
Chapter One

			Present Day

			Eastern Washington State

			 

			The cold wind that blew over Tamsin Chaney’s skin made her drop the half-gallon bottle she carried to the workbench. It hit the floor with a thunderous bang, the cap flying off and olive oil spraying over her legs, the cupboard doors, and the slate tile she’d installed herself. A mixture of glass and pale-green ooze spread around her feet like an incoming tide. She stepped out of the way. “Damn it.” She should have bought the brand that came in a plastic bottle. Or not. The plastic part violated her sustainability beliefs.

			She grabbed a microfiber towel and threw it on the floor in a halfhearted attempt to staunch the flow of slime creeping across the floor. It would be an absolute bitch to clean up. She’d be lucky if she didn’t break her freaking neck on the slick tiles in the process. 

			Instead of working on the mess, she leaned against the counter and sighed. It wasn’t like she hadn’t expected it. She’d really thought she’d have more time. The idea of being forced to pick up and move didn’t land well. This place suited her more than anywhere else, and that said a lot, given she’d lived in six different states and three countries in the past eighteen years.

			Not to mention that sooner or later, she’d have to get serious about the daughter thing, and that damned clock kept ticking in the background. Hard to do while moving around all the time. Hard to do for other reasons too, but she preferred not to get caught up in those. They might matter to her heart. They didn’t concern her when it came to her duty to the greater good. 

			Duty first.

			“Jesus, Tamsin. What the hell happened?” Her friend and assistant, Holly Klein, walked into the workshop, grabbed a bunch of paper towels, and dropped them onto the floor. The spread of olive oil stopped. 

			“Hit my elbow and the container went flying,” she lied. As close as she’d become to Holly during the several years they’d been working together, she wouldn’t understand the truth of the unseen force that touched her soul and caused her to drop the bottle. Of course, Tamsin didn’t plan to share her secrets, which would make it impossible for Holly to get it, and so she came up with a story she could understand. They were secrets for a very good reason. Centuries of them.

			Holly, bless her heart, didn’t push, and for all of fifteen minutes they worked side by side to clean the oil from the floor and the cabinets. A bit of earth-friendly green cleaner wiped away the last remnants, returning the tile to a walk-safe state once more. A bag full of towels to wash and a roll of paper towels to recycle. At least the workroom sparkled, which was never a bad thing. Out of every dark cloud came a ray of sunshine, or so her mother had liked to say. 

			Wow. How long had it been since she thought of one of her mother’s quirky sayings? A shadow passed over her, and a twinge of pain hit her heart. A loss that couldn’t be measured. One of those continually bright lights, even in the face of the darkness that had surrounded her the entire course of her life, Mom had never allowed reality to dampen her spirit. Tamsin always wished she could be more like her. Instead, she’d inherited the seriousness that defined her father. What she could remember of him anyway. Their brief time together had resembled a flash of lightning, and every little piece of memory that stayed with her, a treasure she held tight.

			“Well,” Holly said with her hands on her hips. “Shall we start this batch again since you decided to throw the most important ingredient all over the floor?”

			She smiled at the tall, slender woman with her long braids hanging over each shoulder and dark eyes always seeming to sparkle with life. “Yes. I suppose we should.”

			“Think you can work on not throwing anything else on the floor? Particularly given the price of olive oil these days. I hate to put my accountant hat on, but it really hurts our bottom line.”

			This time she laughed and put a hand to her heart. “I promise to do my very best not to dump any more olive oil on the floor, or anywhere else, except in the soap pot.” The laughter helped dispel some of the darkness that had wrapped over her since the cool wind whooshed over her. It would take time to make plans and, thus, important to maintain normality in the interim. She’d learned one thing during her life, before and after: everything must be done with purpose, intention, and care. Nothing hasty. The responsibilities that lay on her shoulders were too important to risk a single mistake. No way would she be the one to jeopardize the centuries-old legacy she’d inherited. However, an idea whispered in the back of her mind, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t ignore it. For the moment, she shoved those whispers aside.

			Six hours later, they managed to wrap up four batches of goat’s-milk soap, and cut and wrap another forty-eight bars for shipment, plus feed and water all the animals. Pretty good, considering a timer had begun clicking in the background. When Holly drove away from the farm, the sun had started to drop behind the mountains to the west. If she suspected that anything bothered Tamsin enough to make her drop that bottle of olive oil, she didn’t let on. Accidents happen even to the most careful. From all appearances, a normal day at the Seven Sisters Farm. 

			Tamsin left the workshop and returned to the house, where she made herself a cup of green tea and took it to the library. In the room with floor-to-ceiling bookcases filled with her passion, she centered herself while her mind raced. So much to do and it must begin now. In her favorite chair, she took a few minutes to sip her tea, which flowed warm and wonderful down her throat. A comfortable routine. Nice to have that for a few minutes anyway. 

			When the bone-china teacup grew lighter, she set it aside. From the table drawer, she picked up a small cell phone and turned it on. She had only one number in the contacts list, and it rang a single time before someone picked it up.

			“Are they coming?”

			She closed her eyes. “Yes.”

			* * *

			Morrigan James jumped when the alarm on her smartwatch both buzzed against her wrist and screeched. She’d set it to do just that, but the noise still jarred her. Rather than call from the watch’s speaker-phone function, she pulled her cell from her pocket, punched in the number, and put the phone to her ear. Some conversations didn’t need to run the risk of being overheard. That she didn’t currently have company didn’t affect her sense of caution. 

