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​Chapter 1
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Paul Tompkins leaned back in his desk chair, considering his options. He could do more, would do more. Would she let him? 

Maggie O’Donnell sat across the desk from him in his office. Her brilliant red hair pulled into a ponytail. All business in a flight suit that should’ve been mundane, but clung to some enticing curves. Face it; Maggie made any outfit look good.

“We should have done this months ago,” he said. “You’ve been on duty, what, six months? Pretty much twenty-four-seven?”

“Sure an’ I’ve no complaints,” she answered. “‘Tis an honor to serve Xi Force. But I need these three days off. I need to be there for Gran’s funeral and to settle her estate.”

Her Irish brogue was showing, which usually meant she was distracted, excited, or under pressure. Most of the time Maggie tried hard to stifle her accent. Paul wasn’t sure why. He thought it made her sound awesome.

He noted the puffiness around her beautiful emerald eyes. She’d been crying, and that got his gut churning. It was worse because there was nothing he could do to make her feel better. Death wasn’t a situation he could fix. “Will you have any other family in attendance?”

She shook her head. “Gran was all I had left.”

A tear leaked down her freckled cheek.

Damn it, he hated seeing her hurting so much. “I could come with you, if you’d like.”

He threw the offer on the table. Please say yes.

Her expression softened. She smiled. “Much as I’d love you by my side, Paul, I couldn’t ask that of you. More ‘n likely I’ll be a weepin’ mess the whole time and not much fun to be around.”

Yeah, that’s why he wanted to go with her. The thought of her crying made his gut wrench. And a funeral of a loved one wasn’t the kind of thing anyone should face alone.

He didn’t mind being the friend whose shoulder she cried on.

And, as much as he wished it was otherwise, friend was all he could offer right now. Their work situation, with him as her boss, kept them firmly in the friend zone, but they did seem to get along and he often wondered if the barrier wasn’t there, could something more develop between them.

He certainly harbored feelings for her and enjoyed being with her, and she seemed to return that sentiment. Damn this situation. It put her out of reach.

But he wasn’t about to give up his position, and Xi Force needed its pilot, so here he was, keeping it all professional. “I’ve got vacation time coming, and I’d love to visit Ireland. Never been there. Maybe we could take a few extra days and you could show me around.”

She’d no doubt need the extra time to clear up her grandmother’s estate and he could help with that. Would she let him do this for her?

“I . . . um . . .”

“Please? We both need to get away from here, and things have been quiet enough. How about we take a week? Birdy can handle your flight duties for as long as you need, and Aaron can fill in for me. Why rush it. We’ve both got the vacation time coming. I’m sure there’s stuff there you’ll need to take care of—closing up your grandmother’s house and such could take longer than three days. And I can help you with that.”

She shook her head, but a thin smile played across her luscious lips. “Okay. You’re sure you really want to?”

He chuckled. The past months had been intense. This would be a good break for both of them.

“Absolutely.”

***
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Maggie’s spirits lifted for the first time since she’d received news of her grandmother’s death. Paul walked at her side toward the base’s living quarters. His presence a warm reminder she was not alone. She had friends. Friends who were as close as family. And she couldn’t think of anyone she’d rather have with her on this trip than Paul.

He’d expedited everything, and handled all the paperwork. They were both now officially on leave. They’d headed down together to pack for the trip.

Saying goodbye to Gran was going to be hard, and she couldn’t thank Paul enough for his support. She’d need to put her childhood home up for sale and deal with Gran’s stuff, not that Gran had all that much.

Windowless concrete block hallways ran through this, the lowest level of the Xi Force mountain headquarters. Pike’s Rangers and other headquarters staff who lived on base had apartments here. It could’ve been dark, dank, and dingy, but they’d installed natural lighting fixtures and plantings, and had fresh air circulating that brought the aroma and feel of outdoors to these subterranean tunnels. The apartments were spacious, modern, and comfortable.

“Anything special I need to bring?” he asked.

She wasn’t fooled by his imploring tone. Surely he knew what he was getting himself into. Sullivan’s Glen wasn’t the tourist center of Ireland. It was  a quaint little fishing village on the shores of Lower Lough Erne.

