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Master of Passion (Merlin’s Legacy 4)

Angela Knight

 

 

After combat news cameraman Adam Parker covers a Times Square attack by blue-skinned aliens that costs hundreds of lives, the invaders try to kidnap him. Fortunately, the attempt is foiled by a sword-swinging Knight of the Round Table and his witch partner. But when the vampire knight removes his helmet, Adam realizes Sir Baldulf is the father who abandoned him and his mother when he was ten.

 

Ulf swears he and Opal Cassidy are Adam’s only hope of survival. Otherwise the aliens will keep coming after him. Furious, Adam wants nothing to do with either of them -- especially after Opal uses her magic to force him to run from the aliens instead of doing his job.

 

Opal has been ordered to seduce Adam and transform him into a vampire. Still grieving for a previous partner after more than a decade, the witch wants nothing to do with the handsome, cynical mortal. But orders are orders, so seduction it is.

 

Despite Adam’s bitterness and her grief, the two discover they have red-hot sexual chemistry. As the stakes climb and passion turns to love, Opal and Adam realize that if they don’t take a chance on each other, humanity will pay the price.


Chapter One

 

Warm, muscled arms wrapped around her waist, and a big body slid against her from behind, snuggling close. The scent of him made Opal’s heart skip in sheer joy. “Joaquin?” She rolled over to face him, eyes widening. It was him. “Joaquin!”

His wide, white grin flashed in the dim light as he rose to one elbow above her. “Hello, love.”

She caught his handsome face in her hands. Treasuring the warmth of his skin between her palms, she fell into the love shining in the rich, velvet dark of his eyes. With a needy gasp, she pulled him into a ravenous kiss. He felt so solid and strong as she pressed against him, all long, lean muscle. Her world had become as hollow as a drum without him, empty with yearning. “Oh God, I’ve missed you,” she moaned against his mouth. “I’m so sorry I failed…”

“Opal, no one could have done more.” His long fingers stroked her red curls. There was such sadness in his gaze, her chest hurt. “And I know how much you miss me. I’ve missed you, too. But darling, it’s time you let me go.” He lowered his head until his forehead touched hers. “Because, my love, I’m gone.” He began to fade from her arms like mist in the morning sun.

“No!” She screamed, clutching for him, but her hands raked through empty air.

* * *

Opal came awake crying. She sat up and swung her legs out of bed, burying her face in her hands. “I should have Truebonded with you when I had the chance,” she groaned to the man who’d been dead more than a decade.

Her cell phone vibrated on the oak nightstand with Alys Hawkewood’s ringtone. The atonal thumping notes made Opal long for the noxious metallic brrrrriiiing of the twentieth century. She scooped up her phone. “Hello, Alys,” she said, wiping her face with the back of her free hand. “What did you See this time?”

There was a pause. “Are you all right? You sound a little choked.”

“I’m fine.” Briskly, she added, “So what fresh hell is it now?”

Alys snorted. “‘Fresh hell’ is right. You need to meet us at the Great Hall. Arthur and Morgana want to brief you on an assignment I Saw.”

“Oh, that doesn’t sound good.” Not if the job was bad enough to trigger one of her friend’s visions.

“It’s not. And you’re not going to like it.”

Terrific. She forced a light tone. “Is it my turn to get captured by Fomos?” Which was what had happened to Alys the week before. From what she’d said, it had been ugly.

“No, someone else is in the bull’s-eye this time. And I’m afraid you’ll have your hands full keeping this one alive. He’s not going to want to cooperate.”

Merlin’s beard. “I’ll be right over.”

With a sigh, Opal reached for her magic and sent it rolling down her body. When the wave of sparks dispersed, she was dressed in black slacks, boots and an emerald silk blouse. Beat the hell out of whalebone and a bustle.

Boot heels clicking on polished red tile, Opal strode through the hacienda she’d built for Joaquin a hundred years before. She could have gated directly to the great hall, of course, but it was a nice night and she liked to walk whenever she could. Laziness was not a survival characteristic for Magekind agents.

The night was cool and pleasant, a quarter moon floating in the star-flecked Mageverse sky as she headed down the stone walkway to the cobblestone street. Avalon was at its most active at night when the vampires were out. The crowd was thick with agents kicking back between missions. Men and women strolled among fifteen centuries’ worth of architecture -- everything from Roman villas to Frank Lloyd Wright. Stained-glass windows shone with rainbow light, giving Avalon a fairytale quality that prosaic mortal cities lacked.