			“They’re on the move.”

			“Damn.”

			“We need you.”

			“How close?”

			“Other side of the state. You’re about six hours away.”

			“Give me the location.” She wrote it down. No texts. No electronic record. Not safe. Even writing it could be risky. She never knew the strength of the magic she’d face, and with the kind of power that had taken hundreds and hundreds of years to develop, combined with the darkness that amped it up, danger always lurked.

			In the bedroom, she shoved clothes into a bag. Jeans, T-shirts, a hoodie. In the bathroom, she grabbed her small, zippered bag and tossed it in on top of her clothes. A spare pair of boots was already in the car. It didn’t take long to clear out her things. She traveled casual and light. Easier to move fast that way.

			“You’re leaving.” Ginny stood in the doorway, watching, frowning, arms crossed across her chest. A petite, pretty woman with green eyes and pale hair, and a quick mind, she was, in many ways, Morrigan’s polar opposite. Ginny was as emotional and demonstrative as Morrigan was reserved. 

			“Yeah. Sorry.” She didn’t look at her.

			“That’s it? Yeah, sorry?”

			Morrigan zipped her bag, put the strap over her shoulder, and turned to face her. The truth always worked the best. It always wounded too. “I don’t know what else to say. You knew from the start this would be temporary.” She’d never made promises. Not to Ginny or anyone who came before her. In her life, long-term didn’t exist.

			Ginny’s eyebrows rose. “Seriously? That’s what you say to me after all this time? Pretty shitty.” 

			Morrigan took a deep breath before she answered. Her fault really. Though she’d chosen to ignore the warning signs, she’d known for a while that Ginny wasn’t adhering to their original agreement. Fun. Sex. Laughter. No commitment. That had been their arrangement and the path of her life. Every relationship began with those ground rules, and this one hadn’t been any different. She liked Ginny and enjoyed the months they’d shared. A little normality in a life with zero chance of ever qualifying as normal. Today, it ended.

			She tightened her grip on the strap of her bag. “It might be shitty, but you knew from the get-go how it would end. You can’t say I haven’t been honest with you because I never made any promises. Not once.”

			Tears filled Ginny’s eyes and spilled down her cheeks. “That’s not just shitty. It’s mean. Just because something starts off with no strings doesn’t mean it can’t change. Life does that, you know, and people adjust. Especially if they care about each other.”

			Morrigan stepped close and put a hand on her damp cheek. Guilt did tap at her heart. It didn’t change what she had to do. “I am sorry, Ginny. I really am. You’re a beautiful, caring woman, and you deserve more. I can’t give it to you, and I’ve tried to be clear about that fact.”

			“I thought you’d changed your mind. I thought you loved me.”

			She’d never have the luxury of enjoying love. Not in the destiny she could neither ignore nor outrun. Not that she wanted to. She took her legacy so seriously she’d never be able to explain it to Ginny or anyone else. Even in her own ranks, few understood the intensity that defined her “I like you, I do.” It wasn’t a lie, and she hoped the truth rang in her words.

			“Fuck your like.” She jerked away from Morrigan. “Just go, and don’t ever come back here.”

			She stepped close again, kissed her on the cheek, and then left. She didn’t look back. No point, and really, the moment she stepped outside, her focus shifted. Between her and duty stood three-hundred-plus miles of freeway and a mountain pass. No time to delay. 

			The traffic on the freeway lightened up by North Bend, and she took the main exit routing her past the outlet stores. Time to fuel up and grab a coffee at the Starbucks half a block away from the gas station. It would be nice if she had company on the long drive, someone from her own ranks who would be able to strategize with her. Given she happened to be the only one in the Pacific Northwest at the moment, she’d be on her own. Not a big deal. She’d handled similar situations before by herself, and she’d be fine this time too. 

			Well, not exactly a situation quite like this one. A call to protect the Keeper came once in a lifetime. They all trained and prepared. Only a chosen few were ever called. It was an honor and a mission that demanded zero failure. 

			Her phone rang right as she merged back onto I-90 East. “Yeah.”

			“Another one down.” 

			Her heart sank. Over the last few years, the Black Faction had grown increasingly bold. Right from the start, beginning in the seventeenth century with the Witch Finder General, Matthew Hopkins, they’d been ruthless. Lured by money and a sense of holy righteousness, many joined him in a mission to keep the world safe from witchcraft, at least until it grew clear the journey Hopkins embarked upon had become less about good and more about power. It was then the Witch Finders fractured into two distinct groups: black and white. 

			The darkness embraced by Hopkins and his devotees blossomed over the centuries in the Black Faction, while her family, and others like them, formed the White Faction. They not only possessed their own magic, but they also understood that most executed for supposed black magic crimes were, in fact, innocent victims. Hopkins and his followers looked not to keep the world safe but to destroy it with the help of the Book of Darkness. The grimoire had been in the possession of a white witch known only as the Keeper for hundreds of years. Morrigan, and the rest of the White Faction, had worked nonstop to keep the Black Faction in check ever since, to keep them from exploiting what could be found in the Book of Darkness.

			Today wasn’t much different.

