about the lass,” Cadeyrn said, looking at the horse master. “You’ve been working with her for weeks now, and befriended her in a fashion. What say you?”

      Taran didn’t reply for a long moment. Rowan knew he was trying to think of how to tell the others about them. It would be tricky, especially when he revealed all the obsessive-compulsive stuff. But he cared about her, that much she knew. With whatever was happening between them no way would he let Brennus boot her back to the twenty-first century. No, Taran wouldn’t sign off on this. If anyone in the clan could possibly become her mate, it was–

      “No one wants her here,” Taran said, his voice devoid of emotion. “Send her back to her time.”
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      LEAVING THE STRONGHOLD felt to Taran like being able to breathe again. To sit and listen to his brothers and their mates denounce Rowan had been a slow throttling. It had also roused him to such anger he’d been unable to trust himself to speak. It astonished him as well, for he’d never once lost his temper with any member of his clan. Among the Skaraven the horse master was regaled as the calmest, most dispassionate of warriors.

      Did none of them see Rowan in truth? Did the other women not recognize her pain?

      The rage still burned in his heart, a blaze settling into scalding embers. Still, his silence had brought about the necessary decision. Rowan would be sent seven hundred years into the future, where she would live a comfortable, ordinary mortal life. That he would rather set himself afire than permit her leave him, he would have to accept. The only place she could go that he could not reach her was her own time.

      Getting her away from him was the only true kindness he could ever offer her.

      The horses looked out of their stalls as he walked in, and nickered greetings to him that held a hint of alarm. He went to Gael, and the moment he touched the white stallion he knew what had disturbed the herd.

      “Rowan?”

      He glanced up at the hayloft, just in time to avoid a falling bale. He rushed to the ladder, hauling himself up with three arm pulls.

      The druidess had stripped down to a sleeveless chemise that showed the words inked along the inside of her right arm. No one among the clan but Taran had yet seen her skinwork. He found the quote both endearing and somewhat disturbing.

      “What do you here?” he asked her,

      “Getting rid of the bed dividers. You won’t have to share your loft anymore.” The dark lass didn’t spare him a glance as she kicked another heavy bale over the side. “Sorry I cramped your space. By the way, when you want someone to get out of your life, don’t ask them to stay. It sends mixed messages.”

      Taran frowned as he saw she’d gathered her garments to pack into a satchel. “You wish to return to the stronghold.”

      “Nope. I’m going back to my time.” She shoved her faded blue trews into the pack, and added a red and gold scarf Emeline had knit for her. “It’s like you told Brennus.” She glanced at him, her dark eyes chilly. “No one wants me here.”

      That she’d listened in on their discussion made him wish he’d said nothing, but it was too late to take back the words.

      “I didnae say thus to be hurtful.”

      “You were honest, and I always appreciate that.” She closed the satchel and buckled the strap. “What was cruel was saying it to them instead of to my face. That I’m not going to forgive. But since I’m an angry bitch who holds grudges for eternity, not really a shocker, right?”

      “’Twas no’ the truth.” When she said nothing he added, “I lied to my brothers and their mates, Rowan. What I told them, ’twas meant to protect you.”

      “You do want me to stay? Aw. That’s so sweet.” Rowan regarded him with a broad smile. “I’ll write that in my journal when I get back. ‘Dear Diary, the biggest horse’s ass I’ve ever met finally confessed all. But I left anyway because, you know, it was the right thing to do. P.S., I plan to find a very rich handsome guy and devote myself to having scorching hot nonstop sex with him for the rest of our mortal lives. I’m glad I like kids, too, because we’ll probably have a dozen.’”

      At any other moment Taran might have ignored her anger with him. But she spoke of loving another when she knew she was his, as much a part of him as his own flesh and blood and bones.

      “Dinnae speak to me thus.”

      She opened her mouth, closed it, and knotted her hand. Taran dodged her fist as it plowed toward his face and jerked her into his arms.

      Now he knew why he’d hungered for and dreaded holding her. Rowan fit against him as if they had been one flesh carved in two. Every sound dwindled, and the air became her scent, rushing into his lungs and heating his blood and scouring away his anger. His hands filled with her thick, soft hair as his vision narrowed to just her face. Neither of them moved or breathed as the strange bliss came over them, an enchantment that locked them together as surely as if they had always been one.

      Her lips moved, but no sound came from her. Even now, furious and hurt and prepared to leave him, Rowan did as he’d told her. She wouldn’t speak to him in anger, and that left her with nothing to say.

      “Forgive me, lass.”

      If this was to be the only time he’d ever hold her, then he would not be content with just looking upon her lovely features. He would take one more thing from her before he lost her to time. He bent his head down.

      Rowan groaned against his mouth, her breath sweetly blending with his. She tasted of pears, and her own delicious sweetness. Taran felt the need for more rising in him, and then shuddered as she parted her lips. To stroke her tongue with his was to be inside her, part of her, and it went to his head in a burst of hungry pleasure.

      The sunlight faded and the stables darkened around them. Taran felt the air change and rain pattering on their faces, and finally took his mouth from hers to look up at gray clouds gathered in the midst of a summer sky. All around them gnarled trees held small, blushed amber apples by the dozens from their thick branches. The fruit colored the cool breeze with tender ripe notes amidst the heavier green smells of the leaves. On a slope half a league away, he saw a shepherd using his staff to herd sheep into a pasture protected on three sides by birches and weathered cairns.

      This land felt familiar to him, as if he’d ridden through it many times. He knew the bountiful orchard lay two leagues from a settlement by a lochan. He could smell the woodsmoke from the cottages on the air. But he no longer carried a sword, and the garments he wore felt odd. Even his hair sat heavy and thick on his head.

      “I told ye ’twould rain,” Rowan said breathlessly.

      Taran looked down at her, wet and smiling in his arms. Droplets ran down her rosy cheeks and made dark streaks in her shining red hair. The changes in her didn’t startle him, for he knew her here as surely in the other place. What he felt was the urgency to claim her, burgeoning in his body like a fruit ready for plucking.

      “So you did, lass.” He kissed away a drop from her pert nose before he drew back, and took hold of her hand. “Run with me, quick.”

      They hurried through the orchard, laughing as the rain grew heavier. By the time they reached the old shelter in the rocks their garments hung sodden and dripping.

      Rowan wrung out the hem of her skirts as she eyed the storm. “We shouldnae have come walking so far.” She tugged on one of his black curls. “’Twill be hours before it passes, ye scamp. Ye foresaw it, didnae ye?”

      On some level he understood that this lovely creature was not the Rowan that he held in the stables. Yet to his heart she was. Her body, her coloring, even the language she spoke had changed, but the woman inside the form remained the same.

      “Aye.” Taran pushed away the troubling thoughts to admire the way her thin kirtle clung to the delicate lines of her slender body. “When we return your sire shall have my head.”

      “And my dama mine for my boldness with ye.” She turned and came to him, her little face serene. “I dinnae care. Can they deny us?”

      He knew what she asked. He had memories of her parents, their eyes filled with suspicion, watching him by an evening bonfire. Yet in this place he was above them, above all her people. Despite what he’d told her, whatever he wished he would be given, even if it was a daughter of the tribe.

      “If you name me yours, none may deny it,” he said. He pulled his tunic over his head, and spread it over a rock to dry. When he regarded her Rowan grinned and spun around, presenting him with the long lace that held her shift together. He put his hands on her arms. “Ye’re certain? Done, ’tis no’ unsaid.”

      “’Twas decided the moment ye came to us.” She took hold of his wrists, and drew his hands down to her small breasts. “As ’twas for ye.” She let her head fall back against his bare shoulder, thrusting her puckered nipples against his fingers. “Ah, Gods, I’ve longed for ye, burned for ye. Too long now.”

      His hands shook as he drew them back to deal with her lace, and then eased the wet linen down over her breasts and waist. The garment drooped as she turned to press her mounds against him, her green eyes filled with joy.

      “Rowena,” he murmured, whispering it across her cheek. “Say my name.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Aran. Kiss me now, Aran.”

      Their names wound around in his head in a rush, blurring together and shifting.

      AranRowenaAranRowenTaranRowanTaranTaran–

      “Taran.”

      He jerked his head back, staring into Rowan’s wide eyes. This close he could count every onyx fleck in her golden irises, and taste the heat of her on his mouth. He’d snarled his fingers in her dark brown hair, and pressed her between his hard, aching body and the tall bales stacks at the back of the loft. That their garments felt dry, and their flesh hot where it touched, confused him even more.

      “Who’s Rowena?” she demanded.

      “The lass in the orchard. You.” He stared at her striking face, and saw a ghost mask of the red-haired, green-eyed girl appear over it. When he blinked it vanished. “’Twas a vision.”

      “Yeah, I know. I was right there, getting naked with you,” she said, her voice tight. “But we weren’t us. You had black curly hair and a tattoo on your face. I was speaking in some weird language, and so were you, but I could understand everything we said.” She touched his cheek bone. “Did your ink do this? It lit up like a laser show just before we did the rain dance.”

      “’Twas no’ the centaur.” He didn’t know what to call the waking dream, but it hadn’t come from his battle spirit. Carefully he took his hands from her. “I’ll leave you now.”

      “You’re not going anywhere, pal.” She watched his face as he went still. “Well, that’s a nice change.”

      Taran tried to step away, but now his body refused to obey him. “You’ve bespelled me.”

      “Sorry, I don’t know any spells.” She traced the shape of a half-spiral on his cheek. “The ink was right here. Why would you put that on your face? What did it mean?”

      “Traveler.” How he knew that, he couldn’t have told her. “It kept me safe as I wandered Caledonia.”

      “So, we became two completely different people, but inside we were the same.” She frowned. “How is that even possible?”

      Taran couldn’t help rubbing his face against her fingertips. “I dinnae ken.”

      “It felt and looked like summer in the highlands somewhere. I didn’t recognize where we were, did you?” When he shook his head, she looked into his eyes. “Why do you want me to leave you and go back to my time?”

      He fought the compulsion to answer her, but it overwhelmed him again. “I cannae follow, and I willnae take you as mate. ’Tis the only place you’ll be safe from me.”

      Rowan stepped back from him, and let her hands fall to her sides. Taran went to climb down the ladder, and then felt her hand on his shoulder.

      “Stop right there.” Once he did she added, “Turn around and face me.”

      His muscles coiled as he spun slowly to look at her.

      “I get it now.” Her voice went soft. “When I touch you, you’re mine. The same way how when you speak to me, I’m yours. That’s the way this thing between us works.”

      “Aye.” The word came out strangled as he tried to swallow it.

      Rowan looked all over his face. “That’s why you barely say a word to me. Why you don’t want anyone in the clan to know about us. Why I’m not getting your ring.” Her jaw tightened. “And why I always do whatever you want.”

      Before Taran was compelled to answer she took her hand away. Quickly he moved out of her reach.

      “I’m a Skaraven clanmaster. I answer only to the chieftain. Yet with but a touch you enslave me.”

      Rowan flinched. “Hold up, pal. I didn’t even know I was doing that to you. But you did. God.” All the emotion left her face. “You knew about this all along, and you didn’t tell me?”

      “I didnae ken what ’twas,” he admitted. “I still dinnae. ’Tis why you must leave.”

      She uttered a short, bitter laugh and picked up the satchel. “You don’t have to send me to the future to keep your secret, Taran. I won’t tell anyone what you’ve been doing to me, or what I can do to you. I’ll go live and work in the stronghold. After we’ve shut down the crazy druids and their monsters, that’s when I’ll go back to my time. Then you’ll be safe from me.”

      Taran watched her climb down from the loft and stride out of the stables, his head filling with the sound of every horse whinnying for her to come back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Getting torn up inside made moving back in with the rest of the clan remarkably simple for Rowan. Once she entered the great hall she took a deep breath and walked up to Brennus and asked for a private word. He led her into the shaman’s chamber, where she forced calmness into her voice and informed him that she had eavesdropped on his meeting.

      “Everything you guys said about me is true,” Rowan said before he could react. “I’ve behaved badly, disrespected you, and pushed away the other women. I’m not a likable person, either. Now that she has Ka, Perrin doesn’t need me to look out for her anymore. The Skaraven don’t owe me anything. I just want you to know that I’m sorry I’ve caused so much grief.”

      Brennus’s cold expression thawed a few degrees. “’Twas yet unkind to speak of you thus, Rowan. Only ken our true wish ’twas to spare you more suffering.”

      “You can’t afford to do that, Chief.” She leaned on the edge of Ruadri’s stone treatment table to lend her some support . “It’s not just that I’m the last future druidess you can dangle in front of Hendry and Murdina. I can also give you a tactical advantage over the famhairean that no one else can.”

      His dark brows arched. “Indeed. How so?”

      Rowan had debated over whether to tell him now about Ochd, or wait until the giant brought back more facts about the totems Hendry was building. If she could give Brennus a complete report on the mad druids’ plans, it might keep him from blowing his top over her keeping it secret. At least that’s what she hoped.

      “Wood,” she said finally, and glanced around before picking up the staff Emeline had used as a cane when they’d first arrived. “Power over all forms of it is my druid gift, and I’ve been practicing a lot.” Using a little flick of her power, Rowan reshaped the staff into a sharp-pointed spear, and twirled it through her fingers. “Bridei is a fast wood carver, but it takes me only about five seconds to make one of these.”

      “We’ve spears a plenty,” Brennus pointed out.

      Rowan did her best not to talk too fast. “I can make wood into whatever you need.” She divided the spear into a handful of arrows. “With all due respect to your brother, he can’t do anything to the famhairean’s bodies but set them on fire.” She crumpled the arrows into a ball, and fashioned a model giant out of it. She shattered the figure and let the debris fall to the floor between her and the chieftain. “I’m faster with the damage.”

      Brennus rubbed his jaw as he stared down at the heap of wood shavings.

      “I do have some limits,” she continued, trying to keep her momentum. “For example, I can’t generate enough power to do that to the giant-size version, but I bet I can take out their legs and arms.” She paused and watched his face. “What do you think?”

      “Althea has told me of your power and what you may do with it,” Brennus said. “I ken that you must touch the wood first to use it. ’Twould be too dangerous to put you into battle.”

      She had known this objection was coming. But she also knew that meeting it with honesty would be her best shot. She didn’t have to fake the strain in her voice.

      “You know why I ride Ceann every day? To exercise him, because Ailpin didn’t come back from the McAra’s.” She spread her hands. “I get that I’m mortal, and no one wants me to die. But being immortal doesn’t make you guys indestructible. It’s dangerous for everyone, Bren. You’ve all chosen to face that. I’m asking you to let me do the same.”

      The chieftain looked thoughtful now, and Rowan knew if she said anything more she might push it too hard. Though her palms had become sweaty, she kept her breathing even.

      Just as Brennus opened his mouth to speak, Cadeyrn stepped into the chamber.

      “Your pardon, Rowan. Chieftain, the last scouting party has returned from the midlands. They found no sign of the famhairean.”

      “A moment, and I shall meet with them,” Brennus replied and waited until his second left before he regarded Rowan. “I must speak bluntly. If you’re killed in this time, lass, ’twill be no awakening to immortality for you. ’Tis been made plain to me that no clansman shall offer you his ring or his heart. Nor could I force any of the Skaraven to take you as mate.”

      That was what you got from the chieftain: blunt instrument honesty.

      “It’s fine. Back home no one asked me to go to the Prom, either.” She felt proud of how indifferent she sounded, especially when it was gutting her. The only Skaraven she wanted would rather see her dead than give her immortality. “I’ve got druid blood. According to the old guy, that means someday I get another chance at life. I am kind of immortal already.”

      “Truth,” he said but hesitated for another moment before he nodded. “Very well, lass. You’re welcome to stay and fight with the clan. I’ll have Cadeyrn speak with you about how you may aid us.”

      Everything Taran had ripped apart inside her settled down to a low, dull ache.

      “Thank you, Chieftain.”
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* * *

      Without ceremony Rowan moved back into the chamber she had occupied with Perrin when they’d first arrived at Dun Mor. It looked the same as when she’d left it: a big box of stone with a handmade rope bed, a couple of chairs, a hearth and some wooden trunks. It was ancient and gloomy, but so was everything else in the hidden castle. None of her sister’s things remained in the biggest storage trunk, so she assumed Perrin had taken her stuff with her to move in with Kanyth.

      “More space for me,” she muttered as a small wave of nausea rose and fell in the pit of her stomach.

      Ignoring it, she unpacked the satchel, trunking her few clothes and setting her hand tools out on the sturdiest table.

      Starting a blaze in the hearth meant using the primitive fire steel left on the mantle, or one of the torches from the outer hall. She stepped out to get the easier option, and spotted one of Brennus’s sentries posted at the other end of the passage. When she nodded to him he stared past her as if she didn’t exist.

      “Guess I’m not winning Miss Congeniality this year,” Rowan said as she brought the torch inside and lit the firewood stacked in the hearth.

      Most of the clan had been pretty obvious about avoiding her whenever possible, for which she could only blame herself. She’d gotten in their chieftain’s face more than once, which should have earned her a beating or whatever they did to uppity women in this time. When she returned the torch she didn’t bother with the pleasantries. Nice wasn’t her thing anyway.

      But as she pulled off her jacket, she knew something had to change. Maybe she could try to be civil. Polite, even. Maybe then everyone wouldn’t wish Brennus had kicked her ass back to the twenty-first century.

      A low knock sounded, and Althea stepped inside with an armful of linens and a heavy wool blanket. “Hey. I thought you might want some fresh bedding.”

      “Thanks,” Rowan said and took the stack from her. “Your husband mention that I’m sticking around for the duration?”

      “He told me everything.” The botanist came to help her strip the bed. “I’m sorry you had to listen to all that grousing.”

      Rowan eyed her. “You didn’t bitch. You kind of stuck up for me.”

      Not really, but she was being civil now.

      “We’re not so different, you know. We’re both used to taking charge. I think that’s why we’ve always clashed.” Althea shook out the blanket before flipping one end toward her. “You haven’t talked to Perrin since she came back.”

      Tucking in the other side, Rowan shook her head. “She’s been a little busy having her honeymoon with Hammer Time.”

      “Yeah, there is that.” The botanist fluffed her pillow before tilting her head. “Hey, I didn’t know you had a tattoo.”

      “I don’t do much sunbathing here,” Rowan said and wished she’d kept her jacket on now. “Just something to regret when I’m fifty and knitting cardigans and hoarding cats.”

      “I always planned to be a cougar, go night-clubbing, and horde boy-toys myself.” Althea squinted at it. “Time is a… I can’t see the rest.”

      Her ink had never embarrassed her, so she stretched out her right arm to show her the copperplate lettering. “It says ‘Time is a tree, this life one leaf.’”

      “Whoa,” Althea said and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Did you know you were druid kind before we got here?”

      Rowan shook her head. “It’s from a poem I read in high school. I’ve always loved trees, at least until the famhairean snatched us.” She saw the way the other woman was frowning. “What?”

      “You’re not snarling at me. Who are you?” Without waiting for an answer, Althea tossed the pillow at her. “I’ll have Manath bring you some more firewood for the hearth tonight. Lily’s making venison stew for the evening meal. She’s got some top-secret ingredient she says will make it fabulous.”

      The doc was trying her hardest to be friendly, Rowan decided, which was about as surreal as it got.

      “I’ll grab a bowl later,” she lied. That queasy feeling had returned and made the thought of food a non-starter.

      “Okay. See you around the great hall.” Althea left.

      The first thing Rowan did was use the subterranean thermal spring to have a long, hot soak. Being able to wash her hair properly after basin-dunking it in the stables for weeks felt glorious.

      No one else came to look in on her, which didn’t surprise Rowan. Not only had she left the rag tied to the handle outside, as was protocol, but Althea would have spread the word among the other women that Rowan had listened to their bitch session. Emeline’s gentle, loving nature meant she would feel ashamed, while Lily would be aggravated that she’d eavesdropped on her hatchet job. Perrin, she guessed, wouldn’t care all that much. She had immortality and Kanyth now. In a lot of ways Marion had raised her sister to believe she was entitled to the best, and Rowan was anything but that.

      She couldn’t be happy for her, but she’d accept it. Perrin got the guy, the ring and eternal life. Her life was running just as smoothly as ever.

      Being away from Taran proved to be the hardest thing to deal with. As Rowan dried herself and got dressed, she felt shaky and almost sick, like an addict heading into serious withdrawal.

      Once back in her room, she took a moment to appreciate having her own hearth fire to sit by and comb out her long mane, which otherwise took forever to dry. Even so, she almost wished she hadn’t packed up everything in the hayloft so she’d have an excuse to go back and get something. But if she saw him again she was pretty sure she’d lose it entirely. Then they’d end up kissing again, and body-jumping to Rowena and Aran, whoever they were.

      “Not even going to say Hi?” a soft voice said.

      Rowan looked up to see Perrin standing just inside the chamber. Her sister wore a gorgeous cream-colored knitted tunic and a floor-length skirt in dark green silk. Her hair, which going immortal had lengthened to her waist, hung like a curtain of rose-gold satin over her shoulders and arms. She glowed in the same awesome, goddess-like way she had when she had been ripping Rowan to pieces at the what-to-do meeting.

      Hi wasn’t what she wanted to say, but bellowing get out get out get out would just bring the guards running. She got up from the floor by the hearth and put away her comb.

      “What do you need?”

      “I haven’t talked to you since a killer zombie stabbed me to death through my husband,” Perrin said and took a step toward her. “But I’m back now, and I thought we could catch up.”

      Rowan said the only kind thing she could think of. “Congratulations on getting hitched. You make a beautiful couple.”

      “Yeah, it’s been pretty wild.” Her sister touched the clan ring she wore, caressing it like some talisman. “Want to hear all about our adventures at Maddock’s place?”

      “I’m a little tired.” Drawing back the wool blanket on the bed gave her something to do besides belting Perrin. “Maybe another time.”

      “Oh, okay.” Her broad smile slipped before she forced it back in place. “We could hang out tomorrow. And about those things I said at the meeting, it was because–”

      “You never want to see me again.” She watched her sister flinch, and then all her good intentions went the way most of them did. “Oh, I’m sorry. Were you planning to take little vacations to the twenty-first century to have girls’ night and surprise birthday parties and Thanksgiving dinner? Not that you ever did.”

      Perrin hung her head. “I shouldn’t have said all that stuff. It was awful to talk about you like that, and I’m sorry.”

      She probably believed she meant that, too.

      “Marion would be so proud,” Rowan muttered and waited until her sister met her gaze. “She was just as good at faking the love. Remember when she took me to the emergency room, and told them I broke my arm falling down the stairs? We didn’t have any stairs in the house, Perr.”

      Her sister’s expression grew bewildered. “Then how did you break it?”

      Rowan’s head began to pound miserably. “I don’t know. Point is, when you love someone you don’t have to fake it. You don’t have to lie about it. You certainly don’t send them seven hundred years away from you.”

      “I do love you.” Perrin blinked rapidly. “I just can’t think of what else to do. I don’t want you to go back alone, but I don’t want you to grow old and die here. Maybe if you were away from me you’d be able to live your life for yourself.”

      “Yeah, it’s still all about you, isn’t it? Classic.” She picked up the damp linen she’d left on the floor. “You’ve got a husband and a clan and you’re going to live forever. I don’t. I won’t. So basically, we’re through.”

      “You don’t mean that.” Perrin’s dark blue eyes shimmered with tears. “I’m your sister.”

      Rowan flung the linen at her face. When Perrin caught it she felt like screaming, but kept her voice even.

      “My sister is dead. I don’t know who or what you are. So, go.” She turned her back on her. “Get out.”

      She waited until the door opened and closed before she dropped on the bed, rolled over and stared up at the ceiling rafters.

      “She’s not my sister,” she whispered.

      The room darkened, and a hard, thin face appeared above hers. Tight lips peeled back from the teeth as she jerked a much smaller Rowan off the bed.

      Marion Thomas, some red-gold still streaking her white hair, marched her into a smaller room, and kicked the door shut. She looked exactly as Rowan remembered when she had first come to live with her and the other girl.

      “‘Perrin is my sister,’”  Marion growled as she gripped Rowan’s arm so tightly she shrieked. “Say it.”

      Although she knew she was going to be hurt again, she couldn’t say the words the lady wanted. They weren’t true, and her real mother had taught her never to lie.

      “I don’t have a sister.”

      Something whistled through the air, and a blaze of pain flashed across the backs of her small legs. She screamed and fought, trying to get away as Marion lifted the long cane again.

      “Say it. ‘Perrin is my sister.’  Say it.”

      The hoarse command came with a blast of licorice-scented breath in her face that made Rowan gag. She jerked as Marion hit her two more times, but Rowan managed to kick her as she desperately tried to free herself. She got loose and ran.

      “Little animal.” Marion wrenched her back from the door.

      Air pressed in her ears along with a sharp crack. The pain in her arm ballooned, huge and hot and sickening. It blotted out the pain of her legs and the terror in her heart, until Rowan felt her stomach heave and puked all over Marion’s black dress.

      A heartbeat later she was back in the chamber at Dun Mor, staring at the rafters. Sweat poured down the sides of her face as she sat up and grabbed her left arm just above the elbow.

      The memory didn’t make any sense. Before now she had no recollection of that beating, only the hospital. When Rowan had gone for a physical for the swim team in high school the doc had asked about the old spiral fracture. Without even hesitating she’d told him that she’d broken it falling down the stairs, and she’d believed it.

      At the time he’d given her an odd look, Rowan remembered, as if he knew better. Maybe he had. Somehow the old hag had convinced her of the lie, or wiped the truth from her mind. Probably both.

      But if Marion had been the one to break Rowan’s arm, then what else had she done to her?
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      HOBBLING OUT OF the sacred oak grove meant traversing deep drifts, something Bhaltair Flen accepted as the price of mid-winter traveling. He’d spent the last week searching remote druid settlements in hopes of finding Diarmid Teine, the one druid he believed could cast some light on his dilemma. Perpetuating the myth that he had been murdered by his former acolyte, Oriana Embry, also required Bhaltair to journey in secret. Though the perpetual use of a body altering-ward didn’t tax him as it might a novice, it had other drawbacks.

      “Gods above,” he muttered, tripping on the hem of the garments again. Impersonating a traveling herbalist had seemed an apt choice, but now… He stopped and shook out the skirts as though he might throttle them. “Never again shall I scold a female for her lack of speed.”

      He didn’t mind the druidess guise as much as the need to sustain it. If Oriana discovered he yet lived she would renew her efforts to end him. With the powers she had demonstrated, far greater than any acolyte should possess, another confrontation might require him to end her. Because she had practiced dark magic she would not ascend to the well of stars. He would then have the death of her soul on his conscience—and that he could not bear.

      As soon as Bhaltair approached the Stone Hew tribe’s new settlement he expected defenders with gleaming scythes to surround him. Too many famhairean attacks of late on mortal and druid kind had made their usually peaceful people terribly apprehensive. Yet all that appeared on the path were two young lads, each carrying small slings.

      “Fair morning, Sister,” one of them greeted Bhaltair, his cheeks dimpling. “Have you lost your path?”

      “In this weather, wee brother? ’Twould be foolish.” Bhaltair tugged back his hood so they could see his false features, those of a healthy young druidess. The spell that protected his true form also altered his voice to match his feminine façade. “I’ve journeyed in hopes of speaking with Diarmid Teine. Does he yet dwell here as headman?”

      Both lads exchanged a long, silent look that belied their young years.

      “I may wait here if you dinnae wish grant me passage,” Bhaltair said. “Only ken I may freeze in my boots and block the trail until spring.”

      “We ken you wear enchantment,” the second young druid advised him dryly. “Show your true face.”

      That meant they definitely weren’t two young lads. “Mayhap we should all show ourselves,” Bhaltair suggested.

      The air shimmered around the boys, who grew much taller and broader. Their young faces wrinkled as their hair streaked with silver and white, and their ancient eyes glittered with wisdom and experience. The slings they held stretched into lethal-looking scythes that bore the marks of much use.

      Bhaltair recognized both as Diarmid’s senior tribesmen, and murmured a spell to momentarily reveal his own true face.

      “Master Flen,” the older one said, his thick eyebrows arching. He stepped forward, frowning. “By the Gods, you yet live. Word came you’d been killed during the McAra attack.”

      “Word I hope kept believed, Brother,” he told the druid as he put his female guise back into place. “’Tis urgent that I speak alone with your headman. Permit me see him now, for time isnae our ally.”

      The druids accompanied him into the settlement, which had been so heavily fortified with defense spells the very air shimmered with magic. Wary eyes followed him and his escort, and several druids emerged from their dwellings with scythes held ready. It saddened him to see his people this frightened, but also reassured him. It took much to stir druid kind to this state of guarded readiness, but they would fight to protect their tribe.

      The defenders ushered him into one of the smaller cottages, where Diarmid sat breaking his fast. The headman stood and frowned at Bhaltair.

      “Why come you here, Sister?”

      “Would you stand sentry for us?” Bhaltair asked the druids, who nodded and stepped outside. Only then did he dispel the body ward. “I trust your defenders, but none must ken that I yet breathe.”

      “Bhaltair, thank the Gods.” The headman came around the table to embrace him. “Why this ruse, my brother? The conclave held mourning for you.”

      “My troubles of late cast long shadows.” He glanced down at the druidess garments he wore. “Until ’tis finished I’m but a humble traveling herbalist. Come and sit with me, that I may explain.”

      Diarmid fetched him a warming brew, and then listened as Bhaltair recounted his dealings with Gwyn’s granddaughter. He held nothing back, even when it cast him a fool. From the night she came bearing the news of his old friend’s death to the day she’d left him for dead at the McAra’s, Oriana had deceived him entirely. Indeed, if not for the Skaraven, his friends among the Sky Thatch tribe, and Perrin Thomas’s gift of foresight, he would likely be abiding in the well of stars now. It also pained him to reveal that Oriana had become Barra Omey’s puppet, and now practiced her dark magic to aid in her schemes.

      Diarmid listened without comment until Bhaltair had finished, and then reached across the table to touch his hand.

      “Dinnae blame yourself, Brother. Since birth that lass has been troubled. Gwyn and I oft spoke of it when alone, and well out of her hearing. She ever paid close attention to any voice, of course.” He saw Bhaltair’s expression. “Oriana has a talent for mimicry. She can make herself speak as anyone she’s heard. She often used her gift to play cruel tricks on the other novices.”

      That, Bhaltair realized with a jolt, explained how she had been able to convince him that she could channel her grandfather’s spirit from the well of stars. She’d simply imitated Gwyn’s voice. Doubtless she had done the same with Brennus Skaraven at the Aviemore Inn, using her gift to make the chieftain believe that Bhaltair had lured him into a trap.

      “Did either of you ken how she fell under the sway of Barra Omey?” he asked Diarmid.

      “That cursed bone-conjurer never once came to our settlement, if ’tis what you suspect. I’d have had her seized and taken directly to the conclave for justice. Nor did Oriana ever leave our lands.” He winced. “’Twas likely done in some secret fashion.”

      “You cannae be held at fault,” Bhaltair assured him. “No one guessed that Barra yet lived. I myself reckoned her long banished to the grove of stars.”

      “No, ’tis no’ that…only something I’ve put off,” Diarmid admitted. “Mayhap I might have spared you, had I done my duty to Gwyn. I did send word for you to several settlements, but you ever left before my scrolls arrived. Of late I’ve been much occupied with keeping safe the tribe, finding this place and preparing for winter.”

      Bhaltair frowned. “I dinnae ken your meaning.”

      “A moment.” The headman walked into the next room, and returned with a wrapped, tied bundle. “Gwyn tasked me with this just before they killed him.” He removed the bindings to reveal a carved wooden box with three intricately-worked leaves on the lid. “He kept it hidden in my dwelling for months, and bid me bring it to you should he disincarnate.”

      The carving Bhaltair recognized as his old friend’s handiwork. “Why?”

      “I cannae tell you.” Diarmid touched the lid. “’Twillnae open for me.”

      Bhaltair peered closer at the carvings, and saw his own name inscribed along the edge of one leaf. Yet when he held the box between his hands he felt no enchantment.

      “’Tis a puzzle box,” Bhaltair said with a sad smile. He smoothed his fingers over the lid as he cast his mind back to the precocious lad he’d met all those incarnations ago. “Gwyn favored such riddles.”

      “I ever envied his touch with wood,” the headman told him, and glanced out the window before he rose. “’Tis beginning to snow again. I’ll prepare a chamber for you to spend the night.”

      Bhaltair nodded absently, and once Diarmid had left summoned his power to pit against the box. He stopped almost at once, realizing that Gwyn may have bespelled the contents to disintegrate under such an assault.

      “’Tis Bhaltair Flen,” he said out loud, wondering if the box might open to the sound of his voice. The lid remained firmly shut. Given Oriana’s talent for mimicry, that seemed a prudent precaution.

      He set down the box and studied it. Gwyn’s carvings held no spell stones or crystals, and the sides appeared solid, suggesting he’d not fitted sliding, locking panels to be moved. The leaves didn’t look especially life-like, each identical except for their position on the lid. Like Diarmid, Bhaltair had also admired Gwyn’s talent in carving. Either his friend had been rushed, or they weren’t leaves at all.

      Bhaltair studied the lid again, noticing the lines bisecting each leaf. He reached out to trace them with his fingertips, and felt one of the leaves shift. When he pushed on it more firmly, the leaf turned slightly.

      The carvings were meant to be moved in another arrangement, Bhaltair guessed, and turned the box around at different angles before he saw it. Gently he turned each leaf’s pointed end toward the center of the lid, until they formed the three-sided triquetra.

      As he moved the last leaf into place the lid made a popping sound, and sprang open.

      Inside Bhaltair saw a bound scroll. He slid off the cord and unrolled the surprisingly long parchment. He stretched it out on the table and read what it contained.
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* * *

      My dear old friend,

      I ken that I now look down upon you from the well of stars, but dinnae mourn me. In whatever manner I came to depart the mortal realm, ’twas with relief. With my death I’ve been released anew from a terrible burden, one that I’ve carried in every life since the first you and I shared. I’ve tried to evade it to no avail for nigh on a thousand years. As such I’ve decided this shall be my final incarnation. When I journey to the well of stars, I shall remain there for eternity.