Looking around at the laughing, chatting couples, Opal remembered the dream, and her heart ached. Eleven years ago she’d walked at Joaquin’s side like that, enjoying private jokes, arguing over mission strategies, anticipating a stolen hour or two in bed.

Now all she had was the job.

Ten minutes later, she reached the Great Hall that served as the Magekind’s headquarters. A massive gothic cathedral of a building, it towered against the night sky, huge stained-glass windows blazing into the night. Arched doors, each fifteen feet in height, swung silently wide at her approach, then closed behind her with a resonant thunk.

Time to find out just how bad this was going to be.

* * *

There was something about being in the presence of five thousand years of accumulated magical firepower that made her brain vibrate in her skull.

Opal wasn’t easy to intimidate, but this was Arthur Pendragon, Morgana Le Fay, and Sir Baldulf, Knight of the Round Table. Throw in four hundred years’ worth of Alys Hawkewood, and the quartet made Morgana’s cavernous office feel like a broom closet in a tornado. Sometimes Opal’s sensitivity to other people’s magic was a pain in the ass.

Arthur leaned a hip against his half-sister’s imposing desk. A handsome, broad-shouldered man, he had ink-black hair and a neat beard that enhanced the jut of his square, stubborn jaw. Though no longer High King of Britain, Arthur radiated so much power and regal dominance she wanted to drop to one knee anyway -- his jeans and Avengers T-shirt notwithstanding.

Morgana sat behind her desk, green-eyed and feline in a crimson power suit that emphasized her pale beauty. She was said to be the most powerful Maja in Avalon. Given the magic boiling around her, that was easy to believe.

Opal found herself wishing she could push her oxblood leather chair a bit further from the desk.

Almost as much power radiated from the big wingback on her right, where Sir Baldulf sat. Sir Baldulf -- he’d told her to call him Ulf -- was a tall blond with short-cropped hair and the powerful build of someone who swung a broadsword for a living. Like Arthur, he was casually dressed -- in his case, jeans and a turquoise Henley that stretched across his wide chest. A frown creased his deceptively young face as one hand drummed restlessly on the hilt of the sword lying sheathed across his lap. The motion made the signet ring flash on his index finger. “The problem is my son, Adam Parker,” he said. “He’s a combat news cameraman for DCN.”

“Remember the video of Davon Fredericks fighting the dragon last week?” Arthur asked. “You had to have seen it -- it’s been running 24/7 on every news station since. Adam shot that. Almost got his ticket punched in the process. One of the Fomos was about to end him when I ran the blue bastard through. Adam just kept right on shooting. No sense of self-preservation at all.” There was a note of grudging approval in his tone.

Morgana grinned slyly at Ulf. “Wonder where the boy got that particular trait?”

Ulf snorted. “Could just as easily have come from his mother.” Regret darkened his Caribbean blue eyes as he lost the grin. “I fell so damned hard for that woman. Cheryl would have made a hell of an agent if she’d inherited the Gift.”

“I warned you she was getting to you,” Arthur said. “If you’d kept your distance…”

“That was a lot easier said than done.” A hint of resentment tightened Ulf’s mouth.

“Relationships with mortals…”

“By definition end badly,” Morgana finished impatiently. “We know.” She turned her attention back to Opal. “You’re in this because Alys has had a vision about you and Ulf’s son.”

“Unfortunately, the detail of that vision leaves a lot to be desired,” Alys said from the chair on Opal’s left. Tall, elegant, with rich copper skin and a crown of corkscrew curls, she was the Magekind’s most powerful seer. “I spent three hours in a spell circle yesterday, and I still wasn’t able to pull out much about where this is going.”

Opal studied her, brows climbing. “Could the Fomos be blocking you?”

Her friend nibbled her lower lip. “Doesn’t feel like the Fomorians,” she said at last. “But something’s definitely interfering. Only thing I know for sure is how it starts. The bastards will go after Adam hard.”

“For God’s sake, why? If he’s just a mortal…”

“He is,” Alys said. “At the moment. And no, I don’t know why the Fomos want him.” Correctly interpreting Opal’s frown, she shrugged. “I told you the vision’s vague as hell.”

“Which means,” Arthur broke in, “You and Ulf are going to have to protect Adam and any other unfortunate mortals who happen to be in the blast zone.”