			* * *

			Freddi smiled as she looked down into the slack face of the dead witch. “Nice try, girlie.” A spunky little bitch, she’d give her that. Spunk didn’t cut it against the refined skill of someone like her.

			For her entire life, they’d underestimated Freddi, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. She considered it one of her superpowers. Most saw a tiny woman with dark hair and green eyes, a second-born witch overlooked by everyone in favor of a sister bigger, prettier, and outwardly more talented. By the time anyone realized Freddi might be a threat, it was already too late. This one had made that same fatal mistake.

			With the toe of her boot, she nudged the body, which didn’t move much. Not exactly a little witch. The whole encounter disappointed her in several ways. First, she’d been too easy to kill, and second, as it turned out, she wasn’t the Keeper. 

			Surveillance over the last several weeks had caused her optimism to rise, and as it turned out, falsely. “You stupid, fat bitch.” Another kick. Made her feel a little better, and perhaps, as she looked around the living room, she shouldn’t jump to conclusions before conducting a thorough assessment. 

			In other words, she needed to check out the house before she finished here. Make certain that, even if she wasn’t the one she sought, fatso didn’t also hide important information. Many worked to protect the Keeper, decoys who distracted the Black Faction from the mission: the return of the Book of Darkness to its rightful place. For centuries the White Faction had secreted it away with the Keeper. It should never have been with them. It had always belonged to those like Freddi.

			Not quite accurate. She’d become more and more convinced that it belonged not with the collective that made up the widespread Black Faction. It belonged with her, and her alone, and the injustice of that truth burned in her soul. Only Freddi possessed the magic and the power of the spirit needed to harness what the Book of Darkness promised. With it she would usher in a new era, where witches held glory and all bowed before her as leader of the new world. No longer would those like her have to pretend to be other than what they were. The Keeper and those who spent their lives and their legacies protecting her would perish as well. The world as they knew it would be forever altered, with all whom she spared kneeling at her feet. 

			It took her more than an hour to search the house. The futility of her actions wasn’t lost on her. All the magic had vanished when the witch died. She’d felt it but was nothing if not thorough—a trait that would help her when she ruled the world. She fully embraced a leave-no-stone-unturned philosophy.

			The search complete, time to tidy up. Not that she intended to pick up the emptied drawers or sweep up shattered glass. No. She had something much better and more satisfying in mind. She stood over the body and spread her fingers wide. 

			“In my heart resides the spiritual flame. I am the fire on the darkest night. Mother of the full moon, I draw down your perfect beam, to light the burning cauldron. Fire to slow the deceivers. Fire to bless us.”

			She brought her arms up as her head tipped back. “So shall it be.” 

			She stepped into the darkness outside, the spit and crackle of the spreading fire fading as she distanced herself from the growing conflagration that filled the night sky with flames.

			




Chapter Ten

			Three hours later, Tamsin’s pulse continued to race. When Morrigan had pulled her top over her head and revealed the ink beneath, she almost dropped right there. The designs that spread across her shoulders and down toward her breasts were breathtaking. Until she’d bared herself to Tamsin, long sleeves had hidden the art flowing down her arms, its color, form, and movement as fascinating as it was sexy. Her fingers itched to reach out and trace each image. With effort, she’d managed not to embarrass herself by acting on the urge.

			After she’d returned the Book of Darkness to its hiding place, the protective spells back in full force, Morrigan left to go for a run. She told her she’d need the exercise to clear her head and help her think. Tamsin got it. She had her own ways of doing the same. Running wasn’t one of them.

			Rubbing her hair with a towel, Morrigan walked into the kitchen. “Amazing what five miles under the shoes does for concentration. I’m thinking a lot clearer now.”

			With all the ink once again covered by long sleeves and a high-necked shirt, so was she. “And?” Dare she hope Morrigan would start to see things from her perspective?

			Morrigan draped the towel over the back of a chair and shook her head. Morrigan’s version of combing her wet hair? Or an effort to keep Tamsin off balance? It almost worked. “And, that was pretty fucking weird.” She draped the towel over the back of one of the chairs.

			Tamsin tipped her head and shrugged. “That’s pretty much our world. Or, at least compared to that of the regulars.”

			“The regulars?”

			She laughed. “That’s what my mother always called those who were not of the magical variety.”

			“The non-witches.”

			“The unfortunates.” She could still see the sad look on her mother’s face as she talked about those not blessed. She’d have wished a bit of magic on everyone if she’d had her way.

			“You know, when you put it like that, I have always felt a little sorry for those who don’t have magic in their lives. It’s got to be very flat, if you know what I mean.”

			She did. “It’s hard to even imagine. Being a witch has defined me. Of course, it’s all I’ve ever known, so there’s that.”

			Morrigan nodded. “And being the Keeper on top of that makes you even more special.”

			“I don’t know about special. I just know my job and what I was born to do.” She figured Morrigan would get it. She’d been raised, or so she assumed, in a manner not that dissimilar from her. Magic weaved throughout their entire lives. She’d been trained to protect the Book of Darkness, and Morrigan had been trained to protect her. Well, not specifically her, but whoever held the role of Keeper.

			“Trust me. Special it is, accept it. Not to change the subject, but what are we doing about the Prophecy? I mean, I’ll be straight with you, I’m a little freaked out by it. I’m also kinda pumped. I’ve never even considered that there might be an option besides the tried and true.”

