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Chapter 1


When the Jaguar X-Type blew by Grace Morgan going seventy in a forty-five, she stared at its receding taillights in disbelief. He'd crossed a double yellow line to pass her on the two-lane road, a flash of red zipping through the illumination of her headlights.


"Oh, rich boy," Grace purred as she reached down to flick the switches for her patrol car's siren and blue lights, "you have transgressed."


A feral grin twisting her lips, she hit the gas and grabbed her mike to radio Tayanita County Dispatch that she was pulling over a speeder. The Ford Crown Victoria accelerated with a happy roar as it filled with the rapid rise and fall of the siren. Adrenalin surged through Grace's bloodstream at that police version of a battle cry, and her heartbeat began to bound.


What does it say about my love life that the closest I get to sex is pulling over some guy compensating for the size of his penis? She curled her lip.


The two cars shot through the darkness, weeds and trees blurring to either side. Just as Grace was starting to think he was actively running from her, the Jag's speed dropped in surrender.


If anything, her tension increased as he pulled onto the shoulder. Grace whipped in after him, parking her car behind and slightly to the left of his in a position designed to protect her if he opened fire when she got out. The guy was probably just late for something, but there was always the chance he'd knocked over a convenience store and thought she was trying to bust him for it. Ninety-nine percent of traffic stops were mind-numbingly boring, but that one percent could kill you. Which was why her car's video camera was designed to cut on automatically when she activated its blue lights.


Eyeing the speeder's tail, Grace cut off her siren and picked up her mike. "Tayanita, Bravo 10. I'm out with a red two-door late-model Jaguar, California tag number Kilo November India Golf Hotel Tango 1." KNIGHT 1. Uh huh. And what was a California rich boy doing all the way out here in the sticks of South Carolina, anyway?


She gathered up her pen, hat and ticket pad while the dispatcher started his computer check to discover whether the car was connected to a crime. Unfortunately, they wouldn't know the results until Grace was already talking to the speeder. At which point, things could get dicey in a hurry.


Senses on high alert, she swung the door open and stepped out onto the blacktop. A night breeze blew into her face, carrying the bark of a distant dog and the scent of roadside honeysuckle. The cruiser's cooling engine ticked. Settling her round-brimmed deputy's hat over her eyes at the regulation angle, Grace started toward the Jag, her gaze focused on the back of the speeder's head. Her hand eased to her holster with the automatic wariness instilled by five years as a cop. Yet despite the danger, some part of her enjoyed the singing rush of risk, the sharp awareness of her own beating heart.


But the speeder made no suspicious moves.


The Jag's powered window slid down with a mechanical hum. Grace's gaze swept the speeder's lap and the seat beside him. No weapons, nothing suspicious "License and…" She lifted her eyes to meet his.


Time seemed to elongate, stretching between one thumping heartbeat and the next. She knew him, knew that elegantly angular face with its wide cheekbones and narrow nose, recognized the temptingly curved lips and the devilish arch of dark brows. Something intensely female heated in Grace's belly as she looked into sherry eyes that knew far too much about her secret dreams. Dreams the big, long-fingered hands resting on the Jag's steering wheel were very capable of fulfilling.


She found herself wondering what so many others had, men with fear, women with anticipation: Is he here for me? It was a double-edged question, since he could kill as easily as he could seduce. She'd seen him do it.


"Hello, Grace," he said.


Despite the danger, her inner sixteen-year-old gave a happy squeal. She mentally snarled at it, then stiffened in genuine dismay. Oh, hell, the camera. It was rolling quietly away on the patrol car's dashboard, picking up every word they spoke through her shoulder mike. And there was no way to turn it off. "License and registration," Grace said again, keeping her voice cool and crisp. Then she mouthed, "We're being recorded," before continuing aloud, "Do you know how fast you were going, sir?"


His eyes flicked down to the pad. "About seventy, I'd say." His voice sounded like sin and silk sheets, rich and smooth and seductive.


"The speed limit for this section is forty-five," she told him.


He reached for his wallet with the prince-of-darkness grin she remembered so well. "I don't suppose you'd consider letting me off with a warning?"


She gave him her best cold, emotionless stare from beneath the brim of her hat. "No, sir." I'm not sixteen anymore, damn it.


His eyes widened in surprise. Good. Grace took the ID from those clever fingers, turned and stalked back to her car to fill out the ticket.


Settling in the driver's seat, she studied his license in the dome light's illumination. John Lance, 120 Avalon Way, Brentwood, California. Our hero was just too cute for words.


And Grandma was getting too damn clever.


Not that Grace had any intention of giving either of them what they wanted.


  


What the hell was she playing at?


The man who called himself John Lance glowered at the rear of Grace Morgan's Crown Vic. Having presented him with that $150 ticket, he'd expected her to head for some secluded spot where they could talk. Instead, she'd continued her patrol, ignoring the headlights in her rearview mirror despite his dogged tailgating.


Why?


She had to know what he was here for, the opportunity he was offering—a chance other women begged and schemed and fought for. You just didn't walk away from that kind of power.


What had happened to the Grace of twelve years ago who'd thanked him for saving her life with such adoration in her eyes? There'd been no trace of remembered puppy love in that cool cop gaze tonight. Or even gratitude.


And now she was ignoring him.


Suddenly aware of his own offended masculine ego. Lance grinned. When did I start taking myself so damn seriously? Grace was probably doing him a favor by deflating him.


Yet, she had to know the chase wouldn't end until he got what he'd come for. He didn't quit. Ever. He couldn't afford to, and they both knew it. Sooner or later, she'd have to give in.


So he stayed on her bumper, silently willing her to pull over. Grace kept right on going just as stubbornly, never varying her speed.


Lance found himself beginning to enjoy the pursuit as he imagined her inevitable erotic surrender. It would be well worth waiting for; his experienced eye had detected some very enticing curves inside that stern black uniform. The coltish young girl he'd known had grown into a luscious Amazon.


The sudden rising yelp of her siren jolted him out of his lustful preoccupation. He looked up just in time to see her speed off, blue lights revolving. Oh, good, he thought, grinning. Another chase. He shot after her like the hungry predator he was.


They'd only gone a block or two when the Crown Vic screeched into the parking lot of a long, low brick building. He followed, one brow lifting as he glanced up at the sign over the entrance. Hot-pink neon formed a curvy female silhouette draped languidly over the word HOTRODZ.


A strip club? This should be good.


Lance parked the Jag and got out as Grace stepped from her patrol car. She didn't even look back at him as she settled her black hat over her blonde head, squared her slim, uniform-clad shoulders, and strode toward the door. He paced after her, eying that businesslike walk.


No doubt about it, his little Grace was all grown up.


She had the most delicious legs, even in polyester uniform pants and black cop shoes. In a miniskirt and red heels, she'd be deadly. She wouldn't even need the big gun holstered at her hip. Maybe I'll suggest it to the sheriff. Lance grinned, suspecting bad guys would happily follow those endless legs wherever Grace Morgan led—including jail. His eyes lingered on her tight little behind as she pulled open the door and walked in. Come to think of it, he didn't mind letting her take the lead himself.


A female scream cut the air, wiping the amusement from his face. Grace! Heart in his throat, Lance charged inside, ready to kill any man who touched her.


He relaxed only slightly when he saw her, unhurt, pushing her way through a crowd of male backs. He was tall enough to see over them to the other side of the room, where a big, beefy man in a white T-shirt had a cowering, bare-breasted brunette backed against the stage. She must be the one who'd screamed.


Automatically, Lance inhaled, testing the air. It smelled of booze and blood. Never a good combination. Looking closer, he saw that the brunette's lip was split, her chin smeared wet and red. She touched it with shaking fingers. He rolled his shoulders and fought a familiar kick of hunger.


"Leave the chick alone and let her dance!" someone yelled.


"Shut the hell up!" the man snarled, his voice slurred. "She's my woman, I'll do what I want. Give me the fuckin' money, Jen!"


He was evidently referring to the bills tucked in the stripper's G-string. Lance curled a lip, but before he could shove his way through the crowd and teach the bastard how women should be treated, Grace stepped out of the pack. "Police!" she said, her voice cool, controlled. "What's going on here?"


The man whirled on her, his florid face reddening even more. "Back off, bitch, or I'll give you what I gave her!"


"That's Deputy Bitch to you." She bared her teeth in something not even a drunk could mistake for a smile. "And you're under arrest."


"No!" the stripper said. "That's okay, I'll give him the money."


Ignoring her, Grace told the man, "Hands behind your head, sir." Despite her controlled tone, she stood like a duelist, loose-limbed and watchful. "You're under arrest."


"Fuck you!" the drunk growled. He started toward her, his fist lifted.


Grace stepped to meet him, grabbed his wrist, spun him around, and cranked his arm up behind his back, using the leverage to slam him facedown across the stage. "I said," she gritted, reaching for her handcuffs, "you're under arrest!"


Lance damn near applauded. That's my girl! If he hadn't already known what she was, that move would have told him. Folding his arms, he rocked back on his heels to watch. Directly behind him, somebody in the crowd booed. Without looking around, Lance shot an elbow back, hitting something beer-belly soft. The same voice strangled out a gasp of pain.


"Has he ever been charged with criminal domestic violence before?" Grace asked the stripper, not even breathing hard. Her captive was struggling, and she bore down on his pinned arm.


"Yeah, and he don't need to get busted again." The woman took a step back toward one of the tables near the stage, where several empty bottles stood like chess pieces. "You're just gonna make it worse."


Lance's instincts went to high alert. He started forward. "Grace…"


"Lady, the way I see it—relax your arm, sir!—his spending the night in jail will save you a night in the emergency room. Sir, if you don't—"


"You're not locking him up, bitch." The woman spun, grabbed a bottle and swung it hard, right at Grace's head.


Faster than even Lance could come to the rescue, Grace released the drunk and pivoted to deflect the bottle with a thrust of her palm. It spun out of the stripper's hand and smashed on the floor in an explosion of jagged glass.


The drunk's swinging fist smacked into Lance's hand on the way to Grace's jaw. An instant later, the bruiser was sprawled across the floor, out cold from a hard, clean punch to his misshapen nose.


Lance turned, but Grace already had the stripper down across the stage, snapping on the cuffs she'd intended for the woman's abuser. Her hat had fallen off, and several blonde strands had escaped that ruthless French braid. Her elegant, delicate profile was tight with anger, blue eyes burning hot. "Lady, you just broke Grace's Eleventh Commandment," she snapped over the woman's sobbing obscenities. " 'Thou Shalt Not Coldcock The Nice Deputy.' That means your first stop is jail. As your second stop, I suggest a therapist for that codependency problem you have with Mr. Wrong." Grace looked around at the crowd. "Hey, somebody get her something to wear."


As she dragged the cursing stripper onto a chair, a redhead dressed in a thin, flowered robe tottered up on six-inch heels, a terrycloth bundle in her arms. "I hope you're still gonna take Darrell to jail, too," the redhead said, shaking out the white robe and settling it around her friend's shoulders. "He's always beatin' up on her. He's such an asshole."


"I noticed. And yeah, he's definitely going to jail." Grace reached for her shoulder mike.


As she radioed for help transporting her prisoners, Lance sauntered over. Scooping her hat off the floor, he presented it with a flourish. "Nice work."


"Thanks." She settled the hat precisely on her head. Her eyes flicking over to the unconscious bruiser, she keyed her mike again. "Oh, and send an ambulance. We've got one Signal Eight." Releasing the button, Grace looked at him. "Which means 'knocked cold.' Very pretty punch, by the way. Looks like you broke his nose."


Lance shrugged. "Judging by the interesting contours, that's been done before."


She smiled, full lips curving. "Probably by half the people who know him. And the other half have thought about it."


"And should have followed through on the impulse." Staring at that soft, unpainted mouth, Lance considered kissing her. He really wanted to find out how she'd taste.


She'd probably slug him.


Might be worth it, though. Grace had been pretty even as a teenager, but as a woman, she was lovely. In contrast to that tough, athlete's body, she had the face of an art deco wood nymph. Her cheekbones were delicately curved rather than sculpted under that creamy, fine-grained skin, and her nose was slim and straight above sweetly seductive lips. Her eyes shone a translucent, crystalline blue that was almost gemlike. Lance wondered how long that honey-blonde hair would be, freed of its vicious braid. He'd love to run his fingers through it and find out.


But he was even more interested in getting that black uniform unbuttoned. Even through its thick fabric, he could tell Grace had very pretty breasts.


"When is your shift over?" Lance cleared his throat, trying to rid his voice of its low growl of need. "I'd like to talk."


"I wouldn't." She lifted her stubborn little chin. "I know what you're going to say, and I'm not interested."


He'd played the game far too long to believe that lie. Lance took a step closer, dipped his head to her ear and purred, "Are you sure?"


Her pulse began to pound beneath the satin skin of her throat. Before he could yield to temptation, she took a step back. "Very. Excuse me, I think the Duke of Budweiser is regaining consciousness." Without another glance at him, she moved away to kneel beside her weakly stirring prisoner.


Lance's narrowed eyes swept from her long, delicate nape to the enticing curve of her ass. He started toward her…


"Damn, Xena, who'd you beat up this time?" a deputy demanded, stepping out of the crowd.


Lance stopped short as the cop swaggered toward her. The conversation he had in mind definitely didn't need witnesses. Muscles coiling in frustration, he turned and stalked for the door.


Luckily, there was plenty of time before dawn.


  


Grace escorted the now fully dressed stripper out to her patrol car. Rod Smith had parked his vehicle beside hers, its rotating light bar sending blue and white light chasing one another across the surrounding cars. Smith and the rookie he was training sat in the front seat, the drunk in the back. Paramedics must have decided Sir Drinksalot was up to a night in jail after all.


He was lucky. Lance could have shattered his skull.


Mrs. Drinksalot had sunk into a sullen silence. As Grace opened the rear car door and guided her inside, the woman said, "He's just going to beat the hell out of me when he gets out tomorrow." Tears had tracked white paths through the blood drying on her face.


"Probably. Which is why you need to leave his ass. You can stay at the women's shelter until you get a place."


"But I love him!"


Grace rolled her eyes and slammed the car door. People thought love was an excuse for anything.


Staring into violet eyes blazing with jealous rage, she felt long fingernails bite into her jaw. Waves of another woman's madness crashed over her mind. Grace knew her own sanity was about to be seared away.


Then Lance's big hands wrapped around her attacker's head and…


She shoved the memory aside.


As Grace stalked around to the driver's door, she heard the rookie say, "Man, she's hot. Is she married?"


"Who, the stripper?" The windows of Smith's patrol car were rolled up, but Grace's inhumanly keen hearing picked up the conversation anyway.


"Nah, the deputy. What's her name?"


"You mean Xena?" Smith snorted. "Hell, boy, you don't want nothing to do with that. She's a ballbuster. Does steroids, the whole bit."


The rookie snorted back. "You're crazy. Testosterone didn't have nothing to do with that body."


Grace smiled slightly as she pulled open her door and tossed her hat inside. Thank you, rookie.


"Nah, man, I mean it. I've seen her bench-press two-fifty in the department gym. That's got to be twice her body weight. No normal chick could do that. Not one built like her, anyway. I'm thinking maybe she had the surgery."


"Surgery? What surgery?"


"You are such a fuckin' idiot. Like to cut off her dick, genius. Like I think she was a guy."


"You're so full of…"


Grace snarled as she slammed her door on the rest of the conversation. "Bet you say that about all the girls who kick your sexist ass, Rod." He'd grabbed her butt once, and she'd bodychecked him into a locker. Maybe she should have reported him instead, but there's nothing cops hate more than a snitch with a badge.


"What?" Mrs. Drinksalot asked from the backseat.


"Nothing." She threw the car into gear with a vicious slap of her palm. "Just a little department in-joke, that's all."


As she turned her head to pull out, she saw the Jag sitting in the parking lot behind her. She could feel the burn of Lance's stare even through its tinted windows. Despite her irritation with her coworkers, something within her melted and ran hot. Grace jerked her eyes away and hit the gas. You are not sixteen anymore.


But the heat didn't go away.


  


The house stank of mildew and human waste, and a roach crawled past the toe of her shoe. Grace kept her eyes focused politely on the old woman's wrinkled face, illuminated solely by the beam of her flashlight. The power had been cut off.


"All hours, I'm telling you," the woman said, her voice cracking. There was only one tooth visible in her mouth, and it had gone brown from years of dipping snuff. "All hours they're playin' the music and flashin' lights into my house." A sheen of tears rimmed her faded blue eyes. "I can't sleep. All I want to do is sleep."


"Yes, ma'am. Have you got any children? Does anybody come to visit?" Grace headed through a doorway, following the smell of rotted food. Sure enough, the scent trail led to the kitchen. She stepped to a cabinet and opened it, but her flashlight beam illuminated nothing but a dusty stack of cracked dishes and something that scuttled. Grace closed the door and opened the one next to it, shining the flash inside to pick out a sagging bag of rice and a few dented cans. "When was the last time you bought food?"


"Hear that?" The woman's voice rose. "There it is again—that music! All hours, I'm tellin' you!"


Grace glanced back at her sharply. There was no music.


"How long has it been since you had anything to eat, Mrs. Lacey?"


"Sometimes he parks that truck of his right on top of my house. Right on the roof! Races the engine all night long…"


Oh, hell, the old woman was delusional. "Mrs. Lacey…"


"I deserve better." She straightened her pitifully thin shoulders and lifted her sunken chin. The southern drawl faded as her voice took on a trace of a regal accent, clipped and familiar. "I am the daughter of Lord Galahad. I danced at the vampires' ball. They shouldn't do me this way."


Carefully, fighting the impulse to slam it, Grace closed the cabinet door. "No, ma'am, they shouldn't. And if you'll wait right here, I'm going to do something about it."


"You should have seen me at my debut." Slowly, the frail figure began to sway back and forth. "I wore a beautiful dress. All lace and silver, and I danced… oh, how I danced." A tear rolled down her seamed, dirty face, shimmering in the flashlight beam.