Opal frowned as she picked up on what Alys had just said. At the moment Adam was mortal? “Why do I get the feeling this is not just a bodyguard job?”

“Because it’s not.” Morgana fixed her in a cold-eyed green stare that warned her not to question her orders. “We need you to Gift Adam.”

“Wait, what?” She stared at the witch, so startled she said the first thing that popped into her head. “I’m not a court seducer.”

“That isn’t a requirement. All you have to do is sleep with the man until your magic triggers his Gift.”

Warm muscled arms wrapped around her waist, and a big, familiar body slid against her from behind, snuggling close. The scent of him was so familiar, her heart squeezed hard in her chest… “I’m not… particularly comfortable with that.” When Morgana’s eyes narrowed, she added, “I’d be happy to protect Sir Baldulf’s son, but I’ve never given anyone the Gift. Surely one of the court seducers…”

“It can’t be anyone but you,” Alys interrupted. “That’s part of why I spent so much time scanning alternate futures. Every timeline ended in disaster if we sent anyone else to Gift Adam.”

Warm muscled arms wrapped around her waist…

Oh, Joaquin. “The Gift can do ugly things to even the best people. Are we sure he’s going to make it?” What if he goes blood-mad and tries to rip my throat out? I’d have to kill him.

Alys’s curls bounced as she shook her head. “The timelines all agree Adam survives the Gift. And he’s absolutely vital to what comes next.” She frowned. “Whatever the hell that is.”

If Alys had Seen it, it was a certainty. Trouble was, her friend was also fully capable of lying to avert some ugly future. “Yes, but…”

“But nothing,” Arthur said, his black eyes locking on hers like a pair of gun sights. “Alys says we need the kid for the next part of this dance, so I damn well want him.” He grimaced. “After the way she pulled our collective nuts out of the fire last week, I’m not inclined to ignore anything she says.”

Her instinct was to yield before that implacable black gaze, but her rebellious heart didn’t give a damn.

Arthur’s expression softened, and Opal realized her face had shown too much. “Look, I know how you felt about Joaquin. I hate asking you to do this, but we’ve got no choice.”

And I’m an agent of the Magekind. Opal forced a shrug and a smile. “It’s been eleven years. It’s not as if I’ve been celibate. Of course I’ll do my duty.”

Arthur gave her a long, searching look. Nodded.

A big hand covered hers, rough and warm. “I appreciate this,” Ulf said. “If anyone knows how difficult it can be to move on, it’s me.” His mouth took on a grim line. “I certainly haven’t been able to do it.”

* * *

Adam Parker scrolled through the video he’d shot that morning: uniformed pallbearers carrying a flag-draped casket into Saint Patrick’s cathedral. Ranks of police officers in dress uniform stood at attention, white-gloved hands raised to hat brims in salute. The NYPD was a huge department of over thirty thousand officers, far too big for everyone to know each other. You could tell who’d known patrolman Glenn Harris by the sick grief on their faces.

An alien had cut Harris’s head off with a sword. The cop had been just one of the eight hundred and thirty-three people who’d died in Times Square last week, stabbed by swords, impaled on spears, shot by friendly fire or ricochets -- even burned to death by dragon breath.

A dragon, for fuck’s sake. Adam had seen it winging overhead, silhouetted against the night sky as it strafed the fleeing, hysterical crowd with gouts of flame.

For a moment, he could almost hear the screams and the pop pop pop of the cops’ panicked pistol fire. The acrid smell of smoke and burning meat had filled his nose and mouth, coating his tongue with a nauseating patina.

An image flashed through his mind: one of the aliens lunging at him in the frame of his camera’s viewfinder, lips peeled off pointed teeth, eyes red in a cyan blue face, sword gripped in a two-fingered hand. He knew he’d be as dead as Harris if not for the bearded man in golden armor who’d leaped into the alien’s path.

The death toll would have been a lot higher if it hadn’t been for the people in that armor. The question was, who were they? Why had they gotten involved? For that matter, what the hell was going on with all the other Game of Thrones shit -- blue guys, dragons, centaurs and trolls. Nobody understood any of it. The whole planet teetered on the edge of panic as people tried to figure out what was going on. It was so bad, Fake News conspiracy theories almost seemed comforting.

Assuming you weren’t one of the people being accused of perpetrating the Fake News.