			Warmth flowed through her yet again. That seemed to be happening frequently. God, she hoped her face didn’t do something awful like flush. It would be freshman year of high school all over again, and nobody wanted to see that. Especially not Bailey Green, even though she’d been pretty cool about the whole thing, and that said a lot for high school. 

			“When I first felt them coming, I immediately thought of packing up and getting out of here because that’s the way it’s always been done. A knee-jerk reaction to a threat.”

			Morrigan nodded. “Smart, and don’t misunderstand me, but regardless of what I read today, I still believe we need to get the hell out of here.”

			Tamsin heard her and at least on some level understood her. The trick would be to get Morrigan to do the same for her. “Then I looked around and it pissed me off. It’s not fair. I get everything about being born into this life. I also understand about being born different, and that changes everything.”

			* * *

			Though Morrigan wouldn’t admit it out loud, reading the Prophecy had sent her mind in another, and very unexpected, direction. The shock of the words came as more than reading something no other warrior had seen for centuries, if ever. It hit in a really personal way. As in heart-and-soul personal. 

			The tattoos that decorated her skin weren’t something she’d picked out herself. She liked them, quite a bit, and wore them with pride, as did all the women in her family throughout the generations. Not something they ever talked about outside of their home. Yet, from mother to daughter again and again, the designs graced their skin. A rite of passage each first daughter anticipated.

			Now, she thought she understood why. One day the right woman would fulfill the Prophecy, and she would be a member of Morrigan’s family. Possibly even her daughter. The way Tamsin had looked at her when they read the words together, she’d swear she thought the woman might be her. Despite everything Tamsin had thrown at her since arriving, she couldn’t quite embrace that one. While she felt comfortable saving the Keeper, she didn’t have the same comfort level when it came to saving the world. 

			She could, however, concede a tiny bit. “I think you’re right that at some point, the stand-and-fight option could come into play.” No denying the Prophecy did read that way. It wasn’t hearsay any longer or a thing of the stories warriors spoke of as they sat around fires. 

			Tamsin put her hands on her hips, her shoulders square. “I think it’s now.”

			“I don’t agree.” It didn’t feel like now to her, and if Tamsin accused her of being afraid, she’d deny it.

			“You know what the Book of Darkness promises. You and I both know it’s so valuable because it holds verity and power.”

			Again, Tamsin spoke truth, just not all the truth. “It’s also about potential and not an absolute. Besides, if we’re getting right down to the nitty-gritty details, the Prophecy isn’t part of the Book of Darkness, is it?”

			Tamsin’s brow furrowed. “I’m not following you.”

			“Think about it. The Book of Darkness has the potential to unleash a horrible evil into the world, if those spells come into the wrong hands. It’s not an absolute. It will happen only if someone with evil intent gets their hands on it.”

			“Of course, I understand that.” 

			It was all very clear in Morrigan’s head. All she had to do was make it super clear for Tamsin. “Good. We’re getting there.” 

			“Not really. I’m still not following.” Tamsin’s brow wrinkled.

			“Two things. The Prophecy isn’t actually part of the Book of Darkness. Someone just slipped it between the pages. Second, the Prophecy is only a potential. It could go right, and it could go very, very wrong.”

			“I don’t see it that way.”

			“How can you not?” Geez, it felt like teaching a bunch of middle-schoolers who stonewalled everything.

			Tamsin’s expression cleared, and she put her hands on the table. “It’s not a spell. Everything else inside that grimoire requires magic to make it happen. The Prophecy just is, and that means, my beautiful soldier, it waits only for the right people to make it happen.”

			A valid point and she had a valid counterpoint. “The right woman and man.” And from the looks of it, that hadn’t happened for Tamsin yet. Sure would never happen for her. Neither here nor there. This became more about Tamsin than Morrigan. 

			Tamsin took a big breath and let it out slowly while shaking her head. “That’s so old school. Look, here’s the thing, and let me be brutally honest. I’m not into men. Never really have been, and I don’t see that changing.”

			Explained her level of attraction to Tamsin. Didn’t change any of the facts. “You have to produce an heir. An heir produced from a love match, don’t forget.” 

			Tamsin chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Again, don’t need a man to make that happen. I mean, clearly, I need something from a man, I just don’t really need the actual guy in my life. I can produce a daughter on my own.”

			“It doesn’t sound like that’s in your plans.” Morrigan would have to be both blind and deaf to miss the subtext here.

			The shrug echoed the tone in her voice. “Never say never. I don’t think it’s our only option.”

			“Our?”

			Now she rolled her eyes. “Seriously? You think I don’t know?”

			Good that they were on the same page. “Okay, okay, you get me. Still doesn’t change who you are and what you need to do. Like find a man to love and produce a baby girl.”

			“Again, I can do it on my own. I also don’t think a love match and children are exclusive to a straight relationship. I have options.”

			“So you keep saying.”

			“So it’s written.”

			She had her there. Morrigan had seen the words with her own eyes. Written centuries ago, it did seem to fall back into her lap. Or, rather, her chest and arms. The words described her ink at a frightening level. Not that she should be scared. She’d never doubted for a moment the magic of her ancestors. There had been some powerful witches years ago, and while many had been killed through the centuries by the holy and the so-called righteous, fortunately for both her and Tamsin, many more had survived. Their numbers might have been seriously damaged. Their power had not.