"Yes, ma'am." Grace gave her a tight smile. "I'm sure you were lovely. If you'll excuse me, there's somebody I want you to meet." She strode for the front door.


Outside, just as she expected, she saw the Jag parked behind her patrol car. Setting her jaw, she stalked across the weedy front yard Mrs. Lacey was too sick to cut.


The passenger-side window hummed down. She bent and aimed a snarl at Lance's inquiring eyebrow. "Get out of that car and come with me. There's somebody you need to meet."


Grace spun without waiting to see if he'd obey and marched back to the house. His door opened and closed with an expensive thunk. And damn it, every nerve cell in the nape of her neck broadcasted his potent male presence to her brain. Shake it off, Grace.


She shoved the warped screen door open and led the way inside.


As he followed her, Grace directed her flash at the ceiling and turned to study Lance in the spill of its beam. His nostrils flared in aristocratic disgust at the smell of age and rot.


"Nice, huh?" she said. "Brings back my childhood." Then she deliberately flicked the beam directly into his face and looked at Mrs. Lacey, who blinked at them both in bewilderment.


The old woman's eyes widened. Grace knew to the second when she recognized him. Astonishment filled the faded eyes, then delight—then a heart-wrenching shame at her surroundings. "Lord Lancelot!" Grace had to grab her arm as she attempted a tottering curtsy. "I didn't know you were comin'!"


"This is Mrs. Ruth Ann Lacey." Grace aimed a tight, polite smile into Lance's startled eyes as she supported the woman's bird-frail body. "She's Galahad's child—and your granddaughter."


  


To his credit, Lance didn't cavil at what needed to be done. As soon as Grace explained the old woman's circumstances—the lack of food and utilities, her poor physical health—he pulled what looked like a cell phone out of the pocket of his overcoat and pushed a button.


That the device was much more than a phone became instantly obvious when an elegant, well-lit hole opened in the middle of Mrs. Lacey's shabby living room.


Framed within the opening, a slim woman in ice-blue silk looked up from a massive ebony desk and the thick book open on its surface. She frowned, brows pulling low as she pushed the dark hair back from her face. She looked no more than thirty. "Lance, is that you? Where are you, anyway? Who is that woman?"


He placed a big hand on Mrs. Lacey's shoulder. She gazed up at him, trembling, dazzled, tears sliding in a slow, constant stream down her cheeks. "I'm requesting transport for myself and one of my Line to the Elysium Sanctuary."


"What about my granddaughter?" the woman demanded. "Where is she?"


Grace stepped into the phone's pickup range. "Right here, Morgana." She bared her teeth. "And I'm still not interested in anything you have to offer." She turned the snarl on Lancelot. "Either of you."


And if that last sentence was a lie, she intended to make damn sure he never found out differently.





Chapter 2 


The witch wasn't happy about expending so much magic, but she transported Lance, his granddaughter and the Jag to Sanctuary, the elder-care center in Brentwood, California. The High Court had established the sprawling stucco facility for those who were refused the Gift, and it looked more like an upscale hotel than a nursing home. Sanctuary's large nursing staff included one undercover Maja whose healing spells ensured the residents stayed healthy and active until their aging bodies simply gave out. Ruth Ann would finally get the care she needed.


Lance got her settled and filled out all the required paperwork, then notified Galahad of his daughter's arrival, adding a steely suggestion that he pay her a visit. His son agreed, startled that fifty years had passed since he'd sponsored the girl at her failed debut.


No one at the High Court had a particularly good grasp of the passage of time.


Knowing Morgana expected a progress report, Lance drove home to Camelot Courts. In contrast to Sanctuary, the subdivision they all called home was pointedly middle-class, filled with cookie-cutter ranches and split-levels as bland and colorless as only American suburbia could be. Ordinarily, none of the Magekind would have been caught dead in one of those houses, but a more opulent display would have attracted mortal attention nobody wanted. Besides, no one actually lived there anyway. They weren't really homes.


They were doorways.


Lance drove to his own nondescript little bungalow and parked in its enclosed garage, over the spell-generator set in the cement floor he would use to return to South Carolina. Too bad there were no generators in Tayanita County; he'd have to beg the witch's help again to get back home. And owing Morgana for anything was not a good idea.


As it was, he needed a drink before their meeting. Going hungry to any confrontation with the Liege of the Majae's Council was very bad strategy.


The garage doors slid closed behind him as the house sensed his presence and unlocked with a soft click. He stepped inside and walked through the kitchen, ignoring the dishes that had occupied the sink for the past twenty years. Like everything else in the house, they were props, designed to make burglarizing mortals think the residents had just stepped out the door.


Positioning his feet precisely over a pattern of blue tiles inset in the floor, Lance murmured, "Lords' Club." The generator in the floor obediently made the world go white as its magical energies sliced a passage between one universe and the next.


When the light faded, he was surrounded by the expensive leather and antiques of the Lords' Club—and the sustaining energies of the Mageverse. Lance sighed as the tension he always felt on realspace Earth drained away. He often imagined a fish might feel the same, flipping from a bass boat back into the cool, dark waters of a mountain lake.


The club was largely empty tonight except for Reece Champion and a man Lance had never met, sitting at one of several circular tables. Arthur stood beside them, in the act of putting down a bottle and three glasses on the table.


Physically, the former High King hadn't changed at all from the man who'd won Lance's loyalty sixteen centuries before. He still had the same stocky, powerful musculature he'd built trying to beat back the tides of chaos after Rome abandoned her British subjects. Since Lance's last visit, he'd shaved his dark beard again, revealing a round, boyish face with a mouth bracketed in laugh lines. He looked more like an English country squire than a hero out of myth, but behind those cheerful brown eyes lay a ruthless, brilliant mind utterly dedicated to the survival of the human race.


Arthur had been Champion of Britain for sixteen hundred years, working behind the scenes to guide the country through every major crisis in its long history. He'd used a variety of names, but never his own. Even the mortals who'd realized he was something more than human had no idea they were dealing with the legendary King Arthur of Camelot.


And a vampire.


He looked up. For an instant, the smile he wore cooled when he saw Lance. After so many centuries, his hostility had largely lost its ability to wound, but for some reason it stung tonight. And because the sting made Lance feel obstinate, he sauntered over to join the trio, snagging a wineglass from off the long mahogany bar as he went.


Meeting Arthur's eyes, he gave his forelock a mocking, subservient tug like the medieval peasant he'd never been. "My liege," he said, then smiled at the others. "Reece. Killed any Redcoats lately?"


The American Champion smiled slightly. "I gave that up." Rising, he shook Lance's hand with all the warmth Arthur had withheld.


Reece was a big, brawny, dark-haired man, his face still subtly battered from some mortal adventure back during the French and Indian wars. Almost every nation had a vampire Champion like him, working undercover to help guide it through crises and to serve as a voice of sanity. In Reece's case, he'd just returned from a year-long mission in the Mideast hunting terrorists.


Lance didn't envy him. A Champion's role wasn't an easy one, since you often ended up revealing more about your nature than was safe to mortals from your client country's government. Yet you were forbidden to let them discover anything at all about Magekind. It was a tricky path to walk.


Turning, Reece clapped the strange vampire on the shoulder. "Lance, this is Captain Antoine Foster, U.S. Marines. Antoine, Lancelot du Lac."


Foster stood for the handshake. "That's retired Captain," he told Lance dryly.


"Thanks to an Iraqi hand grenade, which he tried to punt when some terrorist rolled it into the room," Champion added, "thereby saving the three men in there with him. One of whom was me. I told the council he'd make a good addition to our ranks." He must have been convincing; the Majae's Council wasn't usually that accommodating.


"When you told me that chick was going to make me a vampire, I thought she was going to bite me," Foster told Reece as they all took their seats. Despite his recent Change, his dark, handsome face showed the mark of suffering, as if he'd been very ill for a long time. Even so, his body was fit and muscular under the khaki pants and black knit shirt he wore. "You didn't tell me she was going to screw my brains out until the power of God slapped me into the middle of next week."


Lance considered the simile. "I think that's the best description of the Change I've ever heard."


Foster shrugged. "That's how it felt. One minute I'm a one-legged gimp bouncing on this blonde for something like the fourth time that night. Then all the sudden I'm at ground zero of a lightning blast that hurt worse than the fucking grenade had. When I finally stop screaming, damned if my leg's not back, just as quick as that Iraqi sumbitch blew it off."


"As your Gift triggered, there was a moment when you became pure magical energy—that was the lightning blast you experienced," Reece explained. "When the magic reassembled you in your new form, it re-created your leg. Remember, I told you that would happen when I approached you about joining us."


"Well, yeah, but… I pictured it regenerating or something." Foster shook his head. "This Gift is the vampire thing, right?"


"More or less."


"Because, you know, I'm definitely a vampire. I was still staring at my new leg when I realized I could hear the blonde's pulse. Next thing I know, I'm biting her and…" He grinned, his eyes kindling with the memory. Every other man at the table grinned back, knowing exactly what it had been like. "So after we bounce around again, she opens this hole in the air, and we're here. Wherever the hell 'here' is." He lifted an eyebrow at Reece. "Then she handed me off to you and left without so much as a 'Call me sometime.' I'd be crushed if I didn't have such a healthy ego."


"That's a Maja for you," Lance said dryly.


"No, she said her name was Isolde."


He smiled. "I mean she was a Maja. Plural's Majae."


"Which is what—a code word for drive-by fuck bunny?"


"Drive-by fuck bunny," Arthur drawled, eyeing Lance. "What an apt term for a Council seducer."


Lance barely resisted the urge to flip his liege off.


"I thought you had to be bitten three times or something," Foster continued, glancing at them curiously as if wondering what was behind the byplay. "She never even tried to drink my blood."


Champion was frowning at Arthur. "That's because she isn't a vampire. Remember, I told you ninety percent of all the folklore about us is wrong. Vampires aren't evil, we're not undead, crosses and garlic don't bother us…"


"And there are no female vampires," Arthur put in.


"They're all Majae. You could call them witches, but I wouldn't if I were you."


"Not to their faces, anyway," Champion agreed. "We don't consider 'vampire' a polite term either. It's Magus or Magi."


"I'll keep that in mind." Foster sat back in his chair. "So she put some kind of spell on me?"


"No," Arthur said, sipping from his glass. "She only triggered what was there to begin with. You were a Latent, which means you're one of the very few who carries Merlin's Gift in your genes."


"And Merlin's Gift is… ?"


Arthur put his glass down and raked his fingers through his hair in a gesture Lance had seen a thousand times. "About sixteen hundred years ago, Merlin and his partner Nimue came to Earth…"


"Wait a minute—are you saying they were aliens!"


"Basically. And missionaries of a sort, I suppose. Their people, the Fae, had seen countless intelligent races destroy themselves once they got technologically advanced enough to do it. The Fae got the idea to create a race of Champions for each species who could guide it through its racial adolescence. So Nimue and Merlin tested groups of people all over Earth, and those that passed, got the Gift. A number of people at my court—you'd call it Camelot—"


"You're that Arthur? King Arthur?" Then he sighed. "Okay, that was a dumbass question. If there was a Merlin, and I'm talking to guys named Arthur and Lancelot…"


Arthur's mouth took on a dry twist. "At any rate, about fifty of us, male and female, were chosen to drink from Merlin's cup. Whatever it was in that cup genetically changed us. From then on, all our descendants carried the Gift gene, but it remained latent unless they were selected to receive the Gift. Meanwhile Merlin and Nimue went on to the next planet, leaving us here with the mission of saving the human race."


"I am a descendant of one of the Knights of the Round Table?" Foster couldn't have looked more stunned if he'd been told his father was the Easter Bunny.


"Bedivere, judging by your scent," Lance told him. "It was a while back. At least four hundred years, since he's been dead that long."


"Shit." Foster sat looking dazed for a long moment before he roused. "So let me get this straight—this gene is activated when a Latent has sex with one of y'all?"


"Yeah, except once won't do it," Reece said. "It takes repeated sex with a Maja—or, if you're female, a Magus. In men, the Gift manifests as vampirism, but in women, it confers the ability to use the energies of the Mageverse to work spells. Vampires can't do that. Our magic operates only within our bodies, like the ability to shape-change and heal damn near any injury. Missing legs, for example."


"Change shape?" Foster sat back in his chair and stared at him. "Into what? Wolves and mist and all that stuff?"


"Wolves, yes. Mist no. The form has to be alive."


"Okay, so what's this Mageverse?" The young vampire rubbed his temples as if developing a headache. "Y'all have more bullshit terminology than the Marines, by the way."


"The Mageverse is a parallel universe existing alongside our own, where the laws of physics allow magic," Reece explained. "This is Mageverse Earth, which occupies the same location in the 'Verse as the realspace version. You can cut between the two with spells…"


"Wouldn't it be easier to let Grim explain it?" Lance interrupted. "It makes more sense when you see the illustrations."


Champion sighed and rose from his seat. "Probably. Come on, Antoine, I'll introduce you."


The two men rose from the table, leaving Arthur and Lance behind. The tension immediately escalated, bubbling like heated syrup.


"Making progress with your seduction of Grace Morgan?" Arthur asked at last. His tone was cool.


Lance studied him warily. "Since when are you interested in my assignments for the Majae's Council?" The Majae's Council decided who received the Gift and who didn't. Arthur, as Liege of the vampires' Magi's Council, was primarily concerned with the day-to-day operations of the Mission—their efforts to save humankind from itself. Normally, his only interest in Lance's work for the Majae was making sure it didn't conflict with Mission assignments. The two councils voted together on overall policy.


Arthur shrugged. "The Majae are in a tizzy. Apparently somebody's had a vision, and none of them likes the looks of it. They're convinced something's coming, something nasty. And for some reason, they all believe we need Morgana's granddaughter to stop whatever it is."


Lance snorted and poured himself a glass from the bottle. "Something nasty's always coming. We've been trying to keep the human race from committing mass suicide for sixteen hundred years, and they're only getting more inventive at it." He swirled the rich, crimson blood in his glass, savoring the anticipation of his next sip. When he finally lifted the goblet to his lips, the liquid bit into his tongue, intoxicating and fiery. He sighed in appreciation. "Nice. Who donated this?"


Arthur gave him a mocking smile. "You mean you don't recognize the taste?"


He stiffened. "Contrary to popular belief, I haven't actually fucked every Maja in the Mageverse."


"Just all the ones that matter."


Carefully, Lance put his glass down. "As many times as we've had this conversation, I'd think you'd have it memorized by now."


"I do. I just haven't started believing it."


"It was once, Arthur. Just once. Sixteen hundred years ago."


"Which is what makes it so impressive."


"Guinevere didn't give a damn about me, and you know it. All she wanted was to force you to Truebond with her." Initially, the High King had refused to enter into one of the new psychic bonds with his wife, thinking she had enough power over him as it was. Guinevere seduced Lance in an attempt to force his hand. And Lance, new to his vampire nature, had been unable to resist the woman he'd loved. He'd been so damn naive. "I meant nothing to her then, and I mean nothing to her now… Oh, hell, why am I telling you this?" Lance flung up both hands in disgust. "You're the one in the Truebond. You've touched her soul, linked with her mind-to-mind in a union nobody can break. You know exactly what happened between us."


Arthur bared his teeth. "Oh, yes," he said. "Every last second."


"Look, I've begged your forgiveness so many times I've lost count. What the hell more do you want?" He bolted to his feet as his temper snapped. "Do you want to call me out again? Fine, I'll fight this time. I'll even let you kill me. It'd be worth it, just to get you off my ass."


Arthur stared up at him, his face expressionless. "But if I kill you, who'll Gift Grace Morgan?" A small, cold smile twisted his lips. "After all, nobody else makes as good a… what was the term?… 'Drive-by fuck bunny.' "


Aching to call his Liege out, Lance instead punched his fist up, slapping his biceps with the other hand in an Italian gesture he'd learned years before. Ignoring Arthur's astonishment at being so spectacularly flipped off, he spun on his heel and strode toward the door. On his way out, he passed Reece Champion and Foster, standing before the thick, sentient tome that was Merlin's Grimoire. An image of a man and woman floated over its pages, neither of them looking older than seventeen.


"That's Merlin and Nimue?" Foster demanded, staring at the three-dimensional image in shock. "And they were aliens from another planet?"


"From another world in the Mageverse, yes," the book said. "Oh, Lancelot—have you seduced Grace Morgan yet?"


He snarled at it and kept going.


"Hey, isn't he the one who screwed Arthur's wife?" he heard Foster whisper just before he slammed the door.


  


He had never cared for Morgana's new chateau. She'd built it from Mageverse energies four hundred years before, and he'd never gotten used to it. Her previous home had been constructed in the style of a Roman villa, its coolly elegant mosaics and frescos a welcome reminder of a time when they'd all been merely human. This one was filled with art she'd commissioned during the Italian Renaissance, handwoven rugs and tapestries, and fussy French antiques. Walking through its cavernous rooms, Lance didn't see a single chair that looked as if it could support his weight.


Not that he really gave a damn about the decor, given that every breath he took carried the Maja's intoxicating scent. Fighting the lust that rose with each inhalation, Lance silently cursed his unruly cock. Only a fool went to a meeting with Morgana Le Fay with an erection. Like Gwen, she wouldn't hesitate to lead him around by it. And he'd learned his lesson on that score.


He wasn't surprised when her most recent scent trail led down a marble inlaid corridor to her bedroom. She was probably sprawled across the velvet canopied bed wearing only her endless hair and a taunting smile. Morgana liked instant results, and she tended to punish and tease when she didn't get them.


Surprisingly, this time the bedroom was empty. Looking out through the French doors, Lance saw her standing on the balcony where the true face of Avalon sprawled on glittering display. As far as the eye could see, Italian villas stood next to French chateaus or Spanish castles, all constructed of pure alien energies that shimmered in the light of the Mageverse moon. Magekind from all over the planet lived here, all of them united in one goal: to save mankind from itself. As elected Liege of the Majae's Council, Morgana was one of the most powerful of them all. And one of the most capricious.