      ’Tis the only manner by which I may escape Barra Omey.
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* * *

      Horror filled Bhaltair to see her wretched name written in his old friend’s script. How had he known the bone-conjurer?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Somehow the lass persuaded herself to believe no’ only that she loved me, but that I felt the same in return. I didnae ken this until you and I parted. Young as she was, she yet ran away from her tribe and followed me back to my settlement. There she declared herself to me, and claimed we’d been fated to become soul-mated.

      ’Twas girlish nonsense, but I thought to be kind and said naught while I arranged to have her returned to her people. In the end she had to be dragged, writhing and screaming, to the portal. The last words she shrieked sounded to me as a curse of sorts. She vowed she would never again rest until we could be mated.

      Bhaltair, ’twas Barra Omey who made that vow—and kept it.
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* * *

      Gwyn detailed the bone conjurer’s relentless pursuit of him through his first life, and every incarnation afterward. At first Barra simply plagued him by returning to his settlement again and again, until Gwyn had been obliged to speak to her tribe’s headman. For a brief time, Barra had been kept away, but she escaped and disappeared. Gwyn forgot about her until the day of his mating ceremony, when the druidess he loved fell suddenly ill and died shortly after their bonding ceremony. Barra stole into his cottage that night to offer him comfort. When he again refused her, she predicted that any female he chose over her would suffer the same fate.

      Bhaltair shook his head. Gwyn had been a gentle soul, and unwilling to condemn the druidess for what to him seemed nothing more than misdirected love. He took it upon himself to leave his tribe and become a traveler for the remainder of his incarnation. When he had returned to the mortal realm for his second life, however, Barra soon found and pursued him again. He tried every method to dissuade her, from body wards to disguise himself to withdrawing to live a hermit’s existence, but nothing kept the druidess away for long.
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* * *

      I reckon my inability to give Barra what she wished damaged her in each life. She took up bone-conjuring, she once told me, to learn the means by which we could share an eternity in the mortal realm. I didnae ken her meaning until she came to me on my deathbed in that life. She waited until I disincarnated, and then attempted to bring my soul back into my body. Thanks to my power I had the strength to resist her magic, but that she would do again and again in other lives. Sometimes she didnae wait for my natural death, but would kill me herself.
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* * *

      Bhaltair gasped and covered his mouth with a trembling hand.
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* * *

      I reckoned that turning to dark magic would prevent her from reincarnating, but she ever returns to the mortal realm. I ken not how, but she’s defeated her own death for more than five centuries now. She’s also become the most powerful bone conjurer among druid kind.
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* * *

      Bhaltair had to stop and rub the tears from his blurry eyes. His chest ached as he mourned his friend’s secret agony. That Gwyn had never told him made him feel wretched, for he would not have rested until he’d found a way to end Barra’s tormenting of the kindly druid.
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* * *

      By the time I reached this incarnation I suspected that naught would stop her until she made me her revenant. Yet for the first time Barra didnae come to me, and I wondered if the Gods had been merciful. I grew happier, and mated with a lovely druidess. I had a family, feeling free now to live as others did. Then my daughter gave birth to Oriana, my only grandchild. The wee lass would stare at me whenever I came close, and wail if I didnae take her into my arms. I doted on the bairn, and her love for me grew so that she would crawl out from her parents’ cottage to my own. I would wake to find her curled up beside me, her little hands clutching at me.

      Of late the lass willnae leave my side. When she looks upon me now I see in her eyes no’ the love of a granddaughter, but the feverish lust that only one other has ever felt for me. Bhaltair, dinnae reckon me mad, but I believe the bone conjurer now possesses Oriana. Thus, I must call upon you, my old friend. You must determine if Barra yet lives inside my granddaughter. If I’m right, and she does, you must use your powers to remove her from the poor lass’s body. You of all druids will ken how to imprison Barra’s soul in some manner from which she can never escape.

      For all that we have meant to each other as brothers, please, I beg you do this for me.
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* * *

      Gwyn Embry
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* * *

      With shaking hands Bhaltair rolled up the scroll and replaced it in the puzzle box, locking down the lid. He had no doubt Gwyn had written the truth. It also explained how such an ancient druidess could hold such power over Oriana. He’d seen with his own eyes the power his former acolyte wielded. A young druidess with only the gift of mimicry could not have cast such spells.

      He could not permit Barra to go on possessing the lass. In order to contain her soul and prevent her from taking another innocent, he would have to force her into the confines of an enchantment she could not escape.

      His own words whispered in his mind: No one guessed that Barra yet lived. I myself reckoned her long banished to the grove of stars.

      Druid kind that had turned to dark magic could not ascend to the well of stars, and thus were denied reincarnation. After death they remained in the grove, the place between the mortal realm and the afterlife. Created by the Gods for souls to meet before journeying on together, it also served as a place to confine those unworthy of rebirth. No one knew exactly what happened to the dark souls once they reached the grove, but none had ever escaped it.

      Bhaltair tapped his fingers on the box. He would need a sacred grove portal and a very specific spell to send the bone conjurer there once he pried her soul from Oriana…

      Bhaltair went still.

      “By the Gods,” he said lowly as the notion expanded in his thoughts. He closed his eyes. “And no’ only the bone conjurer.”
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      MORNING SIFTED THIN light through the Great Wood, dappling Taran as he followed the track of small boots from Dun Mor’s labyrinthine entry. They led directly to a clearing containing stacks of felled timbers, where two figures came together. He concealed himself behind a large oak and listened.

      “Hey, Manath,” Rowan said to the clan’s woodsman. “The chieftain said you might need a hand with splitting those ash logs. Are they for the new flooring in the kitchens, or are you just preparing to build a really big fire?”

      “’Tis for the floor, my lady,” the clansman answered, sounding somewhat perplexed. “But the work, ’tis no’ easy.”

      “If you guys had already invented log splitters, it would be,” she told him. “But these still look pretty green, so some wedges and a couple of hammers should crack them in no time. Mind if I show you how I do it?”

      Moving through the brush as silently as he could, Taran finally found a spot where he could look down on the pair. Rowan had just taken off her fur cloak, revealing the odd garments from her time that she wore. He’d grown accustomed to seeing her wear his, which she had left behind in the stables. Her long, dark braid swung over her shoulder as she bent to take her tools from a satchel. Manath stood well back from her, his expression both wary and doubtful.

      Seeing her made Taran’s heart pound hard and fast in his chest, and for a moment he had to avert his gaze. Since she’d left to live in the stronghold he’d been in a state of perpetual, wretched longing. He remained ever-vigilant for her, as if some part of him expected her to return any moment. When he could no longer abide waiting he’d begun spending more time in the stronghold, just to be near her. He took pains not to let her see him. More than one night he’d relieved the sentry near her chamber so he might stand outside it and simply listen to her soft breathing as she slept.

      Brennus had caught him surreptitiously watching Rowan at the morning meal yesterday, and later had taken him aside to speak with him about the dark lass.

      “She sees clearly the dangers of remaining,” the chieftain told him. “Yet she would risk it, and I couldnae deny her. She reminded me that we’ve all the right to choose our path.”

      One knot in his chest loosened, while another snarled. “Aye, so ’twould seem.”

      “I dinnae ken what you said or did to change her mood, but the lass works as hard as any of our brothers,” the chieftain told him. “The men no longer shy from her presence, and Bridei begins to ask for Rowan to aid him now. ’Tis as if she’s become another wench.”

      “I’m glad of it,” Taran said, keeping his expression remote. “Rowan’s strong, and shall well serve the clan.”

      “If ’tis truth, then why do you skulk about after her?” Brennus asked flatly. “Both Cadeyrn and Ruadri tell me they’ve spied you thus, and now I find your eyes on her. What about the lady plagues you?”

      “Naught.” He knew he had to tell the chieftain something to appease him. “I’ve worried her temper might cause trouble. She’s a penchant for fits of anger.”

      “No’ since she returned to the stronghold. The lass barely utters a word unneeded.” Brennus’s black eyes narrowed. “Odd, that.”

      “I’d thank you to forget I spoke ill of her,” Taran told him.

      The chieftain’s suspicious expression faded. “Aye. Althea seems glad she’s grown so obliging. She said to Ruadri ’tis as if some evil enchantment lost its grip on her.” He clapped Taran on the shoulder. “Your methods work as magic on wenches as well as horses.”

      It had been that last comment that echoed in Taran’s head all night, and now followed him as he shadowed Rowan. Her accusation about his control of her by voice had been true, but using persuasion had always been his gift. With a handful of words, he could convince the most reluctant Skaraven to confide in him.

      His battle spirit gave him power over all horses, and the ability to ride and fight as if part of his mount. The old Pritani legends had it that choosing the centaur meant spending a lifetime devoted to the herd, which Taran had gladly accepted. He’d always felt closer to animals than his own kind. But his power manifested through thought and touch, not voice.

      A sharp cracking sound drew his attention back to the clearing, where Rowan straightened over an ash log that had fallen neatly split.

      “There you go,” Rowan told Manath, gesturing to the halved wood. “Have you thought about using some slate under the cookstoves? Stone works better near the fire, obviously, but it can reflect the heat, too, and help shorten the cooking time.”

      Near the fire.

      Her words throbbed in Taran’s head, and darkness cloaked him as he heard them again in another’s voice.

      “Come near the fire and warm yourself, Tarn,” a dark-haired druidess said as she knelt to add more wood to the blaze. “’Tis growing cold now.”

      Taran glanced around the wide, open glen surrounding them. Tall carved stones formed a ring a short distance away, and a light frost spangled the grasses. A lean horse wearing but a blanket and a rope bridle nudged his hand, and he released it and watched it graze.

      “’Twill snow soon, I reckon,” the young druidess said and glanced up at him, her pale green eyes solemn. “We might shelter with the Dawn Fire tribe. ’Tis said they welcome outcasts, and their settlement lay but a few leagues beyond the hills.”

      She had a full, curved form, and beneath her robe her belly swelled with child. Yet Taran knew she was Rowan, just as Rowena had been.

      “I should take you back before you’re missed, Wren,” he told her, and crouched down to take her hands in his. It didn’t shock him to see how old and twisted his fingers looked against her young skin. Touching her gave him such pleasure that he closed his eyes for a moment. “Your tribe willnae accept your leaving.”

      “I offered them reason, and they refused to heed me. ’Tis no’ their concern.” Wren touched his cheek, spreading her gentle warmth across his wrinkled skin. “I’m yours, Tarn. I felt it the moment we touched. Now that we’ve mated, I shall always be yours.” She brought his hand to the curve of her belly, and he felt a small thump beneath his palm. “Your daughter agrees.”

      Memories came to him of the many nights they’d met in secret. The passion that they shared for each other would not be denied. During a spring evening they’d conceived this child, and he would never regret that.

      “I’d name her Rowan, if that ’twould please you.”

      The druidess wrinkled her nose. “After the berries? But they’re so bitter.”

      “Yet they’re beautiful and strong. They endure snow and cold and never falter. I shall ask our lass to carry the name on through her bloodline.” He caressed the outline of a tiny foot. “’Twill help me find you again when I return from the well. I searched so long for you in this incarnation that I’d near given up hope.”

      “’Tis the way of the Gods and their jests. You’ll always find me, my love.” She glanced up at the stars and smiled, but then she shot to her feet. “The tribe’s defenders. No.”

      Taran turned to see a group of druids marching across the glen. Each carried a torch and a scythe, and were led by a tall, silver-haired druid wearing a ferocious scowl.

      “Take my mount and ride. Seek the Dawn Fire,” Taran urged her. When she shook her head, he turned her to face him. “Our child mustnae come to harm. Your sire–”

      “–must accept my choice,” she told him firmly. “You’re my husband, and my daughter’s sire. He cannae deny us.”

      The druids fanned out, surrounding the fire and them, while Wren’s sire came closer and scowled as he surveyed them both.

      “In time I may overlook your defiance, Wren,” her father said, his deep voice haughty. “I accepted that you would bear this child without naming the sire. Now I see why you wouldnae.” He met Taran’s gaze. “What you’ve done, you bastart, ’tis unforgivable. When I bring you to justice I shall beg them permit me open your veins with my dullest blade.”

      As headman of Wren’s tribe her father had grown powerful and very proud. Where another sire might have consented to the unlikely match, he saw it as insult. Nothing Taran could say would persuade him otherwise.

      “You shallnae harm him,” Wrens said as the defenders closed in on them. She made a beseeching gesture. “We’re mated now, Sire.”

      “Not before he made you his hoor.” Her father’s face grew mottled with rage, and he snatched a scythe from one of the defenders. “I willnae wait to drag you before the conclave, Ovate Carden.”

      As the druid swung the scythe at Taran’s neck Wren screamed. The sound wounded him so deeply that he barely felt the blade cut through his neck.

      The Great Wood surrounded him an instant later, and he looked down to see Rowan and Manath hammering at another wedge-studded log. He reached for his throat, almost startled to find it unmarked, and drew his hand away wet with sweat.

      That name Wren’s father had called him—Ovate Carden—could not be his. He had not been an old, lecherous druid bent on corrupting a young innocent. None of what he’d seen in the vision could have happened. Two different Pritani tribes had come together to breed the Skaraven, and he was Skaraven. None of them possessed druid blood…

      Taran’s eyes looked in the direction of the stronghold. None of them were druid kind except Ruadri, who had been sired in secret by Galan, one of their druid trainers. Taran’s hands fisted.

      Mayhap no’ only the shaman.

      Fury and disgust poured through Taran as he stalked through the woods away from the clearing. The clan believed Brennus despised the tree-knowers more than any Skaraven, but Taran’s hatred ran much deeper. He’d never forgive their kind for what they had done to him and his brothers during their mortal lives. He could not possibly share their bloodline.

      Though he intended to go to the stables and work off his fury, his boots took him in a different direction. The river by the stronghold had frozen enough for him to cross it in three strides. From the other side he made his way to the sacred oak grove.

      No Skaraven except Ruadri could open the well-hidden portal.

      This would prove him right. When he touched the icy ground in the center of the stones it would sense his Pritani blood and remain closed. He stood over it, his chest heaving with his anger before he went down on one knee and slapped his hand against the ground.

      A round, swirling abyss appeared beneath his palm.
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      ROWAN’S EYES BURNED as she watched the orange-red embers flicker in the great hall’s hearth. She’d begun sitting by the fire every night after the evening meal, trying to stay awake for as long as she could. She’d worked most of the week with Manath, and now every muscle in her arms throbbed. Wedge-hammering and ax-chipping the rough surfaces of the flooring logs had pushed her to the brink of exhaustion. Yet she knew the minute she closed her eyes and tried to sleep the nightmares would start again.

      “You should be in bed,” Emeline’s gentle voice said as the nurse offered her a mug of steaming brew. “Here. A peace offering to help.”

      “Thanks.” Rowan took a sip and tasted herbs and honey. “Nice and sweet. Will it knock me out cold?”

      “Probably not.” The nurse sat down in the chair beside hers. “You look wretched. Is insomnia the reason you’ve been haunting the hall every night?”

      “Nightmares.” She cradled the mug between her callused palms. “Or maybe they’re bad memories. I don’t know anymore.”

      “You can tell me,” Emeline suggested.

      “As long as you don’t douse me with your touchy-feely powers,” Rowan warned her, and then sighed. “Sorry. I’m trying to be nicer, but my mouth doesn’t always get the memo.”

      “I’ll slap you again if you’d like,” the nurse offered, “but I think a talk might prove more therapeutic. What sort of nightmares are you having?”

      “Creepy ones,” Rowan said and hesitated before she went on. “I never got along with my adoptive mother, Marion, and she wasn’t too fond of me. But before this week I always thought she treated me okay. Cinderella okay, but okay. Now I’m dreaming of things that happened to me, terrible things, but I don’t remember them at all. Emmie, they’re so bad I can’t sleep anymore.”

      At Emeline’s urging she described how Marion had broken her arm while beating her, and then recounted the other strange visions.

      “I tried to run away from her in another one, and she dragged me back into the house by my hair. A big chunk of it tore out. I bled all over the place before she sewed up the gash.” She grimaced. “She kept me tied to my bed in another, with the ropes so tight they cut into my skin for three days. Another time I threatened to tell someone what she was doing to me, and she slammed my face into a wall. It knocked me out, and when I came to I had a broken nose and a chipped tooth. Marion told Perrin something…” She stopped and swiped at the sweat beading over her upper lip. “I can’t remember what.”

      “You didn’t recall her doing those things to you before now?” the nurse asked. When Rowan shook her head, her lips thinned. “Rowan, Marion likely had druid blood, like you and Perrin. From what your sister has told me I think she had some powers as well. She may have bespelled you to forget the abuse, in the same way she compelled you to protect Perrin.”

      It made about as much sense as her former, obsessive need to watch over Perrin had. “What I don’t understand is why she did it only to me. Why would she beat the crap out of one niece and not the other?”

      “Maybe you still hate Mom so much you’re just making it up, to get Emmie to feel sorry for you.” Perrin came to stand in front of the hearth, her hands knotted into fists. “She never did any of that stuff. I would remember.”

      “Do you remember how I broke my arm?” Rowan demanded. “I didn’t until I had that dream or vision or whatever it was. In it I was exactly the same as I was as a little kid. I felt everything: her beating my legs with that cane, the pain when the bone in my arm snapped. The whole time it was me and her. You weren’t in the room.”

      “Come on. Our house wasn’t that big. If she’d done that to you, I’d have heard you screaming,” Perrin insisted. “What you’ve forgotten is how gentle and kind our mother was. She never raised her voice, even when you got mouthy with her. Which was basically all the time.”

      All these years she’d tried to protect Perrin, and now her sister was siding with dead Marion. Rowan had finally had enough.

      “I haven’t forgotten anything about that evil old bitch,” she told her sister flatly. “When you weren’t around she treated me like a piece of garbage. While you went to dance lessons and glee club and all that other crap she signed you up for? She had me scrubbing the floors, folding laundry and washing dishes. You were the princess, but I was the unpaid help.”

      Perrin looked uncertain now. “You never said anything to me about it.”

      “Why would I? You always had new clothes and shoes. I never got anything but your hand-me-downs. When they stopped fitting she got my clothes from the thrift store. I knew exactly where I stood with Marion.” Rowan uttered a short, bitter laugh. “Especially when she bought you a brand-new car for graduation. Remember what she gave me for mine? Nothing. You even went to Juilliard on her dime, while I waited tables and scrounged for scholarships to pay for trade school.”

      “No, that’s not right,” her sister countered. “Mom told me you refused to let her buy you a car, or help you pay for school.”

      “Sure, because I wanted to ride my bike everywhere, and work myself to death covering tuition. Your mother the saint was so cheap she wouldn’t even cosign a student loan for me.” Rowan watched her scowl. “Yeah, go ahead, give me the evil eye. You look just like the old hag when you do.”

      Perrin flinched. “Don’t call her that.”

      “I think that’s enough,” Emeline said, sounding stern now. “Perr, why don’t you go and find your husband?”

      Rowan watched her sister stalk off. “She really has no clue about what went on in that house.”

      “Maybe she would if the two of you would stop squabbling long enough to really talk about it,” the nurse advised her.

      “Marion’s dead, so it doesn’t matter anymore.” Rowan regarded the nurse and saw the worry in her eyes. “What?”

      “It matters to you, or you wouldn’t be having these nightmares,” Emeline said, and sighed. “I wish we had a trained psychotherapist to help you, but I’m afraid Ru and I are all you’ve got. Although we might consult with Bhaltair Flen, too.”

      The thought of talking to the big shaman about her personal drama made Rowan cringe. And no way was she spilling her guts to that old druid.

      “What would you do about this stuff?”

      “I think if you’re having some kind of repressed memories instead of nightmares, then you shouldn’t resist them. Let yourself recall what truly happened in your childhood. They can’t hurt you now.” Emeline touched her arm. “Once you have, you’ll probably know why Marion tried to erase them from your mind.”

      “You really think she could do that?” Before she replied Rowan groaned. “She hexed me to play Perr’s bodyguard after she died. Of course, she could have wiped my brain.”

      “I’ll tell you something that my husband and I have always suspected,” the nurse said. “You and Perrin are nothing alike in personality. Physically you don’t share any resemblance at all. In fact, looking at you both, no one would ever guess that you were related.”

      “Everyone said that while we were growing up,” Rowan said. “Marion told people that I took after my dad, not my mom. Evidently, he had the dark coloring and all the muscles, and he was a carpenter, too.” She frowned. “Perrin must have taken after our mother. She and Marion were sisters, and Perr looks exactly like the old hag when she’s angry. I wasn’t being a bitch when I said that.”

      “I expect you do look like your father,” Emeline said, her tone careful. “But why would Marion beat you while insisting you call Perrin your sister, to the point of breaking your arm? Why would a terrified, battered child still refuse to say it?”

      Rowan made the connection, and nearly dropped her mug. “Because I was telling the truth. Perrin’s not my sister.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Who does she think she is?” Perrin demanded as she marched back and forth the full length of Kanyth’s workroom. “Talking about our mother that way, like she was some kind of horrible monster. That’s not who she was.” She stopped and glared at her husband. “Besides, Mom would never hurt Rowan. She wasn’t capable of it. She didn’t even spank us when we were little.”

      Kanyth set aside the sword he had been finishing and came around to tug her into his arms. He cradled her against his chest and tucked her head under his chin.

      “’Tis likely Rowan mistakes dreams for truth.”

      It made her feel a little better to be close to him, but she still couldn’t let go of her anger.

      “Maybe Mom was too cheap to get her a car or help her pay for school. I do feel bad about that. I just wish I could remember exactly how Rowan broke her arm that time. But no matter how much I try, I can’t.”

      Kanyth stroked her hair. “Ru believes that your mother had druid blood, and some skill with their magic. Mayhap she took the memory from you to save you grief.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, either. Why would Mom want me to forget an accident?” She drew back and studied his handsome face. “You believe me about my mother, don’t you?”

      “I ken that you loved her, and saw her to be good,” he said simply. “I but wonder why Rowan doesnae feel the same.”

      “They never got along,” she admitted. “My mother doted on me. Okay, honestly, she spoiled me rotten sometimes. I remember her trying to be affectionate with Rowan, too, back when we were little girls. But even then, my sister hated her, and refused to go near her. Mom stopped trying after a while, I guess. Maybe that’s why she treated my sister differently. She’s always been hard to live with, too.” She closed her eyes. “And now Ro’s trying to drive me away.”

      “Brennus and I oft squabbled in our boyhood.” Her husband kissed her brow. “’Twill pass.”

      She looked up, but instead of Kanyth’s black eyes she looked into the flat, lifeless face of an enormous wooden statue. The forge vanished along with her husband, and a dead clearing under a colorless sky took their place.

      “I can refine the limbs with joints,” Perrin heard Rowan say, “but you’ve carved the feet too small. No way they’re going to support a ton of weight.”

      Perrin turned around to see her sister walking with Hendry Greum down the line of gigantic carvings. More than fifty formed a towering line that stretched all the way into the woods. Rowan wasn’t trying to escape or even resist. Her sister was chatting with the mad druid.

      “What reckon you would keep them from collapsing in battle?” the druid asked her sister.

      “Another couple of legs as load-bearing struts would be nice.” Rowan stopped and crouched down to run her hand over the crude carved feet. She touched the thing as if she admired it before she squinted up at Hendry. “I could form a broader base for the foot, maybe, with some iron to reinforce them.”

      Perrin shook her head, backing away until she bumped into a lean, hard form. She turned around to see a dark-haired, dark-eyed Taran Skaraven smiling at her with wooden teeth.

      “She’ll become my mate,” he told her in Ochd’s grating voice, and grabbed her by the throat. “After we crush all of you to dust.”

      She couldn’t scream, couldn’t breathe, and as his fist tightened she knew her neck would break. She fought wildly, until his grip moved from her neck to her arms, and she stared up at Kanyth’s pale face.

      “’Tis me, Perr,” he kept saying, over and over as he held her violently trembling body. “See me, aye, ’tis your Ka. You’re with me in the forge. You’ve had a vision again.”

      Tears spilled down her face as she nodded. “It was Rowan, with Hendry. She was walking around some place with him and these huge famhairean. God, she’s going to help them. She’s going to use her power to build new giants.”
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      NOW THAT HE was alone, Brennus unfurled the lengthy message from Maddock McAra. After the morning meal Althea had gone to oversee the renovations she and Lily were making to the kitchens.

      “Don’t get too involved in your scrolls,” she’d warned. “After I negotiate today’s détente between the Brit and your cook I’m coming back so we can go over the reserves in the money chamber.”

      He’d given her a surly look. “You’re obsessed with counting our gold.”

      “No, sweetheart, I’m determined to keep you from squandering it.” She leaned over to brush her lips over his, and said in a bare whisper, “Plus, the money chamber has a nice big bar on the door, and that lovely, roomy new divan I had moved there.”

      He’d tried to pull her onto his lap, but she laughed and skipped off.

      Brennus reluctantly turned his attention to the message from his ally. Since relocating his family and clan to his father-in-law’s stronghold the little laird wrote weekly with what news he could offer. As yet the McAra had not yet found a trace of the mad druids and their famhairean, but Lady Elspeth had regained her health and was now growing ripe with the laird’s child. Maddock ended the missive with his intention to name the bairn either Perrin or Kanyth, to honor their efforts to save his wife, children and clan.

      You shall oblige me by overlooking that I once held your brother prisoner and threatened to kill him as prelude to a clan war between us, the laird wrote. Trust that my lady shall never permit me forget it.

      Brennus chuckled, and then heard footsteps. He looked up from the scroll to see Emeline and Ruadri approaching. Both looked grim, and thanks to the nurse’s power he could feel her worry radiating from across the hall. He rolled up the message and set it aside as they joined him.

      “We’d no’ trouble you with this matter, chieftain,” the shaman said. “But my wife fears the lass’s state willnae improve without aid that neither she nor I may give.”

      He gestured for them to sit. “You speak of Rowan.”

      “Every night she avoids sleep now,” Emeline said, nodding. “I noticed it when I saw her sitting in the hall more than once after midnight. I’ve been watching her, and she never goes to her bed.”

      “The patrols say she’s also taken to walking near dawn,” Ruadri added. “She treks for miles in the snow without any real direction. She’s found her way back to Dun Mor each time, but without sleep at length I fear her mind shall grow confused.”

      “You’ve offered her a sleeping potion,” Brennus guessed, and the shaman nodded.

      “I actually dosed her with one last night, in an herbal brew,” Emeline said, her cheeks pinking. “It had no effect at all. She also seems unaware of how little sleep she’s had, but I believe that she’s been awake for almost a week.”

      Sevenday without rest would have been a feat few Skaraven might have attempted, even as immortals.

      “Ken you the cause?”

      Emeline related what the dark lass had told her, along with the firm denial with which Perrin had countered her claims.

      “I have very limited experience with this sort of condition, Chieftain. She may be reliving genuine, repressed memories from real abuse she suffered as a child. I feel no deception from her when she speaks of it.”

      “Or something has bespelled her to twist her memories into horrors,” the shaman said. “I cannae find a trace of magic on her, but my knowledge of such spells, ’tis lacking.”

      Brennus sat back as what the healers wanted occurred to him. “You wish to summon the old druid to see to her.”

      “Bhaltair Flen has the experience with druid maladies that we don’t,” the nurse said quickly. “He knows Dun Mor’s location now, and he was very helpful with treating the McAra clan after the attack.”

      Brennus grunted and eyed Ruadri. “A careful clout on the head could solve this as well.”

      “My wife doesnae permit me hit females,” the shaman said with a perfectly straight face as he took Emeline’s hand in his. “I’ll wager Althea also wouldnae take pleasure in such an order, Bren.”

      “Aye, and Rowan would likely hit back.” Brennus brooded for a moment. “Could this rift between the two prove part of the cause? Their memories of their mother seem as much at odds as they’ve been.”

      Emeline exchanged a look with her mate. “We don’t believe they are sisters. For her own purposes this woman who adopted them may have forced Rowan to claim Perrin as her sibling. I think that, more than the falling-out, is contributing to her confusion and insomnia.”

      Brennus felt a curious surge of sympathy for the dark lass. From the first time she’d challenged his authority he’d disliked her, but she had a will of iron even Kanyth likely couldn’t bend. That commanded his respect if nothing else. Over time he’d come to see that she also concealed how she’d suffered. He recognized that from the manner in which he’d endured the many torments of being bred as an indentured warrior. Those who were not destroyed by their burdens carried them without complaint.

      “Send a message to Flen,” he told Ruadri. “Ask him come to Dun Mor to examine our carpenter, and determine if he may aid her.”

      Ruadri left to attend to the task, but Emeline remained behind, her expression still troubled.

      “I’ve done as you asked, my lady,” Brennus reminded her.

      “I’m grateful, Chieftain.” She started to rise, and then sat back down. “There’s something more I wanted to tell you, but I’m not sure if I should. Too often my gift gives me insight into feelings that are, well, none of my business.”

      “Does this matter affect my clan?’ he countered, and when she nodded he said, “You may be McAra by blood, Emeline, but you’re Skaraven by choice. Loyalty to the clan comes before all other concerns.”

      She sighed. “You’re right, of course. I wasn’t aware of it until I saw you talking with Taran yesterday morning. He was watching Rowan from across the hall, wasn’t he?”

      “Mayhap.” Brennus frowned, for he couldn’t quite recall what he had said to the horse master. “Why should it concern you?”

      “It occurred to me later that I’d never seen the two of them in the same room,” Emeline told him. “The fact is that when I walked between them I felt something. I’d call it emotion, but it seemed deeper and stronger. I can only call it a type of powerful psychic connection. It ran from Taran to Rowan continuously, like a river no one could see.”

      Once Brennus might have scoffed at such musings, but since mating with Althea he’d formed an unbreakable attachment to his wife.

      “You believe she’s been marked by Tran’s centaur, then?”

      “No,” the nurse declared flatly, startling him. “Pritani battle spirit energy is quite different, and since I share that with Ru I’m familiar with how it feels. I think what connects Taran and Rowan is a form of magic. Druid magic.”
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      AFTER ANOTHER SLEEPLESS night the last thing Rowan wanted to do was go on a long, cold ride. Still, she dragged herself out of the stronghold and found a spot where she could watch the stables until Taran emerged on his white stallion. She’d hoped he’d look as haggard as she felt, with big circles under his eyes and tangled hair and exhaustion dragging at his shoulders. Instead he appeared calm, perfectly groomed and well-rested.

      It’s not even bothering him that I left. So much for him being obsessed with me.

      She saw Taran glance toward her, and for an awful moment thought he’d spotted her. Then he touched his boot heels to Gael’s sides, and the stallion trotted off.

      When he disappeared into the woods Rowan’s insides tightened so much she thought she might twist into a pretzel. Staying away from the horse master grew harder every day, but going back seemed equally impossible. He didn’t want her, and with the power he had over her she could never trust him again.

      I can get over this guy, Rowan told herself as she slipped into the stables. I just have to stick it out until it doesn’t hurt anymore.

      “Come on, Sulky.”

      Ailpin’s gelding seemed especially determined to stay in his stall, and in the end, Rowan had to bribe him with a piece of her morning pear. By the time they were on their way she felt like she might keel over in the saddle and snooze all the way to the meeting spot.

      Ceann’s mood improved, however, as they got through the patrols and approached the cave. His ears went up, and his pace quickened to a trot. Rowan gave him his head, too tired to do anything but go along for the ride.

      Her addiction to Taran definitely hadn’t gotten better, judging by the weird pulling sensation she felt to turn around and head back to Dun Mor. The wordless need to be near him had been wearing her out as much as the ugly visions of Marion’s abuse and Perrin denying it had ever happened. No wonder she couldn’t sleep.

      Rowan couldn’t feel bad about the thing with Taran. Maybe he hadn’t meant to, but he’d shown her that she could matter to someone. No, what she most regretted was wasting her life trying to protect her sister. Even if it hadn’t been her choice, she’d still lost too many years playing bodyguard. Being on the road and squandering her talent building stage props weren’t even the worst of it. The first time she needed Perrin to be there for her—the only time, in fact—her sister couldn’t be bothered.

      As for the rest of them, Emeline had been nice, and Brennus more decent than she’d expected. Even Althea had tried to be friendly. But Rowan knew she didn’t genuinely matter to any of them. They’d never do for her what she now was doing for them.

      “I’m the mortal no one wants around,” she told the gelding. “Only here because I’ve got the wood mojo. I’m the big reject. If you can’t beat it, you might as well embrace it, right?”

      The horse swung his head around as if to look back at her, the sunlight gilding his long eyelashes.

      “It’s okay, you can pity me,” she told Ceann as she reined him in and dismounted. “I wish we had your herd mentality. No matter what you guys always stick together.” She touched her forehead to the space between the gelding’s eyes. “Just don’t tell anyone that you’re the only real friend I’ve got left.” The gelding rubbed his black nose against the front of her jacket as if to comfort her. “Triple oats for you when we get back to the stables.”

      This time she tethered him well away from the cave before she headed for it.

      Ochd in his Taran body stepped out before she could enter. “Fair morning, my lady.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      He didn’t go down on one knee this time, but Rowan had already gotten tired of the way he’d been sucking up to her. He’d changed his hair and eye color to match Taran’s, which made her queasy, and shifted his face to make it less flat and more like he had bone structure. From a distance, he probably looked just like the horse master, which wasn’t great.

      “What’s going on at Camp Crazy?”

      “Hendry has nearly finished building the totem army,” Ochd said as he stared at her face, his mouth curving. “I counted two for every famhairean.”

      That would mean Hendry had over a hundred huge wooden giants to deploy. The clan would never stand a chance against that many.

      “How soon will he have them ready to fight?”

      “Once they finish carving, he has but to cast the guardian spell,” the giant told her. “’Twill awaken them as defenders, to fight against any attack made.”

      “Terrific.” Rowan knew as soon as she got back to the stronghold she’d have to tell Brennus everything, but at least this would be the last time she had to meet Ochd. “When is he planning to spring them on the Skaraven?”

      The famhair moved his shoulders stiffly up and down. “Hendry doesnae speak of it to me or in my hearing. He watches me more closely.”