			She brought her gaze up and met Tamsin’s eyes. “Yeah, so it is.”

			* * *

			So fucked up. Freddi’s most considerable magic didn’t seem to be useful when it came to mending her physical body, and that made about zero sense. With her skills, she could turn a man to dust with a simple spell. Make a circle of witches burst into flames. Yet her own body resisted her most powerful magic, as evidenced by the unhealed fingers and a body full of aches and pains. Pissed her off, and all she could do was hang out in the stupid hotel room and wait.

			The nap she thought would be a welcome doorway to healing magic didn’t quite manifest. Oh, she slept for a couple hours all right, except she felt worse once she woke up. Her whole hand throbbed, sending pain up her arm as though her broken fingers wanted company. Not going to break down and open the pill bottle. Nope. No way. Nada. Nyet.

			That said, au naturel wasn’t cutting it either. She swung her feet from the bed and began to pace the room. While it afforded her plenty of room to move, the walls closed in just the same. Staying in here until the car arrived didn’t feel like a good option. She’d pull her hair out. If nothing else, a little air would do her good. 

			Once she stepped outside, her shoulders relaxed. Like usual, her instincts were on point. The fresh air and blue sky dotted with clouds made such a difference. The air, fresh and clear, filled her lungs, and while the throbbing in her hand didn’t abate, it became easier to ignore when the stimulation of the natural environment flowed over her. Power, pure and energizing. Exactly what the doctor ordered. The doctor, of course, being her. The one at the hospital had been full of shit. Stay overnight for observation? Not likely.

			The clouds moved out, and the afternoon faded as she walked. Streetlights began to blink on in the tidy urban park not far from the hotel. The deeper she walked into the park, the more the pain ebbed. Far more effective than pharmaceuticals. Any witch with any level of skill knew much better how to heal injuries than any arrogant hospital doctor. Sure, her neck hurt, and her back might be a touch sore, in addition to the fingers. It would all heal, and much quicker than with the average person. The magic couldn’t be ignored.

			“Are you all right?”

			The footsteps behind her didn’t come as a surprise. She’d heard them from some distance away. Smelled the light scent the woman wore. Pleasant. Intriguing even. The sensations flowing through her let Freddi know she might have been hurt, but she wasn’t out of commission. 

			She held out her injured hand, complete with splinted fingers. “A little fender bender today.”

			“Looks painful.”

			“A bit. More annoying than anything else.”

			“I’m Cathy.” She held out a hand. 

			Her long, blond hair glittered in the fading sunlight. A sign. “I’m Freddi.” She shook the outstretched hand with her uninjured hand.

			“Short for?” Her smile lit up her face. A great deal of promise there.

			“Frederica. I arrived a miniature version of my mother, and so my father insisted upon me being named after him. A girly version of Frederick.”

			Her laugh was as light as her blue eyes and blond hair. “I like it. Suits you.”

			“You don’t know me.” People assumed they knew her, another testament to her skill at creating the perfect façade. 

			Cathy’s lips lifted into a smile. “We should maybe fix that. You know, there’s a lovely little bar just on the other side of the park. What do you say? Up for a drink and a bit of get-to-know-you conversation?” Her blue eyes were bright.

			Given she had some time to kill and Freddi liked what she saw, why not? Not that she drank much. Didn’t care for dulled senses, even when a beautiful and willing woman offered up the invitation. No problem with her new friend getting a little loose though. Could make things even more interesting, and a few sips from day-drinking wouldn’t hurt her either. “Lead the way.”

			Much later, after Cathy’s third glass of wine and an impressive orgasm, Freddi stood at the window looking out. Cathy snored softly. Kind of cute. Not that she’d want to listen to that every night. Not so bad right now. 

			The air brushed cool and refreshing against her naked flesh. At least for a few hours, she’d managed to banish the pain, and it was worth it. As she stood staring out as the day faded into night, the pain eased back in, although not as bad as hours earlier. The fresh air and sex had combined to become the perfect healing remedy. That and a little magic. 

			She turned and stood over Cathy’s sleeping body, whispering a quick spell. Then she went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. When she came back out, Cathy was gone.

			




Chapter Eleven

			“What are you doing here?” Well, didn’t that sound bitchy? Tamsin backpedaled. “Sorry, Holly. That didn’t come out right.”

			Holly waved her hand in the air as she sat down at the kitchen table with a cup of tea held between her hands. “No worries. You wouldn’t expect to wake up to find me rummaging around your kitchen on a Sunday morning. Sorry for not giving you a heads-up. Sort of a compulsion to get here and I went with it.”

			After a light touch to the kettle and finding it still hot, she made herself a cup of tea and then sat across from Holly. Much gentler this time, she asked, “What are you doing here?” Only then did she notice how pale Holly appeared, and given her skin tone, that sent a surge of alarm through her. Why hadn’t she noticed it before? Some friend she’d turned out to be.

			Holly sighed and stared down into her tea. “I thought about doing what you said and enjoying a little time off. I mean, we’ve had a big year and worked super hard. It was kind of nice to take some downtime to cherish the free time. In fact, yesterday turned out to be a pretty darned good day, and then I woke up this morning and knew it wouldn’t last.”

			“I don’t understand.” Not only did her appearance alarm Tamsin, so did the tone in her voice. She’d not heard it before.

			Holly’s fingers tapped against her teacup. “No reason you should.”