It shouldn’t take her long to pack up Gran’s house and deal with the estate. A week would give her plenty of time to show him what she could of the country. He deserved that much, and so much more. “Pack some hikin’ boots.”

“Noted. How’s Birdy doing? Will he need any help while we’re gone?”

Robert “Birdy” Hendricks had come onboard as the Xi-1 co-pilot two weeks ago. A capable pilot and a nice guy, but she hated the thought of letting anyone else fly the super jet. Still, with a bit of luck, Xi Force wouldn’t be called into action while she was gone. “I think he’s ready, but if he puts a scratch on my bird, there’ll be hell to pay.”

Paul chuckled. “Do I need to remind you once again that your bird belongs to the U.S. Government?”

“Humph.” Don’t go there, Paul. The Xi-1 is mine.

The craft was the fastest transport jet on the planet, specially built for Xi Force with all the latest technology. And she’d been entrusted to pilot him.

Yes, him. That big boy was most definitely male. Big, strong, and dumb as a stump until she told him what to do.

“I’ll meet you upstairs in a half hour,” Paul said as he took a side hallway toward his quarters.

Big, strong, and . . . okay, certainly not dumb. Paul Tompkins was the exception to her male rule. Perhaps the gender had a chance of evolving after all.

As he walked away, Maggie’s eyes swept from his broad shoulders to his backside. Yeah, too bad that great ass of his was out of reach, in so many ways.

A small quake fluttered through her core. Desire long held in rein pulsed within. He wasn’t for her, she knew, but that didn’t stop her from dreaming.

A sudden, deafening rumble of a different kind filled her ears. The ground beneath her feet trembled, and cracks rippled open along the concrete floor.

Maggie went to her knees and scrambled toward the side of the hallway as the floor in the center buckled beneath her. She looked up in time to see Paul, arms flailing, tumble head-first and disappear into a crevice that suddenly opened up in front of him.

“Paul!”

Alarms sounded. The lights flickered, then went out, plunging the underground passage into inky blackness before dim, greenish emergency lighting kicked in.

As suddenly as it started, the quaking stopped.

“Everyone, evacuate the building,” Aaron Braddock’s voice sounded from the P.A. system.

Building? Hell, this was a mountain. They were in bedrock, and there wasn’t a fault line even close to their location. She knew enough geology to know an earthquake shouldn’t happen here.

In any case, she wasn’t about to evacuate without Paul.

Cracks, debris, and chunks of concrete littered the hallway. A dusty haze hung in the air. She scrambled over the rubble on all fours toward the place she’d last seen him.

“Paul?”

A dark chasm opened in front of her. Ten feet below, yellow lights blinked on something big and metallic. Gunmetal gray, it looked like an aircraft of some sort, but like nothing Maggie had ever seen before. Strange angles, short wings, huge thrusters on the sides. An airplane that could have been designed by Dr. Seuss, easily fifty meters across.

Paul lay face down on an expanse of wing, and he wasn’t moving.

“Begorrah.” She dropped through the hole in the floor, landing on the craft beside him.

Sliding her fingers to his neck, she found a faint pulse. She sighed and pushed him over to check his breathing.

Paul stiffened and pulled in a shallow gasp, then went limp. A coppery taint infused the air around. She noted the dark red stain on the right side of his stomach, and the blood caking a short, angular protrusion on the craft where he’d been laying.

She’d seen enough injuries to know this was bad. Real bad. She put her right hand over the wound to apply compression, trying to staunch the bleeding, while pulling her phone from her pocket with her left.

She hit Mary’s number on her speed dial. Mary was a doctor. She was upstairs. Well, probably on her way out, but still, close.

Mary answered on the second ring. “I can’t talk right n—”

“Mary, it’s Maggie. We’re on the basement level. Paul’s hurt bad. Can you get anyone down here?”

Z-Bot, Phaze, and Shade had all been in the conference room when she’d gone by. They were freakin’ superheroes.

Paul was so still. Warm blood pushed through her fingers as she held her hand to his punctured side.

She crooked the phone to her ear with her shoulder and felt once again for a pulse at his neck.

Nothing. And he wasn’t breathing. She was losing him.