Now, sitting at one of the long desks in DCN’s open-plan newsroom -- phones ringing, the rumble of voices, one of the night producers telling a joke three seats over -- the memory seemed more like a scene from the last Avengers movie.

“Can you tell me anything about the autopsy results on any of the aliens?” Branwyn Donovan asked from a little further down the long table, long fingers dancing over her laptop keyboard as she listened intently to whomever she was interviewing over the phone. Gleaming black hair curled around her shoulders as her violet eyes narrowed in concentration.

Though Branwyn had a private office, she preferred working in the newsroom with the rank and file. She might be the network’s star talent and the sister of Conal Donovan, CEO of Donovan Cable News, but she was a reporter before anything else.

His gaze lingered on her profile. Damn, he wished they’d been able to make it work.

His cell phone vibrated on the desk at his elbow as Elton John crooned the first stanza of “Tiny Dancer,” his mother’s favorite song. Adam clicked his earpiece. “Hi, Mom.” She always called on her way to her job as an ER nurse in Charlotte, NC.

“They egged my car!” Cheryl Parker snarled. “I had to wash the damn thing to keep the egg from eating the paint job, and now I’m ten minutes late for my shift!”

Adam sat back in his chair, wincing. “Oh, hell. The neighbor’s kids again?”

“That’s one theory. The suspect pool is wiiiide. I’m a popular girl these days.”

And he was the reason why. Everyone in the neighborhood knew Cheryl was his mother; she’d always been too proud of him for her own good. Adam scrubbed a hand over his eyes. “God, Ma, I’m sorry. You wouldn’t be catching this kind of shit if I hadn’t let Branwyn talk me into that interview. Should have known I don’t belong on that side of the camera.”

From the corner of one eye, he saw the new intern give him a disapproving stare over her Starbucks tray. Yes, I call the boss by her first name, Adam thought in irritation. We’ve dodged bullets together for years. And made love. And fought too damned much because I can’t keep my mouth shut.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mom retorted. “Of course, you should have done the interview. You couldn’t let those idiots get away with saying none of it happened.” Her voice dropped to a growl over the rumble of the Honda’s engine in the background. “‘Computer graphics’ my ass. Nobody’s CGI is that good. And why would NBC, DCN, CBS, ABC and Fox cooperate in a mass hoax to fool the American people? Morons.”

“You can’t really blame them. I was there, and it didn’t feel real to me either.” Except CGI didn’t smell like burning meat and bloody copper pennies, a reek he knew too well from fifteen years of shooting in war zones.

The irritation bled from Cheryl’s voice, replaced by concern. “You sound tired, son. You still not sleeping?”

“Not as much as I’d like, no. But that’s pretty much par for the course.”

“I still think you should see somebody.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She snorted. “Yeah, right… Well, I’m at the hospital. I’d better clock in before they write me up. Love you.”

“Love you too, Ma.”

The call screen vanished as his mother hung up. A Twitter notification popped up: Adam Parker I’m going to put a bullet in ur brain Fake News fucker I know where u live.

Adam sneered at the phone, tempted to invite the asshole to meet him outside the DCN building. Pounding some incel’s head in would make him feel a lot better.

And would probably get me fired. Conal wouldn’t appreciate the publicity. Being Branwyn’s favorite shooter earned Adam a lot of leeway from the company’s CEO, but aggravated assault was probably pushing…

A wave of ice rolled across Adam’s skin. Every hair on his body rose as if he stood in a thunderstorm the instant before a lightning strike. He knew that feeling. He’d felt it a dozen times last week.

Adam bolted to his feet, whirling to scan the room.

There. A white-hot point hung in mid-air. A heartbeat later, it expanded into a human-sized oval that wavered like a pool of clear water.

An alien stepped through.

The creature looked so damned unreal, looming there between rows of desks full of oblivious people working on the late broadcast. In his frozen astonishment, Adam couldn’t seem to speak, much less shout a warning.

The alien walked on his toes like a dog, lanky body covered in gleaming segmented armor. He scanned the room as two others emerged from the hole to join him. All three were better than seven feet tall, gripping long swords in two-fingered hands. Their helmets’ transparent faceplates revealed narrow, blue-skinned faces and predatory red eyes. And they were between Adam and both the newsroom exits.

Damn, but he missed the machete he’d used in Sudan.

“Aliens!” Adam roared. “Code Black!” In this era of mass shootings, it was the DCN code for armed intruders.