      Not the news she’d wanted to hear. “You think he suspects what you’ve been doing?”

      “I cannae tell you.” He reached out and took hold of her hand. “You’re so weary, my lady. Come away with me this day. I ken of so many places where we may safely dwell.”

      “Hey, I’d love to,” Rowan lied through her teeth, “but I can’t just disappear without making the clan suspicious.”

      “We could go together to your time, through one of the grove portals,” Ochd urged. “The Skaraven couldnae follow us, nor could the Wood Dream or my brothers. We may build a life there, Rowan. A family, with bairns and a home.”

      He had it all worked out, she realized. Ochd was expecting a happily ever after ending, with her as his princess. Judging by the mention of kids, he seemed to have forgotten that they weren’t even the same species. But to reject him might ruin everything. She had to swallow her disgust and cater to his fantasy, just this one last time.

      “We wouldn’t be any safer there than we are here.” She felt something strange inch like ice down her spine, and glanced over her shoulder to see a shadow moving through the trees. “Crap. I think my horse got loose.”

      Ochd was looking the other way. “’Tis no’ a horse.”

      The ground beneath her boots shook, and trees behind Ochd began uprooting and falling. Rowan saw the mounds of earth rising and shoved the famhair away from her.

      “You led them to me?” she shouted, stunned and furious. “That’s your idea of loyalty?”

      “I swear to you, I didnae. Say naught to them,” Ochd warned her, and then tried to grab her. “My lady, please.”

      Rowan whirled to see Taran burst out of the brush on his stallion, one long arm outstretched to her. Shock made her stagger backward. He’d followed her here? Had he known all along?

      “Run to me,” the horse master bellowed. “Rowan.”

      Before she could sprint in his direction cold, hard hands seized her from behind, and dragged her back against a tall body in a thick wool druid’s robe.

      “We meet again, Sister,” a cold voice hissed in her ear.

      Rowan twisted around to see a much younger version of Hendry Greum, and tried to break his hold on her.

      “Get off me.”

      He grinned. “After I’ve sought you for so long? I think not.”

      Dha shot up from the ground in front of her and snatched Taran from his mount. He clamped his heavy arms around the horse master, pinning him against him before he slammed his face into the back of Taran’s head.

      Rowan’s vision blurred as she watched the horse master go limp in the famhair’s grip. She blinked back the tears and looked at Ochd, who stood between Aon and another giant.

      All of her anguish came out in a single word. “Why?”

      “We’ll protect you, my lady,” Ochd promised her before he turned to Hendry. “We should leave this place before his clan track him here.”

      “Indeed,” the druid said, and handed Rowan off to Aon. “We’ve so much to do.” He nodded to the giant. “Go.”

      Being dragged through the earth again made Rowan relive another nightmare: the first time she’d been grabbed by the famhair. He’d come up through the floorboards of her backstage workshop and stunned her with a single blow before hauling her into the pit. Now the hard, cold soil crumbled around them as Aon burrowed his way through the earth. She knew to keep her face turned toward him so she could breathe, but the feel of his hands on her made her stomach heave.

      Don’t vomit. Don’t resist. Hendry would’ve had them kill you right there if he wanted you dead. You have to leverage the situation to keep Taran alive.

      She’d bet faking calm while utterly terrified was something she’d learned from being adopted by Marion. She knew how much her adoptive mother had enjoyed making her cringe and cry, as if it fed some twisted need she’d had.

      Finally, Aon changed direction and burrowed his way to the surface, shoving her out onto some frost-covered dead grass. Before Rowan could push herself up, he lifted her by the back of her jacket and held her dangling as the rest of the famhairean surfaced. She didn’t resist, but scanned the edges of the broad glen, where towering wooden totems stood in long lines. Some appeared still rooted in the ground, but most had been refined into immense humanoid forms.

      As creepy as the place looked, it also had a strange familiarity, as if she already knew it well. Immense dead oaks made up most of the ancient forest surrounding the glen, and they looked like old friends. She could smell stagnant water from a loch she felt sure lay to the west of the glen. The empty sky should have been filled with birds.

      What had happened here?

      “No,” Aon grated, and Rowan looked to see Ochd coming toward her. “You betray Wood Dream.”

      “Rowan’s to be mine,” the famhair countered. “You ken this.”

      She didn’t know whether to be grateful or horrified, but she was definitely saying nothing for now. Somehow, she had to keep the giant on her side while convincing the druid and the others that he wasn’t.

      Hendry came out of the ground with another giant and shook the soil from his robes before he came over to Aon. “Well done, my friend.” He studied Rowan’s dirty face, his viper-green eyes glowing with satisfaction. “How I’ve craved this moment.”

      “I haven’t,” she told him, and shot a dirty look at Ochd. “But your spy did an excellent job of luring me into your ambush. He had me completely convinced that he was on my side. You should rent him out to despotic governments.”

      “My spy.” The druid frowned. “I didnae send Ochd to find you, or trap you. He’s been leaving the settlement without my permission. This morning we tracked his spirit directly to you.”

      “I found Rowan after you freed my spirit, Wood Dream,” Ochd told Hendry. “She welcomed my return. She even carved a body for me.”

      That wasn’t true, or what Rowan would have chosen as a cover story, but she could work with it.

      “Not like I could chat with a ball of light.”

      “You claim she gave you sanctuary.” The druid nodded toward Taran, who still hung unconscious in Dha’s arms. “Why do you look like that one?”

      “’Twas to deceive the Skaraven if they discovered us,” Ochd said. “I’ve gone several times, hoping to persuade my lady to return to us, and aid our cause. The Skaraven havenae treated her well. They use her as they would a peasant, to tend to their horses and chop their wood. She barely sleeps.”

      And there was her out, Rowan thought. “I told you, Ochd, I’d rather be worked like a slave than be beaten and starved again.” She gave Hendry a grudging look. “Things haven’t gone exactly great for me with the clan, but even with the makeover, you and your crew are a lot worse.”

      A teenage druidess capered into the broad glen from a direction that Rowan would have sworn held the village.

      “Hendry,” she chirped in Murdina Stroud’s voice. She said his name over and over until she flung her arms around his neck. “’Tis done, my love. ’Tis done.” Her high voice cackled as she peppered his face with kisses.

      As Hendry carefully extracted himself from her embrace, Rowan ground her jaw. The druidess might look like a kid but she sounded just as loony as ever.

      “Let the whippings begin,” she said, looking at Murdina.

      The mad druidess covered her mouth with both hands, sputtering with laughter.

      “I wouldnae have caused you to suffer,” Hendry said. “But I couldnae single you out from the other females. As the last of my bloodline, I recognized your fortitude. ’Tis a trait shared by all Wood Dream.”

      “So now I’m a member of your tribe?” Rowan covered her shock by making a rude sound. “Sorry, Hendry, but no sale. Ruadri and Emeline went back in time and witnessed the massacre. They saw everyone but you and your girlfriend die.”

      “Aye, every member of our tribe perished that day,” Hendry agreed. “Including our headman, who had a dalliance with a mortal in a nearby village. When she swelled with his bairn he sent her away. That winter after the massacre she gave birth to his daughter.”

      “You’re saying that kid was my ancestor?” When he nodded Rowan regarded Aon. “Could you put me down, Moron? I’m trying to have a conversation with potential family here.” The giant dropped her, and Rowan staggered a bit before she found her footing. “All right, so let’s say for the sake of argument that I’ve got Wood Dream blood.” She began brushing off the dirt clinging to her. “So, what? You want me to put you on my Christmas card list? Carpool to the next tribal reunion? Try out for Dancing with the Druids?”

      “I dinnae ken of what you speak,” Hendry told her, and lifted a hand. “But we need you to break the spell left behind on this land, and help us avenge the slaughter of our tribe.”

      That wasn’t all he wanted from her. She’d put money on it. He was practically licking his lips over getting her back.

      “I’m a carpenter, not a druidess.”

      “Look,” Murdina said, repeatedly jabbing her finger toward the sky. “Look. Look.”

      Rowan glimpsed something stretching out over them and tilted her head back to see a seething, angry red light forming a dome over the glen and the forest around it.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “The unfinished spell that holds our territory lifeless,” the druid said, looking even more pleased. “One that may only be ended by a member of our tribe performing the remainder of the solstice ritual. You, Sister, shall finish it.”

      “Oh, right, because I’m so good at ritual wrap-ups,” Rowan said, trying not to look at the ugly light show again. “Come on, Hendry. What I know about all your druid crap couldn’t fill a cold pill capsule. Do it yourself.”

      “I ken the way of it,” Murdina declared, suddenly serious. “I shall teach you.”

      “To keep us imprisoned in the Storr those bastarts who judged Murdina and me made us immortal.” A muscle on Hendry’s jaw ticked. “We’re no longer druid kind. You’re the last of the Wood Dream bloodline. Only you may bring life back to our land.”

      If he was right, which she suspected he was, then she had them over a barrel. Striking a bargain she had no intention of keeping would be ridiculously easy.

      “All right. Maybe I could lend a hand. What’s in it for me?”

      He spread his hands. “We’ve much to offer. What do you want?”

      Rowan pretended to think about it. “A little revenge would be nice. Maybe a front row seat to watch you guys beat the Skaraven into the dirt.” She nodded toward Taran, who was now stirring. “And him. I want him.”

      The druid chuckled. “Lily used that ruse at the mill farm. You’ll no’ convince me that he’s your lover, and later use him to escape.”

      “My lover?” Rowan laughed. “Hardly. You should hear him talk about me. He says nicer things about you. But then he has a very good reason to hate me. I’ll show you.” She gestured to Aon, who after a nod from Hendry carried Taran over to them. “Put him down, right here.” She pointed to a spot directly in front of her.

      Taran started to come to as the giant put him on his feet. “Rowan?”

      Quickly she grabbed his jaw before he could say anything more. “You only answer my questions honestly now. Did you force me to work in the Skaraven stables so you could keep an eye on me, and keep everyone from finding out what I could do to you?”

      “I did,” he said, his eyes darkening.

      “Did you ever trust me?” It hurt to see him shake his head, but Rowan simply patted his cheek. “Good boy. Now, why did you tell Brennus to send me back to the future? Is it because you’re afraid of me and my power over you?”

      His body shook, and then the word burst from him. “Aye.”

      Rowan glanced at the fascinated druid. “At first I couldn’t figure out why he wouldn’t let me get near him. Then he got sloppy, and I found out.” She regarded Taran. “What happens to you when I touch you?”

      This time Taran fought visibly not to answer her, but then muttered, “You compel me to do as you command.”

      Hendry looked unconvinced, so she had to do something outrageous. “On your knees.” As soon as Taran went down she smiled at the druid. “Now pledge your loyalty to me, Hendry, and Murdina. Swear on your battle spirit that you’ll serve us faithfully.”

      The horse master writhed as the words burst from him. “I…vow…by the…centaur spirit…to serve…you all.”

      “You’re now my slave, pal. You don’t speak again unless I first give you permission.”

      That would keep him from trying to control her by voice, Rowan thought, and ruining everything.

      Murdina clapped her hands and laughed, while Hendry looked stunned.

      Rowan smirked at him. “Any questions, Granddad?”
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      SINCE LOSING AILPIN in the battle outside the McAra stronghold Brennus had been unwilling to visit the clan’s caibeal. While the small, subterranean chapel usually provided him with some clarity of purpose, his lingering anger had made him unfit to brace his battle spirit. The loss of the hunter felt as if the Gods had torn away a part of him that might never heal. Even now, standing before the caibeal’s granite slab door, he felt his temper roiling. How much more would the Skaraven have to sacrifice to follow the twisted, stony path of righteousness?

      “Hey,” said a soft voice. Althea came to stand beside him, her lovely face solemn. “Want some company?”

      As ever his wife’s presence spread calm over his seething emotions. Without understanding the danger involved Althea had once defended him against his own raven in the caibeal, and he felt tempted to take her with him. Yet as chieftain he knew his responsibilities to the clan and the Gods. This task he would have to face alone.

      “I must seek guidance alone this day,” he told her, curling an arm around her waist and kissing her temple. “’Twill be well, my lady.”

      “If you’re sure.” Her bright gaze shifted over his face. “Just remember that I love you, and if you don’t come out of there in an hour, I’m bringing the boys with me to get you.”

      He held her for a long moment, and then watched her depart before he pushed open the heavy door.

      Walking into the clan’s chapel felt to the chieftain like stepping back twelve centuries to his mortal life, when he and the Skaraven had created the spiritual retreat. Huge stone slabs, each carved with his brothers’ battle spirits, formed concentric circles around the giant black morion in the center. The enormous dark crystal depicted Brennus’s own raven battle spirit, whose protection he shared with the rest of the clan. Since they had been freed of servitude he had also depended on the raven to aid him in making important decisions that would affect all Skaraven.

      Walking through the caibeal stones, he saw one slab that had cracked and crumbled. From long familiarity he knew it had belonged to the fox, Ailpin’s battle spirit. No Skaraven would have smashed the stone. The hunter’s battle spirit must have destroyed it. Seeing the remains provided a sobering reminder of the power each spirit possessed.

      Brennus bent to take a piece from the rubble, and held it in his fist as he approached the center of the caibeal. Yet his anger paled as he looked around at all the other slabs. The loss of Ailpin’s fox had greater meaning than he’d realized. One that shook him to his core. Slowly he went down on his knees and bowed his head.

      “In pride and anger I’ve mourned the loss of our brother. ’Tis my task to keep safe the clan, and I failed Ailpin. I came to beseech you for guidance, but now I see the stones yet standing. For the twelve centuries since the Skaraven died as mortals, you didnae abandon us. Our stones didnae crumble away. You awaited our return.”

      His skinwork came alive with dark blue light, illuminating the crystal’s carving. The raven looking over its shoulder slowly turned its head to meet his gaze.

      “I ever serve you and my brothers,” Brennus said, and placed the piece of broken stone at the base of the morion. “Guide me that I may do your will.”

      The crystal raven fluttered its sparkling wings, and slowly rose, hovering just over the chieftain’s head. Its darkness spread until it engulfed Brennus. Stars glittered above him, and he felt the brush of soft grass against his body. The vague outlines of an immense forest appeared, and cool air from the wind that filtered through it caressed his face.

      The grove. Brennus had no other name for it, but he knew the place. He had come here long ago. Movement drew his gaze, and for a moment he saw the silhouette of a hunter and a fox walking together through the trees. Ailpin.

      The night sky became filled with falling stars, and then with the grove it vanished.

      Brennus looked into the eyes of the crystal raven, and felt the battle spirit’s power funneling through him. Slowly the light faded from the morion as the carved bird looked over its shoulder and went still.

      What the raven had shown him Brennus would have to think on, and perhaps consult with Ruadri and Cadeyrn as to its meaning. Yet as he left the caibeal he felt whole again. Somewhere beyond the mortal realm Ailpin and his fox still hunted together. The clan’s spirits had not forsaken the Skaraven.

      As soon as Brennus stepped into the great hall Cadeyrn flanked by two clansmen came to intercept him.

      “Chieftain, these men recovered two horses while patrolling our eastern boundary,” his second said. “We’ve missing riders, and signs of the famhairean near the outer edge of the Great Wood.”

      Brennus regarded the patrol. “Tell me all.”

      “We found Ceann tethered near the hollows by the south-facing slopes,” one patroller said. “Gael came to us there, as spooked as I’ve never seen. Both saddled, but no sign of their riders.”

      “We followed Gael’s track to the entrance of a cave,” the second clansman added. “There we saw signs of struggle, and many furrow holes.”

      Brennus stiffened. The place they spoke of lay less than a few miles from Dun Mor.

      “Taran rides Gael. Who took Ceann?”

      “Rowan has been exercising him every morn,” Cadeyrn said. “Like Tran, she’s nowhere to be found.”

      “I may ken where they’ve gone, Brother.” Kanyth joined them, his expression grim as he related Perrin’s last vision. “I ken I should have told you last night, but my wife wished to first speak to the old druid. She believed he’d ken if some dark spell holds her sister under its sway. Had I guessed Rowan meant to betray us so soon, I’d have come to you at once.”

      “Aye, but had she, why would Rowan no’ lead the famhairean here?” Cadeyrn said, sounding unconvinced. “’Twould take them naught but a few moments to cross the distance and invade Dun Mor.” He glanced at Brennus. “Lily once feigned an alliance with Hendry to enlist my aid for their escape from the mill farm, and I called her traitor. I’ll no’ think the same of Rowan until we’ve proof.”

      “My wife’s visions arenae enough?” Kanyth demanded. “We’d likely be dead, all of us and the McAra, if no’ for Perrin’s foresight.”

      With his horse master missing and possibly captured by the mad druids Brennus couldn’t waste time judging the dark lass’s intentions.

      “Cadeyrn, gather the best of our hunters and trackers for a search. Kanyth, you and Ruadri shall prepare the stronghold against an attack. Bid Althea and our ladies to aid you.”

      As the men scattered to carry out his orders, the clan’s shaman entered the great hall with the limping figure of Bhaltair Flen. Brennus strode over to them, intent on sending the old druid back through the portal to safety.

      “’Tis troubling,” Bhaltair said once the chieftain had tersely described the situation. “Yet I dinnae reckon ’twas by chance that Hendry and his giants found your clanmaster and the lass. Mayhap he’s been watching the Great Wood for any sign of the Skaraven.”

      In the past Brennus would have dismissed the old man’s theories, but he had learned from experience that Flen had a canny understanding of their enemy.

      “Then once seeing Tran and Rowan, why would he no’ follow them back to the stronghold for the rest of us?”

      “Mayhap the two first found him and his creatures,” Bhaltair suggested. “’Twould explain why he released their horses. ’Tis my thinking that Hendry sets another snare for the Skaraven—with your clanmaster and the lass as lures.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bhaltair gratefully accepted a seat at the Skaraven’s long hall table, but declined the food and drink Althea offered.

      “’Twill no’ appease what curdles my belly presently, my lady.” He saw how her mouth tightened and reached to touch her slim hand. “Never fear, now. We shall see the lady and the Skaraven returned safely.”

      “Not if we walk into another of Hendry’s traps,” Althea said and met her husband’s glowering gaze across the table. “Master Flen is right. Hendry knows you’re going to respond to this by coming after him and the famhairean. It’s exactly what you did when the McAra were in danger. He’s manipulating you and the clan again to come for him.”

      “No druid decides my mind for me,” the chieftain said flatly. “Nor my wife.”

      “I’m not trying to,” Althea said and made a frustrated sound. “Hendry’s always one step ahead of us because he plans ahead. He knows what pushes your buttons…ah, what makes you do the things you do.” She sighed. “Now that he and the giants also know how to kill you, I’m just afraid that more of our men are going to die.”

      Bhaltair thought the lady brave for risking her husband’s displeasure, and considered deflecting it with an offering of his own advice. Brennus’s fierce expression instead persuaded him to hold his tongue.

      “I’ve been reminded that I dinnae ken all.” The chieftain turned to regard his second. “War Master, counsel.”

      “I agree with your lady and the tree-knower,” Cadeyrn said. “We shall do better to match Hendry’s intent, and turn it to our advantage.” His gaze settled on Bhaltair. “Mayhap you may provide some counsel as well. ’Tis common for your kind to scheme in such ways.”

      Reminded of his debt to the clan, the old druid hunched his shoulders. “I’ll aid you however I may.”

      “Why should we plot thus? We ken what shall happen,” Kanyth put in before Bhaltair could continue. “Perrin saw Rowan betray us.”

      Ruadri frowned. “No’ all your lady’s visions come to pass, Brother.”

      “What Rowan intends shall have no weight if we strike before the druids,” Cadeyrn told him, and then quickly said to Brennus, “We set a trap of our own, but no’ simply to ambush or counter or imprison. We find the means to end them once they’re caught.”

      “I may have that now,” Bhaltair said, silencing them all. When the chieftain gave him a curt nod he told them of the letter in the scroll box Gwyn had left behind for him. “What my old friend begged me do with Barra Omey’s soul made me think of the grove of stars. Cast there, her spirit would be there trapped forever. ’Tis why she’s gone to such lengths to possess other druids. She may remain in the mortal realm only through–”

      “Enough of the bone conjurer,” Brennus said. “Explain to me this grove.”

      The conclave would have disapproved of Bhaltair revealing what had only been known to their elders, but he owed the Skaraven the truth.

      “After death we ken that souls pass through the grove of stars. For most ’tis a waiting and meeting place, where those who wish to journey on together to the afterlife reunite. But those among druid kind like Barra who’ve turned to dark magic dinnae go to the well of stars from there. For them the grove is their final destination.”

      “You ken the quislings and their famhairean couldnae escape this grove?” Cadeyrn asked.

      “Aye, War Master. ’Tis ever night in the grove, thus no sun storm could release them. As immortals they cannae reopen the portal. Only the worthy ascend.” Bhaltair spread his hands. “’Twould be the only prison certain to hold them for eternity.”

      Brennus and his clanmasters fell silent, exchanging odd looks. The chieftain’s lady, however, glowered at Bhaltair directly.

      “Why didn’t you send them there in the first place?” Althea demanded. When her husband touched her shoulder, she glanced up at him. “I don’t regret coming here, Bren, or meeting you. You’re the love of my life. But a lot of innocent people have died because the druids and the famhairean escaped.”

      “We cannae change the past, my heart. We may only fight for our future.” The chieftain caressed her cheek before he said to Bhaltair, “You and Cadeyrn shall plot this together. Hold naught back from my war master, Druid, or I shall put you in the grove myself.”

      “Aye, you’ve my word.” Bhaltair regarded Althea. “My lady, we will need your aid in this as well.”

      She frowned at him. “Of course, I’ll help, but I’m no warrior. All I can do is…” She stopped as understanding lit up her eyes. “You can’t use a wood henge to send them to the grove of stars.”

      “No, my lady,” he said, smiling wanly. “To see this done, we shall need your ice power.”
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      SHAFTS OF COLORLESS sunlight pierced the well of shadows around Taran. The filth caking him from being dragged through the furrow now fell in small clots to the dirt floor. The listless air had no smell, as if it had filled a chamber that had been sealed for centuries. Something unseen pressed on him from within, a weight he’d never before felt.

      Unless he freed himself and found water Taran suspected that he would rot here.

      He hadn’t resisted being dragged into the crude timbered barn by the big famhair that had captured him. Left shackled and chained to a massive stake, he awaited his new enslavement. Instead of horses or livestock he saw work tables and tools. A wad of woolen blankets and garments had been left on a mound of hay, suggesting someone used the barn as shelter. Massive logs stacked to one side had been stripped of bark and notched in various places. One that lay on a huge table had been carved to resemble an arm as long as his own body.

      The shape told Taran what the druids and their giants were making. Ruadri had described to him the Wood Dream tribe’s enormous oak totems before they had been transformed into the famhairean. Hendry meant to do the same. And now Rowan would use her powerful druid gift to help him fashion more.

      Rowan. Despite her betrayal, simply thinking her name twisted his heart into a knot, and added to the dull throb of pain on the back of his head. How could you turn against the Skaraven? Against me? Did I drive you to fall in with this madness? To despise me so much that you’d force me to pledge myself to our enemy?

      Holding the chains so they wouldn’t clatter, Taran tested the strength of his shackles. The heavy cuffs stank of fear and blood. Hendry had likely stolen them from a horse breeder. Forged from iron to restrain stallions for cutting, the shackles would be almost impossible to break. He wanted to believe Hendry had intended the restraints for Rowan, but she must have known he would follow her.

      Taran turned his focus inward, and reached out with his mind until he encountered the thoughts of a mare tethered somewhere near the barn. She shivered inside and out, her mind streaming memories of the famhairean attacking and killing her stablemaster. She’d been stolen along with food and tools, and then forced to ride for twoday carrying that and Hendry to reach this place. To her the ruined settlement stank of ancient death that terrified her more than the murderous druids and their giants.

      Easy now, my beauty. Taran poured all his affection into his connection with the mare, praising her strength and coaxing her to calm. Once he could see through her eyes, he thought, Look upon the tether, aye, show to me where you’re tied. Now gaze around you.

      After the horse eyed the thin branch where her lead had been loosely looped, she swung her head to regard her surroundings. A stone’s throw away from her stood a hastily-built shelter where Hendry kept her during the long, cold nights. Beyond it she spied the back of the barn where Taran had been left.

      Take hold of the branch and break it, he encouraged her. You can pull free from it once you do.

      The frightened mare nudged the branch a few times. Once it broke and she was free she thought for a moment of running until her legs gave out, but reluctantly calmed again as he poured more reassuring thoughts to her.

      I cannae free myself as you have. You must go to my clan in the Great Wood. Taran showed her the different routes he knew that led to the Red Hills until she recognized one from the west. When you find the Skaraven, you will be safe again.

      Taran knew the journey would take the mare at least twoday, but if the weather remained clear the clan would be able to backtrack her trail.

      Stay to the woods, where you shallnae be seen. Go swiftly but carefully, my friend, Taran thought to the mare. You’re my only hope.

      The horse quietly shuffled off into the trees, her step quickening as she made her way toward the eastern road. He stayed in her thoughts, tracking her until the growing distance between them thinned their link to a bare thread.

      Something hard slammed into the side of Taran’s face, breaking his connection to the mare. He shook his head to clear it and looked up to see his own face glaring down at him.

      “My lady comes to work. On your feet.” When Taran didn’t move the giant jerked him upright. With a brutal thrust he slammed him back against the stake and held him pinned. “Mayhap I’ll visit your clan again.” He jerked the Skaraven ring from Taran’s hand, and thrust it onto his own finger. “You yet breathe only as she wishes to punish you. When she’s had her fill of watching you suffer, then I’ll take your head.”

      Taran couldn’t reply. Rowan’s command had effectively rendered him mute. But he understood the famhair’s jealousy. By the cave he’d heard the giant speak of running away with Rowan to the future, as if he were in love with her. This when Taran knew the famhairean despised all druid kind except Hendry and Murdina. He then recalled the strange name Rowan called Hendry after silencing him.

      Any questions, Granddad?

      Rowan walked inside the barn and surveyed them both. “Let him go, Ochd.”

      The giant released him so abruptly Taran fell to his knees. “You neednae keep this one alive. Killing him would prove beyond doubt to Hendry your loyalty.” He went to her, and put his hands on her arms. “’Twould protect us both, my lady.”

      “We’re good for now. Go and keep an eye on the druids,” Rowan told him, and moved toward the work tables.

      Taran watched the famhair leave the barn without another word, and felt a brush of power as it spread out and dissipated. She could command Ochd as easily as the mad druids controlled the others. She had called Hendry that strange name. Her druid gift gave her the power to change and shape wood.

      Rowan must share the mad druids’ Wood Dream bloodline.

      A cool hand cradled his chin, lifting his throbbing face. “I’m going to unchain you,” she said, her voice barely more than a murmur. “You have to keep quiet and do exactly what I say. If you understand, nod.”

      He nodded.

      She pulled the pin from the lock and slid the release back to loosen the shackles on his wrists and ankles. As soon as she pulled him to his feet Taran looked at the open barn door.

      “No, you’re not going to make a run for it,” Rowan told him as she held onto his arm and led him over to the largest work table. “Grab the other end of this and help me move it.”

      Taran had no choice but to obey her. After they moved the carved limb from the table Rowan had him help her bring a new log to take its place. She seemed entirely indifferent to him as she surveyed the length of the oak.

      “This should match the other one for size.” She brought a curved stripping blade with two handles and placed it in front of him. “Start stripping the bark.” When she saw his expression, her mouth tightened. “This is the new deal: either you shut up and do the work, or I give you and that tool to the giants, and they start peeling you.”

      Taran picked up the blade.
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      WHEN HENDRY AND the famhairean had returned with the dark druidess and the Skaraven, Oriana felt at first delighted. She had never tried to create a revenant from an immortal Pritani warrior, and wondered how much pain she could cause him during an attempt. The temptation to dismember him alive would be strong. Yet if she could end and then resurrect him he’d be the perfect weapon to wield against the rest of his clan.

      Her joy soon shriveled as she stood and eavesdropped on Hendry’s conversation with Rowan. Murdina’s ramblings had suggested that he needed the druidess for some dark purpose, but that mattered nothing to her. Enslaving the Skaraven would doubtless keep Rowan placated until the time came for the druid to make use of her, which would likely arrive after the completion of the new totems.

      Oriana admired the druid’s strategy, but the druidess’s presence meant she had to advance her own plans.

      “Come walk with me, Tri,” she said to the damaged giant once Hendry had disappeared into the cottage. “I need your aid.”

      “We go pick flowers?” Tri asked as he followed her into the dead forest.

      That he expected to find anything blooming in this dead place made her chuckle. “I’ve another harvest in mind.”

      All of the giants avoided the loch as if it were filled with wood worms, so Oriana had chosen a secluded spot near its banks. Tri stopped in his tracks as soon as he saw the water through the trees.

      “No, Mistress.” He backstepped as he shook his scarred head. “Tri no like splash.”

      “’Tis where I need your aid,” she told him, and gestured to the frozen ground. “You must sit and listen to me. I’m your friend, and I need your aid.”

      “Aye.” The famhair dropped into a crouch. “Kind to Tri. Aid lady.”

      Oriana knelt before him and reached into her cloak. “Look at the sun. See how high ’tis risen?”

      Once the giant’s head fell back she drove her ritual blade into his chest and uttered the soul-snaring spell three times. The divided halves of Tri’s face splintered as they contorted with the surfacing of the other beings imprisoned within his form.

      “Release me, I beg you,” a soft, feminine voice pleaded from one side of the famhair’s mouth.

      “Pagan scum,” a much deeper voice roared from the opposite side. “My blade shall fill your throat.”

      “Silence,” Oriana said, and when the giant clamped his maw closed she twisted the ritual blade. “No more be tethered to this creature’s soul. Begone with you, and leave him whole.”

      Tri’s face lost its crazed animation as two streams of light poured from his flat eyes. They gathered into spheres that rose gracefully into the air, turning ever more transparent until they disappeared from sight.

      Oriana looked into the giant’s still face, and summoned her power to begin the bone-conjuring. Tri made an odd sound as he reached for her hand on the dagger. Choking out a startled cry, Oriana pulled her hand away and watched wide-eyed as he removed the blade from his form and dropped it on the ground between them.

      “No. I’ve freed you, and now you shall do my will,” she demanded, and quickly recast the spell.

      As if immune to her power, the giant rose to his feet and sniffed the air. He turned toward the loch and shuffled toward it like he’d already been made a revenant.

      Oriana stumbled after him, grabbing at his arm. “Stop. Dinnae go near the water. Tri, you must obey me.”

      The famhair paused and glanced down at her before he shook her off like a gnat and continued through the trees.

      Oriana pushed herself up, grimacing as one of her ankles swelled hot with pain, and limped after him. “Tri, you cannae. ’Twill end you. Come here to me before ’tis too late.”

      The giant trudged into the still waters, sinking lower as he waded out. Soon he reached the depths and submerged, only to surface and turn around.

      Unwillingly fascinated now, Oriana peered at his bulging, changing form. He grew taller and broader, taking on the shape of one of Hendry’s totems.

      ’Tis what he was before the massacre. An oak carved into a giant.

      His flesh darkened and grew nubby as he absorbed all the water soaking him. As he stepped out of the loch Oriana saw his feet and legs sprouting roots, and his shoulders and arms reforming into branches. He shot up again, growing thinner and impossibly tall as he shuffled a few more steps to the edge of the woods. There he turned to face the loch as his feet split into a network of thick roots that sank into the soil. He lifted his arms as his garments vanished and his torso took on the broad, rounded shape of a tree trunk. A few moments later Tri finished his transformation, and went still as his roots disappeared into the earth.

      Rage burned inside Oriana. She should have brought one of Hendry’s stone axes with her so she might chop the idiot famhair into kindling. She should have guessed that the two trapped souls had caused the tribe’s totems to evolve…

      Suddenly she saw the other side of it, one that would serve justice to all the giants.

      This was how she would end all of Hendry’s creatures, just as soon as they slaughtered the Skaraven for her. She simply had to untether the other souls trapped inside them, and they would revert back to what they had been, just as Tri had done.

      She limped over to the oak, eyeing the deep scar high on the trunk, and the two knot holes on either side.

      “You’ve given me much aid this day, my lad.”
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      AT THE END of Rowan’s first day at the Wood Dream settlement Hendry and Aon came into the barn. The giant stood well back from the two buckets of water that the druid carried and set down by the wall.

      “Fair evening, Sister.” Hendry’s gaze wandered over her with visible greed. “I’m told you’ve accomplished much work.”

      So, he was having her watched, Rowan thought, and why did he keep looking at her like that?

      “What did you think I was going to do? Ask a giant to braid my hair? Get your girlfriend to rub my feet? I said I’d help you, not work on my tan.”

      “So you did.” He nodded at the table. “Show us what you’ve done.”

      She used the massive arm she’d been shaping to demonstrate how she’d modified the wooden limbs. Manipulating the upper and lower sections, she used a range of positions to pivot and move the arm almost as naturally as her own.

      “Once they’re attached to the torsos, I’ll expand the joint connectors to keep them locked in place, like this.” Rowan drew a simple diagram of what she meant in the fine wood dust on the table, hoping that would distract Hendry from looking too closely at her work. “Should be no problem keeping them light on their feet and swinging powerhouse punches.”

      That would be true, at least at first. In actual battle the staggered flaws she’d deliberately placed in every leg and arm joint would gradually give way. One after another they would snap like falling dominos, until the new giants collapsed. One decent rumble with the Skaraven would turn the whole bunch into a pile of cracked, useless wood.

      “You’ve done well.” The druid glanced at Taran, who stood at one end of the table watching them. “What of him?”

      “So far he’s been a good grunt. Helps that he can’t run his yap.” Rowan didn’t want to sound too happy. “I just wish I had a few dozen horse stalls for him to muck out—with his hands.”

      Hendry uttered a sour chuckle. “’Tis plain you’ve my blood in your veins.” He gestured at Aon, who tossed a bulging sack on the table. “Some food for your evening meal. Of course, you’ll spend the night here to assure your slave doesnae escape.”