Taking a deep breath, Lance stepped out to join her. As he'd expected, she was dressed to tease in a long silk nightgown that lay like mist over her impressive curves, its neckline a low-cut frame for her cleavage and long swan's throat. She smelled of sex and blood and that undefinable something that was uniquely Maja. The dark hunger that had been nagging Lance intensified into a feral kind of lust, lengthening his cock and fangs until they ached. Even as his body leaped, it occurred to him that something in his spirit remained curiously uninvolved.


The same something that had responded to Grace with such famished eagerness.


Before Lance could explore that thought, Morgana turned and gave him her best look-but-don't-touch smile, posing against the balcony railing in a way calculated to make her breasts strain to escape that tight bodice. "Why aren't you off seducing my granddaughter?"


"I had to take care of mine," he said, moving to lean against the rail himself in a position he knew emphasized the width of his shoulders. The witch was not the only one who could play the game. "You do realize Grace wants nothing at all to do with the Gift?"


"If she had, I could have sent any Magus with a cock." Morgana being Morgana, her lips lingered on that last word. Her lids lowered over green eyes that seemed to glow like a cat's in the moonlight. "Don't tell me she refused the High Court's prize stallion?"


"I'm also the High Court's prize killer, which might explain her reluctance. Especially since she's seen me in action." He hated to expose the fear that had been nagging at him to a woman who would happily turn it against him, but Morgana was the only one who could give him the answers he needed. "Is Grace afraid of me?"


The witch's cupid's-bow mouth curved in that delighted smile that meant she'd just found a weakness. "You mean for snapping poor, mad Clarice's neck before her impressionable sixteen-year-old eyes?"


"Yes," he said, trying to sound as if the answer didn't matter.


Morgana lifted a creamy shoulder. "No. Grace worships you, my fine stud, though she'd rather eat glass rather than admit it. You killed your lover to save her life. That does tend to impress a girl."


He relaxed fractionally. "Then why… ?"


She looked off across the softly glowing landscape. "I denied her mother the Gift, and Grace blames me for her death. Never mind that Jenae was even less suited to becoming a Maja than Clarice."


Lance grimaced. "I can see why she wouldn't be thrilled at the opportunity now." An image flashed through his memory: Grace as a young girl, her face parchment white after her encounter with Clarice's Gift-addled mind. "Particularly since she knows what the Mageverse can do to someone who can't handle it."


"That won't be a problem for Grace. She's got enough strength and self-control not to be overwhelmed. And her potential is breathtaking." Turning that molten smile on him again, Morgana stepped close enough to cup his sex with one small, cool hand. "All you have to do is use your considerable… talents until you trigger her Gift."


Lance kept his body relaxed and still, though he ached to snatch her into his arms and sink his fangs into that white throat, grind his erection into her hot, welcoming sex.


That, or retreat to the other end of the balcony.


Since either would demonstrate just how much power she had over him, he stayed where he was and arranged his features into an expression of boredom, keeping his mouth firmly closed. A waste of time, of course, since she probably knew his fangs were lengthening as rapidly as the cock under her palm.


"Mmmm." Morgana's lashes lowered as she squeezed ever so gently. "How long has it been since you've drunk from a Maja's throat, Lord Lancelot?"


Her truth spell shot from those long fingers and sank into his body like a flaming dart. "Twenty-two days," he spat, unable to disobey. Withholding sex was a favored Majae trick that kept the balance of power weighted in their favor.


Red lips pulled into a moue of mock sympathy. "So long? The Craving must be intense." She stepped away from him. Lance knew better than to snatch her back. "Grace should satisfy it nicely."


"Somehow I doubt she's going to be that easy."


"It's up to you to persuade her. Latents are naturally hot-blooded. Once you get her into bed, you can use that luscious cock of yours to make her lose count of the rides you give her. She'll be one of us before she can drag herself away."


"And if her mathematical skills are stronger than you expect?"


Something ugly moved behind Morgana's lovely green eyes. "Don't take no for an answer."


Lance stiffened. "I'm not a rapist."


The seductive mask dropped entirely, revealing the cold determination beneath it. "We need that girl, Lord Lancelot. There's something coming, something evil. If we're going to defeat it, we have to have her." Her lovely eyes turned ugly. "If you fail me, I'll see to it you face the rest of the Table for it."


Lance looked away to hide his instinctive flinch. More than once, the Majae's Council had ordered the twelve remaining Knights of the Round Table—including Lance himself—to mete out justice to errant vampires. Armed with enchanted swords that inflicted wounds even a Magus couldn't heal, they could butcher a man in less time than it took to say the words. Alone, even Lance would have no chance against them.


But one did not show fear to Morgana Le Fay. "The rest of the Table has as little love of rape as I do."


"But my brother has wanted a piece of you for a very long time—particularly your head. And I don't think Arthur would be all that picky about how he got it."


The truth of that statement sent a twist of pain through Lance, but he denied it anyway. "You underestimate him, Morgana."


"Perhaps. And perhaps not." She smiled ever so slightly. "The problem with a Truebond is that it leaves no room for comfortable illusions. And Arthur knows exactly how Guinevere feels about you."


He snorted. "Don't try to play me, Morgana. Gwen's like you—ice and ambition all the way to the core. I was nothing to her except a way to force a Truebond out of Arthur."


"Perhaps." She stepped in close again and directed a feral smile into his eyes. He managed not to back away. "And perhaps Arthur is afraid you could melt sweet Gwen's ice. If you want to keep everyone's comfortable illusions intact, I suggest you get Grace into bed. And keep her there until she receives the Gift, no matter what you have to do."


  


Grace pulled up in front of the white two-story Victorian she'd called home for the past five years. The evening air was cool, but she felt hot and sticky after wearing her bulletproof vest all night, and her hips ached from the weight of her equipment belt. All she wanted was to climb into a hot bath and soak for at least an hour.


She realized she wasn't going to get her wish when she pushed open the front door and smelled roasting meat. Something popped. Despite strong suspicions about the identity of her culinary burglar, Grace drew her weapon as she made for the kitchen.


Lance looked up from the glass of champagne he was pouring just as she pointed her Smith & Wesson between his eyes. He wore only a pair of black slacks and a robe loosely belted around his narrow waist. A delicious swath of tanned muscle showed between its velvet lapels.


"Oh, look," she said, managing a snarl despite the mouthwatering view. "There's a half-naked vampire in my house. Maybe I'll shoot him."


He smiled slowly. "I always thought there was something erotic about a woman with a weapon."


"If the rest of that kinky little fantasy deals with a riding crop, I don't want to hear about it." Snorting in disgust, she holstered her gun. She should have known better than to try to bluff Lancelot du Lac. "How's Mrs. Lacey?"


"Clean, fed and settling in nicely." He sauntered around the kitchen island to hand her a glass of the champagne. "I checked on her this evening before I came here. Galahad had dropped by to visit. She was… glowing."


"Princely of him." She curled her lip. "Too bad she had to spend all those years in abject poverty before he deigned to give her any attention."


"When you've fathered as many children as we have over sixteen hundred years, it's easy to lose track," he said mildly, picking up his glass.


"You know, a crack dealer told me the exact same thing the other day. Well, except for the sixteen hundred years' part." Grace took a sip of her own. She wasn't surprised to discover it was Dom Perignon. The High Court had expensive tastes. "He was very proud of the fact that he bought shoes for all his kids once a year." She let an artistic pause develop. "Come to think of it, I guess that does put him one up on y'all."


"Touché." Some subtle movement made the tie of his belt slip free. His robe fell open, revealing more of that breathtaking chest. The ridges of his pecs and abdomen looked as though God had sculpted them personally. Somewhere inside Grace, the girl who'd adored her handsome savior ached to run her fingers over them.


Damn, Grace thought. If I had a dollar for every dream I've had that started just like this. Lord Lancelot, bare-chested and bent on seduction…


Unfortunately, he was more interested in doing Morgana's dirty work than making her teenaged dreams come true. She wrapped her fingers tighter around her glass and took another sip. "Nice six-pack. You'll be very popular in prison. First-degree burglary carries twenty years in this state."


His lids lowered lazily over eyes the color of heated sherry. "I can hear your testimony now—'Judge, he broke into my house and forcibly cooked filet mignon and artichoke hearts in my kitchen.' The headlines will look a little strange, don't you think?"


"Not as strange as the one after you're caught munching on some greasy fellow convict in the state pen."


He laughed, the sound more wickedly seductive than another man's nudity. "I'd never see the inside of a jail, and you know it. The High Court's lawyers would make O.J.'s dream team look like third-rate public defenders." His eyes glittered as he moved closer, a corner of that elegant mouth kicking up. "But if you'd like to handcuff me anyway, be my guest."


Love to, a hot little voice whispered as Grace's eyes dropped helplessly to that marvelous chest again. A thatch of fine dark hair stretched across it from nipple to nipple before trailing toward his waistband. Her gaze following the tempting path it drew, Grace swallowed. He had an erection. A very, very impressive erection. Thick, hard and promising.


It made her remember just how long it had been since she'd made love. And just how unsatisfying she'd found it. Lance would see to it she was very, very satisfied.


Grace wanted to hit him.


He knew about her ferocious adolescent crush, of course. He'd been kind and pointedly avuncular about it when she'd been sixteen, but she suspected he was trying to take ruthless advantage of that old infatuation now. And she didn't dare let him. The man was a human crack pipe; one kiss, one taste, one ride on that thick cock, and she'd be unable to stop until it was too late. She carried Merlin's Gift in her genes, and allowing Lance to come too many times within her body would trigger it.


Oh, the Gift sounded like a great package to the unwary; immortality, the ability to manipulate Mageverse energies that modern physicists didn't even know existed, not to mention that secret, romantic battle to save mankind from itself. There was the increased stroke risk, too, of course, since a Maja was genetically programmed to produce more blood than she needed in order to accommodate vampire needs. You had to either donate or allow a Magus to feed from you in order to avoid putting your health at risk. But since Magi liked to feed from their partners during mind-blowing sex, that wasn't exactly a hardship.


Unfortunately, it all came at a very high price Grace had no intention whatsoever of paying. She didn't think her sanity was up to it. And she didn't want to end up like Clarice.


Lance was looming subtly now, looking down into her eyes, surrounding her with muscle and strength and that curious heat Magi always seemed to radiate. His eyes were fixed on her mouth in an unblinking gaze that made her think of wolves and ancient hunger, sensuous and devouring. His lips parted. She saw the tips of his fangs.


Her nipples peaked.


I've got to tell him to get out. Any woman would have had a hard time saying no to Lancelot, but those of the Line were especially vulnerable. There was no way to suppress her body's instinctive response to the exotic Magus pheromones he exuded. She could already feel herself going hot and ready for him.


To make matters worse, Lance wasn't just any Magus—he was a Knight of the Round Table. The Knight of the Round Table, Lord Lancelot du Lac, vampire assassin and High Court seducer. The High Council sent Lance out when they wanted a man dead or a woman Gifted. And Grandmother Morgana, one of the leaders of the Council, badly wanted Grace Gifted.


The thought made her spine stiffen. "Get out."


  


Lance cursed silently. He could taste Grace's hunger in the air, a hot, subtle musk. Despite her resistance, she was creaming, readying for him. Behind that uniform shirt and thick, businesslike bra, the nipples of her full breasts were erect, begging for his ringers, his mouth, his flicking tongue.


Her pulse throbbed under the thin, fine skin of her long throat, waiting for his fangs. Latent as she was, she would taste as rich and intoxicating as any vampire's dream. The young girl he'd once pitied and befriended had grown into a lush, lovely feast, both for his famished body and for that something within him that was even more endlessly hungry. And he had no intention of being denied.


Oh, he'd never use force, Morgana's blessing notwithstanding—the idea of making Grace a victim was nauseating. Luckily, he wouldn't have to. She had one weakness most Majae did not: she wanted him more than she wanted power. And she'd be even hungrier before he was through.


"You don't want me to go," he said, pitching his voice to the low, velvet register that never failed.


Grace wasn't his usual Latent prey. Her crystalline eyes glittered. "Oh, yes I do. Get out, Lance."


But to his delight, her stomach picked that moment to growl. Ignoring her demand, Lance smiled slowly and eased a little closer, making sure his scent flooded her sensitive nose. "Sounds like your body has other ideas. And I worked so hard to prepare this lovely meal, too." Of which you are the main course. "Won't you at least let me watch you enjoy it?"


Grace bared her teeth. "You've obviously mistaken me for somebody polite."


That surprised a laugh out of him. "You do make a point of not playing by the usual rules, don't you?" Taking a chance her desire was stronger than her temper, Lance reached out to caress her jaw. Her skin felt so warm and soft under his fingers, he couldn't wait to bare her breasts. "I wonder—is that because you like it out on the edge?" The velvet rumble was beginning to degenerate into a feral rasp. He stopped and cleared his throat. "Do you find something seductive about taking a chance? Seeing how far you can go before you fall?"


"Sounds like you're speaking from personal experience."


Since she hadn't batted his hand away, Lance slid his fingers around to brush the nape of her neck. "Now that you mention it, I have taken that tumble a time or two." Lowering his head, he inhaled, drinking in the sweet scent of her, the spice and musk of a Lineage woman. "And to tell the truth, sometimes I enjoy it." He stepped fully against her, letting her feel the length of his erection against her soft belly. "What do you say, Grace? Want to fall with me?"





Chapter 3


Why not? the reckless cowgirl inside Grace whispered. Once wouldn't trigger the Gift; she'd have to sleep with him at least three times for that, maybe more. Too, there was something deliciously tempting about the idea of sampling Morgana's forbidden fruit—and walking away before the Gift could kick in. God, that would piss the witch off.


Besides, this was Lancelot, her hero, her handsome girlhood fantasy. To finally touch him after all these years of distant yearning, to run her hands over that powerful body, taste his kiss, ride that thick cock…


Later she would realize Lance was too skilled a seducer not to know when his prey was weakening. His dark head dipped and his mouth took hers in a sweet, silken slide.


Before the voice of logic had a chance to even squeak a protest, he'd wrapped her in himself. The feel, the taste, the scent of him burst across her famished senses. The velvet of his robe contrasted with the hard muscle of his chest and the soft thatch of hair that covered it. His tongue slipped between her lips, tasting of champagne and hunger, swirling around her own, tempting her to pursue it back between his teeth. When she did, she touched the exotic length of a tooth. A Magus's fangs, she knew, slid to full extension only when lust rode him hard.


They were fully extended now.


Those big, long-fingered hands moved over her body, pausing here to stroke her thigh, there to squeeze her bottom, here to thumb a nipple to aching erection. Her overwhelmed senses spun, slinging fire through her mind.


Then everything was spinning as he lifted her effortlessly and laid her down on the table. Something poked her in the back, and he swept it out of the way with one hand. It fell to the floor and shattered. She didn't care.


The cool wood of the dining table pressed against her back as those seductive fingers started in on the buttons of her uniform shirt. It occurred to her she should protest, but he was kissing her again—clever man—nipping, suckling her lips as if trying to keep them too busy to say no.


God, he felt so good.


A button went flying. She was too busy trying to drag off his robe to notice, both fists wrapped in the velvet collar, wanting only to see his magnificent body naked for the first time. Frustrated, she panted, "Get this off, dammit!"


Laughing softly, he pulled back just long enough to obey. She sat up to touch him, and he used the opportunity to peel her shirt off, too. Hypnotized by his perfectly denned contours, she ran her fingers over the thick plates of his pecs, the ridges of his ribs and abdominal muscles. His skin felt like hot, rough silk stretched tight over tempered steel. Touching him, running her fingers through the soft ruff of hair covering his chest, she barely noticed as he flicked open the back clasp of her bra.


"God," she murmured. "You're so beautiful." And wondered if she'd sounded like that idiot teenager again.


"No," Lance said, pulling away to gaze hungrily at her naked torso. "That's beauty."


He reached for her. His fingers still retained the tan they'd had when he'd been Gifted, and they looked strong and dark cupped around the pale, sleek curve of her breast.


"Perfect," he breathed. His sherry eyes burned with hunger. She could see his fangs peeking beneath his full upper lip as he spoke. His thumb brushed across the sensitive peak of her nipple once, then again. And again. Back and forth, each pass sending luscious little zaps of pleasure through her nervous system. She realized she was panting and tried to stop, until she saw he was breathing hard, too.


"That deputy was an idiot." Both big hands cupped her breasts together. "Concentrating on what you bench-press when he could have been looking at these."


"You heard that?" She caught her breath as he rolled both pink tips between his fingers.


"I'm a Magus. Of course I heard it."


Grace let her head fall back as pleasure steamed through her, all force and hot pressure. "They all know I'm not like other women."


"Well, they're right on that point." Lance lowered his head to her breast. "You're more responsive." His tongue flicked her nipple once. "Sensual." Flick. "Delicious." Flick. "A feast for a poor, famished vampire." His mouth closed fully over her to suckle with such head-spinning strength, she was driven to grind her hips against him in hunger.


He began playing clever games with his fangs—pressing their slick front curves against her nipple until the peak pouted up between them for his swirling tongue, then raking the sharp points across her skin in an almost-bite that made her squirm.


"Damn," she groaned breathlessly when he stopped just long enough to unbutton her pants and jerk off her shoes. "You're good at this."


"So are you," Lance said roughly, and grabbed the waistband of her slacks to drag them ruthlessly down. "You're very, very good." Straightening, he looked down at her as she sprawled there, naked except for her panties. "And you've made me very, very hungry."


Then he wrapped a big hand in that last bit of thin silk and ripped it away.


  


Breathing hard, Lance stared at Grace lying spread and naked across the dinner table like a vampire's fantasy feast. She was hardly the first Latent he'd been sent to seduce, but none of the rest had ever affected him with this much raw power. There was something special about her—the brash honesty, the sensuality, the keen intelligence. And, of course, that long-legged Amazon's body.