“Code Black!” Branwyn Donovan shot to her feet, her voice ringing over the startled shouts of her employees. Despite her crisp tone, her eyes looked huge in her whitening face. “Everybody out!”

Around the newsroom, heads turned, jaws dropping as they saw the lethal threat in their midst. People leaped up and started running.

The lead alien spotted Adam, and his predatory grin widened in triumph. “Ahhh!” he called over the screams, his English heavily accented. “There you are.” Something about the vicious anticipation in his eyes reminded Adam of that Al Qaeda fucker who’d almost slit his throat in ’07. The three started in Adam’s direction. Luckily everybody else was getting the hell out, snatching up laptops, purses and cell phones as they ran.

“Leave your shit!” Adam bellowed, backing away as the three aliens stalked him, swords lifted. “Everybody out -- Now!”

From the corner of one eye, he spotted Akemi Handa cowering behind a desk in a puddle of spilled lattes. The intern’s brown eyes darted in search of escape, and her face looked bloodless with terror. She seemed to be the only one trapped at this end of the room with him.

He had to distract the fuckers so she could run. Though he was probably screwed. Still, I survived that mob in Libya by stalling like a motherfucker. Might work again. Knowing Branwyn, she was probably already on the phone to the NYPD.

“We do not intend to kill you,” the alien told him, though the grin on his face suggested otherwise. “Surrender, and you’ll be treated with mercy.”

“Tell it to the people you killed in Times Square.” Adam snatched up the heavy gooseneck lamp off his desk, jerking the plug out of the wall as he retreated.

“It is merciful to make an example of a few to teach the many to accept their fate,” the leader said.

“Yeah, fuck you. Akemi, Goddamnit, move your ass!” He hurled the lamp at the alien, only to see it bounce off empty air as if it had hit something. What the hell?

The three aliens spread out, as if they intended to surround him. Adam ducked into the nearest cubicle, grabbed an office phone off the desk with his free hand, jerked it from the wall and threw it at ET. The creature gestured, and the phone exploded in shards of plastic.

Akemi yelped in alarm and raced to join the exodus out the nearest door. The aliens didn’t even glance her way, totally focused on Adam.

“You have no reason to risk battle,” the leader told him. “Your value as a hostage is high, and we shall not injure you if you surrender.” Red eyes narrowed. “But anger us at your peril.”

Adam fired the desk lamp at him with every ounce of force he could muster. “Yeah, fuck off, Papa Smurf.”

The lamp bounced off something invisible a yard from the bastard’s head. Adam grabbed up a backpack and sent it after the lamp, then immediately snatched up a paperweight and hurled it like a fastball.

Retreating, he grabbed chairs, phones, anything that came to hand, and threw it all as fast and hard as he could. Unfortunately, his projectiles kept bouncing away from his targets before they got anywhere close. What was up with that?

“What the hell do you want me for?” Stupid question -- they obviously intended to kill him. But fifteen years of dealing with psychotic assholes in a dozen countries had taught him that the longer you could stall, the greater your chances of escape.

“Ask your father.” ET’s blue lips peeled off inhumanly sharp teeth. “If he gives us what is ours, you’ll be released unharmed.”

“My father? I haven’t seen that man in twenty years, and he didn’t particularly give a shit about me then.” Assuming it really had been Paul Rogers. Their eyes had met and Adam had started toward him, but he’d disappeared in the crowd.

The alien sneered. “You’d best hope he cares, or you’ll have no value to…” He broke off, eyes widening, then whipped around to scan the room.

Ice rolled over Adam’s skin again -- the chill sensation of one of those doorways opening. Shit, what now?

“Leave him alone!” a deep voice barked. “If you want me, here I am!”

Adam whirled. One of those doorways had indeed opened, but this time the two figures stepping through it wore gold armor. The same armor as the man who’d saved him in Times Square.

But that voice… He frowned, realizing he recognized it, though he hadn’t heard it in decades. Dad?

* * *

“Leave him alone!” Ulf roared, striding through the gate. “If you want me, here I am!”

As Opal followed, she heard his voice in her mind through the mission ring she wore on her left hand. She’d used a spell to link it to Ulf’s signet so they could communicate telepathically. Protect my son. I’ll deal with the Fomorians.

Adam turned, evidently sensing the gate -- yeah, he was a first-generation Latent -- and their gazes collided.