      “Happy to.”

      Rowan had already guessed that someone else had slept in the barn when she’d spotted the clothes and blankets. Hendry wasn’t going to trust having her in the cottage. Aon lingered for a moment after Hendry left, giving her a long, ugly look before he walked out and bolted the door shut from the outside.

      “Looks like me and Granddad still have some trust issues.”

      She rinsed off her hands before she opened the sack, which contained oatcakes, a wedge of cheese, dried apples and a flask of what smelled like cider. She divided up the food, giving Taran the bigger share, and felt him flinch as she reached out to touch him.

      “Just eat,” Rowan suggested, gathering up her portion and retreating to the back corner of the barn. As she ate she peeked through a gap in the timbers to see two famhairean standing guard. Once she finished she returned to the front of the barn, and peered through a knothole to see Aon’s back only inches away.

      She’d been hoping to slip out with Taran during the night and make a run for the loch. Once they reached water the giants wouldn’t come near them. That would have to wait until tomorrow. Nor could she tell Taran she’d played along with Ochd in order to save him and sabotage the totems. She wouldn’t risk Aon or one of the others overhearing her. She also wasn’t sure he’d believe her.

      All day he’d done whatever she’d told him to. But he’d watched her with contempt and disbelief in his eyes, as if she’d turned into a famhair.

      Rowan eyed the chains by the stake. If she bound Taran to it again he’d probably find a way to free himself while she slept. She could order him to stay inside the barn, and not to strangle her in her sleep. Still, he’d think of a way to get around whatever she demanded of him via her touch compulsion.

      Already the temperature was dropping fast. To keep warm they’d have to share body heat. She knew only one way to do that safely, and it would make him hate her even more.

      From the pile of unused wood Rowan dragged four heavy logs into the shape of a large rectangle around the mound of hay. Using her power, she formed them into a bedframe and spread one of the blankets to cover the hay. Finally, she made two holes in the topmost log, and retrieved his shackles. Night crept over the barn as Rowan steeled herself to finish her task. At least in the dark he wouldn’t see how guilty she felt.

      “Come over here, slave.” She said it loud enough for the giants to hear. When Taran joined her, she pointed to the makeshift bed. “Stretch out on there with your hands over your head.”

      His aquamarine eyes turned glacial as he saw what she meant to do, and his body jerked a few times as he tried to fight the order. Her mojo won again, however, and he dropped onto the blanket, rolled onto his back and lifted his arms up.

      Straddling him felt horrible and glorious. She felt the same ferocious desire that always came over her the moment their bodies touched. He grew instantly hard under her, and she went wet in response, as if nothing else mattered.

      But for the first time it shamed her.

      Even like this we want each other.

      Instead of endless love it was beginning to feel like a curse. She wanted to tell him how sorry she was, and that she’d rather chain herself down than do this to him. But for now, at least, keeping him alive was more important than what he thought of her.

      When they got away she’d tell him everything.

      Feeling exhausted now, Rowan ran the chain through the holes in the wood, wrapping the lengths around the log several times. She then shackled his wrists to the chain effectively restraining him. Once she climbed off him she lay down at his side and drew the blanket up over them both.

      Turning on her side away from him, Rowan closed her eyes and, not for the first time in her life, wished she were dead.
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* * *

      Of all the ways Taran had imagined being with Rowan, as a slave chained to her bed had never once occurred to him.

      The position brought back memories from his mortal life, although Taran had never desired the pleasure lasses brought to ritually service the Skaraven. Unlike his brothers he felt no excitement over the prospect of facking, and rarely found relief with even the comeliest of the females.

      The druids knew him to be different as well. A trainer once took him alone to a broch, where waited a handsome shepherd who looked at him with naked yearning. Taran remembered feeling vaguely amused by the lad’s earnest efforts to arouse him, but in the end he had proved incapable with another man.

      “’Tis rare for a Pritani no’ to feel desires of the flesh,” the trainer told him after sending away the disappointed shepherd. “Likely the Gods fashioned you thus for some solitary path or purpose. We shallnae compel you again if ’tis no’ your wont.”

      Relieved to be released from the tiresome chore, Taran had agreed. Yet he knew the druid to be wrong about his nature. He’d never felt a desire to be alone. Indeed, since boyhood he’d felt bereft, as if torn asunder and left with only half of himself. As his battle spirit was half-man, half-horse, he’d attributed the strange sense of loss to serving the centaur.

      Only when Rowan had come to Dun Mor had the lonely feeling vanished.

      Beside him hay crackled as the druidess’s weight shifted, and a smooth arm slid across his waist. He could just make out her features, which looked calm and peaceful. She’d curled up against him, her strong body warming his, as if they’d always slept together like this.

      His arms ached, but not from being chained. Taran wanted to pull her closer, and hold her so he could feel the whole length of her against him.

      This, when she’d betrayed and silenced him, enslaved and chained him. He’d likely die on his knees before her, still gazing at her in rapt fascination as Ochd took his head.

      So be it.

      Taran shifted to pillow her head with his shoulder, and felt the dampness of her cheek. She’d been weeping? The whole side of her face felt wet with tears. It made as much sense as her falling asleep beside him when he could smell her arousal. If she despised him as much as she had claimed to Hendry, then why hadn’t she made use of his body? She’d felt his erection. He wouldn’t have been able to stop her.

      He closed his eyes, muddled and angry and unable to fathom any of it.

      The weight and warmth of her against him felt so good he only wished to savor that. His eyelids drooped as he wished he’d done this in the hayloft back at Dun Mor. So many nights together with those hay bales between them, when he might have had her so close.

      A ring of pit fires flared up around Taran, the flames crackling with snapping embers as they danced against the darkness. He could smell salt on the air, and heard waves crashing in the distance. Tendrils of heat drawn by the light wind brushed against his bare scalp and neck. He knew he stood in a sacred place, for unseen power danced all around him.

      Moonlight illuminated immense stones stacked to form an enormous ring of arches. He knelt before two massive crystals in the center, and carefully placed a wreath of gold wrought to resemble mistletoe between them. He felt a kinship to the black crystal, but the white beside it stirred his blood.

      Strange skinwork covered his strong hands in dark blue and black glyphs. A cuff of intricately-worked bronze encircled his wrist. He touched his brow to the earth before he stood and shrugged away his fur cloak. Glancing down, he saw he now stood much taller, and had acquired muscles sculpted with brutal perfection.

      “Gratitude for the bounty you provide, Lord and Lady,” he said, the words spilling from his lips in a language he’d never before heard and yet clearly understood. “Permit us serve you ever as your devoted ones.”

      Taran turned to see hundreds of solemn faces watching him. The men and women, most young, wore garments of dark fur and blackened hide over their slender bodies. All had been inked with variations of the glyphs on his hands, and several wore living crowns of mistletoe. One of the eldest stepped forward and lifted a large seashell to his lips, blowing through one end to make a deep, pervasive sound.

      The people moved apart as a majestic female clad in white furs approached him, followed by a procession of her people. Dressed in bleached hides trimmed with pale furs, they looked markedly different from his own dark tribe.

      Their leader might have been a goddess made flesh. Tiny gilded shells and cream-colored pearls gleamed in the coils of her gold-dusted auburn braids. She wore a heavy torque of etched bronze around her graceful neck. Her tall, powerful body matched his own in its robustness and beauty, and glyphs covered her strong hands. With each step she took, Taran’s heart beat faster, for he felt the power of her presence like a physical caress. When she halted an arm’s length away from him, he looked into her golden eyes and saw Rowan.

      “My lady Ruadhan,” he said as he bowed deeply to her.

      She dipped low in return. “My lord Tairne.”

      Power flared dark blue as it illumed their skinwork, drawing them closer. Their desire for each other spread throughout the two tribes. The people watching them began to retreat to the stone arches, forming pairs of dark and light.

      “Our tribes entwine before the Gods,” Taran said and stepped closer. He brought her glowing hand to his bare chest. Once every year Ruadhan came to him, to this place, to join with him in a sensual ritual to insure fertility for both their tribes. He lived for this night, but it had never been enough for him. “Mate with me, Rua, and we need never again part.”

      “’Twould make you the most powerful leader among dru-wid kind. I would be made but a wife.” Her full lips curved. “As much as you please me, Tai, I think no’.”

      Like her magnificent body, her pride matched his own. He had known her since they’d shared their first pleasures together, and watched her mature into a formidable leader. Many men had sought her hand since she had taken her mother’s place as the head of her tribe, but she had refused them all. To win her he would have to offer her something she already possessed: his heart.

      “You’d rule both tribes at my side, as my equal,” Taran said. “We need but mate as the Gods made flesh.”

      She went still, her lips parting with surprise. “You’d fate yourself to me?”

      “I’ve no’ touched another in my life, Rua. I ken you’ve done the same.” As the couples in the arches began to embrace, he drew Ruadhan down to kneel with him in the cool grass. “Choose to be my Lady, and I shall be your Lord.”

      She said nothing more, and Taran reined in his impatience as he disrobed her. Stroking her ripe breasts made his stiff cock swell until it throbbed. He kissed the elegant curves of her shoulders, and pressed his hot face between her mounds, relishing the silken warmth and delicious scent of her.

      “’Twould be for eternity,” she warned him, her voice fiery with fierce emotion as she drew him down to lay with her in the grass. “In this and every other life.”

      Taran joined their bodies, and touched his mouth to her brow before he looked into her eyes. “Perhaps ’twill be long enough for me to love you as I wish.”
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      HEARING TARAN SAY he wanted to love her forever jerked Rowan awake. She tried to go back, unwilling to relinquish the feel of having him inside her at last. That joining had obliterated the nagging emptiness she’d endured all her life. But the weight of the wool blanket and her garments dragged at her, making it impossible to fall asleep again.

      A familiar frustration knotted in her chest.

      Can’t I even have him in my damn dreams?

      She opened her eyes and froze as she looked at his sleeping face, not an inch away from her own. During the night she’d curled up against him and tucked her head on his shoulder. She never wanted to move again, but if Hendry saw them like this he’d kill the horse master for sure—or do worse and not kill him.

      The moment she moved Taran woke, and he looked at her as if she were his entire universe again. That lasted for as long as it took for him to move his arms and realize he was still chained to the bed.

      “You have a nice skull, but I didn’t like you bald,” Rowan said as she pushed herself away from him. She caught the way he stared at her as she stood and released his shackles from the chains. “You had the same dream, didn’t you? Answer me.”

      As if he couldn’t stand the sight of her Taran averted his face. “Aye.”

      Rowan went to look through the cracks and saw that Aon had gone. After checking the back and spotting no more guards outside she hurried back to him.

      “Listen to me. It’s not what you’re thinking. I’m trying to–”

      The sound of the bolt being raised on the door made her shut her mouth and turn. The teenage version of Murdina came in and surveyed them both.

      “A Skaraven as your servant. You never fail to shock me, Sister.”

      “Gee, thanks for the lukewarm welcome.” Just hearing the mad woman’s voice made Rowan’s back burn from the memory of the whipping. “We have work to do for Hendry, so you and I will have to catch up later. Stop by again in six or seven hundred years.”

      Murdina shook a finger from side to side. “’Twas Hendry sent me to fetch you. Chain up that animal, and we’ll go for a stroll.” When Rowan didn’t move her smile faded. “Or I may summon Dha to smash your pet into the dirt and drag you out by your hair.”

      “You’re just as charming and considerate as ever.” Rowan led Taran to the stake, and transferred the chains from the bed to lock him to it. “Don’t try to escape.”

      His gaze shifted to Murdina for a moment, and then he gave Rowan a hard look.

      That Taran didn’t want her to leave with the nutcase was plain. Still, to keep up appearances she’d have to act as if the druidess was her new best pal.

      “Rest while you can,” she told him. “I shouldn’t be long.” She hoped. No, she prayed.

      Following Murdina out of the barn, Rowan felt the still, stale cold pressing all around her like the flesh of a corpse. She saw Hendry and most of the giants working on something at the edge of the settlement. The druidess skipped in the opposite direction, however, so she had to trudge after her through the woods.

      When they reached the clearing where Hendry kept the totems, Murdina snaked her arm through Rowan’s and giggled at her flinch.

      “You ken I shallnae harm you,” the druidess scolded. “I’m to teach you the spell you must use to finish the tribe’s solstice ritual.”

      “Isn’t it a little early for this?” She didn’t resist as Murdina tugged her to the center of the clearing. “We haven’t finished assembling all the totems yet, and that was the first thing on your boyfriend’s to-do list.”

      “You’ll no’ cast the spell until we rebuild the altar here.” The druidess gestured at a small group of shallow depressions in the ground. “Even so ’twill no’ work unless you spill blood first. Or last.” She thought for a moment. “Last. Blood seals the spell.”

      Rowan’s stomach clenched. “I have to cut myself?”

      Murdina giggled. “No, you goose. You’ll sacrifice another to the Gods. Human death releases much power, which you’ll use to finish the spell.”

      They expected her to kill someone for their weird ritual, which decided things for Rowan. She’d disabled enough of the totems to give the Skaraven a fighting chance in the coming battle. It was time for her and Taran to get out of Dodge.

      “Dinnae be squeamish, Sister,” Murdina scolded. “When we finish the reckoning all mortal and druid kind shall be gone from this world. Only you shall remain to witness the rebirth of our caraidean.”

      “Yay, me,” Rowan managed to say and swallowed some bile. “Okay, so show me how this works.”

      The druidess described the altar they would assemble from druid-carved stones and sacred oak, and showed her the ceremonial steps to reopen the solstice ritual. All it required was setting some symbolic items in a certain order, so that presented no problem. Then she recited the actual spell, which she had Rowan repeat several times until she had memorized it perfectly.

      “You’ll be obliged to cast it before you make the sacrifice, so that the blood spills as the old magic ends,” Murdina said, drawing her finger sideways across the front of her throat. She then used it to point to the sky. “Once the shroud vanishes, life shall return, restoring our lands and…all things,” she tacked on quickly. “Thus ’twill be as ’twas in our mortal lives.”

      So, it would restore something else that the mad druids wanted to keep under wraps. Seeing as it needed a living sacrifice, it probably wouldn’t be rainbows and unicorns, and that made her think of what would be worse.

      “I’m not going to have an army of killer Romans or a tribe of freaked-out druids fall out of the sky onto my head, am I?” she demanded. “Because if I’m bringing back your homies and the guys that killed them, you’ll just end up with a retake on the original blood-bath.”

      The druidess sniffed. “’Tis no’ a bone-conjuring. That evil I leave to that shrew-faced slut who ever chases after Hendry of late.”

      “You’ve got a bone conjurer running around here?” Rowan asked as she followed Murdina from the clearing.

      “An acolyte who claims as much, but Flen fed her too much before she ended him. She’s too plump and lazy to run.” An unpleasant smile stretched her lips. “Come. You must finish the totem carvings in the barn to make space for more wood. Hendry needs many.”

      Now Rowan knew who had been sleeping in the barn: Oriana Embry. The murderous acolyte just might provide the distraction she needed to get Murdina out of her hair.

      “Hang on a minute. Oriana told you and Hendry that she killed Bhaltair Flen?”

      The other woman stopped and glared at her. “Aye. She shot him in the gut with a poisoned arrow during the siege of the McAra stronghold.”

      “No, Murdina, she didn’t. My sister foresaw it and warned the old man first. Bhaltair was wearing padding under his robe. He isn’t dead.”

      Murdina’s head shimmered, and a glimpse of her wrinkled, furious features showed plainly beneath the younger face. They turned a splotchy red before the illusion covered them again, and she grabbed Rowan’s arms in a vicious grip.

      “Say thus to me again.”

      “Bhaltair Flen is still alive.” Rowan glanced down at the mad woman’s white-knuckled fists. “Now would you mind letting me go before you break something?”
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* * *

      The dream Taran had shared with Rowan gave him much to think on, not that he could. As soon as she left with the strange druidess he waited and listened for her voice. Then he stood and tried to see through the nearest cracks in the walls. Finally, he paced back and forth, as far as his chains would allow him to go. Another hour passed before he felt his skin prickle with the awareness he felt only with Rowan.

      He sat down, assuming a neutral posture as he listened to Rowan ask Murdina for food and washing water before she came in. Relief flooded him as soon as he saw that she appeared unscathed.

      “That was fun.” She came over and released his shackles. “I just got a crash course in druid magic. Looks like I’ll be the star of the show when it comes time to renovate the place.” She glanced back at the door. “Now come over here and get that arm we were working on yesterday.”

      As Taran obeyed her he noted the pallor of her face, and the faint tremor of her lower lip. She looked ready to empty her belly on the ground. Her hands also shook, enough to make her thrust them in her pockets to hide the fact. Murdina hadn’t harmed her, but she’d frightened her badly. He lifted the half-finished arm onto the table and took up the position where he’d worked yesterday.

      “It’s going to be pretty awesome, slave,” Rowan said, but winced as she gripped the wood, and channeled her power into it. “There’s even going to be a human sacrifice. Can’t finish the ritual and restore my tribe’s lands until I spill lots of blood.”

      She sounded hearty, almost cheerful. Likely only he could detect the slight strained sound to her voice, and it gave him a little hope. Rowan could not kill. Of that he was sure. She used her hostility and aggression to shield herself, not to harm others. What she said now reminded him of the confrontation she’d had with Brennus over Perrin, when she had been truly enraged. She’d turned her power on a table rather than hurt the chieftain.

      All of this had to be a lie or—he glanced at where the guards might be listening—was she somehow trying to warn him?

      “Hey. Pay attention.” She pushed a chisel into his hand. “Aw, you don’t approve, or did you have something you wanted to say? Go ahead, tell me what you think.”

      “’Tis why Hendry spared me,” Taran said. “He needs my death. I’m to be the sacrifice for your ritual.”

      Rowan stared at him as if he’d struck her in the face. Her lips turned white, and her hands gripped the wood so hard it began to crack.

      “I think you didnae ken this,” he added. “’Twould serve some purpose of his to conceal it from you. Mayhap he intends to test your loyalty with a blade and my neck.”

      “You’re smarter than you look, Horse Master.” Her expression emptied until her face resembled a mask. “Yeah, it makes all kinds of sense, because really, why trust me? I have to prove myself. Good thing cutting your throat won’t be that much of a chore for me. Unless he gives me a rusty knife. Then I might have to saw a bit.”

      She spoke of killing him as if it meant nothing. Perhaps it didn’t, and he’d seen in her what he’d wished rather than what was truth. Taran had given her every reason to despise him. But the bond between them transcended feelings and flesh. They shared a connection so direct it felt as if they might only be whole with each other.

      “You should consider what ’twill do to you to end me.”

      Rowan shrugged. “I get to save the day and see you dead in the process. Win, win.”

      Taran had never told her what he’d discovered about himself when he’d opened the portal by Dun More.

      “’Tis something I should tell you–”

      “Shut up. I’m tired of listening to you yap.” She lifted the wooden arm and used her gift to blast it across the barn. It collided with the side wall, making the entire structure shake. “You really think you can beg for your life after the way you’ve treated me? You took away my free will. You worked me like an animal. You never trusted me, and you made damn sure no one else in the clan would. You turned everyone against me. Because of you keeping me locked up in the stables my sister died. She was all I had left in the world, you bastard.”

      Taran frowned. Once more she’d made it impossible for him to speak, or he’d remind her that he’d treated her well, and Perrin was very much alive. Either Hendry had cast some sort of spell over her to confuse her thoughts, or she was pretending.

      With one arm Rowan swept the wood fragments from the table. “Maybe I should thank you for treating me like dirt. Because of you I listened to what Ochd had to say. Now there’s a guy who really cares. While you’re rotting in the ground he and I are going to have front row seats in the new world order.”

      He reached out to touch her, only to have his hand slapped away.

      “Don’t you dare try to suck up to me now,” she said, and glanced at the barn door before she turned away from him. “Even if I did let you talk, nothing you could say will change anything. I’m done with you, Taran. You just keep your mouth shut and make yourself useful until it’s time to die.”
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      CADEYRN ROLLED UP the scroll map of the western territories and glanced across the table at Bhaltair. The old druid had hardly rested since arriving at Dun Mor, and only picked at his meals. He had offered much useful strategy, and never once complained about the lateness of the hours they had been keeping.

      “’Tis near midnight, Flen,” he told the old man. “Go and sleep.”

      “Soon I shall. If we’re to find the ideal place for our plan to work, it seems we must eye every loch and river and spring in Scotland.” His tired eyes shifted toward the pile of scrolls they’d not yet examined. “Would that the Gods no’ have created quite so many. ’Tis as plaguing as seeking a black cat in a deep mine.”

      The War Master silently agreed. Locating the necessary body of water and with a clearing that would suit their purpose had proven not their sole hindrance. They had yet to fathom that which would lure the druids and their giants to the place, or how they might prevent the clan from sharing their fate once the trap had been sprung. The old druid would also need the use of a sacred oak grove within sight of the battle. Since the groves had never been mapped, Bhaltair had to study each scroll and recall if any were near the most promising locations.

      Still, the old druid had other wellsprings of knowledge that he might tap. “Could your druid elders advise us?” Cadeyrn asked.

      “I sent a dove with the same request to the conclave twoday past.” The old man sighed. “They havenae answered as yet. Mayhap hiding under their beds keeps them much occupied of late.”

      A sentry appeared, halting at a respectful distance until Cadeyrn gestured for him to approach.

      “War Master, the eastern patrol has recovered a stray mare,” the sentry reported. “Saddled, but carrying no rider. She’s weary and hungry. No’ one of ours.”

      Since the nearest mortal settlement lay three days walking distance from Dun Mor Cadeyrn frowned. Normally he would summon Taran to examine the mount and use his centaur power to determine from where she had come.

      “Take her to the stables and attend to her.” He glanced across the hall, where Brennus and Althea sat talking by the fire. “I’ll inform the chieftain.”

      “I’ll accompany you, if I may,” Bhaltair said, and after a nod followed him to the hearth.

      Brennus listened as Cadeyrn reported, frowning at the sentry’s description of the stray. “’Tis unlikely ’twould wander so far from a settlement,” the chieftain said.

      “Not unless it’s a masochistic horse,” his wife put in. “It’s been so cold these last few days she would have had to keep moving or freeze to death. I’d pick a nice warm stable over that any day.”

      “Unless the mare ’twas prompted to come here,” the old druid said. “Your missing clanmaster, ’tis within his power to command all horses.”

      Brennus stood. “Now I wish to see this mare.” He glanced at his wife, who was wrapping herself up in his tartan. “Althea.”

      “My uncle had horses on the farm, you know.” She tucked her slim hand in his. “And I’m just as worried about Taran and Rowan as you are.”

      “If ’tis been bespelled by the quislings or Oriana, I’ll ken,” the old druid said, glancing at Brennus.

      “Cease your timorous looks, tree-knower,” the chieftain advised him drily. “Had I wished to toss you out into the snow, I’d have done that the morning you came.”

      Cadeyrn led the small group to the stables, where Manath had taken charge in Taran’s absence. They found the flamekeeper in a stall with the unfamiliar mare, where he worked at rubbing her down with warmed cloths.

      “Chieftain.” The flamekeeper offered Brennus a respectful nod before emerging. “She’s timid but no’ surly-tempered. I’d guess she’s traveled for some days.” He pointed to her right flank. “She’s old blood splatter on her hide.”

      Cadeyrn examined the saddle Manath had removed from the mare. Beneath the worn, soft hide covering lay hard, pale wood with broad graining.

      “’Tis been fashioned from ash,” the war master said, “no’ oak.”

      “Easterners use ash wood for saddle-making,” Brennus said and frowned as Bhaltair entered the stall. “What see you, old man?”

      “A curiosity.” The druid took hold of the mare’s bridle and stretched out the torn reign strap. At the ragged end a knot had formed around a piece of twig. “There are teeth marks on the leather. ’Twould seem she broke her own tether.” He extracted the twig and brought it out to examine it by the nearest lantern.

      Cadeyrn saw the wood fragment crumble into dust, and the bleak look that came over Bhaltair’s face as he shook it from his fingers.

      “What more?” the war master asked.

      “This wood has been dead for centuries. Inside a bespelled place ’twould be held together by magic. Outside, it reverts to what it should have become, long ago. ’Tis only one such spot in all of Scotland held in the grip of such: the settlement of the Wood Dream.” Bhaltair nodded at the mare. “I reckon your horse master directed her come here.”

      Brennus peered at him. “Rather much to assume from a bit of old wood. Hendry might have sent the horse as a lure.”

      “Hendry still doesn’t know exactly where Dun Mor is,” Althea countered. “In fact the only person out there who could have compelled this horse to come to us is Taran.”

      “’Twould make sense of her journey here, Chieftain,” Cadeyrn said. “The mare likely passed dozens of crofts and villages between here and the ruins. Despite the cold she yet persisted until she reached Dun Mor. These beasts wouldnae do such for anyone but Tran.”

      “As for Hendry, if he needed to hide out somewhere,” Althea said, “going where no one would ever think of looking for him would be smart. He’s a jerk, but he’s not stupid.”

      Bhaltair nodded his agreement. “Some weeks back I visited the place. Everything there has been held by a shroud of unfinished spellwork since the Wood Dream massacre. ’Tis an ungodly place, but Hendry and Murdina could abide there with the famhairean.” He stiffened and stared at Cadeyrn. “War Master, the clearing there where the Romans attacked the tribe, ’tis but a stone’s throw from their loch—and a sacred grove. Since the enemy already occupies the place, it could serve.”

      “Before you send us into battle, Flen,” Brennus said, his tone hard, “we shall pay a visit to the settlement and retrieve Taran.”

      “But surely ’twould be safer for the entire clan to go?” the old druid countered.

      “Safer for us,” Cadeyrn said, “but no’ for Taran. Already in their possession, he’d make a fine hostage or, worse yet, a body to hide behind.”

      Brennus nodded. “We’ll have him back before we attack.”

      “And Rowan,” Althea told him flatly. “I know that girl, and so do you, Bren. She’s no more a traitor than I am.” As the chieftain frowned she held up her hand. “Whatever you believe, it’s a tactical error to leave her behind. If he has her, Hendry will use her against us.”

      “Truth,” his war master added.

      “Aye, so we shall retrieve them both. Cade, you and I shall water-travel to the Wood Dream’s loch now,” Brennus said. “If the famhairean occupy it, they shall be in their sleeping state, and we may approach their settlement unnoticed. ’Twill be easier to rescue Tran and Rowan under cover of night as well. We’ll endeavor to make it seem as if they escaped. If we find naught of them or the druids, then no harm shall come of it.” He eyed Bhaltair. “Gather my people and finish plotting your scheme, old man. The time to use it fast dwindles.”

      The druid gave him a grim smile. “Aye, Chieftain.”
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      AS SOON AS he and Cadeyrn entered the loch beside the Wood Dream settlement Brennus tasted death in the water. All the currents they had ridden fell still. Depths that should have been teeming with life lay cold and inert around them. Forcing back his revulsion, he remained in his water-traveling form as he surfaced beside his war master. Once they had both scanned the empty shore Cade indicated the spot that would afford them the best cover.

      They submerged, obliged now to change into their human forms so they could swim through the stagnant waters to the shallows. Once they found their footing they slipped from the loch and concealed themselves within a wiry cluster of dead vines hanging from brown-black firs.

      Brennus smelled wood smoke, and felt his battle spirit awaken. Flattening his palm over his skinwork, he silently beseeched the raven to remain dark, and saw Cadeyrn do the same with his owl ink.

      They listened for any indication their arrival had been heard before they drew their swords and moved in parallel paths to flank the ruined settlement. They had decided before leaving Dun Mor that Brennus would go and inspect the clearing while Cade entered the camp and located their people.

      As he made his way through the ice-bound forest Brennus smelled rot so old it had almost poisoned the very air. The forest had become an immense tomb of trees, some still bearing the blackened stains and hack marks left by the massacre. Unmoving moonlight silvered bone knobs protruding from the thick carpet of dead leaves here and there. It made no sense to the chieftain until he gazed into the empty eye sockets of a smashed-in human skull.

      Of all the ghastly crimes the mad druids had committed this seemed the most pathetic and detestable. How could they not honor their dead? With his own hands he had helped carve the fox stone to mark Ailpin’s grave. Every day one or more of the clan yet visited the sheltered spot where they had laid their brother to rest. So they would, Brennus suspected, for as long as they breathed.

      Hendry and Murdina sought vengeance for a tribe they had left to rot where they had fallen.

      Knowing Cadeyrn had likely scouted the encampment by now, Brennus quickened his step. When he reached the clearing that the old druid had described he saw it lay close enough to the loch to serve as the field for the final battle. He surveyed it closely until he spotted a low crescent of worn stone tops that spread into the distance. Flen’s claim that the clearing had once contained a sacred grove also proved out. He had said ’twas the very first grove portal, and through it had come all the oaks in the world. Brennus wondered what spending centuries imprisoned by an unfinished spell had done to it. He turned his head and saw a long line of giant wooden totems stretched along the other side of the glen.

      Fack me.

      Now he understood why Hendry had needed Rowan. Most of the towering carved statues had been greatly refined with jointed limbs, feet and hands. Each had been hewn from ancient oak so thick the weight had sunk them into the ground by an arm’s measure. If they were brought to life to fight alongside the famhairean, the Skaraven could never prevail.

      Brennus didn’t want to believe the dark lass would do such to help the mad druids. Yet the work had been done with such skill he doubted even Hendry’s most powerful magic could have achieved the same.

      On his way back toward the druids’ camp Cadeyrn emerged from the deep shadows to intercept him, and signaled for him to follow. From there the war master led him along a path that avoided every tree between them and the ruined settlement. He didn’t understand why until they passed close enough to one for him to see that the tree’s trunk and branches covered the vague shape of an oversized warrior.

      Hendry had disguised the giants to make them seem nothing more than ordinary oaks.

      Once Brennus and Cadeyrn had slipped past the sleeping giants, the war master led him to a barn on the edge of the ruins. Brennus peered into one of the wall cracks and saw the silhouette of a body under a blanket. Silently lifting the bolt bar, he eased the door open just enough for them to step inside.

      Brennus approached the crude bed, and reached down to draw back the blanket. His mouth flattened as he saw Taran chained to the wood. His horse master opened his eyes and looked up at him before eyeing the gaping door. When Brennus touched his arm, a breath escaped him.

      “Close it,” Taran murmured.

      Cade went to ease the door shut while Brennus released Taran’s shackles and helped him to his feet.

      “Wounded?” the chieftain asked lowly.

      Taran shook his head. “The rest of the clan?” he whispered.

      “At the stronghold,” Cadeyrn said quietly as he returned.

      Brennus could see the disappointment in the horse master’s face.

      “Bhaltair and Cade have a plan that ’twill put an end to this. There’ll be no half measures this time, Tran. We’ve come for you both.”

      Though Taran’s jaw worked silently, he nodded toward the back of the barn. Another blanket covered the dark lass, who lay sleeping in a mound of straw. He walked over to her, and saw she had not been chained down.

      Brennus tightened his grip on his sword. He’d never killed a woman, but after seeing what she’d created in the clearing he had no choice. With her power she could create a vast and unstoppable army of totems to serve Hendry and Murdina.

      Taran came to stand beside him, and put his hand on Brennus’s sword arm. He shook his head when the chieftain offered him his blade, and instead knelt down beside the lass.

      Cadeyrn came to watch as the horse master wrapped the blanket around Rowan tightly, covering her up to her chin. When she opened her eyes and gasped he gripped her throat through the wool, applying enough pressure to her veins to render her unconscious. He then rose and regarded Cadeyrn.

      “Carry her,” he said, his voice a thin rasp. “I willnae touch her again.”
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      WATER DRIBBLED FROM Rowan’s nose as she dragged in a deep breath. She sneezed and coughed as she wiped her face, then pushed herself up from the cold ground. It was too dark to see anything, but from the absence of sawdust and wood smells she guessed that she wasn’t in the barn anymore.

      “Am I nightmaring again?”

      Her voice came out with a faint croak, assuring her that she wasn’t.

      Rowan touched her throat, which felt sore, and then looked up at the fire light flickering high overhead. Judging by the rough, round walls she’d fallen in a huge hole. But she’d been asleep in the back of the barn, and the last thing she remembered was seeing Taran bending over her, and two other Skaraven faces behind his. Finally, she put it all together.

      They’d been rescued from the barn and brought back to Dun Mor, but someone had thrown her into the clan’s eagalsloc. Probably Brennus.

      She got to her feet and looked around. The fear pit had been emptied of everything. They hadn’t even left her a bucket of water or a blanket. Judging by the damp condition of her clothes she’d done some water-traveling while unconscious. Dragged through the loch and over half the waterways in Scotland by the boys, no doubt. If it wasn’t for the stronghold’s subterranean hot spring warming the pit she’d probably be hypothermic by now.

      “Hey.” She watched the top of the pit for a minute before she called out in a louder voice, “Hello? Anyone standing guard up there?”

      Two impassive Skaraven faces appeared and looked down over the edge at her.

      “Hi, guys.” She waved. “Uh, there’s been a mistake. I shouldn’t be down here because they rescued me, right? Will one of you throw me a rope ladder?”

      The two clansmen said nothing, but kept watching her.

      “Okay.” That meant she was in the dog house for sure. “Can someone go get the chieftain? I’d like to explain to him what–”

      “Taran told him, Tree-Knower,” one of them said.

      Being called that wasn’t a good sign either. Rowan squinted up at him. “Manath, is that you? Come on, you know me. I helped you build that new floor for the kitchens, remember?”

      “Aye, before you put our horse master in chains and worked him as a slave for our enemy.” He spat in the pit and disappeared.

      “That’s it?” When the other guard didn’t answer her, she made a sweeping gesture. “Any reason I’ve been dumped here without food, water or blankets?”

      The second guard shrugged. “Mayhap the chieftain reckons you’ll die faster.”

      After he vanished from sight Rowan rubbed her gritty eyes. “I risk my life trying to keep your horse master alive and foil the big plot to destroy the clan and the rest of the world. So of course, my reward is to slowly starve to death.”