“No, Paul, please.”

What could she do?

Through her tears she noted the glow around the wound. The glow around her hand. Golden, warm, pulsing in her fingers.

“They’re coming. Hang in there.” Mary’s tone was all business.

But it wasn’t reassuring. They couldn’t get here fast enough.

Her strength drained from her. Vibrations ran through her right arm, into her hand. The glow around her fingers intensified. What was happening?

She pulled her hand away from his side and the glowing stopped. But so had the bleeding. Under his ripped shirt, the tattered skin had mended.

Paul gasped, drawing in a huge breath.

Maggie’s head whirled as she stared first at her blood-covered hand, then at Paul’s mended wound. Darkness edged her sight as exhaustion pulled her in. The world spun around her, then everything went black.

***

[image: ]


“Ground Control to Major O’Donnell.” And yeah, the David Bowie song was playing in the background. “You are on reentry. Fire retro rockets in 3 . . . 2 . . . 1” The voice crackled over the space shuttle’s radio.

She wasn’t ready to land yet. It had taken her a lifetime to get into space. The stars around her glittered so brightly without the ground pollution of the planet below. The shuttle handled like a dream, responding to her guidance like a lover.

Lover?

Should she name the shuttle Paul?

This was her dream after all.

It had to be a dream. She’d turned down NASA’s offer so she could join Xi Force. She’d never get to space now. Instead she’d be shuttling superheroes around the planet. Not a bad deal for giving up everything she’d worked toward since she’d been a little girl.

So, if this was a dream, her dream, she would stay in space, stay asleep, as long as she could.

“Maggie?” The controller’s voice took on feminine overtones. No not the controller, this was closer. Right next to her. Her co-pilot? 

“You go, sister,” Maggie muttered. It was about time NASA let more women in space.

“Maggie.” 

Oh, she recognized that voice. Her co-pilot was Dr. Logan. “Doc, what’re you doin’ in space?” The best freakin’ doctor on the planet wasn’t on the planet anymore?

The stars through the viewport dimmed, clouded by a gray mist. Damn, they were coming in for a landing.

“Don’t wanna land.” Her mouth had dried out making it hard to form words.

The mist became fluffy white clouds, soft, frilly, like cotton candy. Like cotton bedding and fluffy pillows.

Dr. Logan chuckled. “Time to land, Colonel.”

Well, the landing was soft, waking in a warm, comfortable bed in the Xi Force infirmary.

A low throb pulsed right behind her eyes as memories flooded back. The earthquake, Paul falling, all that blood.

“Paul!”

Dr. Logan laid a firm hand on her shoulder when Maggie tried to rise. “Mr. Tompkins is going to be fine, though I’m still not sure why. Right now it’s you I’m worried about.”

Maggie sunk into the pillow, but brought her right hand up in front of her eyes. “My hand glowed and his wound closed.”

Dr. Logan leveled her gaze at Maggie. “Well, we assumed all that blood came out of him some way, and he lost a lot, but he’s resting comfortably and should make a full recovery, given some time.”

“We were going to go . . .” Shit, the funeral. “How long have I been out?”

Dr. Logan sighed. “A while. You missed your flight, but Aaron arranged for that new pilot to fly you in the Xi-1 after I release you. We’ll get you there if at all possible, but I need to give you a thorough checkup first. How are you feeling?”

Good question. “Tired, but okay. More drained than sleepy-tired. Weak.”

“Okay, let’s see if you can stand and we’ll go from there.”

***
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Maggie stood, she walked, and after a good meal, she felt more herself. Released from Dr. Logan’s clutches, she hurried to collect her things. The hallways below had been cleared and tested for structural integrity. A group of engineers stood around the hole in the floor Paul had fallen into, which appeared to be the epicenter of the quake.

Maggie rushed past to get to her room. Not too much damage. A lamp had fallen over and smashed, and one of her bookshelves had spilled most of its contents on the floor. She’d clean up when she got back.

Throwing stuff in a duffle, she hoisted it to her shoulder and headed for the upper levels. Birdy would wait a few more minutes for her in the hanger. She couldn’t leave until she was sure Paul was okay.