Not to mention her utter lack of the calculation and manipulation that seemed bred to the bone in most of the Majae he knew.


He could feel his control fraying with each hungry throb of his cock. His fangs were aching. Even his hands shook with the force of his raw need. If he wasn't careful, he'd plunge right into her without making sure she was ready for him.


To give himself time to recover, he pulled up a chair and seated himself at the table between her widespread thighs like a man settling down to dinner. As she watched, wide-eyed, he took her tight little ass in his hands, dragged her closer to the table edge, and buried his face right between her thighs.


He tried to keep his eyes locked on hers over the arch of her body, but her taste detonated in his senses. His eyes slid closed. Forgetting his usual tricks, he spread her creamy folds with two fingers and feasted, licking, nibbling, wanting only to make her share the lust he felt.


He had to make sure she didn't deny him.


  


Grace writhed, fire trails of pleasure streaming through her mind with every pass of Lance's clever tongue. She found herself bending and spreading her legs, opening herself even more to his magical mouth. He took the movement for the wanton invitation it was and slid one big finger into her sex. She swallowed a shivering moan.


He reached the other hand around her thigh and found one of her desperately hard nipples again. Rolled and twisted it even as his tongue swirled wet fire over her clit and that finger rotated deep inside her.


It felt like the top of her head was about to blow off. "Oh, God, Lancelot!" She dropped her thighs, draped them over his broad shoulders and hooked them against his back so she could drag him even harder against her sex. And he gave her exactly what she needed, driving a second finger into her as his mouth closed ruthlessly over her clit. Slowly, he stroked and rotated and sucked and—


Arching her spine off the table, she drowned in fire, screaming her climax at the ceiling.


Grace was still riding the downslope of the peak when she looked up to see him standing between her limp thighs. His impatient hands unzipped his slacks and jerked down his briefs just enough to free his shaft. Her eyes widened at his size. He leaned down to position himself. She felt the thick, rounded head press against her sex. Then, with a deliciously agonizing pressure, he sank slowly inside.


The sensation was unbelievable. Heat. Thickness. Strength. Opening and stretching her. She screamed again, her orgasm clenching tighter, harder. He snatched her off the table with that effortless vampire strength and seated his cock to the balls.


"Now," Lance growled, as she hung stunned and impaled in his arms. "Now I've got you." Sherry eyes locked ferociously on hers, his strong hands gripped her ass, holding her poised as he began to lunge in and out of her like a pirate bent on conquest. "I've got you—" Thrust. "—and you're mine—" Thrust. "—and you're not getting away—" THRUST, "—until I'm satisfied!"


"Jesus, Lancelot," she whimpered, letting her head fall back. "Who the hell wants to get away?"


He chuckled in her ear, his voice an erotic purr almost as maddening as the deep, silken strokes of his cock. His hand closed around the back of her skull, threading through her hair, holding her neck arched. She felt his lips against her throat. He licked her banging pulse. Grace caught her breath, realizing what was coming.


The tips of his fangs touched her skin. He bit deep.


She screamed in arousal and surrender.


Heat. Pounding pleasure. His cock pistoning away in her cunt, his torso rolling against hers, his arms hard and strong around her. Satin lips, tongue moving on her throat, sucking, drinking greedily. The icy prick of his fangs.


Too much, all too much. She felt her consciousness splinter under hammer blows of fire and pleasure. Convulsing yet again, she cried out, her voice hoarse and helpless.


Lancelot dragged her so tight her ribs creaked. He stiffened and came, buried to the balls, growling against her throat.


  


When Grace became aware of herself again, she still hung in Lance's arms. Looking around, she realized he was sitting down with her draped across his lap, impaled on his erect cock. Though she was naked, he still wore his slacks; she could feel his open zipper digging into her bottom. She felt so weak and stunned, all she could do was hang there in his embrace.


He nuzzled the underside of her jaw, his tongue tracing leisurely patterns on her skin. Suddenly he bent her back in his arms and buried his face between her breasts, inhaling as he cupped one of them in a big hand. Wallowing in her like a cat in catnip.


Something about that curiously feline gesture reminded Grace of Morgana's warning years ago, when the witch had noticed how infatuated she'd been with him. "Never forget that no matter how brave and handsome and heroic they are, Magi are not human. They're predators. And we're their favorite prey. They crave us. Our blood, our taste, our scent, our bodies. Ordinary humans are a poor substitute to them."


If the witch was right, Lance would have wallowed like that in the scent of any Latent female. Had the experience Grace found so profoundly sensual and romantic been, for him, the equivalent of fast food?


Instinctively, she put her feet down and tried to rise off his lap. His grip tightened, holding her in place. "Let me up," Grace said. Her voice emerged as a hoarse croak, a reminder of ecstatic screams.


"Wouldn't you like to…" He looked over her breast at her and rolled his hips. She could feel him hardening even more inside her. Magi never needed much recovery time.


"No," Grace said, assuming the tone of cold command she used on drunks and recalcitrant teenagers. "Let me up. You don't get seconds. Lance."


He gave her that seducer's smile again, flicking her nipple with a thumb. "I could change your mind."


Something in that smile brought it all crashing back—the savage pleasure, the dark, uncontrollable hunger she'd felt for him.


Give in, her body whispered.


Oh God. She thought she'd gotten over him, outgrown the infatuation, but she hadn't. "No!" She tried to spring off his lap. His big hands tightened, holding her effortlessly still. She realized that if he didn't want to let her go, she'd never get away. Panic rose. "No!"


Instantly he released her. "I'm sorry," he said as she scrambled up, instinctively wrapping her arms around her body. He frowned and stood, zipping his pants. "Did I hurt you?"


Grace looked away, spotted her uniform shirt lying on the floor, and snatched it up. "No. No, you didn't hurt me." You only gave me the greatest sexual experience of my life. And I'm still in love with you.


She didn't dare let him know, she thought, frantically buttoning the shirt. He'd gained too much power over her as it was. He'd play on her weakness like the seducer he was until she found herself drowning in the Mageverse.


Mad as Clarice.


"You enjoyed it," Lance said, in a tone somewhere between accusation and demand. Grace looked up from her buttons to find him watching. She stilled her hands, knowing they were shaking.


"Yeah, well, you're good." She glanced around for her underwear, didn't spot them, and grabbed her pants instead, stepping into them quickly. "But I'm sure you know that."


"I may have heard it a time or two," he admitted. Though she didn't look up, she could hear the smile in his voice. "But I like knowing you loved it as much as I did."


"Probably more." She mentally cursed the admission the moment she made it.


Lance moved closer. Grace edged away. He began to stalk her in that long-legged, graceful, pacing-tiger stride. "In that case, why don't we both have seconds?"


Her belt buckle rattled nervously as she zipped her pants. "Not without a condom."


"That would rather defeat the purpose."


"That's the idea."


Instead of answering, Lance reached out and gently slipped the rubber band off the tail of her braid. "Doesn't it make your head hurt, having your hair all wrapped up so tight?" Long fingers ran through her hair, loosening it, gently massaging her scalp.


His touch felt so good she found herself struggling to maintain her resistance. "I don't want the Gift, Lance."


"Why not?" Those fingers stroked and rubbed. "Judging from what I've seen, you'd like saving the world. And being immortal is not exactly a hardship."


"Maybe, but I've also seen the High Court in action. I don't want anything to do with them."


"That's understandable," he said, circling his thumb into a knot of muscle he'd found at the base of her skull. "Sometimes I don't want anything to do with them, either. But we have managed to keep the world from blowing up a time or two. The Cuban Missile Crisis, the time the Chinese were set to nuke the Americans, that incident last year when Al Qaeda got its hands on those vials of Russian smallpox…"


Startled, she frowned. "Smallpox? And when were the Chinese going to—?"


"Oh, that sort of thing happens all the time." His matter-of-fact tone made his words all the more chilling. "The human race is by turn stupid, careless, murderous and suicidal, and it takes the High Court all the muscle and skill we can summon to keep it from self-destructing." Gently, he turned her to look up into his eyes. "Morgana says we need you, Grace."


For just a second, she wavered.


Then she remembered a beloved face gone gaunt and skeletal against a mound of pillows. "The way you didn't need my mother?"


He winced. "Majae have a lot of power. We have to be careful about who we give it to. Given what happened with Clarice, I'd think you'd understand that."


"My mother wasn't like Clarice." Pulling away, Grace stalked to the butcher-block island where the dishes he'd prepared stood. "Mom kowtowed to Morgana her entire life, hoping for the Gift. Even married the guy Grandmother picked out, though God knows she didn't love him. Why would she? He was an abusive bastard and a drug addict. Being Latent was the only thing he had going for him."


"Morgana probably thought they'd produce Gift-worthy offspring." She glanced up to see Lance watching her, his sherry eyes warm with sympathy. "Which they did."


For something to do, Grace started filling the china plate sitting beside the food. "Yeah, well, he wasn't father material in any other way. He sure ran out on us in a hurry. Remember Mrs. Lacey's house? I wasn't kidding when I said it brought back my childhood. Sometimes in the winter we slept in the kitchen with the stove on and the door open because Mom couldn't afford fuel oil. It's a wonder we didn't burn the place down around our ears."


When she looked up, Lance was staring at her, appalled. "I didn't know, Grace. I would have—"


"It wasn't your business, Lance. It was Morgana's if it was anyone's, but she'd cut Mom off because of her drug addiction."


"You had nothing to do with that. And you were a child. If it was that bad, Morgana should have taken you away."


"I didn't want her to." She banged the spoon hard against her plate. "Morgana would not have been an improvement. At least my mother loved me; dear Grandmother just loved saving the world."


"Aren't you selling her a little short? After all, Morgana did arrange for Janae to get into Sanctuary after she developed ovarian cancer. And she did take you in."


"Yeah, but then she ignored me about half the time. You were the only one who gave a damn what happened to me." Picking up a knife, Grace got to work cutting a thick slice of the perfectly browned meat, sawing at it viciously. "You know, the night she brought me to the Mageverse for the first time, I begged her to let my mother have the Gift. She turned me down flat." Her knuckles went white on the hilt from the force of her grip as she remembered the helpless rage of that moment. "Then she said, 'But when you're grown, I'll give it to you.' I was sixteen—I didn't want the fucking Gift, I wanted my mother. And Morgana let her die. Her own daughter, and she didn't give a damn."


Gently, Lance took the knife and fork from her hands. "Give me that—you're butchering that meat." He began slicing it with neat, practiced movements. "Morgana has been doing a very difficult job for a very long time. It's made her… hard. But not all the High Court is like that."


"Lance, don't try to sucker me. I lived among the Court for five years after Mom died, until I was twenty-one. I know exactly what they're like. Yeah, there are some who seemed decent, but the majority are cold, ruthless and manipulative. They're so busy trying to save the planet, they don't give a damn about people."


He eyed her as he forked a slice onto her plate. "I do."


She dipped out a spoonful of tiny carrots that, even cold, smelled delicious. "Yeah, okay, you do seem a little more emotionally connected than the rest, but… You know, I asked Morgana once who my mother's father was, and she said, 'I don't know. What difference does it make?' That just says it all, doesn't it? The woman has so damn many kids, and yet family means nothing to her whatsoever."


"He was probably a Magus. Morgana rarely sleeps with mortals."


Grace turned to stare at him as a horrible thought occurred to her. "Oh, Jesus, it wasn't you, was it?"


Lance drew himself to his full height. "Do you really think I'd seduce my own granddaughter?"


"Well, Arthur slept with Morgana."


"And we all know how that turned out." One of the few accurate elements of the Round Table legends was Arthur's betrayal by Mordred, the product of his unwitting incest with his sister while the two of them were teenagers who didn't even know they were related. What the legends didn't say was that Mordred rebelled because he had been denied the Gift. He died in the war he started—the same war that cost Arthur his rule of the High Court. "I know the scent of my own Line, Grace. You're not on it. Not within the past six or seven generations, at least."


She relaxed and spooned artichoke hearts onto her plate. "That's something, anyway."


"On the other hand, you could be pregnant."


Grace damn near dropped the plate, barely managing to slide it into the microwave in time. "Luckily, I'm on the Pill. I've watched you boys in action too long."


He stepped up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. Bending his head, he whispered, "You know, the second time won't trigger the Gift, either."


Damn, but he felt good. Warm and strong and hard. She ached to let herself relax against him.


Instead Grace stiffened her spine and punched the buttons on her microwave. "No, but the third time could. I'm not going to let you snake charm me into forgetting how to count, Lance."


"Sometimes it's weeks before the Gift kicks in."


"And sometimes it's the third time." She turned and propped her hands on her hips, shooting him a stern glare. "Go away."


He extended both brawny arms and braced them against the cabinet, bracketing her in muscle. Slowly, he leaned closer, so close she found herself focusing helplessly on his seductive mouth. "But you don't want me to."


Grace managed not to lick her suddenly dry lips. "Yes, actually, I do."


Lance bent his head and nuzzled her ear, sending prickles of sensual heat dancing down her spine. She swayed. He smiled. "Is that your knees going weak?"


"Blood loss." She didn't dare let him get her into bed again. He wouldn't let her out. "And you're not getting dessert."


"But I'm a growing boy." Lance rolled his hips against her, making it clear he was not a boy of any kind.


"Too bad." Grace ducked under his arm and retreated to the refrigerator. She needed something cool to drink. "Go snack on somebody else."


His eyes dropped to her breasts, swaying unbound under her uniform shirt. "Oh, sweet, you are not a snack."


"Do I need to get my gun?" She meant it. A bullet wouldn't hurt him—much—and was one of the few things that would get him out of the mood.


Lance stared into her narrowed eyes like a wolf sizing up a deer, then laughed, throwing up his hands. "You win. Let me get my shirt and I'll go."


Chuckling, he sauntered toward the living room. Before he stepped out, he aimed a wicked look at her over his shoulder. "But I'll be back."


When he'd stepped from view, Grace blew out a breath and muttered, "That's what I'm afraid of."


She realized she hadn't spoken softly enough when she heard his rich, tempting laugh.


  


Dressed again, Lance strode out of Grace's house. He'd parked the Jag a block or two away, not wanting her to spot it before she walked into his sensual ambush.


Which, as such things went, had been a delicious success. Grace had a very strong will, but being Latent her body responded to his instinctively. The fact that it had obviously been so long since she'd had a partner of any kind also worked in his favor.


Unfortunately, he had no illusion that getting her into bed the second and third times would be as easy. When she said she didn't want the Gift, she meant it. And there was no guarantee that even if he managed two more seductions, they'd be enough to trigger her change. With some of the Line, it took up to ten encounters, though it never took less than three.


Unfortunately, Morgana had been serious when she'd told him she wanted Grace Gifted even if he had to use force. God, he hated that idea. The very thought of hurting any woman like that—especially Grace—made his stomach twist.


Besides, he admired her. The courage, the blunt wit, the utter lack of artifice. He'd known Majae with that kind of bedrock integrity, but most of them were already True-bonded. The ones who weren't tended to be so focused on the Mission, they could have given a Borgia pope lessons in ruthless manipulation.


Which was why he couldn't afford to fail. He might end up facing the Table but Grace's fate would be even worse. He wouldn't put it past Morgana to order a gang rape that would trigger Grace's Gift in one swoop. And he knew three or four of the Knights who were just fanatical enough to do it.


Lance understood all too well the philosophy behind that cold-blooded willingness to do whatever it took to get the job done. He lived by it himself. Chivalry was a lovely ideal, but preventing the extinction of the human race was much more important. If you had to commit a few gut-churning atrocities along the way, so be it. And he had, though none of his own midnight regrets had included the rape of an innocent. He'd killed men the Council wanted dead, and not always in fair battle. He'd seduced, he'd lied, he'd schemed, he'd planted evidence, he'd ruined reputations.


And he'd saved a lot of lives in the process. That thought had always kept him going, despite the nasty taste his assignments often left in his mouth.


But he absolutely refused to rape Grace. He remembered the child who'd adored him far too well, and admired the woman she was now far too much. He wasn't sure he could survive adding that particular regret to his collection.


On the other hand, he wanted to watch her become the centerpiece of a Round Table gangbang even less. Which meant he needed to craft at least two of the most skillful, creative, wicked seductions of a very long, wicked, creative career.


A grin of anticipation spreading over his face, Lance slid behind the wheel of his Jag and drove off to plot.


Chapter 4


Grace stood slumped under the hot, pounding shower spray, hoping its stinging stream would erase the vivid sense memory of Lancelot's hands, mouth…


Thick, beautiful cock…


Damn, the man was lethal. She'd never experienced anything like the passion she'd shared with him. Even aside from the whole biting-the-neck thing, the intensity had been staggering.


And what was worse, she wanted more. A lot more. She wanted to be engulfed by the erotic storm of his hunger again, wanted to let him sweep away her self-control. Wanted him to turn her back into that burning creature she'd become in his arms, the Grace she'd never even glimpsed before. When she'd imagined making love to him as a horny, lonely teenager, it had never been anything like that.


She could still remember the first time she'd seen him. He'd been trying to teach swordplay to some newly Gifted young vampire who'd never picked up a blade in his life. Lance had taken his shirt off sometime before she'd walked up, and his beautiful body was on sweaty, magnificent display. Grace had taken one look and fallen for him with the embarrassing intensity only a teenager can manage.


After that, she'd followed him around like a puppy every minute she wasn't with her dying mother. He'd rebuffed her clumsy adolescent advances with such delicacy he barely broke her heart at all. Then, realizing the depth of her loneliness and grief, he'd taken her under his wing, teaching her swordplay to keep her busy when he wasn't running interference between her and Morgana.


So finding herself the target of Lance's determined erotic pursuit put a serious strain on her emotional defenses. It was far too tempting to give in, especially when he made the experience so utterly delicious.