      She sat down by one of the walls and closed her eyes. She’d been through hell and back so often she should have become the devil’s tour guide, but she wouldn’t whine. She’d always suspected that she would die here anyway. She’d done her best, and once again it hadn’t been good enough for anyone. Perrin would probably be relieved. So would Brennus, once he got over the fact that he’d sentenced a woman to a pretty nasty death. He’d never admit it, but she suspected that the chieftain had a huge soft spot for the ladies.

      Taran would be sorry too. In his case he couldn’t help himself. According to that dream she’d had before being rescued he’d always be in love with her. If they didn’t get together in this life, they’d have another shot in the next. He just wouldn’t tell his Skaraven brothers about their little reincarnation pact, because that would mean admitting that he had druid blood.

      God, how he must hate her.

      Hours passed as Rowan tried to doze. In her head she kept reliving every good moment she’d had with Taran since coming to Dun Mor. The mornings they’d sat together talking about the horses while they drank Lily’s spiciest brew. The walks they’d taken down by the river when the weather had been clear. The long, lovely nights in the hayloft, when neither of them wanted to talk or sleep. Just being with him had been the best time of her life.

      Rowan woke to the sound of Manath’s voice saying something about the chieftain’s orders.

      “I’m not on guard duty, so they don’t apply to me,” she heard Althea say. “Now drop that ladder over the side, or I’ll make one out of ice.” She paused. “After I use my druid power to turn you both into giant snow cones.”

      Rowan didn’t move as she watched the rope ladder first descend and then Althea climb down it. The botanist had her carry-all slung over one shoulder, a torch in one hand and a bundle of blankets under that arm. As soon as she stepped off the guards yanked up the ladder, and she glared up at them.

      “Go get some water for her,” she ordered as she planted the torch she carried. “I want a bucket of hot and another of cold.”

      “Can you order me a cheeseburger and fries, too?” Rowan asked as she watched Althea start unpacking her bag.

      “Don’t be a smartass,” the botanist snapped. “You’re already in enough trouble.”

      “But it’s my birthday.” She took a moment to enjoy the horrified look Althea gave her. “I’ve been counting the days since they took us. In the future I would have turned twenty-two today.”

      “Let’s work on getting you to twenty-three.” Althea tossed a blanket over Rowan, and handed her a huge cheese sandwich. “My herb bread, and some kind of cheese that Lily’s been making.” She frowned as she thought for a moment. “Cheshire, like the cat, maybe? I don’t know. It’s a British thing. I’d stick a candle in it if I could.”

      The bread smelled delicious, and the doc had somehow toasted it so the cheese inside had melted. Rowan also knew if she took a bite she’d choke on it, so she put it on her lap.

      “Don’t do that,” Althea said, and sat down beside her, her expression softening. “I can help. Just tell me what happened. Was it Hendry? Did he stick you with a charm, like he did to make Perr stop eating?”

      “No, Doc. Everything I did for the nutjobs, I did willingly.” When Althea smacked the side of her head she yelped. “Ow. What was that for?”

      “You mean, besides you being an idiot? I’ll need a month to write the list.” The other woman’s bright eyes narrowed. “Look, I get that you’re angry about this. The whole medieval pit-drop without a fair trial thing sucks. But we can talk Bren around it. I just need to know what you were thinking. Is it true that you were meeting a giant on the sly? And you made him a new body? What the hell, Rowan?”

      “Chopping firewood and mucking out stalls got old.” She faked a yawn. “Want me to make you something before I die a lingering and horrible death? Like maybe a drying cabinet for your herbs? Or a tiny box for your conscience?”

      “You’re that angry. Well, it’s your birthday, so you’re entitled.” Althea rubbed her brow. “Rowan, think of me as the lawyer that you can’t afford. Please. Tell me the damn truth before you dig this hole so deep that you never get out.”

      Rowan handed the sandwich back to her. “I appreciate the offer of representation, Counselor, but I have to pass. You’ve never liked me, and you feel guilty about that, but let it go. I’m done.”

      “Shut up,” Althea snapped. “How could anyone like you? You’re as lovable as a pissed-off skunk. You have the social skills of a rampaging gorilla. Every time you open your mouth you make everyone want to punch you in the face. Even Emeline, who is the closest thing to a saint that we’ve got.”

      “She doesn’t punch,” Rowan reminded her. “She slaps, like a girl. Like you.”

      “I’m not buying your B.S. this time.” The botanist took a deep breath and said in a calmer tone, “I know the one thing you never do is put yourself first. Perrin had that spot, then everyone else who needed you. Cade told us what you did for the others during the escape, taking point, finding food, dragging Emmie up the mountain on your back. He said without your help he couldn’t have gotten them out.”

      “I haven’t done squat for you,” she pointed out.

      “You didn’t kill me at the forest farm, even when I wanted you to.” She leaned her head back against the dirt wall. “You also saved me a bunch of other times before that. Whenever I thought I’d fall apart I’d watch you. You were like a machine, you just kept going. No matter what they did to you, you never gave up.” She leaned closer. “So don’t you give me this crap about being done. You’re stronger than that. You’re stronger than any of us.”

      Rowan cocked her head to watch the guards staring down at them. “And look where it got me.”

      “Fine. I’ll do what I can until you’re ready to talk about it.” She plopped the sandwich back in her lap. “But in return for my incredible generosity and support you’ll eat, and wash, and keep warm.” She touched her hand. “Rowan, I’m going to get you out of here.”

      Rowan nodded, mainly to placate the botanist, and then watched as she called for the ladder and climbed back out of the pit. The guards then lowered two buckets of water, both made of thin copper, and a stone ewer intended for nature’s calls.

      “Raiding the forge so I don’t get hold of any wood. Smart.” Rowan set the sandwich aside and went to untie the ropes. She flinched as the guards cut them and they fell on her head. “Hey, do that with the ladder and Althea won’t be able to come down here again.”

      A few moments later the rope ladder dropped into the pit at her feet.

      Rowan smiled as she picked it up and stroked the knotted rope. Unlike the hemp rope they’d used to lower the buckets, this cord had been made from thin, twisted strips of fiber peeled from the inner bark of an elm. The tree fiber definitely gave it more strength.

      She had her wood after all.
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      BRENNUS LOOKED UP from the scroll map as his wife emerged from the lower levels. Althea had a look on her face that prompted him to say to his second, “Fetch Taran for me, War Master.”

      Cadeyrn surveyed the lady’s progress and then promptly stood and departed. All around the chieftain the other Skaraven in the great hall suddenly found their own reasons not to be there.

      “You didn’t have to send the guys running,” Althea said as she sat down across from him. “I’m not planning to go frosty on the clan.”

      “Only on your mate?” Brennus countered, catching a snow flake that drifted into the space between them, and nodded at the trail of the same that she’d left in her wake.

      “Well, now. That would be the mate who dropped an unconscious, soaking-wet woman into an inescapable dirt pit. On her birthday, as it happens.” She offered him an icy smile. “Now that’s cold.”

      Brennus reached across to take her hand in his. “Rowan created over a hundred new totems for Hendry. I saw them with my own eyes. She kept Taran as a chained slave and forced him to do the work of it with her. Hendry meant for her to sacrifice him for some ritual.”

      “Maybe she was playing along with them” Althea said. “You know, like most helpless captives do when they’re trying not to get killed? I speak from experience here.”

      “Before Hendry took them, Rowan met with a famhair in the Great Woods, and made for him a form that would easily permit him to impersonate my horse master.” He held onto her fingers when she would have taken them away. “’Tis too much for me to believe her innocent, my heart. If no’ for Taran the lass wouldnae breathe now.”

      “Did you ever think that if not for Rowan, Taran would have been killed?” Althea eyed his hand until he released her. “I don’t care what it looks like. She had her reasons for everything she did, I know it. Besides, like Cade said, if she’d really gone over to the enemy then she should have shown them how to find the stronghold.”

      “Mayhap Hendry bid her wait until she finished the totems,” he countered. “With the additional giants he could easily overwhelm Dun Mor and the clan.”

      His wife sat back and pinched the bridge of her nose. “How can you assume all that? You didn’t even give her a chance to explain herself.” She dropped her hand. “You don’t know Rowan, but I do. She’s so damn stubborn and proud that now she’ll starve herself just to spite you. I’m sure you’ll find out the truth eventually, but by then she’ll be dead.”

      His wife seemed just as convinced of Rowan’s innocence as he was of her guilt, which gave him pause. Althea often saw things that escaped him, and had proven him mistaken more than once.

      As Cadeyrn approached with his horse master, Brennus said, “I must speak with Tran on the matter. Permit me do that without your aid.”

      Althea grumbled something under her breath about him sleeping on a couch, but subsided into silence.

      “My lady.” The horse master nodded to Brennus’s wife as he came to the table. He looked weary, but the grime and bruises he’d sported from his captivity had gone. “Chieftain.”

      Brennus gestured for him and Cadeyrn to sit, and tackled the matter directly. “We’ve left Rowan in the eagalsloc until I decide what’s to be done with her. This doesnae sit well with my lady, but the lass gives me no cause to trust her again. She should answer for what she’s done, but ’twasnae directly visited on the clan. She didnae lead the enemy to Dun Mor. Nor can I deny that she had some reason to act as she did, unfathomable as ’tis to me.”

      “Let me speak with the lass,” Cadeyrn said. “I’ll ferret it out of her.”

      “You neednae, War Master,” Taran said. His voice ever calm and thoughtful now took on a hard edge. “’Twas my doing, Chieftain. I drove Rowan to turn against the clan.”

      “What?” Astonished, Cadeyrn regarded him. “How so?”

      “I persuaded the lady to believe that I cared for her,” the horse master said tonelessly. “I used other means to control her will. ’Tis why she remained in the stables with me. When she discovered my deception, she left me to return to the stronghold. For what followed I must shoulder the fault.”

      Althea finally broke her silence. “Why would you do that to Rowan?”

      “My motives mean naught, my lady.” The horse master met Brennus’s gaze. “If you’re to judge her, then you must judge me as well.”

      Taran’s words echoed in the chieftain’s thoughts: Other means to control her will. The horse master could do so with any mount, but his centaur didn’t give him like power over humans. Brennus recalled what Emeline had told him about sensing druid magic connecting Rowan and Taran. The horse master had been long keeping a secret of his own, and the chieftain suspected now that it was a power he should not have possessed.

      Like Ruadri, Taran must have druid blood. The only difference between the clanmasters, he guessed, was that his horse master had never realized it until Rowan had come to Dun Mor.

      “Now that we’ve learned where the mad druids and their famhairean hide, we must carry out Flen’s scheme,” Brennus said. “I’ve no’ the time nor inclination to involve the Skaraven in your dispute. ’Tis between you and the dark lass, Brother.”

      His wife turned to stare at him. “What are you saying?”

      “Cadeyrn, have Rowan brought from the pit to the stables,” the chieftain told his second, and then regarded Taran. “Horse Master, since you claim to be the cause of her acts, and the harm she inflicted fell on you, you shall take charge of her, and decide her fate.”
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* * *

      Seeing Rowan in chains, Taran discovered, did not afford him the pleasure he’d anticipated. The druidess said nothing as Cadeyrn and two guards marched her into his stables, and shackled her in the tack room. The war master lingered after sending the clansmen back to the stronghold, his shrewd eyes studying Taran’s impassive expression.

      “We’ll wait until tonight to attack,” Cadeyrn said. “Darkness shall render the famhairean weaker, and provide more cover for our approach.” When Taran made no reply he added, “We need to ken what Rowan learned while at the enemy’s camp. Hendry may have confided much to her about these totems, and how he means to use them against us.”

      The implication made him stiffen. “You wish me to question her.”

      “No, Tran. I’ve another in mind for that.” He glanced back at the tack room. “’Tis enough wood in here for Rowan to destroy the place. Mayhap you should consider ending her now.”

      “I’ll no’ kill the lass,” he said flatly. “No’ when I’m the cause.”

      “I shallnae argue.” The war master smiled as Lily came into the stables. “You told the chieftain you’ve the means to control the lass. I’d be obliged if you’d use them to keep her calm while my lady speaks to her.”

      Taran felt torn now. He knew he could easily compel Rowan to confess everything she had learned from Hendry and Murdina. Yet revealing the nature of his voice power meant he would have to tell Cade the reason for it. The thought of forcing the dark lass to do anything made him feel sick.

      “Your mate shouldnae risk coming close to her.”

      “On the contrary,” the British woman said. “After Emeline told me about Rowan’s nightmares, I insisted.” She touched her mate’s arm. “Off you go, boyo.”

      “Remember what we agreed, my lady.” Cadeyrn kissed her hand before he left.

      “Right. Come on, then.”

      Lily squared her shoulders and walked back to the tack room. Taran accompanied her inside, and saw Rowan sitting on the floor, coiling a long piece of rope in her hands.

      “Lily wishes to speak to you,” he told Rowan. “You’ll no’ harm her.”

      Anger flickered through the dark lass’s eyes for a moment. She then arched her brows as she regarded the chef.

      “Hi, Lil. Enjoying the new floor in the kitchens that I helped Manath build before I turned traitor? The stone under the stove was my idea.”

      “I’ll ask the questions now,” the chef said. She sat down beside Rowan and nudged her shoulder. “What will you have, then, love? Bamboo shoots under the nails? Water-boarding? You Yanks seem to love that. Among my people the rack has always been a smashing success. We’ve still a jolly good one on display in the Tower of London.”

      “Why don’t you go get it?” Rowan asked, matching her tone. “When you’re done with me maybe you can use it for hanging pots and pans.”

      “Don’t need one, really,” the chef said, and patted her hand. “Now that Cade and Emmie have filled me in I know precisely how to hurt you. Something of an expert at it, too.”

      “Do your worst.”

      Despite her indifferent tone the dark lass’s muscles tightened, as if she were bracing herself.

      “You know who taught me the business? My da. A hideous brute Edgar Stover was. Enjoyed beating his women.” Lily’s voice grew colder. “My mother took the brunt of it while I was little. On occasion I even watched it happen. He hurt her for so long that she finally topped herself. Then he started in on me in earnest. By that time, I was such a cabbage I just took it. Any of this ringing a bell, love?”

      “Sorry.” Rowan closed her eyes. “Never met your dad. Sounds like a real prince.”

      “He was a pig,” Lily said flatly. “Bigger than Ruadri, with fists like your sledgehammers. Gave me black eyes, bruises and sprains for the most part. He didn’t dare take me to hospital, and more than once he also beat me unconscious. You remember what that’s like, your heart thumping, sweat pouring down your face, pain thundering through your head. Then, lights out, Goodnight Vienna. I always thought the same thing right before I dropped: will I wake up in agony again, or will he kill me this time?”

      “Why are you doing this?” Rowan said, her voice toneless. “I don’t need to hear about your lousy childhood. Go back to Cade and forget about me.”

      “Can’t, love,” the chef assured her. “One night Da did break four of my fingers by slamming them in the stove door. Bit of a cock-up, that, but he’d been at the brandy. Edgar did so love a full snifter. When he sobered up, he had the family doctor come ‘round. Claimed it was a terrible accident. And I said bugger all, because I knew if I ratted him out he would have done worse to me later. If I kept my mouth shut, I could still use the other hand. You make bargains like that with yourself when you’re helpless. When you can’t get away.”

      Taran looked at Lily’s delicate fingers and felt sick. Rowan said nothing, but wound the rope around her palm tighter.

      “Like all knocked-about kids, I tried to live with it.” The chef stretched out her legs. “I’d do whatever Da wanted, exactly as he said. Didn’t matter. He’d always find a reason. It got so that it was almost a relief when he went off. Then I’d have a few days or even a week before he came at me again. Wasn’t every day for you, either, was it, love? She’d have bloody killed you.”

      “Stop calling me love. No one loves me.” The rope in Rowan’s hands transformed into a noose, which she tossed to Taran. “Use this. Just enough so the fall breaks my neck.”

      In that moment Taran would have taken her into his arms and assured her differently. He’d been denying his feelings for her since the moment he’d found her in his hayloft, but no more. He dropped the noose and took a step closer, but Lily looked up and shook her head a little.

      “How did Marion keep it from Perrin?” the British woman asked. “Likely the same thing she did to make you forget: a spell or potion or such. Then she could tell you and your sister whatever she liked. Poor Lily, Edgar would say to anyone who noticed my bruises. Such a clumsy, clumsy girl. Just like her mother–”

      “Reckless.” The word burst from Rowan like a curse. “She told Perrin I was reckless and fell out of a tree, and the branches made the welts on my arms and legs.” Her chains clinked as she pressed her fingers against her mouth, as if trying to stop more from coming out. “I haven’t been dreaming. It was all real. I remember.”

      “’Tis enough, my lady,” Taran told the chef. “Cease this now.”

      “Almost finished,” Lily said calmly before she faced Rowan. “Here’s the thing, love. You never fought for yourself, and now you won’t. Or maybe you believe that you can’t. I didn’t, until I got help. I wish I could take you to my therapist—lovely woman—but there isn’t time. So, you have to stop this now. Marion’s dead. You’re not helpless anymore. It’s time to bury that evil cow and stand up for yourself. Tell the truth.”

      Rowan stared at Lily as if she didn’t recognize her, and then looked up at Taran.

      “I shall listen to every word,” he promised.

      “I was so scared,” Rowan gasped as tears slid down her cheeks. “Everything I did… I was just trying to keep us alive.”

      She hunched her shoulders and sobbed into her hands.

      “There you go, love. This has been coming for some time.” Lily held onto her, rubbing her back. “It’s all right.” After a few minutes she said, “Taran, be a good chap and take these bleeding manacles off her.”

      He knelt down to remove the chains and cuffs, and carried them out to throw them the length of the stables. Then he stood and dragged in air until the fury filling him subsided enough for him to return to the women.

      “You should take it from here, mate,” Lily said as she helped Rowan up from the floor. She gave her a brisk embrace. “This is your story, so I’ll not say anything to the others. We’re off tonight to finish this at the Wood Dream settlement. If you know anything that can help our lads, I hope you’ll tell us.” She smiled at Taran through her own tears before she left.
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* * *

      Rowan felt as raw and exposed as if she stood naked and beaten, but the relief of remembering soothed away the worst of the pain. The way Taran was looking at her made her reach for her wet face, but she stopped herself. Lily had told her that she was allowed to cry, and to feel pain, and to remember all of it.

      “You neednae talk now. I’ll summon Ruadri, or mayhap Emeline,” he offered quickly. “They’ll have a potion…” He stopped, as if realizing that was the last thing she needed. “I’ve whiskey, if ’twill help.”

      “I’d love to get drunk with you, actually, but then there would be puking. I’m kind of a lightweight with booze.” She took in a deep breath and then released it. The terrors that had flooded into her had calmed from the chaotic waves to clear memories. “Lily’s right. I need to tell someone the truth.”

      Rowan checked the stable doors and then behind her. She needed to let it out, but she didn’t particularly want everyone to hear.

      “Mayhap in the loft?” Taran said softly.

      She nodded, and he accompanied her upstairs. Sitting down where they had once slept with stacks of hay between them, immediately made her feel better. She looked around, remembering how wretched she’d been when she’d fallen asleep here the first time. Taran had woken her like the princess from Sleeping Beauty.

      That first time she’d seen him remained the most beautiful moment of Rowan’s life.

      Now for the ugliest.

      “My parents were killed in a car wreck when I was very small. My Aunt Marion was the only family I had left, so they gave me to her.” She thought of how Perrin had rushed to her and hugged her that night. “I knew I didn’t have any siblings, but from the first night she told me Perrin was my sister. When I refused to call her that, my aunt beat me and broke my arm.”

      Taran winced and she thought she heard his teeth grind.

      She told him how after abusing her Marion would pour a bitter liquid down her throat that would knock her out, and when she woke she’d have no memory of what had happened.

      “An older man sometimes came to visit Marion late at night. I heard them arguing once and went to eavesdrop. My aunt told the man that it was his fault that she had to lie to everyone about their daughter. He told her the scandal would have destroyed his marriage and ruined him. They were talking about Perrin.” Rowan imagined having a baby out of wedlock had been torturous for Marion, who had been so proud of her spotless reputation. “They caught me listening. He left, and Marion hit me so hard that she knocked me out cold. I woke up with two black eyes. I never saw that man again.”

      “For which she blamed you, no doubt,” Taran said tightly.

      “I’m pretty sure Marion had no choice but to take me. My parents’ car crash would have been in all the papers. If she’d refused, people would wonder why she would keep one niece but not the other.” She looked down and saw that she’d twisted her fingers together, the same way she used to whenever her aunt came near her. “When I started growing taller and stronger the beatings stopped. No doubt Marion got worried that I might hit back. She still treated me like dirt, and I moved out as soon as I could afford to. I was glad when cancer killed my aunt. I wanted to throw a party. I’d never been able to sleep through the night until after Marion died. I just didn’t know why until now.”

      Taran’s mouth flattened. “Will you tell Perrin about this?”

      Rowan imagined how it would horrify her sister to learn the truth. “About us being cousins instead of sisters, yes. She should know that much. The rest… I don’t know. She adored Marion.” She saw the look he gave her. “What would you do?”

      “I’ve kept many secrets for the clan,” he admitted. “I ken only too well what harm they may do. Yet in this I must agree with Lily. You’ve suffered enough. You should tell your sister the truth, and bury that evil cow.”

      “Maybe after the big battle.” She felt strong enough now to tackle the bigger issue. “Now I need to explain what happened, starting on the day Ochd found me making a sculpture of you behind the stables.”

      Rowan told Taran how the famhair had come to her to pledge his loyalty, and how she’d used him to spy on the mad druids. She admitted how foolish she’d been to hold back the information from him and the rest of the clan.

      “I knew everyone was sick of me. I wanted to tell Brennus what I’d found out, and show him that I could help the clan. I was coming to do that when I heard all of you talking about me.” She saw him tense. “It’s okay, I understand why you said what you did. After I cooled off, I decided to wait for Ochd to give me one more update before I told the chieftain. You followed me when I rode out to meet him the last time.”

      “’Twas when Hendry ambushed us.”

      She nodded. “From that point all I wanted to do was keep you alive. So I went along with everything Ochd said, and played the traitor. I knew if I could keep you close to me, I’d find a way to get us out, and back here. The rest you know.”

      Taran kept quiet for a long moment. “’Tis no’ what you said to me in the barn, and you never permitted me to speak after that.”

      “I had to convince them that I hated you.” Rowan groaned as she realized something. “Right, you didn’t know that Aon was standing right outside the door, eavesdropping on us. As for keeping you quiet, I couldn’t risk you trying to control me again, especially with you believing that I was betraying the clan. In any case, what I did for Hendry isn’t going to help him or the famhairean.”

      The horse master’s eyes narrowed as she described the flaws she’d put in all the limbs, and how the totems would collapse because of them.

      “Clever lass. Yet now that we’ve escaped, Hendry may discover your sabotage.”

      “He won’t have time to fix them if we attack tonight.” She went still as Taran stepped toward her and held out his hands. “Touching me has never been a wise idea.”

      “Nor ’tis listening to me.” He kept his hands out, and when she took them he pulled her into his arms. “Forgive me for doubting you.”

      “You’re going to make me cry again,” she said into his chest. “Brennus is never going to believe me if I’m sobbing while I fill him in.”

      “If he doesnae, I shall use my persuasion gift to convince him.” Taran smiled as she looked up at him. “I cannae say for certain, but I believe ’tis my druid power.”

      “You know that you’re druid kind?” When he nodded, she slipped her hand up to his face, and stroked his cheek. “Are you going to tell the clan?”

      “Soon.” He brushed a kiss against her brow. “Now come. We’ve much to relate to the chieftain before the clan launches the attack.”

      “Yes, but I also need to make a point.” Rowan glanced down at the floor of the stables where her shackles lay. “Put me back in the chains.”
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      THE SOUND OF famhairean uttering their scratchy shouts dragged Oriana from her slumber. She sat up on the cot to see Hendry rush past her and out of the cottage. Murdina followed, pausing long enough to give her a filthy look.

      The crazy druidess didn’t want her sleeping under the same roof, that much she’d made plain. Her fits of jealousy amused Oriana. Did the old bat think her that stupit? She might seduce Hendry after she dealt with Murdina. Bone-conjuring her beloved Gwyn into his immortal body might finally reunite them forever.

      Gwyn, I’m so close now. You must return to me when I summon you, my darling soul-mate.

      Once she pulled on her cloak Oriana trudged outside to see a few stray giants trotting down the path to the barn. She followed them, yawning as she went, and then smirked when she saw the open door. The dark druidess and her Skaraven would not be found inside, she suspected.

      “I came with Ochd to bring food,” she heard Dha telling the druids. “We find barn empty, and Ochd descend, go.”

      Hendry paced around the furrow mound in the icy soil, his expression dark. “He’s betrayed us for that deceitful wench.” He lifted his gaze to see Oriana, and beckoned to her. She drew nearer. “The Skaraven shall come for us. You must cast the awakening spell to bestir the totems.”

      Oriana had no desire to linger now. During a battle with the clan she might be killed. With no druid newborn readily at hand to possess, Barra would be cast from the mortal realm.

      “No, she shallnae,” Murdina said and clutched her lover’s arm. “I shall cast the spell to awaken our giants, Hendry. I’ve but to gather a few herbs and…and…you will tell me what I must do.”

      “We cannae use tribal magic here, beloved mine,” the druid told her. “I shall need you to be vigilant while we do this. Dha, take my lady to keep watch for the highlanders.”

      Now Oriana understood why Hendry had taken her as an ally, and had brought the dark wench into the settlement. Their immortality likely prevented them from tapping into the source of the Wood Dream tribe’s power. Whatever it was, it no longer recognized them as druid kind.

      As she accompanied Hendry to the clearing, the druid gave her the spell she would have to cast, which required a great deal more power than she possessed. Oriana considered all the possible sources around them. Locked in death by the unfinished spell, the land and trees and water offered nothing. Whatever sacred stones the tribe had once used had over the centuries been broken or worn down to useless.

      When Hendry at last halted she glanced at the pitted snow around them. “I dinnae see how I may aid you in this, Master Greum.”

      “Can you cast the spell?” When she nodded, Hendry clamped a hand around her wrist and drew his dagger. “Dinnae struggle, Sister Embry. I require only a few drops of your mortal blood.”

      She gritted her teeth as he scored her palm with his blade, and then watched the scarlet drops stain the dirty snow between them. A rumbling from deep beneath the surface rose to shake the ground. She felt a hot vein of power seeping into her.

      “Cast the spell now,” Hendry snapped.

      Dutifully she repeated the incantation, and felt the power fly out from her in dozens of glowing amber spheres. Each flew to a totem and sank into its chest, disappearing. She expected the army of wooden behemoths to stir to life at once, but they remained unmoving and blank-faced. Snatching her slashed hand from the druid, she pressed her sleeve over the seeping wound.

      “It seems that I bled for naught.”

      “Our defenders dinnae come to life until ’tis an attack on the settlement.” His reptilian gaze shifted to her neck. “We must be patient a little longer.”

      Oh how she understood that greed in his eyes. The dark-hearted bastart wished to cut her throat. Caused by the smell of her mortal blood, perhaps, or how she had so easily tapped into his tribe’s power source. Whatever the case, Oriana knew she had to remind him of her worth.

      “We both ken that your lady slips from reason more each passing day,” she said, stepping closer to demonstrate trust she no longer felt. “She accused me of killing that giant with the scarred head, when you ken that none may end your famhairean.”

      His nostrils flared, and dislike crowded out the blood lust in his eyes. “She’s ever been fond of Tri, and ’tis no’ like him to stray from his brethren.”

      “The last I saw him, he went with Ochd into the forest.” She pretended to start. “Yet I never saw Tri return. Mayhap you should speak to Ochd on it if—when—he returns.”

      Her lie made Hendry’s expression darken. “Aye, Ochd shall have much to explain.”

      Oriana walked back with him, but once among his giants Hendry ignored her and began issuing orders. Relieved to have diverted his suspicions, she went to the cottage to prepare a morning brew and tend to her wounded palm.

      Murdina looked up from the pot she was stirring over the hearth fire. “So, you pleased my mate again. ’Tis all you ever do of late.”

      “I but did as he asked, you old fool.” When she was alone with the crazed druidess Oriana didn’t bother to mask her contempt. “Bring me some food. I need break my fast.”

      “I’m no’ your cook,” Murdina said, and added a handful of pungent herbs to the pot. “When I took the dark lass to the clearing she told me that Bhaltair Flen yet lives. You didnae kill him, as you promised Hendry. He and the Skaraven deceived you.”

      Oriana went still. “No, I…I saw him fall with my arrow in his gut. She told you these lies to turn you against me.”

      The other woman chuckled. “Her sister’s a far-seer. She warned Bhaltair of your intent. You failed yet again, wench. Hendry willnae be pleased when I tell him thus.”

      Rage gripped Oriana’s throat. Her injured hand throbbed miserably, and something inside her twisted and struggled as if trying to emerge.

      “You’ll say naught of this,” she managed to say through clenched teeth. “Master Greum has enough to concern him.” Blood from her wound seeped through her fingers. “Where do you keep the clean linens? I must bandage my hand.”

      Murdina nodded toward the trunk beneath the window. “In there.”

      Oriana went over and crouched down to open the large chest, but found it filled with old garments. “’Tis no linen–”

      “You shallnae take him from me, Slut.”

      Murdina loomed over her, and brought down something heavy. As Oriana’s head shattered with pain she sank into oblivion.

      Sometime later the feel of sharp stones dragging under her back roused her from her stupor. She tried to cry out, but a rag filled her mouth and stifled the sound. She wriggled, discovering that her wrists and feet had been so tightly bound she could no longer feel them. Above her Murdina grunted as she dragged her into a grove of dead oaks.

      “Come here with your coy looks and cunning ways to steal my mate,” the mad druidess ranted as she dropped her inside an old, worn circle of stones. “I saw it from the first, you thieving hoor.”

      Oriana stopped struggling, and made her eyes tear as she gave the mad druidess a beseeching look.

      “You dinnae deceive me. I ken what you desire.”

      Murdina bent down and jerked Oriana’s hands out away from her body. She lifted her boot and stomped on them.

      As her finger bones snap Oriana screamed. Blood spattered the barren soil, and then the portal opened, threshing as it whirled and expanded.

      Murdina grabbed her by the hair, and thrust her face close to Oriana’s. “Never come here again, hoor, or I shall end you slowly.” She drew back, and then delivered a vicious kick that made Oriana’s face explode with pain.

      This time darkness swallowed her in one gulp.
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* * *

      In the void Barra Omey floated, at first unsure if Murdina had taken her life. She then felt the other soul that inhabited the body. No, neither of them was dead. But as Barra watched, the nothingness of the portal became the workroom in her beloved Gwyn’s cottage. There stood the spirit of the true Oriana peering at one of her grandfather’s scrolls.

      So, the sacred grove had seen into her and now played some game of its own? Barra grinned. There was naught she liked more.

      Barra manifested herself as a duplicate of the acolyte, and took a moment to savor the illusion of Gwyn’s cottage. Here again were all of the clever druid’s scrolls, his paints and inks, and the many quills he’d fashioned for his writings. All his things remained neatly stowed where he had left them. Beautiful spell crystals occupied niches in the walls, and sparkled with light as well as power. She imagined she could still smell the scent of the wild honeysuckle and lavender that Gwyn hung in dried bunches by the windows to scent the air.

      Being close to her soul-mate in this place had comforted and encouraged her. Now it only brought back the bitterness she felt when she’d learned of Gwyn’s murder.

      All this might have been ours together, if no’ for Flen and the Skaraven.

      She went to join the other manifestation of Oriana. Since Barra could no longer feel their body, that meant the soul born to it commanded its senses.

      “You made that wud lady hurt me.” The lass tried to touch the scroll, but her fingers passed through it. “I’m weary of waiting. You vowed you would bring grandfather back to the me.”

      “I soon shall, my sweet.” Barra felt impatient at having to yet again reassure the little wench. To do otherwise, however, might prompt a struggle for control of their shared body. “First, we must punish those who took Gwyn from us, as we agreed. Only then may we make the mortal realm safe for his return.”

      “Soon.” Oriana’s young face grew pale as her manifestation faded along with the chamber.

      Barra’s soul merged into Oriana’s body, and she opened her eyes to see living oaks towering above her. She had been flung from another grove portal against a wall of high stones that she didn’t recognize. When she lifted her hands, she saw that her broken fingers had been made whole by her passage. She used them to touch her face, which had likewise been healed, and finally pushed herself up on her feet.

      She had to climb over the stones to better see her surroundings, which appeared to be an ancient highland forest. Although ice glazed most of the trees, a scattering of evergreens told her she had been transported beyond the Wood Dream tribe’s dead settlement.

      Making her way carefully from the hidden grove, Oriana reached the bank of a frozen river. On the other side rose a high slope covered by a massive rockfall. She froze as she saw two Skaraven come into view, and disappear again into a labyrinth of stacked stone at the base of the slope. Slowly she hid herself behind a tree and pressed her cold hands to her hot face. Bhaltair had once mentioned that the highlanders had somehow cleverly concealed their stronghold. No attacker would go near a rockfall for fear of disturbing it.

      This, then, had to be the Skaraven Clan’s Dun Mor.

      How had the grove brought Oriana to the one place for which she had so long searched? After kicking her unconscious Murdina must have pushed her into the portal. Certainly, the mad druidess hadn’t asked the sacred grove to deliver her here. No one knew its location except the Skaraven and Flen.

      Smug joy suffused her.

      Only the Gods could have sent me here. ’Tis how they’ve chosen to aid me in seeking justice for Gwyn. They ken that I’m righteous in my quest.

      Oriana knew that the clan would have many warriors patrolling the forest, so she retreated down river until she found a narrow spot where she could cross it quickly. She followed in the tracks of larger boots to another stone maze at the slope’s side, and climbed up to hide in some brush. Within a few minutes more Skaraven emerged from the side maze as others entered it. From her vantage point she could see all who came and went from the stronghold, and how to enter.
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      THE CHAINS LOOPED between Rowan’s shackles bounced against her thighs as she walked out of the stables. Normally she wouldn’t go for the big theatrics. Performing was Perrin’s thing. But no one yet knew what she’d told Lily and Taran. She also had a point to make, and that required some show as well as tell.