Paul’s dark eyes widened as she entered the convalescence room in the Xi Force infirmary, and so did his grin. Still, his handsome features were drawn. Pain stood evident on his face.

She needed to touch him—know he was alive. Stepping to his bedside, Maggie placed her hand on his shoulder. “Hi.”

His musky male scent blended with the antiseptic hospital aromas in the infirmary room. Gazing up at her, he sighed. “Looks like I’m not getting that Ireland vacation after all. Are you going to be all right?”

Just like him to be worrying about her. He was the one in a hospital bed with an IV dripping into his arm.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. And I promise to pick us up a proper Irish Whiskey, you know, for your emergency pack.”

It was a little secret they shared.

She’d work late in the hanger, he’d come up to check in with her before retiring, and they’d share a drink and some conversation before heading off to their respective beds. It was as close to dating as they could work out.

Yeah, she saw the attraction, the spark between them they didn’t dare let ignite. Even though they were worlds apart—a Megopolis girl raised in a small fishing village in Ireland and a black kid from the heart of Capitol City. On the surface, they had nothing in common.

But as they’d talked, they’d shared their dreams of a better world, high ambitions for themselves, and their love and respect for Xi Force. They had a lot in common.

And she liked him.

“Get better so the doc clears you for drinkin’ before I get back.” She leaned down and planted a kiss on his forehead.

“You only missed by a couple of inches.” He winked and pursed his lips.

Dr. Logan warned her the drugs Paul was on would lower his inhibitions. He’d have never done that normally. Still, she wished she could kiss him on those lips. She was sorely tempted, but knew better.

Regulations. She wasn’t about to risk her position, even for those oh-so-kissable lips.

She patted his shoulder. “In your dreams, G.I. Joe.”

In her dreams, too.

***

[image: ]


Paul pulled himself up to watch Maggie’s sexy ass swinging toward the door. It taxed his strength, and the drugs had his head spinning, but it was so worth the effort. The loose hospital gown and the sheet over him tented. Maybe he hadn’t lost as much blood as they said. There still seemed to be enough for that.

Who was he kidding? He’d lost more than blood. He’d lost his life.

He’d felt the jagged piece of metal slice into his side and seen his life pass before his eyes—even the stupid stuff.

Then that light. He’d heard Z-Bot and Shade talking about the times they’d been dead. The light had tempted them to pass over to the other side. It had only been a flicker for Paul, but he’d seen it.

He ran his hand along the wound. Smooth, not even a scab. Dr. Logan was keeping her silence, but he saw the look in her eyes when she examined him. This healing wasn’t her doing.

So how? What brought him back from the edge of death?

Not that he wasn’t thankful.

Dr. Logan entered, pulling his chart from the end of the bed and making notes from the readings on the monitors hooked up to him. Then she pulled down the sheet to look at his side once again, one eyebrow raised.

“Level with me, Doc. You have no idea what happened to me, do you?” He had to know.

She shook her head. “I’m stumped. Your blood was all over that ship, but I have no idea how it got out of you. I have only your word and Maggie’s that you had a puncture wound here. There’s not even any scarring.”

“And that ship, and the sub-basement no one knew was there?” A whole section of the complex he had no knowledge of. And he was head of security. It didn’t make sense.

She shrugged. “Not my department. You’re going to have to ask Joel or Aaron.”

Z-Bot appeared over Dr. Logan’s shoulder, slid his arms around her from behind, and planted a kiss on her neck. “Or you could ask me, when I’m done here.”

She swatted at him. “Stop that, I’m working. And if you know something about that ship, spill it.”

Z-Bot pulled back the facemask on his bright yellow and red uniform. “You’re not going to believe this.”

Paul shook his head. “There’s stuff that happens around here every day I don’t believe.”

Z-Bot chuckled.

Paul tried hard not to even think of Chris Johnson’s name. Yes, he knew Z-Bot’s secret identity, but most of the world didn’t, and Paul didn’t want to be the one to spill the beans. Whenever he was in uniform, masked or not, he was Z-Bot—the world’s first legitimate superhero.