			This conversation had her lost so far. She wasn’t usually this cryptic. “Holly, seriously, what is going on?”

			She finally brought her gaze up and met Tamsin’s. “After I left here the other day, I got the call I’ve been waiting for. You remember my doctor’s appointment about a week ago.”

			“Yeah, of course. You told me it was a routine physical.” A whisper of alarm ticked at the back of her neck.

			She grimaced. “A bit of a white lie. More than routine. A bunch of tests.”

			“What kind of tests?” She didn’t like where this seemed to be headed.

			“The kind that tells you that you have terminal cancer.”

			For at least a full minute, she simply stared at Holly. “You’re joking, right?”

			“Who jokes about cancer?”

			Good point. “How? Why? I, I…”

			A single tear slid down Holly’s pale cheek. “I haven’t felt good for a while now. My grandmother is a healer, and she’s helped me, but this grew even beyond Grandmother’s powers. I needed help of the more twenty-first century kind.” 

			She’d met Holly’s grandmother, Grace Two Wolf, and been duly impressed. They’d bonded quickly, recognizing the magic that lived within each other. Every time she visited with Grace, she came away feeling renewed and even more powerful. That she’d sent her granddaughter to a medical doctor came as the worst kind of news.

			“What did the doctors tell you?” She almost hated to ask that question.

			Holly stared down into her cup for a few moments, her voice quiet when she answered. “Six months tops. Pancreatic cancer and it’s stage four.”

			She almost threw up, and she slapped a hand against her mouth. “No.”

			“I wish.” A wry smile pulled up the corners of her mouth as her eyes met Tamsin’s.

			“What can I do?” Life could sometimes be incredibly unfair, and despite all the magic she possessed, she felt helpless in this situation.

			“Be my friend.”

			She took Holly’s hand. “I’ve been your friend since we met, and I’ll always be here for you.” She well remembered the day she’d walked into the workshop. Goodness shone from her as bright as a photographer’s light. Not a hard decision to work together. Even easier to become friends and one more reason why she fought to stay here. 

			Holly’s gaze grew intense and the smile faded. Her fingers tightened around Tamsin’s as if to ensure her attention. “You’ve been a good friend. You haven’t been an honest friend.”

			She pulled her hand free, sat back in her chair, and stared. “Bullshit.” That statement hurt.

			Holly stared back without so much as a single blink. “It’s the truth, and you and I both know it. If you want to help me like you say you do, I need you to tell me who you really are.”

			* * *

			Morrigan walked into the kitchen just as Holly demanded the truth from Tamsin. Though she’d not caught the bulk of the conversation, she took a leap as to what truth Holly asked for. “No fucking way.” She stopped in the doorway, legs spread and hands on her hips. This conversation would end right here, right now. 

			They both turned and stared at her. Apparently, neither one of them had heard her when she stepped into the room. Morrigan wasn’t exactly a ninja, so she attributed it to the intensity of the exchange happening between the two women. At least she had their attention now. 

			Tamsin raised an eyebrow. “Good morning, sunshine.” Such a calm greeting, as if she didn’t think Morrigan heard any of the intense talk going on between her and Holly.

			Bad enough they’d made zero ground last night. Now she walked in to find Holly demanding the revelation of secrets from Tamsin. So damned much danger out there. No room for someone like Holly, and truth came totally off the table. 

			“I don’t know what you two have going on, and sorry, Holly, I don’t mean to be a bitch, but no. Just no. Nothing gets said here. You’ll have to deal with that regardless of how good of friends you believe you are.”

			Holly leaned back in her chair and studied Morrigan. The intensity of her gaze unnerved her a little. Sort of made her wonder if Holly had her own kind of magic. Not like they possessed, because she’d be able to sense it if she did. And she figured Tamsin would tell her if Holly was something other than a regular. Since she hadn’t mentioned it, she had to believe it wasn’t the case. 

			Folding her hands on the table, Holly said, “Yeah, well, see, here’s the thing. I’m not going for just no. I have my reasons.”

			“Really? And those reasons would be? I’m not trying to come across as coarse or uncaring, but cancer doesn’t factor in here.” She’d caught the part about her diagnosis right before she made her presence known.

			Holly shook her head. “No, it’s not that, and I have no plans to play the I’m-dying card. What neither of you is understanding is that I’ve hit that spot where I have nothing left to lose and no time for waiting or being patient. My truth boils down to I’ve been patient, and I’m done with that path. If nothing else, I believe I’ve earned the right to the truth.”

			Tamsin tilted her head and stared at Holly. “Now, you’ve got me confused. You’ve been patient?” 

			“Oh, please. I’ve known for a long time that you’re something special. I’ve sensed the magic in your soul. What I don’t know is why, and I want to understand. You.” She pointed at Morrigan. “Aren’t just some random friend showing up to spend time with your buddy. You’re here for a reason, and I want to know that too.”

			“You figured that out?” That feat impressed Morrigan. Most of the general public had no idea of the world that existed side by side with the magic of theirs. Some of them could feel vibrations or glimpse things they couldn’t quite explain. That’s usually as far as it went. This Holly sounded like she had a foot in both worlds. 

			“I felt the difference the first time I met her.” She inclined her head in Tamsin’s direction. “She almost glowed. Some people are like that, and most of the time it means nothing more than the fact they’re good souls. After she met my grandmother, I knew how much more. You should have been in the room with the two of them. Indescribable energy. You could almost get high standing next to them.”