Unfortunately, Grace couldn't afford the price of another surrender. Not when she risked ending up like Clarice—a psychotic threat to anyone with the misfortune to cross her path.


Sighing, she stepped from the shower and began to towel off. Though her mind spun in worried circles, her body still floated in the boneless relaxation that follows really good sex. When she glanced up at her own face in the mirror, her eyes looked heavy-lidded, sated. "You are not going to let Lancelot du Lac get within twenty feet of you again," she told her languorous reflection sternly.


She thought it sneered.


With a grimace, she grabbed another towel and flipped it over her wet hair. "You're a cop, Grace Morgan," she muttered at herself sternly, briskly rubbing. "And a cop is all you'll ever be."


Finished, she lowered the towel and straightened, glancing toward the mirror.


Her own reflection was gone. In its place, the mirror showed the darkened front of a building with a wide stone staircase. A blonde woman descended the steps, a backpack stuffed with books slung across her shoulder.


Grace froze, staring at the mirror, feeling every hair on her body rise to attention. She knew that building. It was the library on the Tayanita Community College campus.


The image moved, as though the viewer walked quickly toward the blonde. The girl glanced up. She looked young, nineteen or twenty at most, with a delicate cameo face and a small mouth. Her eyes shone a clear green in a shaft of light from the building's windows. Then she was gone as the viewer continued past her, up the steps toward the library door. A male hand reached out into the frame to pull the door open…


And Grace was staring into her own stunned face.


"Shit!" She jumped back. "What the hell was that?" Obeying an instinctive impulse to get as far from that mirror as possible, Grace shot out of the bathroom.


She'd never had a vision. Had the contact with Lance triggered the latent psychic abilities that were part of being a Maja? The raw panic of that thought made her want to break into a run.


No, dammit. She stopped in midstride, fists clenching. Grace Morgan was not a coward, and she didn't run. Not from a fight, not from witch grandmothers, and certainly not from whatever was happening to her. Straightening her shoulders, she wheeled around and marched back into the bathroom to glare defiantly into the mirror.


Which showed nothing but her own reflection.


Had she imagined it? Was she beginning to get the Gift? Or—and a chill blew across her skin—was she just losing her mind?


Like Clarice… Oh, God.


No. She dragged her galloping imagination back under control. She'd heard Latents sometimes had fleeting psychic experiences following sex with a Magus, but the powers weren't permanent. Not, anyway, if you didn't sleep with him again. She'd just have had to make sure she stayed the hell away from Lancelot du Lac.


Whether she liked it or not.


  


It was three in the morning before she managed to get to sleep. And even then, her dreams were far from restful, a disturbing mix of erotic images of making love to Lance and… something else. Violent, half-seen glimpses of blood, of the blonde college student, of… someone. A man. Not Lance, but someone else, someone whose face she never quite saw.


And a knife.


She woke too early the next morning, though she worked second shift and wasn't due at the station until three o'clock in the afternoon. She tried to keep busy and avoid brooding, but her thoughts kept drifting to Lance. And worse, to those disturbing dreams.


It was a relief to finally slide behind the wheel of her blue Honda Prelude for the drive to the station. As she buckled the seat belt, she absently looked into the rearview mirror to check her hair.


Instead, she saw the blonde girl walking down the sidewalk, holding hands with a tall, handsome boy, smiling up at him with adoration.


Grace jerked her gaze away from the mirror and stared down into her lap. When she finally forced herself to look into the mirror again, her own eyes stared back. She started the car, trying to ignore the way her hands shook.


The day went straight to hell from there.


  


Grace was trying to avoid glancing at her patrol car's rearview mirror when she heard the call over the radio. "We've got a reported 10-50 with P.I.s at the I-85 overpass on Silvercreek Road," the dispatcher said.


Traffic accident with personal injuries. Which could mean anything from a bloody nose to death. She scooped up her radio handset and keyed it as she hit the gas. "Tayanita, Bravo Ten. I'm just around the corner. I'll respond."


"Ten-four, Bravo Ten. HP's on the way." The South Carolina Highway Patrol had jurisdiction over accidents on state roads, but troopers were usually spread so thin it took them time to arrive, so deputies and local police also responded to accidents to help out.


Grace switched on her siren and blue lights, feeling the familiar rush of adrenaline she always felt going on a call. When she rounded the curve that led to the bridge, the car's headlights picked out a Toyota, passenger door crushed in, sitting at an angle to a pickup truck with a crumpled hood.


A stop sign stood at the nearby intersection. From years of working accidents, she suspected the pickup had run the stop and T-boned the Toyota.


Then she saw something that made her belly clench in dread: a figure hunched beside the car with its back to her, cradling someone. All that was visible of the second person was a pair of small, limp, jeans-clad legs.


Grace snatched up the handset. "I need an ambulance."


"Rescue Six is on the way. What have you got?"


"Don't know. Looks like a kid. And it's not good." She threw the handset aside, hit the brakes and killed the engine, then jumped out of the car without bothering to put on her hat.


As she ran toward the two figures, she realized the adult was a woman. Round, plump shoulders shook as the victim rocked back and forth with her small burden, her voice a thin, hopeless wail. "No, Jesus, no, Jesus, no, please…"


When Grace crouched beside her and got a good look at what the woman held, she had to clench her teeth against a curse.


The ambulance would not be needed.


"Who gives a shit."


Startled, Grace snapped her head up. A man stood over them. Her cop's mind automatically ticked off his descriptors: white male in his fifties, thin, wearing blue jeans and a workshirt. His nose poured blood, and he swayed visibly, the smell of alcohol rolling off him in waves. Fear stirred in his bloodshot eyes even as he sneered at her. "It was her fault. Don't care what she says, it was her fault."


Before she could answer, Rescue Six roared around the corner and slid to a stop behind Grace's patrol car. Which left her free to deal with the asshole who'd just committed felony D.U.I.—and would, given the chance, run like hell.


Grace stood and walked toward him. Behind her, the woman screamed hopelessly at the paramedics who were coming at a dead run, "Somebody help my baby!"


"Were you the driver of the pickup, sir?" Grace asked, keeping her voice calm and level over the woman's heartbreaking sobs as the paramedics coaxed her into putting down her little girl.


The drunk's eyes flickered. "Naw. There was another guy. He… ran off."


"Lying son of a bitch!" The woman rose ponderously to her feet. Her eyes were dull and empty with shock, despite the tears shining in the headlights. "There wasn't nobody else. You was the only one in that truck!"


"So what?" the man roared back. "Who gives a shit about some brat anyway?"


The woman lunged for his eyes with hands curled into claws. Grace was seriously tempted to let her do her worst, but leaped to restrain her anyway, knowing she'd have to charge the mother if she hurt her child's killer.


While she was wrestling with the woman, the drunk whirled and took off. Cursing, Grace released the sobbing mother and sprinted after him.


He disappointed her. When she caught him, he didn't resist arrest.


  


Four hours later, Grace returned home with impotent fury still sizzling through her veins.


She knew there was a good chance Richard George would avoid paying for the death of four-year-old Tanisha Miller, despite his five previous convictions for driving under the influence, his suspended license and his utter lack of contrition. In court, his defense attorney would attack both Grace and the highway patrolman on the stand, trying to paint them as Nazis picking on his hapless client. He'd say they were lying about the choking cloud of alcohol around the defendant, then argue the unreliability of the urine test that showed George had twice the legal limit of alcohol. The attorney would cap off his performance by telling the jury his client had refused to take the more reliable blood test because he really was as afraid of needles as he'd claimed.


And there was a good chance the jury—which would probably include at least one person who'd driven drunk without being caught—would gleefully turn the bastard loose. George, being George, would promptly head to the nearest bar to celebrate.


Grace had seen it all before. She knew she'd see it all again.


Most days she could hack the job, even at its worst. She'd long since learned how to turn off the emotion, how to keep the death and stupidity and pain at a distance behind an insulating shield of cynicism.


But then, when she least expected it, something like tonight's fatality would punch through that shield, and it would take everything she had not to detonate like a pipe bomb with a badge.


Grace opened the front door half hoping to find Lance waiting for her. She wasn't sure if she'd rather take him to bed or plow her fist into his face. In her current mood, she suspected either would do.


Instead she stepped inside to see a dark, hulking shape waiting in her living room. Every muscle instantly knotted. She flicked on the light.


The shape resolved itself in a massive chunk of granite with a sword thrust through it.


Grace straightened from her instinctive crouch and dropped her hand from her holster.


"Okay, what the hell is this?" Despite her irritation, some part of her sang in anticipation. Count on Lancelot to give her exactly what she desperately needed.


She swung the door closed behind her and stalked toward the stone with its embedded weapon. She wasn't at all surprised to see an inscription cut into the granite: Whosoever pulls the sword from the stone will have a very good time.


Grace studied the sword, adrenaline surging through her blood. The simple cross-guard hilt was plain, unadorned, without the gems and runes she'd seen on enchanted blades like Excalibur. It looked exactly like the blunted practice weapons Lance had used to teach her swordplay.


Her lips peeled back from her teeth. Without hesitation, she scrambled up on top of the stone until she could get a good grip on the sword. "Want to play, Lance?" she muttered, heaving upward. "Okay, let's play."


The blade pulled free of the rock with a slow, sliding sensation, as if it had been buried in peanut butter. The instant the point cleared the granite, light exploded in Grace's eyes, brilliant and cold. Blinded, she was aware of a spinning sensation she recognized as a dimensional doorway. Must be a spell generator in the rock, she thought.


When the purple flashes faded from her dazzled vision, she found herself standing in a huge space that reminded her of a medieval castle's great hall, complete with arched walls and a curving staircase running up one side.


"Jesus," she muttered, turning in a slow circle with the sword still gripped in one hand, "I've been transported into an Errol Flynn movie."


A loud, warning creak made her spin warily just as a wooden door swung slowly open.


Lance sauntered in carrying a sword just like the one she held—and just as she'd thought, it was a practice blade.


But he'd never dressed like this when she was sixteen.


He wore only a leather loincloth, soft, knee-high boots, and thick straps buckled around his wrists, biceps and thighs. His skin gleamed as if oiled. It was the kind of getup that would have looked utterly ridiculous on another man, but adorning Lancelot's sculpted body, it looked like an invitation to break a few commandments.


Grace grinned. "Well, well. If it isn't Leathergod Ken."


He smirked back. "I suppose that would make you Bondage Barbie."


As she swallowed a bark of laughter, she looked down and realized he was right. She, too, wore nothing but a few strategically placed pieces of hide set off by thigh-high boots. "What is this, Lance?" Grace demanded. "You guys didn't wear this crap."


"No." He strolled toward her, a wicked glint in his eyes as he admired her barely clad body. "But then, if any of my opponents had looked like you, I might have been willing to."


"Uh huh." She felt a feral smile spread across her face. God, after the day she'd had, she needed this. "What have you got in mind—as if I need to ask?"


"A duel." He lifted the sword, his sherry eyes lighting with laughter. "Winner fucks the loser."


The fury that bubbled under the tight lid of her control turned her smile into a savage grin. "That's what I thought."


Leaping forward, she swung her own sword at his head with every ounce of her strength.


"Jesu, Grace!" He retreated, lithe as a tiger, his blade shooting up to block hers. In his eyes was a hint of offended astonishment, like a big predator suddenly attacked by something small and delicious that should know better.


"Hey, you're the one who wanted to fight." Grace went after him again, hacking at his head, watching those powerful arms lift his weapon to beat hers effortlessly away. She licked her lips, admiring the sheen of torchlight on his oiled skin. "So let's fight."


"Actually," he snarled, blocking another attack with a ringing parry, "the operative word in my challenge was 'fuck.' "


Well, they might get around to that, too. Eventually. But all she wanted right now was to burn off some of the rage roiling in her belly, wipe out her galling helplessness with a good brawl. And Lance could give it to her without getting hurt. She didn't have to hold back. With a happy growl, she banged her blade into his, enjoying the hard impact of steel on steel as he parried with no particular effort.


Apparently realizing she needed to work off her anger before he attempted his seduction, Lance started circling her. But as he tested her guard with flicks of his sword, he seemed more interested in the sway of her breasts and the bunch of her thighs than her blade. His sensual smile suggested he was imaging what he'd do when he won.


And they both knew he would win. He could end their mock duel in a dozen ways, either through sheer vampire muscle or his overwhelming experience in gutter fights spanning sixteen centuries. And when he did…


Grace felt her nipples harden and rasp against the rough hide of her bra.


Common sense told her she should throw down her sword and cry off before he claimed his inevitable prize. Each time he emptied himself inside her brought her that much closer to the Gift.


But just as that shaft of sanity penetrated her reckless mood, she saw Lance's gaze sharpen. Predator that he was, he had no intention of letting her get away.


He began stalking her. It seemed his every move became a dance of seduction, a display of muscle rippling under gleaming, oiled skin. When she inhaled, her lungs filled with the hot scent of leather and Magus. And her body responded just as he intended, growing so wet and ready she was tempted to drop the sword and surrender to whatever he wanted to do to her.


Instead she lunged at him, refusing to yield, either to her hunger or her common sense. Her sword slammed against his, skated down the length of it until Grace was nose to nose with him. "You do know what I'm going to do to you when I get tired of this?" He flashed his fangs in a dark smile.


"The question is," she growled, "what am I going to do to you?"


He laughed and tossed her back with a thrust of his weapon that forced her to scramble to keep her feet. As she steadied herself, he came after her, that smile stretching white and hungry. She danced away, knowing he allowed it.


"You know, this would be a good time to consider surrender," Lance drawled. He wasn't even breathing hard, the bastard. That wolf-smile broadened. "Spin it out much longer, and I may have to punish you."


Stung, Grace slammed a quick, hard one-two combination strike against his blade, trying to knock it aside. She would have had better luck beating down an I-beam. "You really need your arrogant ass kicked."


Lance had the gall to laugh. She used the instant's distraction to snake through his guard. Would have hit him, had not those vampire reflexes carried him neatly out of the path of her blade. He shot her that annoyed predator glower again. "I can think of better uses for all that energy."


"I can't." She attacked again, mostly for the sensual enjoyment of watching those powerful thighs bunch as he leaped back.


This is stupid, a small voice whispered as she charged recklessly after him. She ignored it.


  


Damn, he didn't think he'd ever seen anything more delicious than Grace wearing nothing but three bits of leather and thigh-high boots. Her hair had worked free of that French braid, long, blonde wisps floating around her lovely face. A sheen of sweat gleamed on her thighs and the full curves of breasts quivered with every attack and parry. God, there was something about a mock brawl with a beautiful woman that got his blood pumping. For one thing, there was the tantalizing prospect of what he'd do for his victory celebration.


Lance hadn't expected to take this much time getting to that. He'd intended no more than a couple of exchanges, just enough to get past her wary self-control, then a quick disarm and a segue into seduction.


He had to admit, this was much more fun. He wanted to pin her down and redirect all that hot passion toward doing something besides taking his head off. Though judging from the way she kept stealing glances at the massive erection behind his loincloth, she was already headed in that direction as it was.


Then her recklessness provided him with the chance he was wailing for. When he blocked one of her wild hacks at his head, she kept trying to bull past his guard until she slammed chest to chest with him. Her eyes glittered as she tried to force aside his sword.


"Come on, Grace, you know better than that," he said, and hooked a foot around one of her ankles. She tumbled. He pounced, locking one hand around her sword wrist and pinning her on the ground.


Snarling a curse that made his eyebrows rise, she twisted under him, slim and wild as an infuriated cat. His cock hardened even more as his fangs slid to full extension in his mouth. Still holding her sword arm, he used his free hand to hook one cup of her leather top and tug it down. A sweet, pink nipple popped free.


It was, he saw as his hunger spiraled, almost as hard and eager as he was. He bent his head to feast.


  


Grace gasped at the sensation of Lance's wet mouth claiming her breast. At the same time, his free hand roamed down her body to cup her sex through her bikini bottom. One long, strong finger slid under the leather, eased between her lips, stroked deliciously. She caught her breath and let her head fall back, arching her body under his. He felt so damn big, so damn good. Rock hard and sweaty and strong. And when he touched her, tasted her, the bitterness of the night fell away.


Stop him before it's too late, the voice of sanity whispered.


But it had been too late since the moment she'd watched him swagger in wearing only a loincloth and a fine layer of oil.


Besides, she'd only had him once. And she wanted him again.


She fisted her free hand in his dark hair as he devoured her breasts. His middle finger was buried deep in her sex, while his thumb strummed her clit. Pleasure curled and snaked through her veins.


Something wild escaped the tight control she'd kept on it. She slid a hand up and jabbed a thumb hard into a nerve bundle in his chest. He jerked away with a gasp. Grace used his momentum to shove him over on his back and straddle his thighs. Spotting a glint of silver in the top of his boot, she reached back to snatch it free.


It was a dagger. And unlike their swords, it was stiletto sharp. She grinned.


Chapter 5


Sucking in a breath, Lance looked up to see her crouching across his hips with his knife in her hand.


"Oooh," she purred. "I wonder what you were gonna use this for?"


He lifted a brow. "Surely you don't think I'll tell you?"


"You don't have to." A wild-thing smile curled her lips. "I know exactly what you had in mind. Something like…" She slid the knife's sharp blade between the leather cord of his loincloth and his skin. "This." A flick of her wrist cut the cord as she flipped the cloth aside with her other hand, revealing his cock straining toward his navel.


"Actually, it wasn't my clothes I planned to cut off." That wicked smile widened. "Oh. You mean…" She reached down and cut the cord around her own waist at one hip. "This." The triangle of leather drooped even as a second flick of the knife cut the cord on the other side. She whipped the bottoms off. With the same breathtaking ruthlessness, she sliced the cords holding up her top. Her lovely breasts bounced free, pink-tipped and gleaming with sweat. "And this."


Lance swallowed, taking in Grace's lush body dressed only in leather boots. His shaft jerked against his belly, heavy and hungry. "Yes," he managed, his voice strangled. "I think I did have something like that in mind."