Today, Z-Bot’s news took unbelievable to a whole new level. “That craft you landed on? Turns out it’s an alien spaceship.”
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Chapter 2
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Oh, Gran.

A tear slid down Maggie’s cheek as her gaze struck the casket bearing her grandmother’s body. Her breath caught, and pressure tightened her chest. Still, she fought back the sob that threatened.

The cloying scent of numerous floral arrangements assailed her senses. The town’s folk had given generously to the funeral, perhaps too generously, but Gran had been loved, that much was obvious.

Gran lay, features composed, peaceful, at rest. Not the norm for Gran. The woman had been vibrant, animated, alive. She’d been fit, and always busy, bustling about, seeming able to do the work of three people.

Maggie’s heart ached. Why hadn’t she found some way to come home earlier? To see Gran one more time before . . .

Erin O’Malley, Maggie’s high school best friend, hugged her. “Oh, Maggie. I’m so sorry. We all loved your gran so dear.”

The sob Maggie’d been holding back, broke free. Her heart clenched like a fist in her chest. She clung to her friend and let the tears flow.

Yeah, this would have been easier with Paul at her side. How she wished he could have been here.

The town folk gathered in the small chapel for the funeral. People she knew, kids she remembered from school, now grown—some with kids of their own. There were lots of tears. 

After the service, Maureen O’Callaghan, a nurse at the local hospital, pulled her aside. “I was there when she passed. It was peaceful, though it took us all by surprise. She seemed so fit.”

“How did it happen?” Maggie wanted to know.

“Kelly Murphy was in hard labor. We were afraid we’d lose both her and the baby. Your Gran was there, as she always seemed to be for the rough ones. She had that healing touch, you know. ‘Twas a magical thing. Dr. Walsh and I, well, our focus was on Kelly and her babe. In the end they both pulled through a pretty rough delivery, but we found your Gran slumped in a chair. At first, we thought she was just exhausted, asleep, but she was gone. So hard to believe.”

Gran had probably worked herself to death. Well, it was the way she’d have wanted to go, helping someone else. She’d always hated the thought of withering away in a bed or a nursing home.

***
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Maggie ran her finger along the top of Gran’s triptych. The hinged, gilded three-picture frame sat on Gran’s dresser. The filigreed metal offered a rough texture except where the wear of ages had smoothed the soft gold. This, above everything else in Gran’s home, Maggie needed to keep as a remembrance. She’d make room on her own dresser in her Xi Force apartment.

Gran said she’d received the triptych from her mother and that it had been passed down through many generations. It was ancient, probably worth a fortune, but Maggie wouldn’t part with it for anything.

The triptych honored the Morrigan, a goddess from Irish mythology with three aspects. One picture in the triptych honored each aspect.

The warrior, the healer, and the sorceress.

On the left, a woman’s hand, haloed in a golden glow, represented the healer. A raven in flight decorated the center frame, representing the sorceress. And a sword depicted the warrior in the rightmost picture, which drew Maggie’s eye to the old sword Gran had hanging on the wall beside the dresser.

The triptych and the sword represented the only decorative pieces in the small cottage. “You don’t need stuff,” she’d always say, but she’d needed these for some reason.

“And now I need them.” They were all she had left of the woman who’d raised her after her parents died.

You need to come home soon, Gran’s last email had said. There are important things we need to discuss I can’t put in this kind of message.

But Maggie had been busy with Xi Force. They’d saved people, saved Megopolis, maybe saved the world. There hadn’t even been an opportunity to ask for time off.

Still, it would be nice to know what had been so important to Gran that she’d wanted Maggie to come home? Maybe there’d be something on her computer.

She sighed. “I should’a found a way to come home earlier, Gran. I’m sorry.”

“Damn right you should’a come home earlier.”

Maggie heard the voice from beyond the grave as if it was directly behind her. It couldn’t be.

She spun. Her heart pounded loudly in her ears as gooseflesh crept up her arms.

Gran stood in the doorway.

“Gran. What? How?” She’d seen the woman’s body lowered into a grave less than an hour ago.

Gran opened her arms. “Come here. Don’t be afraid. It’s me . . . well, mostly.”

Maggie threw herself into Gran’s arms, hugging the woman to her. It felt like her, it smelled like her, but . . .