      “Quit looking so guilty,” she told Taran as he took hold of her arm in front of the maze entrance to the stronghold. “It’s going to be hard enough for Lily to keep a straight face when she sees us. Wait, I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. I am really done with telling you what to do.”

      “Indeed.” His mouth hitched. “I’m no’ with touching you.”

      The joke made Rowan utter a low chuckle before she put on her best scowl. “Okay, but later. In the meantime, don’t ruin this for me. I’ve earned my fifteen minutes.”

      As soon as they entered the great hall every guard drew a sword. Brennus had gathered his clanmasters and their mates around the table, where they were studying a scroll map with the old druid. Perrin gave her a hurt look, while Kanyth glared. The chieftain slowly rose and moved to intercept them.

      “’Tis no’ the time for this, Tran,” Brennus said without looking at Rowan.

      “Rowan shall speak in her defense now, Chieftain,” the horse master said calmly. “Or I shall challenge you.”

      Being threatened never went over well with Brennus, and Rowan saw all the tell-tale signs of his volcanic temper starting to build. But when he glanced at her, a strange regret softened his gaze. Reluctantly he nodded.

      Yep, that soft spot for the ladies wins every time.

      Rowan made sure to clank her chains as she went to stand at the end of the long table. Taran touched her arm before he took his seat beside Cadeyrn.

      Lily’s eyes warmed as she gave her a tiny nod.

      “I didn’t make Hendry’s totems while we were being held at the settlement,” Rowan said, resting her hands on the edge of the table. “They were already done. I sabotaged their arms and legs.” She paused to take in the stunned looks. “I created internal gaps and flaws in the wood of every limb and joint. As soon as they start moving their own weight will cause them to collapse. They’ll end up a bunch of really large building blocks.”

      Bhaltair’s expression turned skeptical. “You’ve a powerful gift, Mistress Thomas, but the traitors would have sensed your using it.”

      “That’s why I volunteered my services to Hendry,” she told him. “I needed an excuse to use my mojo. All he saw was me refining the limbs to be more flexible and have more range of movement. I did a pretty good job of that, too. The actual sabotage I kept out of sight.”

      “You’re channeling your power now,” Ruadri said. “I can feel it.”

      “Very perceptive, Shaman. But you don’t see me doing anything with it, right?” When he nodded she stepped back from the table. “Hendry made the same screw-up. You guys really need to learn how to play chess. Okay, Taran, it’s ready.”

      The horse master stood and struck the table with his fist, making the women start and the wood shudder. An eerie groaning, cracking sound came from within the table.

      “All of you, up,” Brennus ordered and tugged Althea out of her seat. He stepped back as the table began to shake.

      “By the Gods,” Bhaltair said and allowed Kanyth to help him to his feet. “’Tis madness.”

      “Nope. ’Tis my mojo, Old Guy. Only five more seconds. Three, two, one.”

      Rowan grinned as the thick legs snapped and the table top plunged to the floor, where it broke apart.

      Ruadri stared at the shattered wood before he regarded her and put an arm around Emeline. His moon skinwork began to glow.

      “Stand down, Witchdoctor Mountain. That’s what I did to every totem limb I worked on for Hendry.” Rowan crouched down and touched the debris, reforming it as she stood and restored the table to its original state. “Which was all of them, by the way. Great client. He really liked my work.”

      Brennus reached out and touched the surface of the now-solid top. “How long before the limbs of the totems fail?”

      “They’re a bit bigger than this, so it’ll take a little longer before the weight stress triggers the failure of the wood.” Her chains rattled as she took her hands away from the edge. “Maybe five minutes. I figured the clan could keep them busy for that long.”

      Cadeyrn’s eyes gleamed with pleasure. “Aye, lass. That we can.”

      “As for the rest, I was using Ochd as a spy to gather intel on what the druids were doing. I waited too long to tell Brennus about it, and Taran and I got grabbed. Ochd protected me—and that’s another long story that’ll have to wait—but I knew Hendry would toss Taran to the famhairean as soon as we got to their camp. So, I bargained for his life. I convinced Hendry that I hated him and all of you.” She looked at Althea. “You got it in one, Doc. I was playing along to keep us alive. But while I was there I also did what I could to help even the odds and give the clan a fighting chance. Those totems are toast.”

      “I told you, she’s not a traitor.” The botanist nudged her husband. “I’m always right.”

      “Indeed, my heart. I regret I’ve misjudged you, Rowan,” Brennus said, eyeing the table and shaking his head. “Cade, take those shackles from her.”

      “Let’s leave them on for now,” Rowan said, also enjoying this part. “Lil mentioned that you’re planning to attack the settlement tonight. I’d like to help. I’ve taken the full tour of the place, I know where everything is, and—obviously—I make a wonderful stealth termite. Also, for some reason Hendry needs me to finish the Wood Dream’s solstice ritual, and it’s not just to restore the tribe’s lands. Consider me excellent bait.”

      Emeline gave her a bleak look. “But he’ll kill you, lass.”

      “Not if I hang onto these.” She held up her shackles and turned from side to side like a runway model. “I make a pretty convincing escaped prisoner, don’t you think?”

      Cadeyrn and Brennus shared a long look, and the old druid nodded his approval.

      “No,” Perrin said and shot to her feet. “I’m not going to let you go back to that place.” When her husband took her arm, she jerked away from him. “I won’t have it, Ka. This time they’ll kill her for sure, and she’s been through enough.”

      No one said anything as the dancer rushed over, her hands shaking as she fumbled with the shackle locks. Finally, she tugged them off, threw the cuffs and chains to the floor, and kicked them away.

      Perrin stared at them. “Emeline told me everything. What you said about Marion was true. She tortured you for years, and I did nothing but let her spoil me.” She turned to face her. “It’s unforgivable.”

      Looking into her tear-filled eyes, Rowan saw amazing love and terrible guilt. “You still don’t remember, but I do. You tried to stop her every time you heard me scream or saw her hurt me. You always tried. It’s why she made you forget, too.” Telling her they were cousins suddenly didn’t matter to her anymore, because in that moment she knew they would always be sisters. “Marion’s dead. We’re not. Let it go, and forget about her.” She lowered her voice to a whisper . “Nothing would piss off the old hag more than that.”

      Suddenly Rowan had her arms filled with a laughing, sobbing Perrin. As she looked over her sister’s fiery gold head at Taran, she saw the love there, too.

      She’d finally buried Marion for good.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Taran sat beside Rowan, holding his lady’s hand as he listened to her talk with Perrin. Rowan seemed happier than he’d ever seen her, and it made him feel envious. He wanted his dark lass to shower him with such smiles and laughter. The delight she shared with her sister revealed a side of her she’d kept locked away, and made her glow.

      Brennus called for Kelturan to serve the morning meal, but kept his clanmasters and their mates gathered around him.

      “Cadeyrn shall advise the men once we’ve decided on the details of the final attack.” He regarded the old druid. “You’ve worked this out by now, I reckon.”

      “Aye, Chieftain.” Bhaltair unrolled the map showing the eastern lands, which had been marked in several places. “I propose to trap the traitors and the giants where they now hide. While the clan surrounds their camp, Mistress Thomas shall divert their attention with her escape ruse. As she does, Lady Lily will divert the waters of the loch toward the giants.”

      “I’ll build a grand wave, and then smash it down and divide it into streams,” the chef added. “Should send them all running.”

      “Aye, do, Chef,” Kelturan said as he brought a tray of steaming mugs to the table. “Or mayhap toss Rowan berries at them to make them sweeter, as you’re wont to do with near every haunch we put to roast.”

      “Still resisting my superior culinary expertise,” Lily said, and toasted him with her mug. “I could use them to stuff you. Then maybe you could take a wife without resorting to kidnapping.”

      The clan’s cook smirked with appreciation, noticed Cadeyrn’s cool gaze on him, and hastily retreated.

      Bhaltair cleared his throat. “As you say, Lady Lily. ’Twill drive them to the sacred grove in the clearing here”—he touched an oval drawn on the scroll—“as the clan closes ranks around it. ’Twill be there that Lady Althea shall begin her work as the clan moves into position by the trees at the clearing’s edge.”

      As the old druid detailed the closing of the trap, Taran felt his ire grow. He remembered the day long ago when Bhaltair Flen had come to the clan with his scheme to trap the famhairean and the mad druids. The way he had spoken then sounded exactly as he did now.

      “In order for me to cast the spell,” the old druid said, regarding Rowan, “I shall need you to first finish the Wood Dream’s solstice ritual. You did claim that Murdina taught you the particulars?”

      “Yeah, she told me everything I had to do, including making a human sacrifice,” she countered. “Which, obviously, I’m not making.”

      “She’s mad, lass. It neednae be human blood,” Bhaltair assured her. “Goat shall do as well, or sheep. I can provide that.”

      “It’s so great that you keep some on hand.” Rowan’s dark brows drew together for a moment. “Wait, you’re not a member of the Wood Dream tribe. Why do you need me to finish the ritual?”

      “Druid magic—my magic—draws its power from nature,” Bhaltair said. “Everything there has been locked in death.”

      “Whatever Hendry wants to wake up will be made viable, too,” Rowan said. She rubbed the back of her neck as she brooded. “All right, if we time this perfectly, you’ll be dumping him in the portal before he can do whatever he’s got planned. Or maybe I should–”

      “You’ll do naught,” Taran said and found himself on his feet, his hands fisting. “This old man lies whenever his lips part. He’ll use you and the rest of us to get what he desires. No’ again,” he told Bhaltair. “I’ll no’ stand by and permit my lady and this clan to be made sacrifices on your facking altar.”

      The old druid avoided his gaze. “As you wish, Horse Master.” He got to his feet with clumsy haste. “I’ll leave Dun Mor at once.”

      “Tran, be easy now.” Brennus glanced at the druid before he said, “’Twas a mistake, I reckon. No’ planned, as I’ve long thought.”

      “You dinnae see this bastart as I do, Chieftain.” He came around the table to block Bhaltair’s escape. “I ken what you bred me to be now. Half-Pritani, half-druid. Shall I call Ruadri my brother in truth?”

      “No, lad.” The wrinkles around Bhaltair’s eyes and mouth deepened. “Your Pritani mother possessed druid blood, but she wasnae aware of it. Indeed, we didnae ken it until after your birth.”

      “Why didnae you tell Taran?” Ruadri demanded.

      “The elders thought him too weak to survive training.” Bhaltair sighed before he faced Taran. “They didnae recognize the strength of your gifts. By the time they did, ’twas too late. You’d bonded with the other Skaraven lads, and despised us. To take you from your clan would have torn your spirit in half.”

      “So, you left me believing your lies.” Taran gripped the hilt of his dagger. “Why did Rowan share my other incarnations, and now the dreams we have of them?”

      Bhaltair now looked shaken. “In those lives, were the two of you lovers?”

      “Yes,” Rowan said before he could reply. She saw the Skaraven all around exchange looks but she plunged on. “We’re different people every time, but we always find each other and, ah, get busy.”

      “You and the horse master have soul-mated,” the old druid said quickly. “Likely a choice you both made during your first lives. ’Tis very rare among our kind. No matter how many incarnations soul mates have, or who they become in them, they’re fated to come together. For eternity you may mate only with each other.”

      “’Tis another great revelation,” Taran said, his voice heavy with pent-up hatred. All the sound in the great hall disappeared as he focused on the old druid’s perspiring face. “But no’ for you, Tree-knower. You saw it.”

      “I admit, I suspected it,” Bhaltair corrected him. “The connection you share with the lady radiates a certain magic. ’Twas something I felt when visiting some old friends who’ve soul-mated.”

      “Taran,” Brennus said, his deep voice tight. “Step away from him.”

      “Since my lady came here, you said naught of your suspicions.” His dagger gleamed as he drew it. “You left Rowan and me to flounder, vexed and confused. ’Twas your silence that caused all this. You nearly ended us both. As you ended the clan twelve centuries past.”

      He took a step toward the old druid, only to be caught and dragged back by the chieftain’s brutal grip.

      “Put away your blade, Brother,” Brennus said, as gently as if he spoke to a raging stallion. “We need the old meddler’s magic to defeat the enemy.”

      “Mayhap you forget, Chieftain,” the horse master growled. In disgust he drove his dagger back into its sheath, and Brennus promptly released him. “He cast the spell over the battlefield that defeated them, and yet never told us that ’twould take our souls as well.”

      “I didnae ken ’twould happen as it did,” the old druid said. “I’d never attempted such a powerful spell. ’Twas why I ever meant to bring you back as immortals, to repay my debt to the Skaraven.”

      “Are you saying that the giants didn’t kill you?” Rowan asked, her voice strained. “This old guy did?”

      “Aye,” Cadeyrn said. “Though I reckoned ’twas no’ his intention.” He directed a wry look at Brennus. “No’ all Skaraven share my forgiving nature.”

      Althea winced. “Well, that explains a lot.”

      “Think on that now,” Taran said, “before any of you trust this bastart with your lives. I shallnae.”

      He turned his back on the old druid and stalked out of the stronghold.
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      AFTER BREAKING THEIR fast Althea accompanied Bhaltair out of the Skaraven stronghold, and walked with him down to the river crossing. The courtesy gladdened him, but he hadn’t expected it. Rowan had left the great hall soon after Taran’s abrupt departure. The other ladies had all visited dark looks upon him during the largely silent meal that had followed.

      “We could send one of the guys to collect whatever you need, you know,” the lady told him. “It’s been a tough morning, and you look exhausted.”

      “’Tis best I absent myself from Dun Mor for a time while the clan prepares.” He regarded her. “Veiling what we do and ken in secrecy, ’tis ever the way of druid kind. I’ve ever practiced such discretion. ’Twas never meant to inflict harm as I’ve done on the clan, Mistress Thomas, or the horse master.”

      “You may never be very popular with the girls or the Skaraven, and I suggest you steer clear of Taran for a while. But you should know that you’ve earned my trust, and my husband’s.” She glanced back at the stronghold. “Don’t make us regret that, Master Flen. Pay your debt to the Skaraven.”

      “I shall endeavor to, my lady.” He bowed deeply before bidding her farewell.

      As Bhaltair crossed the frozen water and made his way to the hidden sacred grove, he thought of his friends Fingal and Cora Tullach, and how they had lived dozens of lives as soul-mates. Would that he could bring them together with Taran and Rowan, so that the young lovers might come to better understand their eternal bond. He doubted the horse master would permit it, however. Simply learning of his druid nature had pushed Taran near to murder.

      What Bhaltair had told the horse master had not been all of the truth.

      When Taran had been born with different coloring compared to the other bairns they’d bred, the Pritani had summoned the druids. Bhaltair himself had examined the wee lad, and noted the strange hues of his hair and eyes. Both, he recognized, were known to be druid traits.

      He himself spoke to the tribeswoman who had birthed him, and during that conversation had felt the tingle of awareness of her druid blood. Taken in as a young foundling by her tribe, she’d never known her birth people. She also had no desire to take back her son, whose sire belonged to the other tribe intent on breeding indentured warriors.

      My mate shall never accept the lad, the woman had told him. Could I persuade him, with that pale hair and strange eyes he shall still be made outcast among our people. The younglings of our tribe are strong and dark.

      Bhaltair had also spoken with Taran’s sire, who felt the same as the mother, and then tried to advocate for the lad himself. The elders overseeing the training of the Skaraven had also denied Bhaltair’s final request to remove Taran from the Skaraven so that he might be raised by druid kind. They had felt with two Pritani parents the lad had but a distant kinship with their people, and no particular worth. Bhaltair’s own doubts had convinced him to accept their ruling.

      He’d said nothing to the horse master or Rowan, but after being in their presence he suspected Taran’s soul to be one of the most ancient among druid kind. It was even possible that he and Rowan might be reincarnated from the very first druids that had chosen to be soul-mated.

      Never again shall I accept what I ken to be wrong, Bhaltair thought, and I will cease meddling in that which I cannae change.

      “Master Flen,” called someone from behind him. Before he even turned he recognized Perrin’s sweet voice. “Before you go…”

      He smiled as he turned, but his face froze when he saw who was there.

      “Oriana.”

      He’d no time to duck as the branch in her hands collided with the side of his head, and the ground rushed up to meet his face. All Bhaltair could do was blink as blood pooled in his eye, and he saw her lift the branch higher.

      He closed his eyes and gave up thanks to the Gods for his long incarnation, interrupted only by a blast of tremendous pain, and the dreadful sound of his skull cracking.
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      ROWAN STOOD IN front of Gael’s empty stall for a long moment before an annoyed squeal drew her gaze to the one next to it. Ceann bobbed his head and batted his long eyelashes as she went over to give him a nose rub. All the other horses in the stables had retreated from sight, likely in response to Taran’s furious mood.

      “But not you, Slappy,” she murmured to the gelding, who blew some air against her neck. “I want to chase after him, and I know you’d help, but I think he needs to process all this.”

      She lingered for a while, mucking out Ceann’s stall and scattering some fresh straw before she brushed him down. Everything was an excuse just to wait for Taran, but the horse master didn’t show up. The work she did only added to the layer of grime and sweat that lack of bathing for a week among the crazies had created. After she promised the gelding a ride she probably wouldn’t be able to take, Rowan returned to the stronghold.

      “Blimey,” Lily said as she passed by her, stopped and sniffed. “You really need a bathe, love.”

      “On my way to detox right now,” Rowan assured her. She wasn’t sure what to say about the intervention, so she just went with what she genuinely felt. “Thanks for what you did for me. I know that interrogation wasn’t easy on you, either. If you ever want to go back and kick Edgar’s ass, I’m in.”

      “Eh. Sod him.” The Brit winked at her. “We never have to go back, love. Only forward. Cheers.”

      Down in the lower levels Rowan collected some clean clothes from her chamber. She passed Manath who was sharpening what looked like an already sharp sword. Waiting to attack at nightfall made sense, but it was hell on the nerves. She nodded to him as she walked down to the bathing spring.

      “Cannily done, your sabotage, my lady,” Manath called after her. When she stopped and eyed him he smiled uneasily. “Forgive my ire earlier. ’Twas wrong of us to judge you.”

      “The judging, not really. The spitting was gross, though.”

      She gave him a cheerful salute before she continued down the passage.

      At the entry to the hollowed-out cave that contained the bathing spring Rowan tied a rag strip on the outside handle to indicate it was occupied. Then she went in, closed the door and gratefully stripped out of her odorous clothes. Grabbing a bucket and a crock of the strong soap the Skaraven used, she went to the edge of the big pool to draw some water. Stepping into the smaller, adjacent scrubbing pit, which constantly drained through a slanted pipe, she doused herself with the bucket.

      The steaming water washed away most of the surface filth, and left her dripping for the soaping phase. Liberally smearing a cloth with the lye soap, she started at the top of her head and worked her way down.

      Washing away every trace of the Wood Dream settlement did nothing to get rid of her nerves, however. She didn’t want to go back there again, not even playing an escaped prisoner. Hendry would be waiting, and so would Ochd. She might be able to con them, but Murdina had gotten so crazy she might kill her on sight.

      We never have to go back, love. Only forward.

      Rowan scrubbed and rinsed until her skin glowed pink in the torch light, and then moved to the larger spring pool. Easing down into the hot water, she swam over to a natural shelf in the stone and propped herself there to soak.

      What Bhaltair had told Taran and her still hovered at the back of her mind, as if waiting for her to decide how she felt about it. Like everything else that had happened since coming to this time, it seemed both bizarre and yet completely logical.

      She’d chosen Taran long before either of them had been born. She’d choose him again and again until… There was no until. They’d spend eternity finding and loving each other.

      Rowan took in a breath, held it, and sank under the water. The heat clasped and soothed her like gentle hands. Like Taran’s hands.

      She surfaced as the door swung in, and swam to the front of the pool. “I’ll be out in a sec– Hey.”

      “My lady,” Taran said. There was snow in his hair, and mud spatter on his boots and trousers. “Lily said I’d find you here.”

      She could pester him with a thousand questions, or try to comfort him about all the old druid’s revelations. She went with the third option.

      “Want to join me?”

      Everyone had their way of dealing with the waiting. This was hers.

      “Aye.” He glanced down at himself. “I must wash first.”

      Rowan nodded, and swam back to her shelf seat. She tucked her hands behind her head to watch the horse master strip, which he did with flattering speed.

      The torches cast their dancing light over his tall, sinewy body, which from the high arches of his long feet to the strong cords of his throat looked like creamy marble. He was one of the more massively ripped Skaraven, and she preferred his hard build. Her fingers wanted to feel those muscles bulging over his long bones. As for the serious business equipment, Taran had nothing to worry about whatsoever. In fact, Rowan felt sure that the clan’s stallions would turn green if they ever saw him naked.

      Seeing him pour a bucket of water over all that gorgeous male beauty made her heart pound and her thighs shake. Hopefully he could scrub fast, or she might have to get out of the pool and help him.

      “You’re staring,” he chided as he began to lather his chest.

      “You’re naked.” She decided to even things a little more and hoisted herself up onto the edge. “But then, so am I.”

      Taran watched her as she stretched out on her side, his eyes moving from her nose to her toes and back again. He liked what he saw, and judging by the way his penis swelled and rose to jutting attention, wanted to get closer.

      Rowan propped her head on her hand, and shamelessly rolled her shoulders back. She had a build like his but with full, curvy breasts and hips made for a man’s hands. His hands. Her tan had mostly faded, but her skin had a natural rosiness to it that always made her look a little sun-kissed. Although she’d never been a delicate waif like Perrin, she’d always felt comfortable in her hard, strong body.

      As he sluiced off the soap Taran turned to face her. Watching the lather stream down his body made Rowan want to do the same thing with her fingers, her lips, her tongue.

      Taran pushed the dripping fall of his white-blond hair back from his face and climbed out of the scrubbing pit. He stepped down into the pool, sinking into the water before swimming over to her side.

      Rowan sat up as he surfaced, and wanted to forget about everything else in the universe as she looked into the glory of his eyes. Yet if they were to become lovers, she wanted him to know who she was and what she’d done before she’d found him.

      “I’ve been with other men,” she told him. “I also spent a night with a beautiful French prop girl in Paris, just to see if a woman would do more for me. She didn’t, by the way.”

      “I’ve had some pleasure lasses. A trainer brought me to one lad who wished to have me, but I felt naught for him.” His mouth hitched. “How did you fare with your male lovers?”

      She considered that aspect of it. “I tried not to fall asleep during. You know. It seemed rude. How about you and the ladies?”

      “I did what I could, but ’twas tedious. I’ve felt more pleasure watching you sleep.” He held out his hand, and helped her down into the water. “You’ll never be free of me, in this life or any other.”

      “Sure, but you’ll have to listen to me snore for all eternity,” she pointed out.

      He nodded. “While I steal the blankets from you.”

      “And I warm my feet on your back.”

      “Aye, but we willnae have to fack before two tribes in a henge,” Taran said gravely.

      They could go on like this all night, but she needed to know one thing. “Are you still okay with what we decided as Ruadhan and Tairne?”

      “That life doesnae matter to me. Nor any of the others.” He slipped his arm around her, tugging her against his wet body. “You’re mine, Rowan Thomas. No’ Rowena or Wren or Ruadhan. You.” He lowered his mouth to hers.

      Their first kiss had been a wild, terrifying revelation. Now their second suffused her with such hunger and heat she thought they’d vaporize the spring. Taran’s mouth matched hers perfectly, like their bodies, like their desires. In her mind she felt wind and sunlight pouring into her, and felt herself return it with rain and moonlight.

      The spring lit up, and bubbles began to churn as Taran shifted into his water-traveling form. He sank down, taking her with him, and breathed for her as they entwined.

      Rowan wondered if she might drown, and discovered she didn’t care. All she wanted was this man, in any shape or form he came to her, for she was his. Utterly, completely his. She wrapped her legs around his transparent body, and felt the caress of his penis press between her thighs. It felt like water, and when Taran gripped her bottom and surged into her, his cock flooded her and locked their sexes together in a perfect fit.

      Together as one, at last.

      Rowan writhed, impaled and impatient, and felt them drifting back to the surface. Taran held her against him as the incredible kiss ended, and slid out of her, making her groan. As he swam back with her to the side of the pool, the rest of his body transformed back to human flesh. He knelt on the rock shelf and set her next to him.

      “I’ve waited twenty-two years for this, and you,” she warned him. “Do not bail on me now.”

      “You must first ken this.” Taran drew back and tilted her chin up. “You told Lily that no one loves you. ’Tis no’ true.”

      She shook her head. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say that. We may be soul-mated, but we barely know each other.”

      He touched his fingers to her lips. “Permit me say this. ’Twas the moment you opened your eyes here, that first day. I looked upon you and my heart knew. ’Twas yours.”

      Rowan’s heart fluttered wildly. “Oh, Taran.”

      He slid his hands down her arms. “Mayhap as other men I’ve loved Ruadhan, and Wren, and Rowena, and all the other incarnations you’ve lived. They matter naught to me. I’ve waited for you for twelve centuries and more.” He brought her hand to his heart. “I give this only to you, my lady. I love you.”

      Heated mist rose around them, glowing amber and dark blue. Rowan watched Taran’s centaur ink light up, the legs of the half-man, half-horse pawing at his skin. The raw marks left by the shackles on her wrist throbbed as she touched his tattoo, and felt the power sifting into her fingertips.

      “I think your other half wants in on this,” Rowan said as the light encircled her wrist, and healed the minor wound.

      When it ebbed away it left a narrow band of two scars twined together all the way around like a bracelet. Although thanks to the soul-mating it wasn’t strictly necessary, she felt ridiculously pleased that his battle spirit had also decided she should be his mate.

      Taran stroked the centaur’s mark. “You’ll have all of me, then? The druid and the Pritani?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what you are, or were, or will be. I love you.”

      As she said that she felt a rush of sensation that poured through her, as thrilling as riding Ceann at full gallop, and gave herself over to it.

      Taran came out of the spring, lifting and turning her as the dark light enveloped them. Rowan braced herself on her hands and knees, and shivered as he clamped an arm around her waist. He made a low, primitive sound in his chest as he nudged apart her thighs, and brought his swollen cockhead to her slick folds. This time when he pressed in he was all man, hard and thick, and plowed so deep Rowan felt it in her soul.

      Through the haze of lust and longing Rowan felt what she had never before experienced: completeness. She’d dragged herself through twenty-two lonely years, giving up parts of her life along the way just to survive. Now Taran gave her back everything she’d lost.

      He’d made her the woman she was meant to be.

      For a long time neither of them moved, captivated by the ecstasy of joining. Then, so slowly that it made her gasp, Taran drew out of her and pumped back in. She gripped him as he did, caressing his shaft with her own softness. He groaned and stroked her again, igniting all the sensitive nerves inside her body. Sex had always bored her. She hadn’t exaggerated about that.

      But sex with Taran was turning out to be the most enchanting, erotic thing she’d ever felt.

      Rowan lifted her hips into his deep, hard thrusts, feeling her bottom jolt against his hard belly. His hands slipped around her, cradling her breasts as he fucked her, his long fingers strumming her nipples in time with each penetration. His breath whispered against her nape, and then her ear as he traced the outer curve with his tongue.

      “You’ll come to me when you need me thus,” he said, his voice making her shake as much as his cock. “As I’ll come to you.”

      “Yeah, definitely.” She closed her eyes as he squeezed her mounds. “That may be a lot.”

      “I’ll see to your every pleasure,” he promised. “Anything you wish, I shall do. You’ve but to say to me.”

      Rowan felt something tighten deep inside her, and knew she was about to come. “This. Just this is fine. For now.”

      “I want your every joy,” Taran told her, his fingers slipping down to part the top of her folds and stroke her clit, “and you shall have mine, my lady.”

      She couldn’t think, not with his cock so deep in her core, and the aching delight of his hand on her breast and his fingers caressing her nub. When he kissed her shoulder she stiffened, and then felt his teeth. The love bite he gave her made her pussy clench, and her mind explode with hot bliss.

      The climax went on and on and on. His voice urged her through the waves of delight, hoarse and hot against her ear, and just as she reached the final peak he jerked against her. His cock did the same inside her pussy, pulsing thick jets of his seed into the center of her pleasure.

      When it leveled out Rowan felt her arms and legs shake, and then sighed as Taran lifted her and stepped down into the spring. He held her pressed against him as the water massaged them both.

      “We’re going to need to put a bed in the hayloft. A big, roomy bed. I’ll make that.” She lifted her cheek from his shoulder to see his expression. He looked almost smug now, and it made her laugh. “Not so tedious anymore, huh?”

      “We shall need to brace the loft floor,” Taran told her. “’Tis no’ so sturdy.”

      She’d have to give up celebrating her birthday, Rowan decided as she studied his face. She had all she’d ever wanted now. No gift would ever be as amazing or beautiful as Taran’s love, but the sex? Might be her second favorite present of all time.

      “Why do you look at me thus?” he asked.

      “Even with the bald head Tairne was sexy as hell,” she told him. “And I think Aran would have won every wet t-shirt contest ever held in the history of time. But I prefer this you.”

      Taran smiled. “At least I’m no’ ancient in this incarnation.”

      She thought of the old man and the young, pregnant druidess who had tried to run away together, and stroked Taran’s neck as other, distant memories came back to her.

      “Wren kept her promise to Tarn, and named their daughter Rowan. She also told her about her dad, and how they’d found each other almost too late. She told her that death didn’t matter because they’d find each other again. I think Rowan told her kids, and they told theirs.” Dimly she recalled her own, dark-haired father telling her the story. “That’s why there’s always been a Rowan in every generation since Wren.”

      “’Twas wise of Tarn,” he said, but his expression sobered. “’Twas your name that made me ken who you were, even when I remembered naught else.” He scooped her up out of the water and set her down on the stone. “But wherever you go, I shall find you. Here or in the afterlife, we shall ever be together.”

      “Count on it,” she said as he lightly kissed her forehead.

      In the easy silence that followed they dried off and dressed, but as they left the chamber Rowan took hold of his hand.

      “I’d like to go measure the hayloft,” she told him. “Want to help me figure out how big a bed we’ll need?”
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      OCHD WAITED BY the cave for Rowan for hours, soaking up as much sunlight as he needed after burrowing back to the Great Wood. That she never came made him wonder if the Skaraven had imprisoned her after taking her from the settlement. She hated the highlander, of that he was convinced.

      Hendry’s transformation spells had at last changed his wooden form to flesh, and his garments to match the highlander’s. The druid had even matched the man’s ring. Along with the transformations his voice had become smoother, and he had paid close attention to how the horse master had spoken.

      “They willnae ken ’tis me,” he said with the highlander’s accent, and then tried again in a lower, softer tone. “Taran Skaraven. I’m Taran. Taran.”

      He could not risk burrowing closer to the stronghold, so Ochd made his way on foot. Other clansmen passed him in pairs, but simply nodded to him before continuing their patrols. He halted when he saw a group of highlanders gathered around Cadeyrn, the clan’s war master. He remained out of sight and listened as the men spoke of attacking the Wood Dream settlement. Since he had pledged himself to Rowan he no longer felt loyalty to the druids, so it did not concern him. Nor could his brethren be killed. Once the Skaraven ended Hendry and Murdina the famhairean would have no more reason to continue the fight.

      By the time he reached the back of the stables Ochd felt his feelings swell. Rowan would be so happy to see him. Surely now she would go with him to her future, where they could begin a life together.

      Horses stared at him as he came silently into the long row of stalls. The beasts seemed almost fearful as he came close, drawing back out of sight. Of Rowan he saw no sign, and after checking every room Ochd wondered if he would have to risk going into the stronghold itself. There he’d be surrounded by most of the clan, and possibly exposed as an imposter.

      He would do whatever he had to for his lady.

      A soft sound drew his attention up to the hayloft, and he caught a faint trace of Rowan’s scent. Smiling, he went to the ladder and climbed up. There lay his beautiful druidess, asleep in the hay, her hair flung down her back. Beside her lay the slumbering Taran Skaraven, one of his long arms curled over Rowan’s waist.

      The scents lingering in the air told him what they had been doing before they slept.

      Hendry had instructed him thoroughly on the manner humans used to produce young. To breed the new race of famhairean-human hybrids Ochd and Rowan were to do the same. The druid had warned him it would take much repetition of the act, but that had not repelled him. No, he’d longed for it, to put himself inside her. To bring her pleasure. To plant his seed deep and see it swell inside her.

      She had been facking the horse master. That was why she hadn’t come to the cave. Why she had refused to go away with Ochd when he’d begged her to. Why, he realized, she had given him this face. The face of her true lover. Rowan had never been his lady. She’d deceived him to believe that so she might use him. His love for her meant nothing. It had all been a lie—her lie.

      Unable to bear the sight a moment longer, Ochd turned his head away. He saw the highlander’s belt and sheathed sword where he had left them. His hand shook as he reached for the sturdy hilt and drew the blade.

      If I cannae have her, he thought as he approached the sleeping pair, never again shall you.

      As he hefted the long sword over his head Taran opened his eyes. The Skaraven lunged at his legs, propelling Ochd with him over the edge of the hayloft.

      The sword jolted from his grip as they landed on the hard dirt floor. Taran scrambled to his feet and kicked the blade away from Ochd’s clutching hand.

      He didn’t need a weapon, the famhair decided as he thrust himself to his feet. He’d tear off the horse master’s head with his bare hands.

      “You cannae have her,” the highlander told him, circling around him. “She’s my mate now.”

      “She’s my mate,” Ochd said, mimicking him. “You shallnae have her.”

      With that he lunged, and the horses began to scream.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rowan’s ears rang with the sound of horses going crazy and pushed herself upright. Taran was gone, and some kind of ruckus was going on down in the stables. Quickly she got to her feet.

      “Hey, I wasn’t done napping.” She went to look down and saw him sprawled beside the other man, who turned over to reveal he was… “Taran?”

      “Stay there,” one of them called up to her. “’Tis Ochd.”

      “He lies,” his twin said. “I’m Taran. He’s the famhair.”

      Panic made Rowan slide down the ladder to land a few feet away. “Ochd, don’t do this,” she told both of them. “I’m the one who lied to you. Taran had nothing to do with it. Oh, God, how do I tell?”