Damn, but he looks like Ulf. A couple of inches taller than his father, he had a glorious blond mane that tumbled around his shoulders and a thick blond beard. His eyes were a startling turquoise blue against his deeply tanned face, and he was as powerfully muscled as Ulf in jeans and a black knit shirt.

Adam’s gaze flew to his father’s face, and for a heartbeat he froze.

One of the Fomorians, seeing an opportunity, lunged at him. Opal sent her will stabbing into the Mageverse, opening a conduit to the hot sea of magic roiling there. Dragging the power into her mind, she shaped it into an attack and sent it pounding across the room. The Fomo didn’t see it coming in time to shield, and the force blast batted him into his fellow warriors. All three slammed against the rear wall with a meaty thump.

Adam wasn’t stupid. The minute they hit the ground, he whirled and made for the door.

Ulf charged in, whirling his sword in a figure eight. Cursing in their guttural language, the Fomorians scrambled out of the debris and scattered, obviously meaning to surround the vampire. Judging from the uneasy expressions visible through their faceplates, they knew they were facing a Knight of the Round Table. And probably wishing they’d brought a dozen friends. All three focused on Ulf, grim determination on their faces.

Too late now, boys. Sensing the rise of their magic, Opal stepped in close to the big knight, flicking up a shield just before the first force blast detonated against it in an explosion of sparks.

An image flashed through her mind. A werewolf, fanged jaws gaping, lunging at Joaquin. Shielding him just a heartbeat too…

Not helpful, Opal. She shut the memory down hard. She had to focus on the knight, listening for his mental commands through their mission rings.

As one of the Fomorians lunged at them, Ulf snapped, Drop the shield!

She obeyed, and he leaped forward, moving with such speed she could barely follow the action. His blade met the lead Fomorian’s armored throat and sliced into the gorget like cardboard. Violet blood flew. The Fomorian made a choked sound and staggered back, but the other two kept coming, hacking at Ulf with their swords.

She was tempted to feed one a fireball, but the quarters were too tight for effective spell work. Besides, combat in a burning building was nobody’s idea of a good time.

Opal longed to wade in with her own blade, but a Round Table knight did not need help against three opponents, Fomo or not. So she kept far enough back to avoid getting in his way, but close enough to shield him if he needed it.

Until his head snapped around and his mental voice barked, Opal, there’s Adam. Get him out of here before someone kills him.

Startled, she glanced back. Sure enough, there Adam stood at the other side of the room, holding a cell phone and pivoting smoothly to follow the action as his father fought.

The lunatic was filming the fight.

The whole point of this was to keep the Fomorians from getting their hands on him, and here he was trying to get himself captured. “Parker, get out of here!” she shouted.

Adam ignored her.

Cursing, she sent a spell winging toward him, something to jack up his adrenaline and encourage a little common sense. She’d rather avoid using a compulsion on him. Those kinds of spells tended to leave big, bloody footprints on a mortal’s mind.

Opal felt the spell bite home, but Adam didn’t even flinch. Well, of course he didn’t. The man goes into war zones armed with nothing more than a camera.

Growling under her breath, she grabbed more magical energy and upped the juice, intensifying the effect into outright terror. To her satisfaction, Adam’s head jerked and his tanned face paled.

Then his lips peeled off his teeth, he set his big feet wide… and stayed exactly where he was.

Opal, get him out of here, Ulf’s mental voice rang from her ring.

A compulsion spell it was, then. Opal reached for her magic, took a moment to compose the wording, and fired it right into his head.

Adam’s eyes met hers, going wide before they narrowed with helpless fury. He pivoted like a marionette and staggered from the room. She could feel him fighting the spell with every step. Her brows rose. She’d never been all that impressed by this generation, but Ulf’s son could teach stubborn to a Missouri mule.

When she turned back to her partner, two of the Fomorians were down, and Ulf was stalking the third.

“What’s this about?” The big knight demanded of the Fomo, frustration and rage in his voice. “What do you want?”

“Give it to us,” the Fomorian spat. “It is our queen’s. You have no right to it.”

“I don’t have anything of your queen’s,” Ulf snapped. “I don’t steal, Fomorian.”

“It is ours!” The Fomo leaped at him, sword raised high.

Opal shot a tight, contained shield spell over Ulf’s head to deflect the blade. The weapon rebounded as Ulf drove his sword into the Fomorian’s chest plate. Despite the armor’s protective spells, vampire strength rammed the blade through the Fomorian and out his back.