“I was at your funeral this morning.”

The woman huffed. “A whole lot of cryin’ and carrin’ on, I’ll bet. Glad I missed it.”

Maggie held her at arm’s length. “I saw you in that casket.”

Nodding, Gran pulled her out of the room toward the kitchen. “Yeah, that was me . . . kinda. Come, sit down, you’re gonna want a drink for this.”

She pushed Maggie into a kitchen chair, and tottered to the window, threw open the shutters, and shouted, “Morgan. She’s here.”

Gran went to the cabinet and extracted the Sexton Single Malt and three glasses. Pouring two fingers of whiskey into each glass, she placed one on the table in front of Maggie and placed a second in front of an empty chair before falling into a seat and taking a sip from her own glass. “Ah, now that’s proper. Sure an’ I hope there’s whiskey in the next life.”

“Gran, what’s going on? And who’s Morgan?”

Maggie couldn’t recall Gran ever having a friend named Morgan.

A flutter of black wings pulled her gaze as a raven landed on the open windowsill.

“All clear?” Gran said. She appeared to be talking to the bird.

It launched from the sill, into the kitchen to land on the seat of the open chair on Maggie’s left.

“Gran?” Maggie pushed herself up to standing as the bird began to grow and morph. Within seconds, it changed into an old woman, the spitting image of Gran.

“Hello, dear,” Gran’s double said.

Gran, the first one, huffed and rolled her eyes. “That one always has to make an entrance.”

“Bah,” the other woman answered. “Do somethin’ right or not at all, I always say, and to answer your question, yes, it’s all clear. Not a neighbor in sight. We should be safe enough for the evening.”

Maggie narrowed her gaze on the woman. “Who are you?”

“Call me Morgan, dearie. ‘Twill make things all the easier and I won’t be here all that long in any case.”

Gran put a gentle hand on Maggie’s arm, guiding her back into her chair. Then she pushed Maggie’s glass toward her. “Take a good one. There’s more in the bottle. Begorrah, you’re probably gonna need it.”

The amber liquid burned a comforting path down Maggie’s throat as she swiveled her gaze between the two identical women sitting at the kitchen table on either side of her.

“Now, we’d best start at the beginning,” Gran, the one she was calling Gran, said. “I’m your Gran. We’re both your Gran. But we’re also the Morrigan.”

Gran had often mentioned the Morrigan, the ancient Irish goddess her triptych honored. The warrior, the healer, and the sorceress.

Something cold fisted in Maggie’s stomach. “If you are two of the three aspects of the Morrigan, then the body in the casket was . . .?”

Morgan sighed. “The third. We called her Morgause. She was the healer. Poor dear killed herself saving that mother and babe at the hospital.”

Gran huffed. “Killed us, too. Did she even bother to think?” She stood and shuffled toward a cabinet, pulled open a drawer, and extracted a notebook. “We wrote everything down, as much as we could compile from old diaries and accounts. We weren’t sure if you’d be able to get home before we passed on.”

She placed the notebook in front of Maggie on the table. Giving it a pat, she added, “This’ll answer most of your questions after we’re gone.”

Maybe it was the whiskey. Or maybe it was because Maggie had been with Xi Force, dealing with the incredible on a daily basis, that she didn’t think twice about the impossibility of this whole story. She simply accepted and jumped in. “But you’re here now. You’re alive. You can answer my questions.”

Morgan shook her head. “Not for much longer. The three aspects can exist only for a few days apart. Eventually they must all rejoin into one. We are only aspects of the person that was your grandmother. This evening Morgana and I will be drawn into that body in the grave. We can’t stay without the third aspect.”

“Morgana?”

Gran patted her hand. “The name of my aspect. I’m the warrior. Morgause was the healer. And she’s, well,”—Gran waved her hand dismissively at Morgan—“a right pain in the butt.”

Morgan huffed. “Long ago, the ancient Celtic gods looked after Ireland. The Morrigan, the original Morrigan, saw the end coming. Religion is a fickle thing that changes generation to generation. She knew eventually the old gods would fade. With Manannan mac Lir, the original Morrigan conceived a daughter and passed her powers on, so Ireland would be protected long after she was gone. Since that time, the power has always passed, mother to daughter, right up to me.”