"Too bad." She stroked long fingers over the arch of his sweat-slicked chest, then bent down. "Because I seem to have won, and we're going to do what I want."


Slowly, she extended a pink tongue and gave one of his tight male nipples a lick. He arched under her with a gasp of pleasure. She grinned. "You like that?"


He rolled his hips until the head of his rigid cock brushed one of her full breasts as she bent over him. "Can't you tell?"


"Let me see." Sitting up straight, she eyed his straining erection as it lay pointing at his chin. "Mmmm. You do look… interested." She ran a fingernail up the length of the flushed shaft. As it grew even harder, she cupped his balls in one long-fingered hand.


"Oh, I'm interested, all right," he growled. "So interested I'm about to demonstrate just what happens to tasty Latent girls who cocktease vampires."


"Why, Lance—that sounded like a threat." He felt cold steel against his throat again. "Not a good idea, when I'm the one with the knife."


He smiled slowly into her eyes. "But can you keep it?"


"Oh, I think I can." Still holding the dagger beneath his chin, she reached for his cock with her free hand and aimed it skyward as she rose off his thighs. "I'm really good with blades." Pressing the rounded head to her nether lips, she sank slowly down, impaling herself.


"Yeah," Lance groaned. "Oh, yeah, you certainly are!"


God, she felt so hot and tight and wet. Long, luscious thigh muscles bunched as she rose off him and bent forward. Lance was still gasping at the sensation when he felt the knife press harder against his throat, almost drawing blood. He jerked in shock and stared up at her, about to knock the blade away.


"You're at my mercy, Sir Lancelot," Grace purred. "Are you going to be a good, obedient captive?"


He was strongly tempted to roll her over, tie her up with what was left of her bikini, and show her who was whose captive. Instead he arched his hips and slid slowly deeper. "Your wish is my… pleasure."


Her soft mouth fell open at the sensation as her eyelids drifted to half-mast. "Good. Ohhh, good." A pink tongue flicked out to wet tempting lips. She bent until her breasts hung lusciously over his mouth and pressed the knife's cool mock threat to his throat. "Then suck my nipples, captive."


With a groan of hunger, he lifted his head and obeyed the rough command, swirling his tongue over and around each hard little peak in turn as he simultaneously rolled his hips upward, driving his shaft even deeper into her slick, clamping depths.


His head spun. She felt so damn good. He couldn't remember the last time a woman had turned the tables on him so deliciously. Two of a kind, he thought, drowning in heat as he stroked harder, faster. They were two of a…


  


Lance bucked against her, his skilled mouth locked on the tip of one quivering breast. The raw, unbelievable pleasure made her shiver. Made her burn.


Until she had to have more.


Grace threw the knife aside with a flick of her wrist and leaned back to grab both ankles. Circling her hips, she ground down hard on his thick width. "God, Lancelot," she whimpered. "You make me…"


"Yeah," he said roughly, deepening his rolling thrusts. Strong male hands clamped over the tops of her thighs, holding her captive for his cock. His voice dropped to a guttural purr, rumbling an incomprehensible torrent of words in a language that hadn't been spoken in centuries. She could feel her orgasm building, hot and cold and blinding, a corkscrew of pleasure twisting up her spine. Until she heard herself begging in a hoarse, broken voice, "Lancelot, please…"


"Yessss." A big hand snapped up, wrapped around the base of her skull and jerked her down. Then his mouth pressed against her throat with the quick, dark pleasure-pain of his fangs sinking into her pulse.


She jolted in surprise, but she was caught in those powerful arms, impaled on his shaft—helpless.


He began to feed as he fucked, his mouth moving hot on the thin skin of her throat as his body jolted hers. Burning, prickling waves of pleasure spread from the contact points of his cock and fangs. Grace keened at the furious storm of sensation.


Arching his spine, he forced his full length to the balls and held it there, growling out his orgasm against her pulse. Her climax exploded through her body in a shower of hot sparks to burst from her mouth in a helpless scream. "Lancelot!"


  


Long minutes passed before Lance became aware of the press of cold stone against his back and the heat of a limp, sated woman draped over his chest. "Grace?"


She moaned but didn't stir.


He rolled carefully over with her, laid her down just long enough to rise to his feet. "Floor's cold," she said grumpily.


"I know." He bent and picked her up again. She draped an arm around his neck and curled in his arms as he walked through the castle doorway and into his own opulent bedroom.


Putting her down on the furs piled in barbaric luxury on his massive bed, he slid in next to her. When he gathered Grace against him, he discovered she was already asleep.


It didn't take him long to follow.


  


"YOU need to watch your guard," Lancelot told her, pulling off his helmet and wiping his forehead with a swipe of his hand. "It keeps dropping. An opponent could drive a blade right through that opening and—"


"Cut out my heart, I know, I know. I heard you the first dozen times, Coach." Grace's gaze lingered on his handsome face. He's so… cute. She sighed as he turned away and sauntered off across the Lords' Club practice arena. And he thinks I'm just a kid.


But she wasn't. She'd be seventeen in three months.


That thought brought another, less welcome. Would Mom be alive to see her birthday?


"Grace?" Lancelot said suddenly. She looked up to see him start across the sawdust-coated floor toward the door. He was frowning. Distracted, it didn't occur to her to wonder why. "Stay put, would you? I… hear something. I need to check it out."


"Yeah, okay." Frowning, she worked absently at the buckles on her leather breastplate with sweating fingers. Mom had looked so sick today when Grace had arrived at Sanctuary after school, so thin, so old. Like she was—


No, Mom isn't going to die, Grace told herself fiercely. Grandmother will let her have the Gift, and she'll be okay. Things will be like they'd been before, only without the booze and drugs and bastard boyfriends. Morgana can fix all that, too. And then we'll be happy…


"It's you, isn't it?"


Frowning, she looked up, directly into the weirdest gaze she'd ever seen. The black part took up the Maja's entire eye, leaving only a thin ring of violet. Tiny lights flashed inside her pupil like heat lightning on a dark night. "It's you," the woman said again. "I saw you in my vision. He's going to love you."


Clarice. Grace realized, recognizing her at last. Lancelot's girlfriend.


Only… Automatically, she backed up a pace. Something was wrong. Clarice's red hair, usually perfect, was matted and tangled, and her skin clung almost as tightly to her bones as Mom's. She wore some kind of flowing white filmy thing that showed a whole lot of cleavage, but it was wrinkled and stained. She stank of vomit and something rotten, like Dad the time he'd spent the night in a Dumpster. Come to think of it, she had the same kind of look in her eyes Dad did when he went too long between fixes: mean. And not quite sane.


"Hi, Clarice," Grace said, forcing a bright tone. Her heart was pounding. Bad. This was bad. "You want me to get Lancelot for you? I think he's right outs—"


"He's going to fuck you." Lightning forked through those black eyes.


Oh, this was definitely bad. "Who?"


"Lancelot."


Grace might have her dreams, but she wasn't stupid. "Clarice, I'm a kid. He's not interested in me."


"You'll be older when he loves you. I see it in my vision. But where am I? What happens to me?" She moved closer, her mouth twisting as her red brows drew down over those wide, crazy eyes. "He didn't take me the last time, you know. They sent somebody else to give me the Gift. He wouldn't do it. Was it because of you?"


Oh God. "Why don't I just get Lancelot, and you two can talk—"


A hand flashed out and wrapped around her jaw, sharp, red nails digging into her skin. "I wonder if I can change the future." Clarice lifted, cranking Grace onto her toes with a Maja's superhuman strength. She stepped closer, the lights flashing faster in her violently expanded pupils. "I wonder if I could make it so he never looks at you."


Screw this, Grace thought, and swung a fist right at the Maja's jaw. A wave of heat blasted out of the fingers around her face and froze her arm in midair.


"I wonder," Clarice whispered, "if I could burn your mind away."


Something reached out of the witch's mind and wrapped around hers, something black that writhed like a nest of maggots. Grace tried to scream, but the only sound that escaped her open mouth was a hoarse, gasping whimper.


Then the pain started. It felt like her bones were turning into red-hot pokers, burning her from the inside out. Unable to speak, her mind gibbered a helpless plea: Stop it stopit stopitSTOPITSTOPIT.


Clarice smiled slowly. "No."


Images began to pour from her captor, raining into Grace's mind like flaming hail: herself bursting into flame, skin cracking and falling away from her bones like the layers of a burning onion. Screaming and begging while Clarice laughed.


Then it got worse.


Swirling, horrific images of blood and suffering, not just hers but everyone Clarice hated, even Lance, all dying before the power that blazed in the new Maja. Grace couldn't stop her, no one could, Clarice was invincible, she had touched the face of God, she was God, she—


A pair of strong male hands wrapped around the witch's head. Her mad eyes widened. The hands jerked. Something snapped. Clarice… folded and fell like an empty suit of clothes.


The fire, the pain, the madness was gone. Powerful arms encircled Grace, lifted her half off her feet, swept her toward the door. She struggled, panicked, until she heard Lance's soothing voice. "It's me, baby. It's okay, I've got you."


He started telling her something, something about some kind of spell Clarice had worked that had distracted him until he'd realized what she was doing. Barely listening, Grace turned to look over his broad shoulder as he carried her out. A body lay on the gym floor, its head at an unnatural angle.


But the hair wasn't Clarice's red. Somehow, it had turned into a pale tangle of blonde. Grace looked closer…


  


She woke screaming, Lance's arms tight around her. "It's all right, I've got you," he said, his voice sounding so exactly as it had in the dream that she felt disoriented, unable to unable to tell what was real. "You're having a nightmare."


"God." Grace wrapped shaking arms around his shoulders and clung, trying to anchor herself to his warm strength. "That was horrible."


"What on earth were you dreaming?" She could hear his heart pounding almost as hard as hers was. "I've never heard you scream like that."


"Clarice. I was dreaming about Clarice. Only…" She tightened her grip on his shoulders and shuddered.


"Only?"


"At the end, when I looked back at the body…" She swallowed. "It was me."


He pulled her closer. "Grace, you're not like Clarice," he said, his voice so utterly sure she felt comforted. "There was a weakness in her you don't have. Hell, I warned the Majae's Council she wouldn't be able to handle the Gift, but they refused to listen. When I wouldn't sleep with her the third time, they sent another Magus to finish it."


"But why? Why didn't someone get a vision or something?"


Lance snorted. "Vision, hell. Anybody with a brain should have seen that coming. But she was Percival's daughter, and he was bound and determined his baby would receive the Gift."


"Whereas Morgana wouldn't give it to Mom even to save her life." Brooding, Grace stirred a forefinger through the ruff of hair on the strong, hard arch of Lance's chest. "After Clarice… I wouldn't admit it, but I understood why Morgana refused to help my mother. The Gift would have destroyed her the same way. Things… took Mom over. She had a drug problem. She kept saying she was going to quit, but she never could. If Morgana had given her the Gift, she'd have gone right over the edge like that. I just couldn't admit it."


Lance angled his head until he could meet her eyes, his own calm and understanding. "And you were afraid Morgana would give in."


"Yeah. God, I felt guilty. That was the real reason I was so damned angry at Morgana." She looked away from his perceptive sherry gaze. "Deep down, I was afraid Mom would go off like Clarice—but you wouldn't be there to save me. I hated myself for feeling that way. She was my mother. I should have been willing to take the risk."


"Why? None of the rest of us were." Soothingly, he stroked her hair. "You were absolutely right. The Gift would have driven your mother insane. She would have been a danger to us all."


"Which is why I don't want it, either." She rose on her elbows to better search his gaze, looking for… she wasn't sure what. "I touched Clarice's mind, Lance. And what I saw there scared the hell out of me. I don't want to end up like that."


"But you wouldn't. There's a bedrock strength in you that will not break. You're one of the ones that can handle the Gift."


"Don't be so sure about that." She rested her fist on his chest, then propped her chin on it. "There was a man I arrested today. He killed a four-year-old in a drunk-driving accident, and it meant no more to him than running over a dog. It was all I could do not to draw my weapon and put a bullet right between his eyes." Sighing, she sat up to slump. "Lance, I can't even be trusted with a nine-millimeter Smith & Wesson, much less a direct pipeline to the energies of the Mageverse."


"Did you shoot him?"


"Of course I didn't shoot him, but—"


"Then you can be trusted. The point is not whether you're tempted, but whether you give in."


She snorted. "Yeah, and I've been giving in to temptation since I met you."


"It was my pleasure." He shot her that flashing grin before he said more seriously, "It's also not the same thing. Look, I've been watching people get the Gift for sixteen hundred years. I've learned to spot who can handle it and who can't. You can."


Grace rolled off the bed and snatched up his velvet robe off the floor. "But I don't want it." She jerked the robe on and whipped the belt into a knot. "I don't want the power, and I don't want the responsibility, whether or not I can manage them. And I sure don't want to spend the rest of eternity entangled in High Court power plays."


He rose up on an elbow to meet her gaze. "Grace, sometimes you don't always get what you want."


"This time I'm going to." She stalked toward the door, determined to find the nearest spell generator and go home. "Stay the hell away from me, Lance."


Please.


  


Lance lay back across the furs, frowning up at the ceiling. He should probably go after her, but after the last few minutes, he needed the space as much as she did.


A moment later, he heard the telltale whoosh and pop of displacing air that meant a dimensional gate was opening and closing. Grace must have found the spell generator in his library.


His mind circled restlessly back to the moment just before she'd woken from her nightmare. Something had roused him; he never slept deeply at this point in his cycle. It was a couple of hours yet before he'd have to enter the daysleep, when it was practically impossible to rouse him while his body absorbed the energies it needed from the Mageverse.


For several languorous minutes, he'd lain there with Grace curled against him, her head resting on his shoulder. Her scent surrounded him as her heartbeat thumped in his ears. A sense of peace deeper than anything he'd ever known had slipped over him.


Then she'd woken from her nightmare with that look of helpless horror in her eyes, and he'd felt her fear all the way to his soul. Comforting her, making that terror drain away, had been deeply satisfying.


Now he felt the stillness of the castle more than ever in her absence. He hadn't realized how damn lonely he'd been until this moment.


Lance stirred restlessly against the furs, wondering when she'd come back. The daysleep was an hour away yet; he could feel it in his body. He found himself hoping she'd be there when he woke, even if it was just to give him the sharp edge of her tongue. She… added something to his life even when she was in a tearing snit. Perhaps because he understood her as he understood so few of the Majae. Despite differences in gender—and vast differences in experience—at the core they shared more similarities than differences. Like him, she was a warrior, a protector, someone who found her purpose in helping the helpless, making their lives a little bit better.


Unfortunately, he also knew that after she gained the Gift—and control of the Mageverse energies it brought—he would see her only rarely. The High Council would send him on to other missions, and she'd have her own.


That thought left him feeling surprisingly empty. Unless…


He kept her. He sat up in bed, staring sightlessly at the opposite wall. Yes, it would be possible. Some part of that puppy love she'd held for him years ago still survived. He could build on that feeling, use it to keep her with him.


But there was a very big fly in the ointment. Hell, it was more like a pterodactyl: he'd have to have the High Council's approval. Considering two of its most powerful members were Guinevere and Arthur, he was unlikely to get it. Luckily, Grace had given him a pair of aces to play; that lovely infatuation with him, and Morgana's determination to see that her granddaughter got the Gift.


He rolled out of bed and headed for the shower, knowing he'd need to prepare for the coming meeting as carefully as he'd readied himself for battles in earlier years. He might wear Armani rather than armor now, but the stakes were just as high.


He couldn't shake the feeling that his life was on the line.


  


"I've got her," Lance told Morgana an hour later. If he could get her approval of his plans for her granddaughter, the rest of the Council wouldn't stand in his way. "She's still resistant, but she's also weakening. When I go to her the third time, she won't say no."


Morgana smiled her smug cat smile. "I knew she wouldn't be able to resist you."


"I appreciate your confidence," Lance said, seeing his moment. "But once she's Gifted, I want something from the High Council in return."


The witch's dark brows lifted as she leaned back in her massive desk chair. Her long, slender fingers toyed with the string of white pearls that imparted a touch of femininity to her stern white suit. "And what would that be, Lord Lancelot?"


"Grace." Lance leaned forward and braced his Armani-clad arms on her desk. "I want the Council's permission to marry her."


Morgana's eyes widened. "Has the Assassin of Avalon fallen in love?"


He straightened. "Don't be ridiculous. I'm just tired of being alone. Grace and I… suit each other. She's intelligent, she's sensual, she's courageous…"


"And I have other plans for her." Morgana pulled the massive illuminated tome on her desk a little closer and picked up a pen as if preparing to write. "Will that be all?"


"Not if you want her Gifted." He folded his arms and braced his legs apart in the pose of a man who would not be moved. "I'll have your vow on it, or I will not touch her again."


"You are not the only Magus in Avalon."


"But I am the only one she won't refuse. She's still infatuated with me."


"That may be." Morgana's expression was absolutely cold. "But there are those who are loyal enough to do whatever the Mission demands, whether Grace likes it or not."


Lance stiffened. Here it was, the threat he'd been expecting. His fangs slid to full extension. "Then you'll be losing a fanatic, because I'll kill any Magus who tries to lay one finger on her."


Morgana rose slowly to her feet. Sparks of power snapped in the darkness of her expanding pupils. "Do you dare turn rebel, Lord Lancelot?"


With a thought, she could fry him where he stood or summon the rest of the Table to butcher him. Lance refused to flinch. "I have always been loyal to Avalon. Everything the High Council has asked of me, I have done, no matter how distasteful, for the past sixteen hundred years. Even when it left me broken. Now I ask one thing." He leaned forward again, focusing his gaze, his will, on Morgana's. "You owe me."


Slowly, the deadly energies died in her eyes. Her lids dropped, veiling the green in long, thick lashes.