Dying, violet blood spilling from his lips, the Fomo’s red gaze met Ulf’s. “Return… it…”

“Return what?” Ulf demanded.

But the red eyes had already gone fixed.

Jerking his sword free, he let the body fall and surveyed the carnage grimly. “What the hell do they think I have?”


Chapter Two

 

Goddamnit! Adam raged in silent frustration as his body clattered down the concrete stairs, ignoring his furious efforts to regain control. That bitch did something to me. She’d gestured as she’d looked at him, and it had felt as if something had grabbed control of his body and marched him right out the door. At least he’d managed to livestream a few minutes of the fight to the DCN app before… whatever she’d done. For that matter, how had she done that? It made no sense. But then, he’d been living in Bizarro World since last week. He should be used to it by now.

The narrow stairwell felt hot with the press of people, all of them babbling in fear and confusion. Voices yammered about “aliens,” “terrorists,” and “dragons,” the words sharp with growing terror as they stoked each other’s anxiety. They’d be lucky if this didn’t morph into a full-fledged stampede.

At last they reached the bottom floor and the pack spilled across the lobby, all but running. He burst out the building’s open exit doors into the night with the others, helpless against whatever pulled his strings. The whole pack scattered, heading for the nearest subway stop, grabbing cabs or Ubers, or just running like hell to put as much distance as possible between them and the aliens.

“Adam!” Branwyn’s voice. “Oh, thank God.” From the corner of one eye, he saw her reach out to grab his shoulder.

He tried to tell her what was happening, but his lips refused to obey and his feet kept walking. He wanted to howl in rage, fear and frustration.

“Adam? What’s the…” She cursed, her voice going grim. “Fin, he’s under a spell. Can you break it?”

A spell? But there’s no such thing as magic!

But there was. Obviously. What else explained the fire-breathing dragon that had incinerated those people? And how does Branwyn know I’m under a spell?

A heavily accented Irish voice said, “It’s Magekind work. I don’t have the juice to break something like that.”

Jesus. She and this Irishman seemed to know more about what was going on than he did.

Branwyn stepped in front of Adam and began to walk backward, staring into his face, still gripping his arm. “Why would the Magekind put a spell on him?”

The Irish voice snorted. “He was probably shooting something they didn’t want him to shoot.” Weirdly, the voice seemed to be coming from the vicinity of her hair. Was her phone on speaker? Yet her long curls stirred, as if something hid in there…

“Yeah, probably.” She frowned, examining him in concern. He stared into her violet eyes, looking for reassurance in the face of his terrifying loss of control. She gave his arm a comforting squeeze. “Listen, Adam, you’ll be okay. Whatever they’re doing, they’ve got a good reason.”

Who are “they?” What the fuck do you know about all this? And how do you know about it? he ached to ask so desperately, the questions seemed to exert a physical pressure against his lips.

Her voice dropped to a murmur. “Call me when the spell breaks.” She stepped out of his path and turned away.

Adam desperately wanted to follow her, but his body didn’t even pause as it strode across the sidewalk to the curb. One hand shot up, and a yellow cab rolled to a halt. He walked over, opened the rear door and got inside, his mouth rattling off the address of his Brooklyn apartment. The cab started with a lurch, and he sat back.

What the fuck’s happening? And what does any of this have to do with Dad?

Had that been Dad in the newsroom?

But that made no sense. According to his mother, Paul Rogers had been a businessman who traveled a lot. Not the kind of guy who wore armor and dueled aliens. Whatever kind of guy that was.

Though… one of Adam’s earliest memories was of holding a blunt wooden rapier in chubby hands. His father knelt at his back, guiding his hand through the eight parry positions. Prime… Seconde… Tierce… Quarte… Quinte… Sixte… Septime… Octave… Good, boy! Very good…

Adam tried to open his mouth and tell the cabbie to turn around and go back to DCN, but his lips wouldn’t move. Whatever the woman had done to him was still in effect.

Spells. Aliens. Armored men who might be his father.

What the fuck was going on?

* * *

It took more than an hour to make it home to Brooklyn through the heavy city traffic, and Adam spent the whole trip grinding his teeth. At last the cab rolled up to the five-story brownstone he called home, a former safe factory cut into loft apartments.