			Damn. Holly did have a freaking clue and, right now, about the last thing they needed. This operation had to be kept lowand on a need-to-know-basis, as the saying went. Holly didn’t need to know. 

			Morrigan pointed to Tamsin. “She is different, and that’s why I’m here. I’ll protect her, and you don’t need to know anything else beyond that.” Firm and to the point. 

			“I disagree.” Holly stayed just as firm, and she’d give her props for that. Kind of impressive for someone who’d minutes before confessed to be dying.

			“I disagree as well.” Tamsin’s words were calm yet filled with authority.

			Talk about being ganged up on. How did her usual control slip so far away and so fast? Her mother trained her better than this. Come on, Mom. Help me out here. “No.” The one word really did sum it all up. Simple and direct.

			Tamsin stood and put her hands on her waist. “Yes.”

			“Fuck me running.” The potty mouth she got from her dad.

			Tamsin started to laugh. “Intriguing idea, but we don’t have time at the moment.”

			A little tingle ran through her. Shit. Not only did she have to fight to protect her, but now she’d be fighting her own complicating attraction to this damned fascinating woman. Nobody had prepared her for a Keeper who proved to be smart, stubborn, and beautiful. “I think I’m starting to hate you.”

			This time Tamsin winked. “Naw. You don’t hate me.”

			“No. I don’t.” She could lie, but what would be the point?

			Holly looked between them, and a slow smile turned up the corners of her mouth.

			Morrigan frowned. “What are you smiling about?”

			“Nothing.” Holly’s smile didn’t vanish. “Nothing at all.”

			* * *

			The energy Freddi had pulled from Cathy helped a great deal. She’d heal better and faster if she could siphon from those like her bed guest. The sex didn’t hurt either. It felt good, and that counted for a lot. Helped to pass the time waiting for her ride. 

			Once again, she paced the confines of her hotel room. It didn’t have much to offer in terms of interest or entertainment. While she appreciated the wide-open roads, she’d never been a big fan of the Midwest. Not her style. Truthfully, she liked the South, where they laughed and believed and, best of all, could hold a grudge. She admired that latter trait the most because she embraced it wholeheartedly. A bit of a Black Faction unwritten code. Sort of like the do-unto-others-before-they-can-do-unto-you. Those born into the Black Faction nurtured that philosophy for good reason. It had kept them alive and strong for centuries.

			It would be a fool who discounted the White Faction though. They could be as sneaky and dangerous as any of Freddi’s fellow Witch Finders. That’s why they continued to stand strong on opposite sides of the war over the Book of Darkness.

			It should belong to the Black Faction and, in her opinion, to her alone. Not to a bunch of jerks who’d waste the potential of that kind of magic. The witches who practiced the goody-two-shoes brand of magic because it wasn’t safe to put anything else out there. Never could tolerate the inane three-fold law of return. Chickenshit. Whatever in the hell she wanted out there, she’d put out there, and the only thing that would return to her in triplicate would be three times more power.

			That said, while she didn’t buy into their particular philosophy, she also didn’t underestimate any of them, particularly not the Keeper. The legends around the Keepers came into being for good reason. They were special. Not as talented or unique as Freddi, but perhaps a close second.

			Focused on fulfilling her quest, she jerked when her cell rang. She glanced at the display. “Fuck.” Aldo. Again. “What?”

			“And a lovely morning to you too, Frederica.” Sugary sweet. Motherfucker had something up his sleeve. 

			“Fuck off. What do you want?”

			“Ian is on his way to pick you up. He’s about twelve hours out.”

			“That’s too long. All I need is a rental and I’m back on the road.”

			“No. You wait for Ian.”

			“No. That’s too much wasted time.”

			“It’s what Abba wants.”

			Of course, he’d throw that in. Nobody defied Abba’s wishes, and in this case, no doubt Abba’s wishes were his wishes. For the moment, she’d let him believe she would play by their rules, despite how very weary she grew of his game. For another day or two anyway. Then it would all change, and that son of a bitch would kneel before her. What a sweet day that would be. “Fine.” Bile followed the single word.

			“And then you will pick me up in Denver.”

			“Excuse me.” No way did she hear that correctly. What in hell did they need him for? Aldo had been sitting around admiring himself for so many years, he’d be not only a hinderance. He’d be a liability. Fieldwork wasn’t in his tool kit. 

			“You will pick me up in Denver.” He said the words very slowly, as if she had a problem comprehending.

			“That’s off course.” Way off course and would cost her days. Not acceptable at any level. Besides, what on earth was he doing there?

			“Doesn’t matter. Ian has his instructions. Pick you up and then head to Red Rock for me.” It made more sense now. Not exactly Denver. The Red Rocks area where Abba kept her fortress sat near the border between Colorado and Utah. His sense of geography sucked. 

			“I need to get to the Keeper. I can’t afford a side trip.”

			“The Keeper is sitting still. We have plenty of time.” His royal pronouncement.

			“You don’t know that.” Waves of energy roared through the air. Every hour they grew increasingly dense and palpable. Aldo didn’t have the first clue about the Keeper and couldn’t comprehend how time wasn’t on their side. She needed to get her hands on the Book of Darkness, and Aldo crashing that particular party didn’t work for her. What did she do to deserve a ball and chain like Aldo?