As he watched in increasing unease, she started around the desk toward him. With every feline pace, the white suit glowed brighter and brighter against her skin. "Yes. Yes, you have served these many centuries. Perhaps you do deserve a reward."


It was all Lance could do not to retreat a wary step.


To his amazement, Morgana began to sink slowly to her knees before him as the glow faded from around her body. Her spell had transformed the stern white suit she'd worn, turning it into a sheer, white lace robe that lay open over a breathtaking sweep of tempting skin.


Involuntarily, Lance's gaze tracked down from long throat to bare, pink-tipped breasts to endless legs and the dark triangle between them. "Morgana, you can't buy me off with a quick screw."


"Not a 'screw'—and what a vulgar term. No, I'm willing to take an Oath of Service to you." Her voice seemed to spin a web of temptation and seduction around him—not quite a spell, but damn close. "Think of it, Lance. Morgana Le Fay, yours to command for one year. An offer I assure you I made to no other man."


Lance looked down into her lovely face. For an instant, dark images wheeled through his mind. He would be able to take her, drink from her, extract any delicious revenge he wanted for the abuse she'd heaped on him over the centuries, as many times as he chose.


A few days ago, he would have jumped at the chance to get the witch so completely at his mercy. Now he thought of Grace, curled against his chest in sleep, her breath warm on his skin.


And found, to his shock, that Morgana's seductive offer had no real interest for him.


"You are too generous," he said smoothly, despite the cold refusal on the tip of his tongue. He knew better than to offend a Maja of Morgana's power. "I would never dream of making such a demand of you. Grace's hand is more than enough."


For an instant she stared up at him, incredulity widening her eyes as if she was unable to believe he'd dare turn her down.


Then Morgana barked out a harsh laugh and rose to her feet, fury blasting off her with such heat, even battle-hardened Lance flinched. "You are in love with her!" Whirling, she stalked back behind her desk and threw herself into her chair. "Oh, that's rich! My granddaughter has brought the High Court's killer stud to his knees!"


Lance clenched his teeth against an instinctive denial. "Her hand, Morgana."


The witch studied him with glittering eyes. "Will you Truebond with her, then?"


Enter a psychic bond with Grace so she could touch his mind any time she liked? Until he became even more vulnerable to her than he already was? Lance knew too well what a witch could do with that kind of power. He'd watched Guinevere use it on Arthur for centuries. "Not likely."


"Her Gift is strong, Lance," Morgana said, her tone warning. "She may not be able to manage it without your anchor."


"Her Gift may be strong, but she's stronger. Are you going to let me marry her or not?"


"I told you, I have other plans for her."


"Then I won't touch her until you change them."


She sneered. "Don't hold your breath, Lancelot du Lac."


He snarled. "Don't hold yours."


Lance wheeled and stalked out the door. He barely got the heavy oak panel closed behind before something heavy and fragile smashed against it, hurled by the witch's infuriated hand.


  


Grace lay curled on her bed, watching the morning sunlight pour through the windows. She still wore the robe she'd snatched from the floor of Lance's bedroom. It wrapped around her in velvet sensuality, reminding her of him, caressing her bare skin, smelling of his dark, seductive scent.


God help her, she had never gotten over him. And how was she supposed to tell him no the next time he came after her, all sin and seduction distilled into two hundred pounds of muscle?


"My girl," she whispered to herself, "you are in trouble."


No sooner were the words out of her mouth than the world went mad.


Light stabbed into her eyes, blinding and vivid, accompanied by a swirl of dark, vicious emotion—lust, hate, a craving to watch another human writhe in agony and die.


Madness.


She was leaning on the fender of a car, watching a blonde woman run toward her, breasts bouncing behind the thick sweatshirt she wore.


Grace realized two things simultaneously: this was the girl she'd seen in her visions. And she was watching her through the eyes of a man who meant to kill her.


He was fantasizing about torturing her, watching her writhe in agony. In his mind, he could already hear her screams. His zipper dug into his erection.


Grace, locked inside the vision, yelled a warning even though she knew the girl couldn't hear it.


Concentrating hard on getting through her morning run, the little blonde didn't even realize death waited on the sunny sidewalk. Coiled like a snake, he watched her run as he'd been watching her for days. He knew she always used the same five-mile route at the same time. He'd set his trap here, when she was almost back to her dorm, knowing she'd be too exhausted to put up much of a fight when he took her.


She ran past, blonde hair whipping. He let her go one more stride before he pounced, grabbing her from behind, whipping the chloroform-soaked rag from a pocket and clamping it across her nose and mouth. Startled, she screamed, sucking in an involuntary lungful of the drug. Working fast, he dragged her to his car despite her weakening struggles, popped the trunk with his key fob and threwher inside. Triumphant, rock-hard with lust, he looked down into her dazed, terrified eyes and slammed the lid down.


  


When Grace came to herself, she was standing halfway across the room from her bed, sweating and shaking.


God help her, she could still feel him. Feel what he intended to do.


He would play with the girl, build her terror, feed off her pain and his power. And then, sometime tonight, he'd kill her.


Just like he had all the others.


Grace barely made it to the bathroom before she threw up.


Chapter 6


"What do you mean, there's nothing you can do?" Grace demanded, staring at Morgana across the gleaming width of the witch's desk. She'd used the stone spell generator Lance had left in her living room to make the trip to Avalon. "If you don't help me find him, that bastard is going to torture that girl to death!"


"I'd help if I could, but I can't," the witch growled. "First, it's daylight in Tayanita, and you know how the sunlight interferes with Mageverse energies. It's damn near impossible to work a spell when the sun's up on realspace Earth—"


"If we wait until dark, she'll be dead!"


"And second, there are six billion minds out there," Morgana continued, ignoring her outburst. "How can you expect me to zero in on a man I've never even touched?"


"Well, I made contact with him, and I'm not even Gifted! It can't be all that damned difficult."


The Maja rubbed her temples with both hands and sighed as though striving for patience. "Grace, every mind is like a radio—"


"And they broadcast into the 'Verse on different frequencies. I know that, dammit. But if I can feel him, I don't understand how you can't. Especially considering how powerful you are."


Morgana glared at her in frustration. "For one thing, this monster of yours must be a particularly strong broadcaster. For another, you evidently have the profound bad luck to share his mental frequency at a time when contact with Lance has triggered latent aspects of your Gift."


"So touch me and see if you can't lock on to him, too."


The witch shook her head. "It won't work."


"Try!"


Morgana sighed and moved around her desk to lay cool, long fingers against the side of Grace's face. As she met her grandmother's gaze, the witch's pupils expanded to wide black lakes lit by flashes of lightening. Despite a too-vivid memory of the last time a Maja had touched her mind, Grace forced herself to remain still and reach for the kidnapper. She could just barely feel him, a dark, malevolent presence…


Morgana jerked her hand back. "Merlin's Gift, that is nasty."


"Did you feel him? Where is he?"


The witch shook her head, flipping her fingers like someone trying to rid themselves of something rotted and clinging. "I felt… someone thoroughly unpleasant. But I get no more sense of where he is than you do. Perhaps after the sun has set and solar radiation no longer interferes—"


"By then she could be dead." Grace coiled her hands into tight fists. "Besides which, I want to get her away from him before he has the chance to torture her any more."


"In that case, your best bet is to accept the Gift and find her yourself. Considering you've already got a link with him, you may find it possible to locate him even with the sun still up."


She drew back with a chilly memory of the mental maggots eating at Clarice's thoughts. Even in her egomania, a part of the Maja had known she was mad. Grace could still remember her psychic wails of horror. "Assuming I don't become an even bigger threat than he is."


"You needn't worry on that score," Morgana said. "Lance wouldn't let it come to that."


"And what a comforting thought that is." Grace winced, remembering the wet snap as Lancelot's big hands broke Clarice's neck. The wailing thing had been grateful.


Yet Grace couldn't just stand by and let the killer murder his victim; that would drive her just as mad as the Gift. She frowned. "Would it be possible to wake Lance this early in the day?"


"I didn't think of that." Morgana frowned, nibbling a long nail. "He'll be in the daysleep now. This being Avalon, though, you may be able to rouse him an hour or so before nightfall in South Carolina, but no sooner."


"I can't wait that long." She straightened shoulders that ached with tension. "Send me back. I'm damned if I'm going to sit on my hands while that girl suffers."


  


A headache pounding viciously behind her eyes, Grace drove through Tayanita County in her patrol car, trying fruitlessly to hone in on the killer's location. She'd searched all morning and through the afternoon even before going on duty at 3 p.m., using her personal car to quarter as much of the area as she could.


Over the radio, she could hear the sheriff directing the other searchers from his command post. When the killer had snatched Deborah Keller off the street, half a dozen people had witnessed the crime. Unfortunately, none of them had gotten his car's license tag number, and the description they'd given could have been any one of a thousand men.


Grace had kept her mouth shut. They'd have slapped her into a padded cell if she'd tried to report her visions, and in any case, she had no solid information to share. She'd never seen the killer's face because she'd looked through his eyes, not his victim's. She didn't even know his name. The only thing she was sure of was that he didn't need to be on the planet with everybody else.


And if she found him, he wouldn't be. She was going to put a bullet in his brain, even if it meant going to jail herself. She couldn't take the chance he'd get off through some legal maneuvering, or be found not guilty by some gullible jury. She'd spent too many hours drowning in his sick fantasies, his craving to see Deborah writhe and die simply because she aroused him.


Unfortunately, the diseased son of a bitch had never once thought about his own name or address. And strain though she might, Grace could not get a lock on his location. She'd driven along every back road in Tayanita County, but the signal she got from him never got stronger or weaker.


And every second that passed was another second closer to nightfall—another second closer to the moment on his sick timetable when he'd rape that girl and hack her to death with the Bowie knife he'd used to taunt her all day.


Grace was damned if she'd let that happen.


Watching the sun sink closer to the horizon, she knew she had only one option left. Whipping the car into a U-turn, she headed for home. All she had to do was climb onto the stone spell-generator and say Lance's name. It would send her straight to him—and her appointment with the Gift she'd never wanted.


Picking up the handset of her radio, she said, "Tayanita, Bravo 10. I'm going 10-8 for dinner."


  


Lance woke to the hot sensation of long fingers stroking his cock. "Come on, Lance," Grace said, sounding amazingly grim for a woman who was all but jerking him off. "Rise and shine."


Feeling so sluggish he knew the daysleep wasn't yet over, he struggled to pry his lids open.


She crouched over him, deliciously naked, her long pink nipples a tempting invitation to his mouth. He hardened in a rush as his vampire body shook off the daysleep and woke to hunger.


"That's better." But her mouth was drawn into a hard line, and her eyes were cold. Inhaling deeply, he could detect no hint of arousal in her scent. She lifted his erect cock and rose over it, preparing to impale herself anyway.


Lance jolted awake. He'd sworn not to touch her unless Morgana allowed them to wed. If he let her do this, he'd lose her.


Though his body howled a protest, Lance locked his hands around Grace's forearms and held her back from him. "Grace, what the hell are you doing? This is the third time!"


"I need the Gift, Lance." He didn't think he'd ever seen a woman more determined to have sex—or less aroused by the prospect.


Gently, he pushed her back and rolled off the bed, looking around for his robe. "This is really bad timing, Grace."


She lifted a brow, eyeing his erection. "You seem divided on the issue."


"Despite rumors to the contrary, that particular part of my anatomy isn't the brains of the operation." Spotting the robe, he snatched it up and jerked it on. "What's going on? I thought you wanted nothing to do with the Gift."


"I don't," she told him grimly. "Unfortunately a certain psychopath hasn't given me a hell of a lot of choice."


Five minutes and one explanation later, Lance's heart sank with the realization that she was right. It meant the end of any hope he'd had of forcing Morgana to approve their marriage, but he had to give Grace the Gift. As a Magus, he couldn't allow this Deborah Keller to be butchered, of course, but as a man, the ragged desperation in Grace's eyes scared the hell out of him. He had the ugly suspicion she was clinging to sanity by her fingernails. Hours of contact with that monster's mind had worn her down. They had to sever that connection fast.


"Fuck," he snarled in fury.


"Now would be good," Grace agreed. Lying back on the bed, she drew her thighs apart. "Let's get it over with."


He eyed her. "That is not a phrase a woman has ever used to me before—and I'm sure as hell not taking it from you."


"Dammit, Lance, we don't have time for candlelight and flowers."


Sliding the robe off his shoulders, he eased onto the mattress and lowered his head between her legs. "Candlelight was not what I had in mind."


"We don't have time for that, either." Grace tried to sit up, but he wrapped his hands around her thighs and held her still. Using two fingers, he spread her delicate folds and studied the pink lips.


"You're dry, darling—I'd hurt you, and I've never hurt a woman that way in my very long life. Besides which, for this to work, you need to come. It jump-starts the Gift."


"I'm not exactly in the mood, Lance."


He gave her his best darkly seductive smile. "Let me worry about that."


Lowering his head, he stroked his tongue between her lips. She quivered against him. Feeling the slight motion under his hands, Lance smiled.


And got to work doing what he did best.


  


After the day she'd spent, Grace hadn't thought it would be possible to wring arousal from her battered mind. She'd underestimated Lancelot du Lac.


With all the skill gained over sixteen hundred years as the Seducer of Avalon, Lance used his clever tongue and wicked hands to drive her ruthlessly into arousal. He knew just where to lick, where to stroke, where to drive two long fingers, using tongue and lips and teeth to drag her into lust with a speed she would have thought impossible. He filled her so thoroughly with himself there was no room for anything else, not even her awareness of the killer. And Grace was almost pitifully grateful for the respite.


As she moaned helplessly, he licked and swirled his tongue over her clit, lapped slowly between her creamy lips, rumbling deep, masculine purrs of approval. "You taste so good," he lifted his head to say, and reached up her torso to cup her breasts in both hands, thumbed her nipples in skilled flicks.


She reached down to fist her hands in his dark curls, rolling her hips, silently begging for more. "Damn, Lance," she gasped, "you're good at that."


He smiled at her wickedly over her belly. "I've had a lot of practice." Then he buried his face against her and thrust his tongue deep. His fingers pinched and twirled the burning tips of her breasts. Pleasure coiled and lashed inside her like a tiger's tail until she twisted helplessly on the sheets. The hot, dark surge went right on building, fiercer than anything she'd ever felt before. She realized dizzily the Change was beginning, prepared by her previous exposure to his saliva, his sperm, his pheromones. She could almost feel the rising snap and crackle of the Gift surging through her on a wave of silent hormonal signals. She found herself going helplessly limp, dazzled by the sparks bursting in front of her eyes.


Lance lifted his head from between her thighs and gave her a hot, predatory smile. "There you are. I knew you were going to be one of the ones that go over fast." He sat back on his heels with a surge of muscle, caught her by one hip, and flipped her over on her belly. She moaned helplessly as he piled a mound of pillows on the mattress.


Dazed from the strange, hot sensations pouring over her, she couldn't even move as he lifted her effortlessly and arranged her bottom-up across the pillows. Big hands spread her thighs wide.


Then, at last, he covered her, gathering both wrists in one hand while he wrapped the other around her chin and turned her head. She licked her lips and lifted her spinning head. "What? Why are you… ?"


"I want you helpless," he growled in her ear. The heat from his breath made her shiver, like a tiger's exhalations. "I want you to feel my cock driving you into the Gift. Me, Grace. Nobody else." Her dazed eyes focusing on the mirror of his oak bureau, she saw him angle the thick length of his erection, aiming it for her creamy core. "You may be doing this out of duty, but you're damn well never going to forget this moment," he said, his voice rough with submerged anger. "Even if it's all I'll ever get of you."


He entered endlessly, stuffing her with a slow, relentless thrust until his hard thighs pressed against the back of her legs as his muscled body blanketed hers.


Overwhelmed, she squirmed, but he had her thoroughly captured, pinned beneath his strength, wrists cuffed in one hand. He purred male pleasure in her ear as she moaned. The long fingers under her chin angled her head to arch her neck. "Now," he said, in a low, rough rumble, as he leaned down to bite, "let's see how unforgettable I can make this ride."


She sucked in a breath at the sharp sting of his fangs slicing into her throat. Dazed, she stared into the mirror as he began to drink, simultaneously easing his long shaft out of her wet sex, then sliding it back inside.


He started slowly at first, letting her adjust to him, find the pleasure in his thorough conquest. Easing in and out, stoking her to sensual delight until she whimpered mindlessly.


He rumbled something triumphant against her neck. His thrusts deepened, roughened, until he was pumping hard, rolling his hips against her ass. Until her whole consciousness centered on the fierce strokes of his big cock, on his lips moving on her throat as he drank in long, rippling swallows.


Inside her, that hot, alien energy grew, swelled along her nerves, filling every inch of her he did not. Too much, too much… "God, Lancelot," she gasped. "What's happening?"


He growled something and rammed his hips hard against her ass, once, twice, again. And stiffened, driving to the balls as he came. Grace felt the familiar pulses of her own orgasm break free. The long, sweet waves deepened and intensified until she screamed.


But just when it should have begun to die, the climax grew hotter, more overwhelming, building like a sexual storm surge in her mind. Her next cry mixed ecstasy and terror as the fire seemed to pulse out of her on a searing wave of heat. It surged into Lance, and he jerked against her with a muffled bellow. Then the energy came raging back out of him again, a blazing, molten tsunami that ripped a shriek from her.


In the mirror, she saw their bodies begin to glow, brighter and brighter until she had to squeeze her eyes shut against the glare. She writhed in the ferocious grip of her transformation, shattering under him as he screamed hoarsely in her ear.


And the world went out.


  


Majae could mentally draw on and control the energies of the Mageverse in working their spells, but for the vampire Magi, the connection went all the way to the cellular level. In a sense they were the Mageverse given human form. They could use its otherworldly energy to power their feats of superhuman strength, to heal otherwise fatal injuries, even to assume new forms. And they could use it to bring a Maja into her Gift.