      “You ken, Rowan,” one of them said. “Look upon me. Listen.”

      “He’s become the same in every way,” the other warned. “Except–”

      The other Taran punched him in the face. “You cannae deceive my lady, imposter.”

      Rowan backed away as they collided and wrestled each other to the ground. Physically they were identical in every sense. Dirt covered their clothes, and in her panic, she couldn’t remember what her Taran had been wearing. She looked around, and then saw the one thing that would reveal their identities.

      She grabbed the trough bucket and tossed the water in it over both men.

      One Taran rolled away and pushed himself to his feet. The other did the same with great effort, then went still and stared up at her, his flawless skin cracking and darkening.

      The real horse master hurried over to her and held her in his arms. “Thank the Gods you remembered that.”

      “I became human for you,” Ochd said as roots burst out of his boots to sink into the ground. “So I could sire your bairns, to become the new Wood Dream. ’Twas to be our world after the reckoning.”

      So that was what Hendry had planned for her, to use her to breed his new master race. Rowan felt sick.

      “I would never have agreed to that, Ochd. He lied to you too.”

      “The totems shall crush your highlanders when they attack. I shall see him dead.” The famhair stretched out his hand as if to touch her, but it sprouted dozens of twigs and leaves. “Rowan.”

      The rest of his body began to grow taller and formed itself into the trunk of an oak, spreading more branches as its top rammed through the roof.

      Taran looked up as yellow light poured out of the tree and funneled through the hole the oak had made. “He’s gone.”

      “He’ll go back and tell Hendry everything,” Rowan predicted, and sighed. “We’d better go and update Brennus. I’m not going to need those shackles and chains now.”
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      THE SCENT OF honeysuckle and lavender assured Bhaltair that he had not, in fact, disincarnated. The darkness that cradled him thinned enough for him to sense other wonders as well. His cracked skull had been healed, and the pain in his face had vanished, although a spot on his scalp throbbed with tenderness. He could not feel his troublesome knee, although that swelling and stiffness would return as soon as he took a few steps. His hands had been bound behind his back.

      He'd been taken through a portal, he concluded, and delivered to a familiar place that should have given him ease but, of course, did not: Gwyn Embry’s cottage.

      “I ken you’re awake, Flen,” a deep, amused voice said. “Open your eyes, and look upon your fate.”

      He did as Barra Omey commanded and found that he was bound in the chair by Gwyn’s bookcase. She had brought him to his old friend’s work room, where all his treasured possessions had been kept. As for the bone conjurer, she now wore one of Gwyn’s robes, which on his granddaughter’s much smaller form puddled around her feet.

      “I thought this the ideal place for our final moments together. To remind you of what you stole from me.” She lifted a sleeve to her nose and breathed in deeply. “Do you ken, his robes still smell of him, even now.”

      Peering down at the brazier and herbs she had assembled inside a spell circle drawn on the floor, Bhaltair noted the absence of bone and blood. The large dark crystal she’d placed beside the brazier, however, had a hollow core in which she had placed a single spiny root wrapped in silver thread.

      No’ thread, he corrected himself. No wonder his scalp hurt. She’d torn out his hair to bind the root.

      “You should release me now,” Bhaltair told her evenly. “The conclave’s justice shall be swift. I’ll see to it that you’re given a swift end.”

      Oriana’s eyes danced as she uttered Barra’s long, throaty laugh. “Swift, aye. You’d skin me alive with your teeth if you could. No, old fool, ’twill be no more escapes for you. ’Tis time I remove you from this existence and all future incarnations.”

      He felt almost amused as well. “You truly believe that a root, a rock and some hair shall obliterate my soul? Barra, I’m ashamed for you. What simpleton attended to your training?”

      “These shall divest the soul from your decrepit body,” she advised him, and went to fetch a strange-looking urn from one of Gwyn’s shelves. The body of the urn was made from a smooth, milky white stone but the top had been carved to resemble a canine with a long, thin nose. “But this, this comes from across the world, from the land of stone temples and endless sands. To acquire it I was obliged to murder a very powerful dark mage in Hispania. ’Tis called a soul-eater.”

      Now Bhaltair knew what she had done with all the poor souls she had resurrected since fleeing Scotland: she’d fed them to the urn.

      “You shall be damned for all eternity for this.”

      “You took Gwyn from me,” Barra reminded him. “I had to avenge him. The Gods now smile upon me as I seek justice for my beloved. When Murdina Stroud cast me unconscious into a portal, they directed it to deliver me to Dun Mor.”

      Or to me.

      Bhaltair took heart from the knowledge.

      “Now we must begin.” She set down the urn and removed the top. As soon as she did dark tendrils of magic began to slither over its rim. “The mage said the urn takes some time to digest its meal. None return to relate this, but I reckon ’tis most unpleasant to feel it gnawing apart your very spirit, and suckling from the bones of your being.”

      Bhaltair shifted back, and felt something sharp poke his hand. He moved his cramped fingers along the object and realized it was one of Gwyn’s quill blades poking out from a shelf. He shifted forward and grasped it by the blade so he could work it against the rope binding his wrists. But then he paused as he realized he had a distraction.

      “Before you feed me to that jar, you should have Gwyn’s final letter,” he told her. “’Tis in the scroll box in my traveling satchel there. He spoke at length of you.”

      Barra seized his satchel, tearing it open and dragging the box from its depths. When she found that she could not open it she made a contemptuous sound.

      “Another pathetic trick.”

      “’Tis a puzzle lid. You recall how clever he was.” He nodded toward the work table beside her. “Place it there, and I shall tell you how to open it.”

      The bone conjurer put down the box. “I dinnae trust you,” she said, and cast a protective body ward spell over herself. “Now, tell me.”

      Bhaltair worked his bonds against the blade as he instructed her on how to turn the leaves into the shape of a triquetra. He stabbed himself several times in the fingers and wrists, but kept his expression blank.

      Barra reverently removed the scroll from the box and unwound it, her eyes dreamy as she began to read.

      Clearing his throat to cover the sound, Bhaltair strained at the rope and felt the last shreds snap. He kept an eye on Barra’s fading smile as he carefully pushed the quill blade back onto the shelf, stripped the cut cords from his wrists, and pressed his bloodied hands against the bookcase.

      The old wood felt rough against all the tiny wounds of his hands, but it also contained traces of the magic his old friend had used throughout his life. Drawing on them to connect him to the earth, and through it the power of the natural world, Bhaltair began to channel all he could into his body.

      “No,” Oriana whined. Her hair flew wildly as Barra shook her head. “’Tis no’ true. Gwyn could never accept that we’re soul-mates, but in time I should have convinced him.” She ripped the scroll in half. “’Tis all lies. A forgery you created to deceive me. I ken my beloved’s heart. He cannae remain in the well for eternity. He shall return to me–”

      “He shall never incarnate again,” Bhaltair told her. “’Tis the one place he’s safe from you and your evil.”

      Barra threw the scroll box at his face, but Bhaltair caught it. Setting it aside, he rose to his feet.

      “I may appear decrepit to you,” he told her as he summoned his power. “But the portal healed my body, and my magic draws on the knowledge gained from dozens of incarnations.” He smiled a little. “I’m far from the most powerful druid to walk the mortal realm, but fortunately, he did train me.”

      “You bastard,” she hissed as she drew a ritual dagger from her pocket. “I shall enjoy cutting your heart from your chest and shoving it down your screaming throat.”

      As she launched herself at him, Bhaltair released a bolt of power that smashed into her chest and drove her back across the room. Furnishings smashed and crystals shattered, and Bhaltair gathered their remnant energy as he advanced on her.

      “You shall beg me end you,” she promised, panting as she drew a bottle of potion from her bodice and smashed it on the floor. A noxious cloud of green smoke rose between them, out of which came another blade.

      Bhaltair batted it away from his chest, and directed his power at the hearth, which flared out and incinerated the poisonous fumes.

      “If you end me, you end Oriana Embry,” Barra taunted him as she inched toward the white urn. “Gwyn so loved her.”

      “He never met the lass, thanks to you.”

      Another vile smashed to the ground in the spell circle, but Bhaltair ducked to avoid a stream of green smoke, just as a second blade impaled itself in his shoulder. He grunted as he scooped up the crystal from the spell circle. Removing the plant root inside it, he tossed it into the hearth to burn.

      Barra pounced on him, trying to force him to the floor beneath her. Yet Oriana’s body proved light enough for him to fling her away with one arm. She struck the wall and slid down it.

      “You should stay there,” he said calmly.

      As she pushed herself to her feet, he thrust his hands forward, channeling the gathered energy. With a quick turn of his wrist, Barra spun around and smashed into the wall, face first.

      She struggled, shoving at the wall as she whipped her head back and forth, trying to see him.

      “Coward. Show yourself.”

      Bhaltair picked up the ritual blade she had dropped. He collected the two halves of the torn letter scroll, and brought them back to the box Gwyn had made. Behind him he heard Barra utter a spell to pit her own power against his magic. He tugged the blade from his shoulder, and blood from the deep wound soaked through his robe

      “Gods above, hear me,” he said, placing the ritual blades and the scroll pieces into the box. “I seek justice for my old friend. I wish to free an innocent from unwilling possession. I call on you, and every soul tainted or captured or destroyed by Barra Omey. I beseech you, aid me now.”

      The bone conjurer shrieked with triumph as she freed herself. But Bhaltair merely stepped out of the spell circle, and waited until she rushed inside it. He spread his hands before him, stretching out his fingers, and summoned magic from every object in the room. Some rattled in place, while others floated, but all glowed with a pure white light.

      Barra went still, her mouth still hanging open on a cry she would never finish.

      Bhaltair placed the open scroll box inside the spell circle, and stepped back. “Oriana Embry, I ken you hear me. This bone conjurer stole your life from you. She cannae return to you your grandfather. All that she has told you, ’tis a lie. Take back your body, and cast out her soul.”

      Oriana’s body writhed as the two souls inside it struggled, and then a brackish light streamed from the lass’s nose and ears and mouth. A soft, gentle radiance came from the scroll box, into which it poured. When the last of the darkness had left the lass’s body, the box’s lid closed with a snap, and the leaves on the lid turned, locking it.

      Bhaltair used his boot to smudge the spell circle before he reached inside to take the box. Oriana watched him, her eyes huge as he replaced the top on the urn, and carried it and Barra’s trapped soul out of the cottage.

      Snow fell on him as he made his way to the sacred grove outside Gwyn’s abandoned village. He heard the footsteps crunching in the drifts behind him, but did not slow his pace. The weight of the box and the urn grew heavier with every step he took, but at last he reached the ring of stones. He had to tuck the box under his arm as he bent to touch the ground, and felt the wood shudder as Barra’s soul struggled to free itself.

      “’Tis impossible for druid kind to pass judgment on one such as Barra Omey,” he said as Oriana came to stand beside him. “I believe the Gods must do so.”

      The lass looked almost disappointed. “I reckoned that you’d feed her soul to the urn, as she meant to do with yours.”

      “I never use dark magic, lass. I follow the path of the light.” He tossed the urn into the portal before handing Oriana the scroll box. “Shall you?”

      “All I ken came from Barra.” She looked down at the shaking box. “But I should like to enter the light, for my grandfather.” With a sudden heave she threw the box into the portal.

      Bhaltair took hold of her hand as they watched the portal close. “I deeply regret my part in causing Gwyn’s death. I loved your grandfather, and I wish I had done more to protect him from Barra and the famhairean.”

      Oriana looked at him for a long moment. “I forgive you, Master Flen.”

      “There now,” he said, smiling at her despite the pain in his shoulder. “That ’twas your first step on my path.”
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      STREAMING THROUGH THE sky in spirit form, Ochd flew across the highlands to the east. When the wind died, and everything below him turned black and white, he descended to the Wood Dream settlement.

      White smoke wafted around him as he made his way through the blackened oaks and pines. The other body he had discarded no longer occupied the grove where he’d left it. He followed the scent of his form to the center of the ruins.

      Outside her cottage Murdina stood beside an enormous fire, into which she cast garments. Ochd recognized the clothing as belonging to Oriana Embry, and then saw what more the mad druidess was burning: his other body.

      “You neednae do this, sweeting mine,” Hendry said as he joined her, and tried to guide her away from the blaze. “They’ve gone.”

      “That slut shallnae have my Hendry,” Murdina said, jerking away from him. “Nor my cottage, or my garments, or my cloak.” She frowned at him. “She stole my cloak, Dirkus. She took it with her when I sacrificed her to the Gods. You must fetch it back from her. Then we shall feed her to your pigs.”

      She no longer recognized her lover, Ochd thought. Whatever Murdina had done to the young druidess, it had taken from her the last of her sanity.

      Aon came at Hendry’s beckoning, and watched the druidess muttering to herself as she cast more garments into the flames.

      “Watch over her,” the druid said before he retreated.

      Without a form to embody, Ochd’s choices became limited to inhabiting one of the dead trees, or remaining disembodied. He drifted into the clearing, and saw the totems standing ready. He chose the biggest, and descended to merge his spirit into the gigantic form.

      The embodiment came with a sharp sense of bitterness. All of the refinements Hendry had given him had been lost now with the destruction of both bodies. He could see through the totem’s eyes, and had a rudimentary mouth through which to speak. Sound came to him through the wood of his form in vibrations. He could no longer indulge in smell or touch, senses he had come to appreciate.

      The form felt strange and yet familiar, like a half-forgotten memory. He’d once been a totem, centuries past, in the days when the tribe yet flourished. He recalled standing and watching the druids’ young ones playing together in this place. Most of the other defenders had retreated into the long rest of their kind, making them indifferent to the tribe’s daily life. As one of the watchers Ochd had remained alert, and dreamed of what it would be like to have his own child.

      Rowan had taken that hope from him.

      He let his spirit spread throughout the totem, gaining full control of its limbs. It felt huge and clumsy compared to his refined forms, but he would adjust to it. Once he completely embodied it he would use it to go to Hendry and reveal the attack the Skaraven had planned. With the other totems he would smash the highlanders, and one in particular would have his attention. But as he envisioned it, he went still.

      Hendry would kill Rowan and the other druidesses.

      Rowan.

      Though she had denied him his dream, he knew with certainty that he could not see her die. Even through his anger, the thought of losing her filled him with misery. She had lied to him, and given herself to the Skaraven, but he could not go on without her. If Hendry ended her, somehow Ochd knew it would finish him too—and he wanted to live.

      Surely Rowan would feel the same, even if her dreams were taken from her too.

      The Skaraven would soon arrive. Ochd would wait until they did, kill Taran himself, and take Rowan to safety. He’d protect her until the others prevailed over the clan. Then she’d have no choice but to become his mate.

      Hendry need never know of her betrayal.
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      TARAN’S REPORT ON the battle with Ochd convinced Brennus that the Skaraven should attack the Wood Dream settlement immediately.

      “I’ll no’ wait for that giant to lead them back to Dun Mor,” the chieftain told his clanmasters. “Cadeyrn, ready the men. Ruadri, see to our ladies. Taran, you’re to guard Rowan. Where is that facking druid, Althea?”

      “The facking druid has returned, Chieftain,” Bhaltair Flen said as he limped into the great hall, looking battered in bloodstained robes. “I’ve been healed by the portal,” he assured Ruadri and Emeline as they rushed over to him. “’Twas but a flesh wound.”

      Brennus walked up and surveyed him. “You couldnae wait for the clan’s attack to fight?”

      “Barra Omey chose no’ to,” the old druid said drily. “I’ve seen to it that she’ll plague us no more. Do we no longer wait for sunset?”

      As Brennus related the details Taran drew Rowan away. “Ochd shall have a new body by now. You’re no’ to leave my side.”

      “I’ll do my best.” She glanced at Bhaltair. “Healed or not, the old guy looks pretty worn out. You’ll need to stay close to both of us. Let’s go get the horses.”

      Taran and Cadeyrn had worked together for their method to empty the stables quickly. Rather than bring the horses out to their riders, he had each Skaraven go to the stall to saddle their mount, then ride out in water-travel formation. He remained behind to assure the herd stayed calm as they rode down to the river, then swung up on Gael and met Rowan and Bhaltair.

      “Horse Master, I ken you dinnae wish to speak to me,” the old druid said as they trotted down the bank. “Yet I must say this to you. I did you great wrong, both as a Skaraven and a fellow druid. I dinnae expect your forgiveness, nor your tolerance, but I offer my deepest apologies all the same.”

      “And that topic is now closed until after the battle,” Rowan said as Taran eyed him. “Guys, I’m going to need you both to have my back for this. Rumble with the giants, not each other, okay?”

      “Of course, Mistress,” Bhaltair said.

      Taran gave him one last look before he met his mate’s concerned gaze. “Aye.”

      Cadeyrn and Lily had entered the river at the very front so she could use her mind-mover power to break through the ice covering the Wood Dream’s loch. She did so at the point where Rowan had specified as providing the most cover, about half a league from the settlement. Her mate then directed the ranks to reform in attack positions as soon as they arrived.

      Anticipating that their horses would react skittishly to entering the dead territory, Taran had instructed the herd’s alphas to keep the calm until he arrived. When he rode up out of the stagnant water, he saw that the stallions had done so with admirable self-control. He used his power to praise his herd leaders while soothing the few mounts still agitated.

      Brennus rode up to the front of the men to address the clan. “We’ve one chance to do this, but thanks to Mistress Thomas ’twill be to our advantage, no’ theirs. You have your orders. All of you, watch your backs and your necks, and protect our ladies at all cost.” He looked at the men’s faces and nodded. “This day we ride for our brother, Ailpin, heart of the fox.”

      “For Ailpin,” the men murmured.

      Althea, Brennus, Cadeyrn and most of the Skaraven rode to the forest and disappeared into it. Ruadri and Kanyth remained behind with their mates and Lily, who now began opening dozens of small rifts in the loch’s frozen surface.

      Perrin rode up to her sister’s side and reached over to give her a fierce hug. “Do not get yourself killed,” Taran heard her say. “Kanyth sends you this.”

      Perrin handed her a handsome dagger, the handle sized for a smaller hand.

      “I personally never get killed,” Rowan said, taking the blade. She slipped it into her boot. “It’s the rest of you that do that.” She drew back and tucked a piece of bright hair behind Perrin’s ear. “You need a trim.”

      “You need a clan ring,” the dancer replied, and gave Taran a surly look before rejoining the other ladies.

      The theft of his clan ring had quietly gnawed at him since his return to Dun Mor, and now he saw Rowan glance at his bare hands.

      “Ochd took it from me, that first day in the barn,” he told her. “I will take it back today.”

      “I don’t need a ring,” she told him. “I’ve got you.”

      As Taran rode with his lady and the druid toward the clearing, Bhaltair asked, “I see you bear a mating mark around your wrist, Mistress Thomas.”

      “Yep.” She skirted around a mass of leafless vine. “Got it today, courtesy of the centaur.”

      “Ah.” The old druid glanced at Taran. “I mention it only as it didnae please your sister to be thus marked by Kanyth’s forge.”

      Rowan nodded. “She’s picky. I’m not.”

      “’Tis unusual that a Pritani battle spirit should mark a soul-mated druidess.” He sounded intrigued now. “Particularly when she shares an enemy’s bloodline.”

      “They share mine, it’s older than theirs, and Taran and I are not druids,” Rowan told him. “We’re Skaraven.”

      Taran’s annoyance faded. She had claimed him, and his clan, and as soon as he retrieved his ring from Ochd he would give it to her. After all she had endured and sacrificed, the Gods would grant her an immortal life.

      A short time later they reached the deserted clearing, where they dismounted. Taran sent the horses back to the loch before he scanned the empty glen, and the long rows of totems still standing at its borders. The silence didn’t prey on him as much as the sense that they were not alone here, but that he attributed to the giant defenders.

      “You must be quick,” he told Rowan as he walked with her and Bhaltair to a newly-erected altar on the tribe’s sacred ground. “Hendry shall sense what we do. Remember, once you begin you cannae stop until ’tis finished.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Opening the druid’s satchel, Rowan began removing various objects and placed them on the ground before the altar, along with bundles of herbs and bowls of dried fruit. When she straightened, Taran pulled her into his arms for a final kiss.

      “You look beautiful in green.”

      “I look better out of it,” she replied and clutched him for a long moment. “I love you.”

      He touched her cheek before withdrawing with Bhaltair to the midpoint between the altar and the old sacred grove.

      Rowan knelt before the stones, closing her eyes as she tilted her head back. Above her the scarlet sky churned with malevolent magic as the first words left her lips.

      Bhaltair crouched and placed his hands on the frozen soil, his gaze locked on Rowan and the altar.

      Something made Taran’s skin crawl, and he looked over at the totems, which remained unmoving. He turned his head to inspect the other side of the clearing, and saw one of the wooden defenders slowly turn his head to glare back at him.

      The ground beneath his boots shook as dozens of furrows streaked toward them, and giants began to emerge. Taran drew his sword, but they were surrounded in an instant.

      “Our runaways return.” Hendry climbed up out of one of the holes and shook the soil from his robes. “Permit me to perform a proper welcome this time.”

      Taran held his sword ready as he stepped between the mad druid and Rowan. “I await you, Greum.”

      “You’re attacking me and mine,” Hendry corrected with a broad smile. “My thanks, Skaraven.”

      In that moment all of the totems came to life and began to march toward Taran.
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* * *

      Perrin paced along the shore as Lily finished punching the last of the cracks in the ice. “Come on, come on,” she muttered as she pressed her hands to her temples. “Why is this taking so long?”

      Strong hands caught her by the waist and pulled her back against a broad chest. “You ken better than to force it,” Kanyth said, lacing his fingers over her waist. “Close your eyes now. Reach out with your mind, as Ruadri told you. Summon the future.”

      “My mind only goes one place if you’re kissing my neck,” she warned him before she let her eyelids drop. Releasing a breath, she said. “Okay.”

      “Seek Rowan’s fate,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “She’s at the altar, and casting the spell. Do you see her?”

      She nodded. The blurry image of her sister started small, like a postage stamp, and then grew larger. “I can see her back. She’s standing up. She’s already got everything arranged, and I think she’s praying or whatever.”

      Distant shouts distracted her, until her mate said, “Ignore that. You’re with your sister in the clearing. Can you see Bhaltair and Taran?”

      “No, just her.” She felt a strange panic surge through her as Bhaltair suddenly fell at her sister’s feet. “Wait, something’s wrong. The old druid. Ka, someone’s dragging his head back, like– Oh, no. It’s Hendry. I can see him.”

      “Dinnae be afraid,” Kanyth said, his voice harder. “Now feel the passage of time. ’Twill take some minutes for the wave to reach the clearing. You must tell Lily when to release it.”

      Sweat ran down Perrin’s spine as she focused on her sister. Rowan reached out to the altar, and then drew her hand back quickly, flinching as she did. Her shoulders slumped as if she were exhausted, and then the altar and the objects on it began to shine with glittering white light. Bhaltair staggered to his feet.

      “Master Flen’s going to be all right. Rowan did it. I mean, she’s going to do it.” Perrin aligned her sense of time with the vision. When the two connected she opened her eyes and shouted, “Now, Lily, now.”

      Kanyth yanked her off her feet and ran up the shore as the ice on the loch began cracking. Perrin looked over his shoulder to see the British woman spreading her arms wide, and the water rising in front of her in a solid wall that towered twenty feet over her.

      “Everyone clear?” Lily called without looking behind her.

      “Aye, Lily,” Ruadri called back.

      Kanyth set Perrin down on her feet, and held her close as the petite blonde below them hurled the wall of water out of the loch. With a giant roar an enormous wave smashed down on the bank. It swelled again as Lily directed more streams from the ice to feed it before it rolled out toward the clearing.

      “Time to join the others,” Ruadri said as he led their horses out of the protective grove where they’d left them. “Emeline?”

      His wife swung up on her horse. “I’m ready, Ru.” As the shaman mounted as well, she glanced behind her. “Ka?”

      “I’ll look after the ladies,” the weapons master assured her.

      Ru and Emeline spurred their horses into a quick gallop and were gone.

      Perrin ran to Lily, who gratefully accepted her arm as she led her up to the horses. “That was incredible. I didn’t get to see you do that at the waterfall during the great escape, you know. Someone hit me over the head with a rock.”

      “And kept you from doing something bloody stupid,” the Brit countered before she regarded Kanyth. “I heard what Emeline said. Should we go after her and Ru?”

      He shook his head. “Brennus needs us in place. We’ll ride to the clearing.”
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* * *

      Emeline reined in her mare as she and Ru reached the ruins of the settlement. A young druidess stood staring at the smoldering body of a famhair. The stench of burnt wool made the shaman grimace, but what Emeline felt filled her mind with darting, flashing thoughts so disjointed they broke apart and reformed as quickly as they moved. Slowly she dismounted, but shook her head at her mate when he moved to do the same.

      “That young lass is Murdina,” she told him. “She’s in no condition to harm me, but the sight of you might cause her to have another break.”

      He glanced at Murdina. “She’s broken bones?”

      “Her mind has shattered.” Despite all the evil the mad druidess had done she felt a terrible pity. “Something finally pushed her past all reason. She’s gone completely insane.”

      “We should leave her, then, and rejoin the clan,” Ruadri said.

      “We have to be sure she goes with the others,” Emeline reminded him. “And she’s Hendry’s one weakness. She’ll be a distraction for him.”

      Grimly he nodded. “Hurry.”

      Emeline carefully approached the remnants of the fire, and pulled back her hood so that the other woman could see her face.

      “Fair day, my lady. Are you finished here?”

      “Aye, ’twill burn no more.” She peered at Emeline. “Healer McAra. What do you here?”

      “Hendry sent me to find you.” She nodded in the direction of the clearing. “He’s waiting for you with Rowan. She’s finishing the ritual now.”

      “The dark lass.” Murdina nodded absently. “But she hasnae yet made the sacrifice. Only death can bring life.” She met Emeline’s gaze. “’Twas the tribe’s secret. ’Twas how came the famhairean. Our totems took the tribe’s souls, and then they ate the Romans.”

      Emeline had seen the totems do that during her trip to the distant past. Just a brief glimpse of it had rendered her catatonic for hours. She took in a deep breath until the nausea she felt subsided, and then did her part for the plan.

      “Hendry needs you.” She stepped closer, and bracing herself, put a hand on Murdina’s arm. All the madness inside the other woman tried to pour inside her, but with her own love she held most of it back, and wrapped Murdina in true tenderness. “You should go to him now.”

      “Aye,” Murdina finally said, her eyes damp and glistening. Slowly she drifted away and began walking toward the forest.

      Emeline made it back to Ru and their horses. When she looked up into his gray eyes, and saw the gentle strength there, she felt beyond blessed. The love they shared filled her mind, and washed away the last of the mad druidess’s fractured, frantic emotions.

      “Are you ready for what you have to do?” she asked him as he leaned down to help her into her saddle.

      “Aye.” He kept hold of her hand. “’Twill be over soon, Wife.”

      Often Emeline had wondered if this unbearable conflict would go on forever, but now she felt the same surety.

      “Let’s go and finish it, Husband.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      AS THE CLEARING shook with the thudding, pounding footsteps of the totems, Rowan kept speaking the words of the solstice spell. She knew Hendry and the giants had surrounded them, and heard Bhaltair’s struggles as he was dragged over to the altar. Taran she could feel even closer, standing just behind her back. She also knew if she stopped the spell then everything they’d done would have been for nothing.

      “Exactly so, Sister,” Hendry cooed to her as he shoved the old druid onto his knees. “You’re almost finished.” He bent and grabbed the crock of goat’s blood she’d left at the base of the altar and tossed it aside. “But you cannae appease the Gods with this.” He jerked back Bhaltair’s head, baring his wrinkled throat. “Give them the blood of the most foolish druid in the mortal realm.”

      Rowan had to seal the spell with blood. Now that Hendry had taken the crock she had nothing to use. She had only a few more lines to recite before it would be time.

      “’Twill be my debt to the clan repaid, Mistress,” Bhaltair gasped out. “Take my blood.”

      “You see?” Hendry told her. “He wants to die for you, druidess mine. I’d open his veins for you, but yours must be the hand that spills the blood. Now take that dagger and cut his throat.”

      The sound of wood cracking shot through the air, and Rowan glanced up to see the totems beginning to collapse. They hit the ground with such force that most of their limbs and heads snapped off. She saw one that still had an arm and a leg crawling toward her, and shuddered.

      “Hendry!” Murdina called and ran to her lover. She tripped over Bhaltair before she flung her arms around Hendry. “Master Flen has come to the ritual.” She tried to kiss Hendry, laughing as he dodged her mouth. “Dinnae be shy, my love. He’s come to perform our mating ceremony.”

      Bhaltair got to his feet and staggered toward the portal.

      In the distance, Rowan saw Brennus leap from his mount, vaulting forward in a great arc. As he landed, a sword flashed in either hand, chopping off wooden limbs and heads in the thick of the famhairean. Though she couldn’t hear Cadeyrn, he was shouting orders as he waded in after the chieftain. Ruadri and Kanyth flanked them both, weapons clashing with the axes of the giants.

      Though Rowan couldn’t see them, she knew that Althea and Lily would be waiting at the edge of the clearing. Emmie and Perr had already played their parts. Now it was her turn. Without hesitation, she drew the dagger and ran it deeply across her hand.

      Slowly the drops spattered at the base of the altar as she uttered the last words of the ritual spell. She checked the sky, only to see the same seething crimson.

      “Do it already,” she muttered, as she squeezed her hand into a fist.

      More blood trickled down, but nothing above changed. She’d done it right. She knew she had but… Her gaze landed on the crock of goat’s blood, now spilled in the clearing.

      Does it need to be that much?

      She stared at the dagger in her hand.

      “Rowan,” Taran called to her as the sound of a hundred mounted riders thundered across the clearing. “You must finish it now.”

      All the cacophony around her fell to a hushed murmur, and just his voice ran through her head.

      You must finish it now.

      Over and over, his voice was like music, like water. He had called to her through time, and time had brought them together. She knew now it would never be the last time. They had transcended time. Their love would outlast it.

      Rowan smiled as she repeated the words of the ritual spell. She’d been born for this, for him. They’d come together despite impossible odds. Now she knew something else. She and Taran had been brought together to save this clan, this time, this world. All the others that would grow from it and follow it would be their gift to the universe. Knowing that made the hardest thing she would ever do simple and easy. Very easy.
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      BRENNUS LET OUT a whistle that pierced the din of the warriors and giants fighting. From the forest more Skaraven rode into the clearing, each seizing one of their clansmen and riding back to the edge. When Althea saw Taran disperse all the horses into the woods she signaled to her husband, who whistled a second time.

      Ruadri strode into the clearing, removed his tartan, and brought his forearms together in front of him. “Eyes,” he shouted.

      All the Skaraven turned their faces away and squeezed their eyes shut as the shaman used his moon power. She felt the cool wave scatter over her but kept her eyelids closed.

      “Clear,” Ruadri called.

      Althea sighed with relief as she looked at what the shaman had done. The giants tried to follow the Skaraven, but now blinded by Ru’s power they staggered and fell over the bodies of the ruined totems. That was when the enormous wall of water smashed through the clearing. The massive deluge swept over the giants, who became almost instantly immobilized by their rooting feet.

      Cadeyrn rode forward with Lilly sitting pillion behind him.

      Althea nodded at her. Everything depended on their coordination. The chef nodded back.

      “Now,” Brennus ordered.

      As Lily directed the flow of the already receding flood, Althea knelt by the nearest stream. With a quick check to see that Rowan and Bhaltair were on dry land, she touched the water’s surface.

      The air around her grew bitterly cold as she poured her power into the churning flood. Frosty streaks raced from her fingers through the water, solidifying it into thick gray ice. Everything it touched froze as well, including every giant, Hendry and Murdina.

      Their youthful illusions gone now, the mad druidess shrieked and tugged furiously at her ice-encased legs while Hendry closed his sightless eyes and silently moved his lips. Althea shot a quick look at Bhaltair and, to her relief, saw that he had already cast his spell.

      Where his palms pressed to the ground, a whirling black circle spread forward and opened under the ice. The air filled with the tortured sound of fracturing frozen water. It buckled inward and down as the vortex beneath it widened. Althea watched as the entire clearing slowly began to revolve. What remained of the wooden totems and the famhairean tilted at impossible angles as their frozen blocks crashed together, circling and tilting toward the center.

      Murdina and Hendry swept by, arms flailing in the air, as the first sheets of ice began to drop into the yawning abyss. One by one the giants plunged into the nothingness. The vortex whirled faster, pulling everything toward the center. Althea brushed her windswept hair from her face and instinctively backed away until she felt Brennus’s arm slip around her waist.

      Bhaltair’s robes whipped in the rising wind, but he knelt with his hands to the ground, unmoving. The cacophony of screeches from the murderous tribe joined the wailing of the whirling gale. Althea covered her ears but couldn’t take her eyes from the surreal sight.

      In one great, final whoosh, the abyss widened only long enough for gravity to do its work, and then it was gone. The clearing was empty.

      At the sudden absence of the whirlwind, Althea took a steadying half-step as did every other clan member. The only thing that remained of the abyss was a muddy depression. Up above, the angry red haze was gone. Instead the dusky blue sky of evening stretched over them.

      Althea caught her breath as a cascade of amber and red lights rose up above the clearing.

      Ruadri and Emeline moved up to join their chieftain and Althea, and the nurse made a low, soft sound of surprise.

      “Never tell me the famhairean escaped it,” Brennus said.

      “No, Chieftain, ’tis the souls of the Wood Dream tribe,” the shaman said to Brennus. “And those of the Roman soldiers. We saw them being taken by the totems during the massacre.”

      “Please don’t ask us to describe that,” his mate added, shuddering.

      “They must have been trapped inside the giants all this time,” Althea said. “It would explain why they were so crazy. They had three personalities, and they all killed each other.”

      The nurse nodded as she watched the lights rise, grow more transparent, and finally disappear. “I’m glad they’ve been set free.”

      Brennus turned to face his men, and lifted his fist into the air. “Bràithrean an fhithich.”

      Althea felt her heart swell as the Skaraven answered him with the same words, shouted so loudly that they echoed on and on around them. It was their call to arms, Brethren of the raven, but in this moment, it served as their victory cry.