Maggie swirled another sip of whiskey around her tongue as she took it all in. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Ah, Maggie.” Gran-slash-Morgana swirled the amber liquid in her glass. “Your mother knew. She was ready to take over when I died. But she died first. Begorrah, you were so little. And by the time you were old enough to tell, you had your heart set on the stars and a career at NASA. An’ I couldn’t take that from ya’, especially because we had no idea if the powers would actually pass to you.”

Morgan nodded. “The passin’ of the power has never had to skip a generation before. We’re still not sure it even will. Maybe the Morrigan will die with us. But we wanted you to know, just in case, so we wrote it all in that notebook.”

Remembering how she’d appeared to heal Paul, Maggie looked at her hands. “I think some of the power has already passed to me. My hands glowed and I healed a friend who was injured.

Both Grans beamed.

“Then it will pass to you,” Morgana-Gran said. “You’ll soon have our aspects as well. Don’t worry, the shifting to three aspects is pretty intuitive, not much to learn there.”

“And the three are still you, though they will each tend to display different parts of your personality,” Morgan added. You’ll get used to thinkin’ of yourself as four distinct people. Morgan, Morgana, Morgause, and of course, Maggie. But they will all be you.”

“So, who am I now? Maggie or Morgause?” Wrapping her head around this would take some time.

Morgan shrugged. “I don’t think it matters because right now they are both you and neither can exist separately.”

Yeah, this wasn’t confusing in the least. A bit more whiskey might help.

Maggie took a sip as she flipped open the notebook. There, in her Gran’s neat handwriting she read, First off, a warning. Watch for Guinevere . . .

“Guinevere?”

Gran downed the last of her whiskey, and banged the glass on the table. “That bitch. If the powers pass to you, she’ll be sure to make an appearance.” She snatched up the bottle, and poured herself another two fingers.

Morgan refilled her own glass, and added a bit to Maggie’s. “If the powers pass, it will be up to you to stop her, whatever she’s up to this time.”

“Who is she?” Maggie had never seen Gran so worked up. Both of them were red faced, and it wasn’t the whiskey. Gran had been the one who’d taught Maggie how to drink.

“A fae, an’ a dangerous one at that,” Morgan said. “Something from the Fairy Realm, brought about by the Morrigan around the time that bastard, Arthur, tried to bully his way into Ireland. It’s all in the notebook.”

Gran cleared her throat. “The important thing to remember is Guinevere will appear as the woman behind the man. She was Napoleon’s Josephine, Hitler’s Eva Braun. That fae bitch is unleashed each time the Morrigan passes and it’s up to the new Morrigan to return her to the Fairy Realm.”

“Eva Braun was a fae?”

Gran nodded. “You thought Hitler was a bastard? You shoulda heard your great grandma talk about Eva. Guinevere hid from her for decades and built her power base, finding and grooming old Adolf. Had the whole world at war before she showed her face.”

There was so much to take in Maggie’s head spun. “So, if the aspects pass to me, I’ll have some time before this Guinevere appears?”

Morgan shook her head. “Not always. She looks for the best situation. Somehow she knows everything that’s going on in our world from the moment she enters and finds one man or situation that can tip the balance in her direction. Guinevere struck two weeks after my Gran’s death, seducing some South American dictator. My mother barely avoided World War Three.”

Tears glistened in Gran’s eyes. “But the witch hid out for years after my mom’s death. She plotted and planned and managed to kill your mother and father before I could find her.” She patted the notebook. “Read this, and keep your eyes open over the next few weeks. But not right now.”

Maggie’s head whirled. She hadn’t had that much whiskey. What was going on?

Morgan had Gran’s cagy grin plastered across her face. She was waving her hand in the air, twirling her fingers. “There’s no need for you to see us pass. It would only bring you more pain. We won’t be here when you wake. Farewell.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Maggie woke to the warmth of the morning sun radiating through the open kitchen window. The beam, where it struck the kitchen table, winked off two empty glasses and a whiskey bottle with less than an inch of liquid in the bottom. She cradled her own drinking glass in her arms. It still contained a swallow.