When Grace's body produced the first signaling pulse of her transformation, Lance's reacted. He could no more control what happened next than a woman can control labor. Mageverse energy poured from his body into hers, surging through her cells, changing her. For a moment, both of them became raw energy, blending into one white-hot creature. One mind. One heart. One soul.


Lance had Gifted more women than he cared to remember, but this was different. As their minds fused, he touched her, felt her. Knew her fire and strength and vulnerability, just as she knew his. He heard a voice whisper, Mine... and had no idea whether it came from himself or from her. In truth, it didn't matter.


Then, between one fiery instant and the next, she was gone. Something in him screamed a protest as he became himself again, his face buried in her slim throat, his cock clasped in her tight, wet grip.


"Lance?" She whimpered it, sounding broken, lost. He knew exactly how she felt.


Another long moment passed before he had the strength to pull his fangs from her skin. At the same time, he found himself tightening his grip on her slim body out of some instinct to keep that final connection. It took him two tries to manage speech. "Here."


"I feel…" She stopped, swallowed. "I feel really strange."


"I know." Carefully he withdrew from her, wincing in regret for the lost connection between them. He turned her in his arms, though his aching muscles protested, strained after the violent effort of her transformation.


Her wide, unblinking eyes made his breath catch. Their normal crystalline blue was skimmed over by a lake of black, shot through with flashes of alien lightning. She blinked once, blindly. A tear tracked down her cheek. "Where did you go? I need you."


"I'm here, darling."


Her throat worked as she swallowed. "I don't think I can do this."


He could sense her terror, the fear that the energies she'd tapped into would destroy her identity. Gently, he took her face between his hands and met those black-swamped eyes without flinching, determined to reach her. "No, Grace. You have the strength—I know, I touched it in you. I've helped so many to the Gift, women with much less will than you. They made it. You can. Believe. Reach for it."


  


Staring blindly into Lance's demanding, sherry stare, Grace swallowed. If he thought she could do it, she had to try. But God, the Mageverse roared and burned like a cataract of lava. Her instincts screamed that any second it would sear her to ash.


But Lance thinks I can do it.


Then she sensed it—a tendril of malevolence so intense it made her breath catch.


As soon as she became aware of it, the connection popped to full force. She realized her link with the killer was even stronger.


And he was about to kill the girl.


Grace could feel his craving for murder, for the power he felt when he watched life drain from a woman's eyes and knew he was the cause. To him, it felt like being God. Everything in her recoiled from his sheer sadistic evil, but she knew she couldn't afford to flinch. He was minutes from raping the girl, drunk on the hours of terror he'd wrung from her with the threats and cruelty that had grown worse as he anticipated the conclusion of his ritual.


Feeling like a woman deliberately plunging into a lake of sewage, Grace reached for him, touched him. The fantasies spinning through his mind made her gorge heave, though she was no stranger to horror after her years in law enforcement.


She knew she had to get to him—now. She had to stop him.


"I've got to go," Grace muttered blindly, trying to pull out of Lance's hold.


"What?" She was dimly aware of his expression of alarm, his hands tightening on her face. "Where are you going?"


"I've got to stop Gordon Childers from killing the girl. Let me go."


He obeyed. "I'm going with you."


"Good." She sat up. It seemed the room was full of snapping sparks of energy. Grace stared at them blankly, realizing they'd always been there; she'd simply been unable to see them. "Uniform. Where's my uniform? My gun?"


"I'll get them." He rose, muscular and naked, and moved around the room collecting her scattered clothing and equipment. Grace found herself watching the sparks as Childers's mind spilled visions of gut-tearing horror. Her skin quivered and jumped like a horse's stung by flies, reacting to the constant hot currents of the Mageverse roiling around her.


I'm in no shape to tackle this guy. The thought was sharp and clear and gut-level, and Grace knew it was dead on. Unfortunately, she had no choice. There was no time to search out any of the other Majae, explain the problem and link with them so they could find the killer to stop him. It had to be now.


She'd just have to trust Lance to keep her pointed in the right direction. Fortunately, after touching his mind, she knew he'd never fail her.


He helped her fumble into her uniform, then snatched a shirt and pants out of his own closet even as she reeled to her feet. The sun was just about to slide behind the horizon back in Tayanita; she could feel its disruptive energies fading. She and Lance had to jump now. Childers was about to make his first cut; there wasn't even time to get to Lance's spell generator. She had to work the spell herself.


"Oh, God, Lance," Grace moaned in sudden panicked realization. "How do I open the gate?"


"Calm down," he said soothingly, jerking up his zipper and stomping into his shoes. "Just reach for the energy. It'll tell you how to use it."


Reluctantly, she opened her mind to the boiling energies—and saw at once how to create a tunnel boring through time and space. She flung up a hand and mentally grabbed a passing current, jerked.


And the door was there, hanging in the air of Lance's bedroom. On the other side, a lanky, round-faced man stood over a sobbing naked woman, his pants unzipped, his penis jutting. His face ugly with power and lust, he held a gun pointed down at her head. Grace could feel the girl's abject terror and shame just as easily now as she felt Gordon Childers's craving for murder.


The emotion dug into Grace like a spur, driving her to draw her gun and head for the gate.


She heard Lance roar, "Grace, dammit, wait!" And almost ran into his back as he leaped ahead of her. Annoyance flashed through her as she stumbled through behind him, gathering her breath to yell "Police!"


Over the Magus's broad shoulder, she saw Childers whip around as they plunged into the room. His gun tracked toward them…


BUM! The thunder of its rolling boom made her recoil. Lance fell back against her.


"Lancelot!" she screamed.


"What the fuck?" Childers yelled. "Who the hell are… ? Where did you… ?"


She was scarcely aware of his babbling voice as she fought to support Lance's sagging weight. Looking down as she lowered him to the ground, she saw with horror that his eyes were glazed with pain. There was a neat, dark hole squarely in the center of his muscled chest, left bare by the shirt he hadn't bothered to button before the jump. Blood was already pumping from the wound.


"Knew that was going to happen," he husked.


And she should have, too; it was a rookie's mistake, to surprise a man with a gun in his hand. The 'Verse energies had distracted her.


"I said," Childers snarled, shoving the gun against her head, "who the fuck are you?" His eyes widened as she looked up, and she knew he'd seen the Mageverse in her gaze.


Grace's lips drew back in a snarl as she caught those primordial energies in a web of her will, harnessed them tight in the space of a blink. "I'm the woman who's going to kill you, you sick little bastard."


Her spell smashed out, grabbed him, wrapped tight. The killer yelped, the cry spiraling into a scream as the pressure increased viciously around his bony torso. Grace ground her teeth, barely able to breathe herself from the energies she was channeling.


Yet even through all that, she could still feel Lance's agony like a spear through her own chest. Fighting to breathe, she looked down to meet her lover's eyes, ignoring Childers's whining gasps. "Hold on," she husked. "I can heal you." And she knew she could, could feel the way to do it in the paths of swirling energy.


"Don't bother," Lance whispered. "I just have to Change."


Of course. Changing would heal his injuries as the Mageverse reshaped his body.


In the next instant, she felt the 'Verse boil around them as his cells drew on its dark energies, channeled them, used them. A white-hot light burst in her face in a massive, silent detonation.


When she could see again, she realized two things simultaneously; there was a huge black timber wolf resting across her lap…


And her distraction had broken the spell holding Childers.


Stunned, disoriented, she looked up at the massive bore of his gun as the killer pointed it dead center of her forehead. His eyes were wild with terror. "Die, you fucking bitch!"


As his finger tightened on the trigger, Grace reached desperately for the Mageverse, knowing she'd never be able to shield herself in time.


Wolf Lance catapulted from her lap in an explosion of fur and muscle, slamming into Childers with such force he staggered back and fell. The gun went off. The echo of its rolling boom competed with the killer's terrified screams. Then the screams cut off as Lance's fanged jaws clamped on to his neck.


Which was when Grace realized the link between her and Childers was still fatally strong. To her horror, it seemed the wolf's teeth had sunk into her own throat, cutting off her breathing, ripping her flesh. She tried to tear her mind away from the killer's, knowing that to share his death in a deep link could kill her. In the distance, she could hear Deborah Keller screaming in horror, high and hopeless. Her mind echoed the sound…


  


Lancelot!


The telepathic cry punched through Lance's killing rage. He lifted his bloody wolf muzzle, knowing his victim would be dead in seconds anyway.


Grace lay in a crumpled heap on the floor. He could hear the whistling wheeze she made as she struggled to breathe.


Oh, Merlin's Gift, he thought, horrified. She's still linked with the bastard.


Lance leaped for her, changing back to human between one step and the next, the pain of the process so hot and familiar he barely noticed it. "Let him go, Grace! If you maintain that link while he dies…"


Her panicked eyes met his. Though her throat was undamaged, her mind was treating Childers's fatal injuries as her own. Curled in the corner, Childers's victim made a choked sound of horror.


Lance cursed himself. He should have realized this would happen, should have known…


Kneeling, he snatched her into his arms. "Breathe with me. Please!" She was going blue. "No! Grace, I love you!"


The Truebond. If he could get her to Truebond with him, he could help her cut her mind off from Childers. Desperately, he opened himself, sought her consciousness. Felt her reaching for him…


And they surged together with a silent psychic snap like two pieces of a puzzle clicking together. As the power of the Truebond rolled over them both, he sucked in a deep breath and saw her chest copy the motion. In the link, he could feel air flooding her throat, cool and life-giving.


Relief flooded him, just as sweet and welcome. Thank God, thank God, he babbled mentally, mind to mind with her. I thought I'd lost you. Everything in me just… stopped.


Sorry, she thought back. Boy, I really screwed that one up. Is the sonofabitch gone?


Lance looked up at the crumpled body on the floor. He's gone.


Good. I love you.


He pulled her close, savoring her soft, warm weight. And I love you.


A sudden loud sob jolted them out of their warm nest of relief. They looked up just as Childers's erstwhile victim leaped up and ran for the door. Hell, Lance thought. She saw me turn into a wolf. I'd better stop her.


Which would freak her out even more. She's been traumatized enough. I'll do it. Grace sent out a wave of Mageverse energy. She felt Deborah Keller run into her makeshift barrier, heard the woman's terrified yelp as it wrapped around her and held her still like a silken net. Oh, hell, she thought to Lance, so much for not scaring the crap out of her.


Grace tried to sit up, only to find her body was still too oxygen-starved to readily obey. Lance slipped out from under her and gave her a hand. "You're going to have to alter her memories," he said. "Or she's going to tell everybody Childers was killed by a werewolf."


"And whatever I come up with is going to have to be consistent with the fang marks in his throat." At least she could talk, since the damage she'd felt had been more virtual than real. With Lance's support, she trudged into the hall.


Deborah Keller waited for them, her huge green eyes swimming with tears, panic on her face. "What are you people?" she demanded, her voice high and frantic. "Why are you doing this?"


Between her weakened body and the Mageverse's distracting heat, Grace discovered her capacity for sympathy wasn't what it should be. "To start with," she snapped, "we're the people who saved your ass. Which resulted in one of us getting shot, I might add. And we did it so Gordon Childers wouldn't cut you up like a Christmas turkey. You got a problem with that?"


The girl blinked. "Uh, no." She hesitated, her gaze flicking from Grace's uniform and badge to Lance. "But he's a werewolf! And you're…" She trailed off.


"A witch. Yeah. It's hard for me to believe, too." With a gesture, she released Deborah from her spell. When the girl made no effort to run, she felt faintly encouraged. Maybe she was calm enough to listen now. "Look, would you like to forget most of this crap—what Childers did to you? I could make it like a dream. You'd think he kept you heavily medicated. You wouldn't remember… that other stuff."


"You could do that?" Deborah bit her lip, visibly torn as she shifted from foot to foot.


"Yeah."


"I wouldn't normally… I don't like the idea of somebody…" The girl swallowed as her eyes filled. "But I don't think I can handle this. What he did. Remembering what he was going to do. The pictures he showed me of the others he'd…" Her shoulders began to shake. She sobbed, slumping. "Please… please help me! Whatever you have to do, just…"


"It's okay." Grace stepped up to her and caught Deborah's face between her hands. For a moment she remembered standing in just this pose with Clarice. But I'm not Clarice. She'd faced her fear and the Mageverse, and she'd won.


As she reached for the girl's thoughts, she was sharply aware of Lance's mind in the Truebond as he stood watching them, still and powerful and as deeply rooted as an oak. "Neither of us has to be afraid now."


Chapter 7


There were loose ends to be tied up after that, such as explaining how Childers's throat had come to be ripped out by a wolf. They'd decided to blame his injuries on an invented attack dog. Grace had altered Deborah's memories until she believed Childers had threatened to have the dog tear her apart. While he was tormenting the animal to work it into a frenzy, it had instead attacked him. She remembered very little else, and Grace's and Lance's involvement not at all. As far as Deborah was concerned, they'd never even been there.


They watched through the upstairs window as she ran next door to call police, eyes wild and clothes torn. "At least my psychic surgery worked," Grace said. "She remembers only the bare minimum about what happened." She rolled her shoulders restlessly. "We'd better get out of here. Every cop in Tayanita County will be here in about two minutes."


"Better transport us to the Mageverse," Lance said. "We've got to deal with Morgana next."


She rolled her eyes. "Must we?"


"I'd say so," Lance said grimly. "Particularly since we Truebonded without the Council's permission. Even though I was following orders when I Gifted you, they tend to get touchy about that kind of thing."


Grace winced. "Good point." Sighing, she reached for the shifting swirl of energy she could feel dancing just out of sight. "Let's get this over with. I need to come back and put in my resignation to the Sheriff's Office."


He looked at her. She actually heard his thought. Are you sure about that?


Oh yeah. She grinned at him. I've had a better offer.


  


Transported herself and Lance to the Mageverse damn near drained Grace of everything she had left. When the spell faded, she saw it had brought them to her grandmother just as she'd intended.


What she hadn't expected was to find Guinevere and Arthur in Morgana's office when they arrived. Evidently, she realized giddily, they were all sharing a friendly drink.


"Hi, Grandma," Grace said, and felt her knees buckle.


Lance caught her before she could fall and eased her into a chair. She looked up at him and tumbled into the rich, heated sherry of his gaze. She could feel his love wrapping around her like a shimmering cloak.


When they finally tore free of each other and looked around, it was to find themselves the focus of three sets of speculative eyes. "Well," Morgana said. "You did Gift her, didn't you?"


"And rather more than that," Guinevere added, lifting a brow. "Unless I miss my guess, they're Truebonded."


Arthur's eyes widened with surprise. He barked out a laugh, the sound short and a little nasty. "Well, well. The Seducer of Avalon has been gelded at last."


Beside Grace, Lance stiffened. In his memory, she could see all the little digs the king had inflicted over the years. Suddenly she felt her exhaustion wash away on a swelling tide of anger. "Oh, believe me—he's far from gelded," Grace said, managing a sensual purr despite her exhaustion.


Arthur made a dismissive gesture. "No offense meant, my child. I simply meant that husbands the world over may at last rest easy."


"Okay, that's it." Grace shot to her feet. From the corner of her eye, she saw crackles of Mageverse energy gather around her. She could feel herself drawing on their power as she took a warning step toward Camelot's royal vampire. "This shit is coming to an end right now."


Arthur's eyes widened in offended astonishment. "What?"


"You heard me," she snapped. Through the link, she could sense Lancelot's amused approval. "We all know exactly what happened sixteen hundred years ago, and we all know it's over. It's time for you to drop it."


"You insolent little chit," Arthur said in a low, deadly voice that made the hair rise on the back of her neck. "How dare you address me in that tone?"


Oh, God, what am I doing? a small voice wailed in Grace's mind. She ignored it. "I'm not a chit, Arthur. I'm a cop. And I've been dealing with bullies long enough to know one when I see one."


That storied Pendragon temper exploded. Arthur took a single step forward—


Right into Lance's swinging fist. Blood spurting from his nose, the Liege of the Magi's Council fell on his royal ass.


"If you ever threaten my Bonded again, I'll call you out," Lancelot said, the words all the more chilling for their cold control. "And don't think I won't kill you."


"Arthur!" Guinevere swept around Grace and ran to her husband. She crouched beside him, examining his bloody face. "Oh, Lance, you broke his nose."


"Get me Excalibur," Arthur snarled.


"Don't be an ass, darling," she told him tartly, slapping her hands on his chest to hold him down before he could explode to his feet. "You had that coming, and you know it."







Arthur's furious eyes met his wife's for a long, tense beat. Until they slowly, reluctantly, softened. "I suppose I did." With a sigh, he rose in a lithe, powerful movement and turned to help her up. "Over the years, needling him got to be a habit," he told Grace, as if by way of apology.







"Break it," Grace said crisply.


The former High King looked up at her in surprise. Then he laughed, a great boom of sound, and Grace realized suddenly how he'd won Lance's loyalty all those centuries ago. "You know, I think I like you, child. You'll do."


"I always said she would," Morgana said smugly. She lifted a black brow. "Now, isn't it time we started discussing the wedding?"


Lance relaxed subtly. Grace felt his relief as they realized the Majae weren't going to fight them over the Truebond. "Didn't you say you had other plans for Grace than marrying the likes of me?"


"Did I?" Morgana's cat smile widened.


He exchanged an exasperated look with Grace. "I think I've been played."


"Get used to it," Arthur said, smiling down at his wife with dry affection.


"So if you always intended we marry," Grace demanded, shooting her grandmother a hard look, "why did you try to seduce Lance?"


The Maja shrugged gracefully. "If I was to give my granddaughter to the Seducer of Avalon, the least I could do is make sure he wouldn't take up old habits after you're wed."


"Believe me," Lance said, moving to take Grace in his arms. "Old habits no longer hold any appeal."


As they sank into a long, fiery kiss, Grace heard Morgana say smugly, "You see, Gwen? This has all worked out exactly as I said it would."


Grace slid one arm out from around her love and flipped her grandmother off.
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