      It was finally over, and the Skaraven had won.

      But another shout came from the center of the clearing, one that tore through Althea as she saw Taran running toward a swatch of green huddled on a patch of red ground.

      “Rowan.”
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* * *

      Taran reached her before the old druid, the horse master’s knees ramming into the sodden earth beside her.

      “Rowan,” he said, louder, as he grasped her shoulders. He turned her over to see the dagger fall from her limp, bloodstained hand. “No.”

      Her white face looked so peaceful she might have been asleep. But his hand shook as he touched the wound she’d made just below her heart. The blood must have poured from her to pool before the altar, and she’d never made a single sound.

      Bhaltair knelt heavily beside him but Taran didn’t look at him. Instead he gently stroked the side of Rowan’s face. Keeping the famhairean from interfering with her and the old druid had required all of his strength and speed. He had not once been able to look behind him to see her.

      “Hendry took the goat’s blood from her, lad,” Bhaltair told him. “He wished her to sacrifice me. In the confusion I saw the blood on the ground, but I reckoned she’d taken back the crock. Gods.” He swiped at his eyes. “I couldnae have opened the portal without the spell being sealed. She’s…’twas…a very brave lass.”

      Taran felt his clan gathering around him as he held Rowan cradled against his chest. He heard the old druid tell them of what she’d done to assure they would defeat the mad druids and their famhairean. He looked up from her face only when Brennus touched his shoulder.

      “Your ring may bring her back to us, lad,” the chieftain said. “Surely the Gods would reward her for this.”

      “My ring’s lost,” Taran said, his voice choked. He touched her cheek. “’Twas taken from me by Ochd.”

      There were angry murmurs from the clan and one of the women began to quietly weep.

      Like the abyss that had taken the murderous tribe, Taran felt a hole open in his chest, and yet the ache wasn’t unbearable. It was familiar. How many centuries had he waited for her? How many would he wait again?

      A boot appeared on the ground next to Bhaltair and Taran looked up through blurry eyes. Manath looked down at Rowan and took the clan ring from his finger. Without a word he placed it on the ground within Taran’s reach. One by one all the Skaraven moved to do the same, each man removing his clan ring and placing it by Rowan.

      Soon the ground around her body gleamed with carved raven rings.

      The dark lass that no Skaraven had wanted now might have had her pick of the entire clan. Taran only wished she could see this final tribute.

      Althea knelt down beside him to take hold of Rowan’s hand.

      “Just so we’re clear, Fight Club, I don’t want you as a mate,” she told the dark lass. “Got one of those. I only want you back.” From her own finger she removed Brennus’s clan ring, and placed it in the dark lass’s palm. “Please come back to us, Rowan.”

      “Come on, love,” Lily whispered, as she did the same. “Don’t give up.”

      Emeline gripped Taran’s shoulder and he felt her try to ease his sorrow as she silently laid her ring next to the others.

      Perrin wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands and quietly sniffed. With trembling fingers she removed her ring and placed it in Rowan’s palm with the three others. Tenderly, she closed her sister’s fingers over them.

      “Please, Ro,” she said in a quaking voice. “You can’t leave me now.”

      But as she and the other ladies looked on, nothing changed. Rowan remained still and unmoving. Perrin began to sob.

      Slowly Taran bent over his soul-mate. “Rowan,” he murmured as he kissed her brow. “I’ll find you again. Wait for me.”

      But as his tears fell onto her face, he felt the ground under them shifting as green grasses pushed up through the once barren soil. They speared the clan’s rings, which began to glow along with the rings in Rowan’s hand. Sunlight poured down in a sparkling shower as a wave of green swept through the clearing, covering it with soft grass and wildflowers. The trees came to life and put out leaves. Birds flew over them, chattering and singing, while a herd of red deer wandered out from the forest. So much life appeared that Taran wondered if winter would ever return, but he suspected this was also Rowan’s doing.

      “From death comes life,” Emeline said softly.

      “Stick with life,” a hoarse but familiar voice told her. “Death sucks.”

      Taran looked down into his lady’s open eyes, and watched as her hair began to grow out over his arm. Her pale face filled with a soft radiance as she returned his gaze. Then she glanced around at all the clan rings.

      “Looks like you’ve got some competition.” She handed the four rings in her palm to the botanist. “Sorry, ladies. You’re cute, but girls are not my thing.” She looked up at the horse master. “He is.”

      Taran drew her to her feet, hardly knowing what to think. “Did you do this, Rowan?”

      “No,” she said and held out her other hand. In it was his clan ring. “You did.”

      He couldn’t believe she had it. “How?”

      “Ochd shoved this in my hand just before Hendry destroyed him.” She smiled sadly and sighed. “In the end I think he really did love me.”

      Taran took the ring, and placed it on her finger. As the clan cheered he kissed her, with all the love that had spanned the dozens of incarnations they had shared.

      “Well, that was refreshing,” Althea said to Brennus. At his curious look she added, “She came back. That girl never does what I ask her to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      HENDRY FELT HIS stiff body gradually thawing in the cool darkness, and opened his eyes to see stars twinkling down at him. The blindness inflicted by the Skaraven’s shaman had been healed. He lifted his head to see the battered, broken bodies of the famhairean littering the small glen. They, too, began to stir.

      He pushed himself up, all the fury leeched from him as he saw Murdina’s crumpled form. He crawled over to her, caressing her cheek until she opened her eyes and smiled at him.

      “We survived their scheme, lover mine,” he told her, and with some effort helped her to stand. His body felt oddly heavy now, but likely the ice weighed down his garments. “We shall return and finish them.”

      “I dinnae think we can, Hendry.” His mate looked around them before she saw something and walked over to pick it up. “’Tis a scroll box.” She turned around as she eyed the pieces of something shattered in the grass. “And shards of a white stone jar.”

      He looked inside the box, but it had been emptied. “Come, we must speak with our caraidean, and rally them.”

      The giants had begun rising as well, but as Hendry spoke to them they moved past the druids to stand at the edges of the glen. He followed, commanding them to attend him, but each famhair remained silent. One by one they stood and looked up at the stars as their bodies began to shift from human to tree form.

      Dread filled Hendry as he gazed past his giants. The forest surrounding the glen looked endless, with so many trees they could never be counted.

      “Murdina, I think we must flee this place. ’Tis filled with wicked magic.”

      “I sense none, my beloved. Not mortal or druid kind,” she chided. “’Tis a new world, just as we’ve always wished.” She held out her hand to him. “Come, my love. Walk with me under the stars.”

      He tried to take a step toward her, but his feet remained firmly planted on the ground. He glanced down and saw roots sprouting through the leather of his boots, and struggled to lift his numb legs. His rage swelled as he saw what was to become of them. “No, no’ like this. I shallnae have it. I shallnae.”

      “I think we willnae walk after all.” Murdina let out a soft sigh. “’Tis good. I ever wished to become one of them.”

      “My love.”

      Hendry stretched out his hand to her, desperate to reach her. She did the same as their arms turned dark and branched off in different directions. He felt his body stretching as it grew tall and hard, and turned his head one last time to gaze upon his lady. Her branches were so near. If he could but move another inch he would again touch her.

      His thoughts dwindled and disappeared as his mind faded. Like all those who became part of the grove, Hendry Greum no longer existed.

      Ailpin came out of the forest, his fox at his side, and surveyed the new additions. He’d long waited to see this night, and sent up a prayer of gratitude to the Gods that had watched over him and his brothers.

      He glanced down at his grinning companion. “’Tis time for our journey to continue to the next place, Brother. Shall we go?”

      The fox nuzzled the side of his leg for a moment, but something among the trees caught its eye. Ailpin followed his companion’s curious gaze and the two of them went still. A magnificent white stag stalked silently out of the grove, its antlers like the trees themselves. Dark eyes glittering, it turned its great head to them and almost seemed to bow, but in the next instant leaped away.

      The fox yipped joyfully and bounded off. With a laugh Ailpin followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      SPRING CAME TO Scotland remarkably early that year, thawing the icy highlands and melting the snow drifts as the Great Forest grew warm and green. At Dun Mor the Skaraven Clan began work on the stronghold, clearing away the rockfall that concealed it to build a new keepe atop the subterranean levels that had so long remained hidden. Brennus also tasked Taran and Rowan with the repair of the stable’s roof and also the design of the new stables he intended to build for the clan’s growing herd.

      “I think we should break ground once all the pregnant mares have foaled,” Rowan told the chieftain as they discussed their plans over the evening meal. “Tran and I have about thirty to deliver, and it looks like they’re all coming at the same time.”

      “’Tis remarkable, how fertile our mounts have proven.” Brennus glanced at his horse master, who held his mate’s hand as if he meant never to release it. “The McAra is surprised as well. In fact, he bid me enter into a new breeding arrangement with his clan, so that he may share in our bounty.”

      “Oh, lend him some stallions,” Althea scolded. “He did name his new baby after your brother’s wife.”

      Rowan chuckled. “Now there’s a kid who’s going to be spoiled for life.”

      They’d all gone to the McAra stronghold for baby Perrin’s presentation to the clan. Elspeth had been glowing with good health, and the little laird had proudly introduced his new daughter, who unlike all her siblings looked exactly like her mother.

      After the thaw the chieftain received a dove from the Sky Thatch settlement, sent by Bhaltair Flen. The invitation to attend the first gathering of his Dawn Fire clan at first annoyed the chieftain, for he still didn’t care much for the old druid. Althea persuaded him to see it as a chance to form a new alliance and, as she put it, bury a hatchet.

      “I’ll never be free of that facking druid,” he told her as they led the clan out of the sparkling waters of the loch by the Dawn Fire’s new settlement. “He’ll plague me for the rest of time.”

      “Yes, but remember that he’s head of the druid conclave now,” his wife said, reaching over to pat his hand. “So when we plague him, he’ll really get things done.”

      Bhaltair walked down to greet the chieftain and his clan, and suggested they turn their mounts loose to graze. Taran sent the herd to join the tribe’s horses in the clearing beyond the new settlement, where the emerald grasses grew tall and thick.

      After clearing away the cottage and barn, the Dawn Fire had built their new homes atop the ruins of the old settlement. While Emeline admired the sprawling gardens that surrounded the tidy little cottages, Ruadri greeted the tribe’s shaman like an old friend. Lily and Kelturan brought the clan’s gifts of food and herbs to the center of the settlement, where they helped with the preparation of the evening meal. Cadeyrn kept a watchful eye on everyone as he spoke with the tribe’s young defenders.

      “If I may have a word, Chieftain?” Bhaltair asked.

      Seeing his mate give him a narrow look, Brennus nodded and accompanied the old druid to a small rise above the new village. The view afforded him the full scope of what the Dawn Fire had done to transform the old Wood Dream settlement.

      “I yet cannae believe you willingly chose this place to resettle,” the chieftain said. “I reckon I’d have burned the place to the ground. But you’ve done well with it.”

      “Aye, but ’tis bursting with life that’s waited twelve centuries to return,” Bhaltair said. “My people shall thrive here, and so shall the land. After so much death, ’tis no’ a place for an ending. ’Tis time for a new beginning.”

      Brennus regarded him, and held out his hand. “I’d have peace between us, Conclavist Flen.”

      The old druid took it and smiled. “Aye, Chieftain Skaraven. I believe we’ve earned it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the evening meal Rowan led her mate down to the banks of the loch, where they stood and watched the sun sink slowly over the distant mountains. The light painted the sky dark blue and deep apricot, with a band of bright gold rising to gild the ridges.

      “I know we’ve watched so many sunsets we’ve probably seen every kind that there is,” she told him. “But this one feels different, doesn’t it?”

      “Aye.” He wrapped his arms around her. “’Tis our first spring as immortal Skaraven.”

      Rowan turned around to face him. “And soul-mates. How do you feel about that?”

      “Relieved. We’ll never be parted again,” Taran told her before he kissed her. “Mayhap eternity shall be just long enough for me to love you.”

      She smiled. “Let’s get started and find out.”
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      A DROP OF rain plopped on Jenna Cameron’s face, rousing her from a sleep so deep she felt muddled. She saw trees, sky, clouds. Huge trees. Dark sky. Gloomy clouds.

      As she regarded her surroundings shivers sprinted over her wet, chilled skin. Nothing looked familiar, and yet she felt a tremendous relief pouring through her. She had done something. She had reached something. Her thoughts felt remarkably peaceful, as if she hadn’t a care in the world now.

      She never wanted to move again.

      Wind came rushing through the trees, fluttering leaves and creaking branches. Pine and rain scented the damp air moving over her face. Everything around her felt soaked, from the wide, hard rough thing pressing against her back to the mound of things under her cheek.

      Not things, leaves.

      She felt her heartbeat speeding up as she tried to understand what was happening to her. All she knew was her name: Jenna Cameron. She didn’t know where she was or how she got here. She took in a quick breath and tried to recall anything else, but her mind felt wrong. A sharp, tight cord of pain began to twang slowly between her temples. Had she taken a blow to the head? She couldn’t remember.

      All she knew about herself was her name. How was that even possible?

      “’Twill be well, lass.”

      Those four words drew her gaze to the mountain of a man standing over her. Jenna didn’t feel afraid of him, it simply confused her to discover him there. From his expression as he crouched down in front of her, he seemed just as bewildered.

      Jenna liked his eyes. A beautiful shade of green, they tilted up at the corners, giving him a slightly feline look. Gold tipped his dark lashes, and caught the sunlight as it sifted through his long brown hair. He had very striking features, broad and bold and intensely masculine. Under his dark cloak he wore a rough, oddly-made shirt, wool trousers and fur-topped boots.

      “Domnall mag Raith,” he said, his deep voice colored by a heavy accent she didn’t recognize.

      It took her a moment to understand that he was telling her his name. “I’m Jenna Cameron. Where am I?”

      “Scotland.”

      That wasn’t very specific, but at least it put a name to his accent. She eyed his heavy belt and the sheath that hung from it. He had his left hand curled loosely around the hilt of what had to be a sword. When he saw her staring, he let it go.

      “I’ll no’ harm you.”

      Domnall took off his cloak and covered her with it.

      Until he did that Jenna hadn’t realized she was naked. The warmth of his cloak felt so good she wanted to burrow under it and never come out.

      They went on looking at each other, in a cautious, startled way that made her think of two accident victims who had just climbed out of their wrecked cars. Was this his fault or hers? Jenna had no idea.

      At last he asked, “How came you here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Worry invaded her comfort and started issuing demands for information. How long had she been out here in the woods? Had Domnall brought her? Hit her over the head? Was that why she couldn’t remember anything? Why was she in Scotland, of all places?

      The wet, cold ground felt as uncomfortable as all those questions she couldn’t answer. She needed to get to her feet.

      Domnall saw what she meant to do and took gentle hold of her arms, helping her up. As they both stood Jenna saw just how much he towered over her. Her head barely reached the middle of his chest. She glanced down at her feet as he wrapped his cloak more securely around her. She wasn’t that short. He was simply huge. Broad shoulders and big arms, long legs and bulging muscles everywhere. His hands covered most of her upper arms. If he wanted to hurt her, she was a goner. Right now, she should get busy with screaming, crying, or shouting for help.

      Why aren’t I afraid of him?

      “Jenna Cameron.” He said her name slowly, as if it belonged to a language he was trying out for the first time. “’Tis a Scottish name, but your voice.”

      “American,” she said without thinking, and then smiled. “I’m from America.” There was something else, too, something important hovering just behind that. It made her head hurt to reach for it, but finally she dragged it out of her dark memory. “I’m an architect.”

      Phantom sensations came over her as the fact brought with it fragments of memory. Water lapping over the toes of dirty boots. A groaning, cracking rumble roaring overhead. Then terror, bright and piercing, running and falling, being struck over and over by huge, heavy blows. Agony, despair, and then in that terrible darkness, light from above. Cold, glaring white light, and snowflakes falling on her face.

      Jenna pressed one hand to her head, gasping as her headache swelled. Just as suddenly it vanished, and the terrifying memory bits went with it.

      “I’m in trouble,” she told Domnall. “I think someone tried to hurt me. Maybe kill me.” She clutched his cloak, trying to draw it tighter around her shivering body. “They must have left me here.”

      Jenna glanced around them, and that was when she saw the marks on the huge tree trunk behind her. She turned around slowly, her stomach clenching as she took in the long row of marks that had been burned into the tree’s bark. She couldn’t read the primitive glyphs but they looked very familiar. They also made every muscle she had tense, as if readying her for a fight.

      “Do you ken what they mean?” Domnall asked.

      “I’ve seen them before, but no.” She reached out to touch the marks, and at the last minute snatched back her fingers. That made his cloak slip from her shoulders and drop to the ground.

      “Be still, lass,” he said when she bent to retrieve it.

      Jenna felt his hand on her back, and then her eyes closed as pleasure spread from the stroke of his fingers along her spine. “What are you doing?”

      “You’ve skinwork here from your neck to your waist.” He traced the pattern for another few seconds before he picked up the cloak and wrapped her up again. “By the Gods. ’Tis the same.”

      “As the tree?” she asked as she turned around, but the big man shook his head.

      He hesitated before he reached down and pulled up the bottom of his tunic, revealing his hard-muscled abdomen. A long tattoo of the glyphs in black ink ran from his collarbone to his waist.

      “’Tis the same as my own.”

      

      #

      

      Finding a naked, unconscious female in the very spot where he had awoken twelve centuries past gave Domnall mag Raith much to think on. Seeing she had been inked with the same glyphs as he bore on his chest added to the mystery. That Jenna Cameron could no more remember what had happened to her than he had upon his awakening suggested she’d also escaped the underworld. Yet she offered no more answers than he had when Galan Aedth had brought Domnall and his men out of darkness.

      ’Tis naught more to be done.

      Only Galan knew of the underworld and its ways. Domnall had to take the lass back to the settlement. Behind his back he signaled to the four other defenders watching them from their positions around the ash grove, and faint shuffling sounds answered him as his men retreated.

      To Jenna he said, “I must take you to our headman, Galan Aedth. He’s a powerful druid, and may aid you in remembering.”

      “Okay.” She glanced down at her bare feet. “Did you see my shoes?”

      She’d come to the enchanted forest as naked as the Mag Raith had, and he doubted she could walk in his boots. Domnall didn’t want her pretty feet torn by the rough trek they’d have to make, so he scooped her up into his arms.

      Jenna made a surprised sound, and curled her hands around his neck. “You don’t have to carry me.”

      “Aye, but I think I must, lass.” He’d be hard-pressed to put her down again, too.

      As he carried her out of the grove Domnall thought of his cottage, hidden deep in the woods, and the wide, comfortable new bed he’d made himself last spring. The tribe’s goose tender had saved him enough feathers to line the straw ticking. He imagined her in it, wrapped in one of his blankets, waiting for him. Her slight weight and soft skin pleased him as much as the scent of her, like a rose blooming under the stars. It had been too long since he’d taken a lover, but the sweet, gentle druidesses who offered him and his men relief in truth preferred their own kind.

      What would Jenna offer him?
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      Here are some brief definitions to help you navigate the medieval world of the Immortal Highlanders.

      
        
        acolyte - novice druid in training

        Am Monadh Ruadh - the original Scots Gaelic name for the Cairngorm mountains, which translates to English as “the red hills”

        anneal - heat and then allow forged material to slowly cool to remove internal stresses and strengthen it

        apoplexy, apoplectic - medieval terms for “stroke” and “suffering from a stroke”

        arse - British slang for “ass”

        aye - yes

        bairn - child

        baggie – Scottish slang for “big-bellied”

        banger – Scottish slang for “penis”

        barmy – British slang for “crazy”

        bastart - bastard

        battlements - protective areas on castle outer walls that have regularly-spaced openings used to return fire

        bausy – Scottish slang for something large, fat and coarse

        baws - balls, testicles

        beastly - British slang for something horrible or arduous

        Beinn Nibheis – old Scots Gaelic for Ben Nevis, the highest mountain in Scotland

        besom – Scottish slang for a promiscuous woman

        besotted - British slang for strongly infatuated

        bhean – Scots gaelic for “wife”

        black affronted – very embarrassed, extremely humiliated

        blaeberry - European fruit that resembles the American blueberry

        bleeding - British obscenity, roughly equivalent to “damned” but much more offensive in the UK

        blethering – Scottish slang for talking a lot without making much sense

        bloke - British slang for a male

        blethering - chatting

        bleezin’ -drunk

        blind - cover device

        blood kin - genetic relatives

        bloody - British obscenity, see bleeding

        boabie – Scottish slang for “penis”

        boak, boaking - Scottish slang for vomit, vomiting

        bone-conjurer – a druid who uses the bones of the dead to communicate with their spirits

        boon - gift or favor

        boyo - British slang for a boy or man

        Bràithrean an fhithich - Brethren of the raven

        braw - Scottish slang for “outstanding”

        brieve - a writ

        brilliant - British slang for excellent or marvelous

        broch – an ancient round hollow-walled structure found only in Scotland

        buckler - shield

        bugger - British slang for a contemptible person

        cabbage - British slang for a mindless person

        caber tosser – an athlete in a traditional Scottish field event who throws a large wooden pole called a caber

        cac - Scots gaelic for “shit”

        caibeal -  Scots Gaelic for “chapel”

        cairn - a pile or stack of stones

        Caledonia - ancient Scotland

        cannae - can't

        caraidean - Scots Gaelic for “friends”

        centuria – (plural centuriae) a Roman legion detachment of eighty men

        chap - British slang for a male

        cheeky - British slang for slightly disrespectful

        cheesed off - British slang for angry or aggravated

        cherie - French for feminine version of “my dear”

        Cheshire - a type of tangy, semi-hard British cheese

        Chieftain - the head of a specific Pritani tribe

        chuffie – Scottish slang for fat-faced, portly

        chundering - British slang for throwing up

        clachan - Scottish word for small hamlet or village

        clodhoppers - British slang for work boots

        clout - strike

        cock-up - British slang for a huge mistake

        cocked up - British slang for something done very badly

        coddle - pamper

        codswallop - British slang for “nonsense”

        comely - attractive

        conclave - druid ruling body

        conclavist - member of the druid ruling body

        confinement (relating to pregnancy) – childbirth

        cosh - British slang for “hit”

        couldnae - couldn't

        cow - derogatory term for woman

        croft - small rented farm

        crofter - a person who farms a croft

        cross - British slang for “angry”

        crossed - British slang for “opposed”

        cudgel - wooden club

        daft - crazy; Scottish slang for “unstable”

        death oan a prin stick – “death on a prin stick”; Scottish slang for someone who looks deathly sick

        demi - French term for a half-size bottle of champagne; holds 375 ml

        détente - easing or dispelling hostilities between two conflicting parties

        dinnae - don’t

        disincarnate - commit suicide

        does her nut - British slang for having a tantrum

        doesnae - doesn’t

        dru-wid - Proto Celtic word; an early form of “druid”

        eagalsloc - synonym for “oubliette”; coined from Scots Gaelic for “fear” and “pit”; an inescapable hole or cell where prisoners are left to die

        eala -  Scots Gaelic for “swan”

        ducat - a gold European trade coin

        ell - ancient unit of length measurement, equal to approximately 18 inches

        epicure - a person who takes particular interest and/or pleasure in gourmet dining and drinking

        fack - fuck

        facking - fucking

        famhair - Scots Gaelic for giant (plural, famhairean)

        fathom - understand

        feart - Scottish or Irish for afraid

        Finfolk – Scottish mythological equivalent of mermen and mermaids

        firesteel - a piece of metal used with flint to create sparks

        for fire-making

        flat – apartment

        fortlet - a little fort

        fortnight - British slang for a two-week period of time

        Francia - France

        Francian - French

        funeral pyre – the pile of wood on which a corpse is burned

        Gaul - ancient region that included France, Belgium, southern Netherlands, southwestern Germany, and northern Italy

        Germania - Germany

        girthie – Scottish slang for fat or heavy

        going to spare - British slang for getting out of control with anger, rage, or frustration

        goosed - Scottish slang for “smashed”

        gormless - British slang for someone with an acute lack of common sense

        gowk – Scottish slang for “simpleton”

        granary - a storehouse for threshed grain

        greyling - species of freshwater fish in the salmon family

        hasnae - hasn’t

        hauchan – Scottish slang for a lump of mucus one coughs up

        Hispania - Roman name for the Iberian peninsula (modern day Portugal and Spain)

        hobble – to tie or strap to keep something from straying; usually a horse

        hoor -  Scottish slang for whore

        huddy – stupid

        incarnation - one of the many lifetimes of a druid

        isnae - isn’t

        jobby - Scottish slang for “shit”

        joint salve – topical rub for sore or stiff joints

        jolly good - British slang for “excellent”

        keeker - black eye

        ken - know

        kip - British slang for “nap”

        kirtle - a medieval gown

        knackered - British slang for “exhausted”

        knocked-about - British slang for “abused”

        lad - boy

        laird - lord

        land of the white bear - the Arctic

        larder - pantry

        lardy cake – a rich dessert cake or bread made with lard, spices, currants or raisins

        lass - girl

        league - distance measure of approximately three miles

        leannan - Scots Gaelic for “beloved”

        lochan - a small lakelot - British slang for a group, usually made up of people

        lorry -  UK slang for truck

        ma belle - French for “my beauty” or “my beautiful one”

        maidenhood – virginity

        magic folk - druids

        make a hash of it - British slang, to do something badly

        mandrel - a shaped cylinder around which forged metal can be shaped

        manky - British slang for “disgusting”

        mate (nickname) - British slang for “friend”

        máthair – Scots Gaelic for “mother”

        mayhap - maybe

        mead - an alcoholic beverage brewed from honey, yeast and water

        mettle -  a person’s ability to cope with difficulties

        mind-move - telekinesis

        minging - stinky

        mojo - American slang for “magic”

        mòran taing - Scots Gaelic for “many thanks”

        morion - a brown or black variety of quartz

        mustnae - must not

        narky - British slang for irritable or sarcastic

        naught - nothing

        night rail – a loose robe worn as a nightgown

        no’ - not

        nod off - British slang for going to sleep

        NOSAS - North of Scotland Archaeology Society

        nutjob - American slang for a crazy or foolish person

        nutter - British slang for a mentally-disturbed person

        on about - British slang for “talking about”

        on the mooch - Scottish slang for spying on someone á la a Peeping Tom

        oubliette - a dungeon with an opening only at the top

        ovate - Celtic priest or natural philosopher

        pike - pole

        plonker - British slang for “idiot”

        podgy – chubby

        portcullis - a strong, heavy gating used to block doorways in a castle

        prattling - to talk for a long time on inconsequential matters

        Pritani - Britons (one of the people of southern Britain before or during Roman times)

        quim - medieval slang for the female genitals

        ramparts - a defensive wall of a castle that has a walkway

        reeks like an alky’s carpet - very smelly

        revenant - a person revived from death, a zombie

        ruddy - a British intensifier and euphemism for bloody

        scarper - British slang for “run away”

        schiltron - a medieval battle formation used to form a living barrier or wall of troops

        scullery - a small back room off the kitchen where the dishes or laundry are washed

        scunner - Scottish slang for an object or person that causes dislike and/or nausea

        sett – the burrow that a badger digs

        shag - British slang for sexual intercourse

        shambles - British slang for an extensive or serious mess

        shambolic - British slang for “chaotic”

        sheshey – Scots Gaelic for “husband”

        shite - British slang for “shit”

        shouldnae - shouldn't

        side ladders - the slatted upper sides on the back of a medieval cart or wagon

        skelf – Scottish slang for wood-splinter thin

        skellum – Scottish slang for rogue or scoundrel

        skelp - Scottish slang for slap, hit or beat

        slee - sly, cunning

        slouster -  Scottish slang for kissing in a slobbery way

        Sluath – mythic air-riding demonic immortals who steal the souls of vulnerable or dying mortals

        snaiking – Scottish slang for “sneaking”

        sod (verb) - British slang for “screw”

        sod all - British slang for “nothing”

        solar - rooms in a medieval castle that served as the family's private living and sleeping quarters

        solicitor - British term for lawyer

        soul-sharing – druid term for empathy

        speak-seer - a druid who can communicate with the dead and channel their voices

        spew - vomit

        splitting maul -  a type of hammer-ax combination tool

        spredith -  Scottish slang for cattle or livestock

        staunch weed - yarrow

        steaming - British slang for angry or aggravated

        stone (weight) - British weight measurement equal to 14 lbs.

        stone lifter – someone who dead-lifts heavy ancient stones kept in various places in Scotland

        swaddled – tightly-wrapped in linen to prevent movement, used on infants

        tanist – the rank name for a Scottish laird’s second in command

        Tha mi a ‘gealltainn - Scots Gaelic for “I promise”

        ’tis - it is

        ’tisnt - it isn’t

        tor - large, freestanding rock outcrop

        tree-knower - the Skaraven nickname for the druids of their time

        thick with - closely involved, relating to “thick as thieves”

        topped - British slang for suicide

        transom - a weight-bearing support crossbar

        trencher - wooden platter for food

        trews - trousers

        triquetra - a triangular design made of three interlaced arcs or ovals

        tuyere - a pipe through which air is blown into a furnace

        ’twas - it was

        ’twere - it was

        ’twill - it will

        ’twould - it would

        uisge beatha - old Scots Gaelic for “whiskey”

        unbodying – removing a famhair’s spirit from his physical form

        undercroft - a room in a lower level of a castle used for storage

        vole - small rodent related to the mouse

        wallapers – Scottish slang for “idiots”

        wancheery - Scottish slang for “miserable”

        wanker - British slang for a useless person

        wasnae - wasn’t

        watchlight - a term for a grease-soaked rush stalk, used as a candle in medieval times

        wazzock - British slang for “idiot”

        wee - small

        wench - girl or young woman

        went off - British slang for shouting angrily

        whidder – Scottish slang for forcing someone to do something

        willnae - will not

        wouldnae - would not

        wud - Scottish slang for crazy

        Yank - UK slang for “American”

        your head’s mince – Scottish slang for “you’re deeply confused”
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        Ailpin - ALE-pin

        Alec McAra - AL-eck mac-CAR-ah

        Althea Jarden - al-THEE-ah JAR-den

        Am Monadh Ruadh - im monih ROOig

        Ana Breem - AH-nuh BREEM

        Aon - OOH-wen

        apoplexy - APP-ah-plecks-ee

        Ara Alba - AIR-ah AL-bah

        Aran - AIR-ehn

        Aviemore - AH-vee-more

        Barra Omey - BAH-rah OH-mee

        Beathan Tadgh - BAY-thin TIE-eeg

        Beinn Nibheis - ben NIH-vis

        besom - BIZ-um

        Bhaltair Flen - BAHL-ter Flen

        bhean - VAN

        Black Cuillin - COO-lin

        boak - BOWK

        Bràithrean an fhithich - BRAH-ren ahn EE-och

        Brennus Skaraven - BREN-ess skah-RAY-ven

        Bridei - BREE-dye

        broch - BROCK

        caibeal - KYB-al

        cac - kak

        Caderyn - KAY-den

        cairn - KAYRN

        Cailean Lusk - KAH-len Luhsk

        caraidean - KAH-rah-deen

        Catleen - cat-LEEN

        Ceann - CHUN

        Cenel - SEN-ell

        cherie - shure-REE

        clachan - CLAH-kun

        Coalbokie - COAL-bucky

        Coig - COH-egg

        Cora Tullach - CORE-ah TULL-luck

        death oan a pirn stick - deth ohn a peern stik

        Dha - GAH

        Diarmid Teine - DARE-mid

        Domnall - DON-uhl

        Drest mag Ara - DRESSED MAWG AIR-ah

        Duff McAra - DUHF mac-CAR-ah

        Duncan - DUN-kin

        eagalsloc - EHK-al-slakh

        eala - EE-lah

        Elspeth - EL-spehth

        Emeline McAra - EM-mah-leen mac-CAR-ah

        famhair - FAV-ihr

        Ferath - FAIR-ahth

        Fiana - fee-AHN-ah

        Fingal Tullach - FEEN-gull TULL-luck

        Gael - GAY-ell

        Galan - gal-AHN

        Gaspard Boucher - GUESS-par BOO-shay

        Girom - JEYE-rum

        Gwyn Embry - gah-WIN AHM-bree

        Jared - JAIR-red

        Hendry Greum - HEN-dree GREE-um

        hoor - HOAR

        Kanyth - CAN-ith

        Kelturan - KEL-tran

        Lauren Reid - LOR-in READ

        Liath - LEE-ehth

        Lily Stover - LILL-ee STOW-ver

        lochan - LOHK-an

        ma belle - MAH BELL

        Maddock McAra - MAH-duck mac-CAR-ah

        Magda - MAHG-dah

        Manath - MAN-ahth

        Marga - MAR-gah

        Martha Graham - MAR-thah GRAY-um

        máthair - MAH-thur

        McFarlan - mick-FAR-len

        Meribeth Campbell - MARE-ee-beth CAM-bull

        mòran taing - MAW-run TAH-eeng

        Moray - MORE-ray

        Murdina Stroud - mer-DEE-nah STROWD

        Ochd - OHK

        Oriana Embry - or-ree-ANN-ah AHM-bree

        Perrin Thomas - PEAR-in TOM-us

        Rona Tadgh - ROW-nah TIE-eeg

        Ross McAra - RAHS mac-CAR-ah

        Rowan Thomas - ROW-en TOM-us

        Rowena - row-EE-nah

        Ruadhan - roo-AWN

        Ruadri - roo-ah-DREE

        schiltron - SKILL-trahn

        Seonag - SHOW-nah

        sheshey - SHEZ-eh

        Sluath - SLEW-ahth

        spredith - SPREAD-ith

        Sylie Guillem - SILL-vee gill-YEM

        Tairne - TARN

        tanist - TAN-ist

        Taran - ter-RAN

        Tha mi a ‘gealltainn - HA mee a GYALL-ting

        Tri - TREE

        triquetra - try-KWEH-trah

        tuyere - twee-YAIR

        uisge beatha - OOSH-ka bah

        whidder - WID-der

        Wren - REN

        wud - WOOD

        Wynda - WIN-duh
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