Blinking sleep away, she pulled her head off the table. No headache. No hangover. It hadn’t been the drink that put her to sleep.

“Gran?”

Please let her still be here.

“She’s gone.” The voice came from behind. Familiar, yet not. “She enchanted you to sleep, then faded away I guess.”

“Who?” Maggie spun to see . . . herself . . . coming out of Gran’s bedroom carrying the triptych and sword.

“I guess you can call me Morgana.” The other Maggie placed the triptych on the table and opened it up to display the three pictures. “I think you slept a bit longer because you were the aspect already inside us, so you got the full dose of Gran’s enchantment.”

A raven flew in the window and morphed into another image of herself. “This is amazin’. Flyin’ without a jet. Begorrah, it’s so awesome up there.” Other-other Maggie was beaming. “Oh, hi me. You’re up.”

“So, you would be Morgan?” It had happened. The Morrigan had passed to her.

“Right, which makes you Morgause, the healer.” Morgan grabbed up the notebook from where it lay next to one of the easy chairs in the living space. “We’ve been up a few hours and took some time to do a little reading of Gran’s notes.”

So, she wasn’t Maggie right now. She was Morgause, the healer aspect of the Morrigan. Still, she felt like Maggie. She had all of Maggie’s memories. It didn’t feel like anything was missing.

She held out her hand for the notebook. “I suppose I have a little catching up to do.”

Morgan looked at Morgana, and they both nodded in tandem. “We wanted to test this anyway.”

As they closed in on her, Morgan added, “According to Gran’s notes, this will be a lot easier than you rereading everything we’ve already read.”

The other two aspects simply walked into her, and they all merged into one being.

***
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She was Maggie again.

Memories bombarded her. She’d awoken earlier to find her other self still sleeping at the table. Then she’d spotted another her standing beside her just as confused. And she saw the scene from both perspectives. She remembered soaring above the clouds as a raven. She remembered reading the passage where Gran wrote: all three memories remain separate until they merge back into one body.

She’d been three separate people, each working independently, yet they were all her. And once merged together, she retained what each of them had done. Each of her had done?

This would take a bit of getting used to.

Maggie picked up her whiskey glass and eyed the last gulp. “Malted barley, grains . . . a lot like cereal.” 

She threw back the last swallow. “Whiskey, it’s what’s for breakfast.”

***
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Paul locked the wheels on his wheelchair, flipped up the footrests, and pushed himself to his feet. His shaky legs had him teetering, but he brushed aside the cane Shade offered him. “I can stand.” It was more bluster than confidence, but he wasn’t about to admit that to Shade.

He hated being so weak, so out of control.

Shade had the cowl and goggles on his costume pulled back, so Paul saw him raise his eyebrow. “But can you walk?”

He managed two stuttering steps before his head started whirling. Damn it, this sucked.

Shade caught him as he slumped toward the floor. “Heather said you were rushing it. Take a couple more days. You’ve earned it. Technically you’re still on leave anyway. Relax.”

He set Paul in the wheelchair, and pushed the cane into his hands. “Aaron’s orders are to not let you into your office until you’re fully recovered. And mister, you failed that test.”

Paul ground his teeth. “Meanwhile, the security of this base has been compromised. Security I’m responsible for.”

Shaking his head, Shade narrowed his gaze at him. “Security I’m now responsible for. Aaron put me in charge until Heather clears you for duty. Get healthy first, then you can get back to work. For now, rest, eat, and get better.”

“At least brief me.” They weren’t telling him anything. Some kind of spaceship in a secret, underground bunker below the base no one knew about? Well, somebody had to know about it.

“Aaron has the pencil-pushers in Washington digging up the old files on this place, and I’ve got a friend coming in who worked here in the eighties. He won’t arrive for a few more days, and nothing’s going to happen to the ship and lab until we know more, so you have time to recuperate. If you’re good, and Heather clears you, I’ll bring you up to speed and have you sit in on that meeting.” Shade turned to leave. “So be good.”

Oh, no. Not so fast. “If you don’t have the files yet, how do you know that’s an alien spacecraft and not some secret government project?”
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