			“Ah, but I do. Here’s the thing, Frederica. I know you are on track to capture the Keeper. My faith in your abilities is strong, and here’s where I need you to listen closely. I will be there when you do it, as Abba has charged ME with taking custody of the Book of Darkness.”

			Just no. The two words almost tumbled out of her mouth. What stopped her were options. Not bad ones either. She could work with this. “Fine. I’ll be ready when he gets here.”

			“Good girl.”

			Her uninjured hand curled into a fist. 

			




Chapter Twelve

			Tamsin took control. She appreciated Morrigan and the job she came here to do. More than that, she liked her, and not in the let’s-be-friends kind of way. The woman spoke to her soul, and damned if it didn’t feel good. Now, however, she had Holly to deal with, and while she couldn’t explain why, she understood that she needed to be brought into the inner circle. Another one of those whispers from the universe, and she felt compelled to listen.

			She put down her mug and looked over at Holly. “I’m the one they call the Keeper.”

			“No.” Morrigan’s protest held a tone of despair. Her face mirrored the same. “Don’t do this.”

			With a quick glance at Morrigan, she continued. No choice. “I’m also a hereditary witch, and born into a centuries-long line tasked with keeping the Book of Darkness out of the hands of witches known as the Black Faction. If they got ahold of it, they would use it to unleash evil with the power to destroy everything good and kind in the world.” Wow, did that feel good. The first time she’d ever said those words out loud, let alone shared them with a regular. Empowering to speak her truth to the world. Well, a stretch to equate one person with the world but still felt good.

			“Shit.” Morrigan sank to a chair. “This isn’t good.” Her shoulders sagged. While Tamsin felt for her, she remained confident in the importance of bringing Holly into this.

			Holly nodded and folded her hands on the table. “I had a feeling it was something like that. I didn’t know exactly what your role in the universe might be, only that it was critical and magical. This book, what’s it do?”

			“It’s what it can do,” Morrigan jumped in. “This place.” She waved her hands in the air. “This life you all love will go up in flames if the Black Faction gets their hands on it, and they’ve been trying for hundreds and hundreds of years to wrestle it away from the Keepers.”

			“The women in my family have been keeping it safe for as long as it’s been in existence. I come from a very long line of such women.” 

			“I can help you.” Holly brought her head up and squared her shoulders. Light shone from her eyes.

			Morrigan slapped her hand on the table and stood. Her expression grew dark. “No. You’re putting Tamsin in more jeopardy. I can’t get her to leave, and you sitting here demanding to know all the secrets is only making it worse, not helping. If you really care for your friend, you’ll walk away.”

			“I can help.” Holly wasn’t giving ground, and Tamsin admired her for the confidence she showed. Holly had said that she noticed something special about Tamsin when they first met. Well, the same thing held true for Holly. She’d had an extraordinary light to her as well. 

			“Tell me.” She wanted to understand, her trust in Holly solid. She’d go with that despite the darkness in Morrigan’s eyes and the barely controlled anger that rolled off her. Perhaps Morrigan needed a bit of time, and then she’d feel it too. Worth the risk.

			“It is said that when one who is on her journey to the beyond touches hands with those with the power to push away the darkness, sparks fly.” Holly reached out, one hand to Tamsin and the other to Morrigan.

			Morrigan shook her head and kept her hands in her lap. “All of this is crazy, and both of you are driving me even crazier. We know what needs to be done, and hanging around drinking tea and singing kumbaya is insane. We’re sitting ducks and even worse is putting this poor woman, already in a fight for her life, into imminent danger. It’s irresponsible. It’s unkind.”

			Tamsin disagreed. More and more, her belief about staying and fighting looked to be the exact right thing to do. She reached over and took Holly’s hand. No way could she leave her behind. The universe had brought them together for a reason, and she refused to abandon her when she fought for quality of life in the time she had left. 

			“Morrigan,” Holly said. “Please. You’ve lost nothing by seeing if what I say is true. Please.” She motioned with her fingers.

			“She’s right. Just do as she asks. Two seconds.” Tamsin really wanted Morrigan to take Holly’s hand. She wanted to know if any truth lay in her words and felt sure it did. 

			“Fine. Whatever.” She grabbed Holly’s hand.

			The kitchen filled with a flash of bright light.

			* * *

			Not one single thing in a lifetime of lessons had prepared Morrigan for what just happened. She snatched her hand away and stared at the other two women as the light in the room returned to normal. “What in the hell?” 

			Tamsin smiled. “That was amazing. Deny them all you want, but the signs keep coming.”

			“Not a sign. Something else.” She directed her gaze to Holly. 

			With her hands folded on the table once more, Holly took a breath. Her face serene, she closed her eyes for a moment. “It is the manifestation of a legend I’ve heard my whole life. The trinity that will keep the world from descending into darkness.”

			Nope. Morrigan wasn’t buying the simplicity of her explanation. Never before had she ever heard of an outsider being part of their particular war. “You believe you’re involved with this? You’re just, just…” She still buzzed with the energy that rolled through the room, and the words eluded her. 

			Holly raised an eyebrow. “What? Just an Indian? Just a woman? Just a what?” Dark eyes in a pale face stared, the challenge clear. Not giving an inch. Fair
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