And just like that, his body was finally back under his control. Cursing, he swiped his bankcard to pay the fare, growling a little at the charge -- the bitch could have sent him home on the subway, for fuck’s sake -- and got out to stomp into the building. He climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, unlocked the apartment door, and swung it open.

Suddenly bone tired, he stepped inside, flicking on the lights. Illumination spilled down over the exposed brick walls to pool over the dully gleaming wooden floor. The only enclosed room was the bathroom. Kitchen flowed into living room into bedroom, the spaces set off by tall wooden bookshelves. The brick walls were hung with framed photos he’d taken on assignments -- women in black burqas shopping in an open-air Afghan market, a dazed Marine, head bandaged in the aftermath of an IED attack, fire belching from the muzzle of an M-4 as a Marine lifted the weapon to fire over a mud brick wall…

He rounded the bookshelves that blocked off the living room. And stopped dead.

Two figures in armor stood silhouetted against one of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The man faced away from him, staring out over the Brooklyn neighborhood. The woman turned as he entered, tensing.

Adam gaped at them for five ticking seconds before he exploded. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

The man turned. “Hello, Adam.” And yes, he sounded a hell of a lot like Dad. The woman said nothing, eying him, narrow-eyed through her transparent faceplate.

The fury that had been building since the woman sent him packing boiled free. “Where the fuck do you get off casting a spell on me?” The loft rang with his angry bellow.

People walking through portals in empty air, spells, dragons… His world was going fucking insane, and he was sick of it. Life has rules, damn it!

“The whole point of this little exercise was to keep your ungrateful ass alive,” the woman retorted. “If you’d had the sense to get out, I wouldn’t have had to make you.”

“I didn’t ask you to protect me. You had no…” Adam began, as she reached up and pulled off her helmet. The hot words on his tongue died from sheer astonishment.

In contrast to her hard-eyed stare, her face was surprisingly delicate, almost ethereal, with a narrow nose and long, elegant features that called to mind medieval virgins and unicorns. The impression of otherworldly beauty was strengthened by the deep red hair she wore pulled back in a tight ponytail, the color vivid against her pale complexion.

And she was young -- barely twenty, though the large gray eyes under her winging red brows were cool, cynical, and decades older than that pretty face. But if her features were brought wood nymphs to mind, she had a solid, muscular build under that gold scale armor that made him think of female Olympian track and field stars.

Who the hell cares what she looks like? She took over my body and turned me into a puppet. “How is my life any of your business?”

“Your life has always been my business,” the male warrior said quietly.

Adam turned on him, opening his mouth -- and felt his heart seem to stutter in his chest. Like the woman, the swordsman had taken his helmet off and tucked it under one arm. Adam recognized that face -- the broad lantern jaw marked with deep dimples and a cleft chin. Striking blue-green eyes dominated his face under thick brows and close-cropped honey-blond hair. His nose was slightly upturned at the tip, and his mouth was wide, curved in a smile that looked tentative, as if he wasn’t sure of his welcome.

He also looked about twenty.

At that, disappointment warred with relief. He’s not my father. But the resemblance… “Are we brothers?”

The man blinked. “No, boy. I’m your father. I’m… Paul.”

Adam’s heart leaped, beginning to pound in something that felt way too much like joy. It pissed him right off. “Then you’ve got one hell of a plastic surgeon, because you look fifteen years younger than I do.”

The woman warrior snorted. “He’s older than he looks.”

The man gestured at her. “Opal Cassidy, this is my son, Adam Parker. Adam, Opal.” There was warmth in his deep voice, a note of pride and approval.

Adam’s mind flashed to his mother, who’d rarely dated since Paul Rogers had walked out on them. He remembered all the times he’d listened to her muffled sobs. Mom had never cried in front of him, but at night, when she thought he was asleep… “Assuming you are my father instead of a lying son of a bitch, is she the reason you left?”

Blue eyes widened in surprise, then blazed hot. “First, watch what you call me. Second, that had nothing to do with Opal. She’s here to be your bodyguard.”

“Why would I need a bodyguard?”

“Because the Fomorians are going to keep coming after you,” Opal told him impatiently. “And without our protection, you’ll get snatched. You would not enjoy what comes next.”

“Fomorians? The aliens are Fomorians? Where’d they come from? What’s their problem with us?” All of which were questions that had obsessed the nation for the last week. Could he get the answers out of these people?

His “father” pulled off his gauntlets and tossed them on the coffee table with a ringing thump, then pushed his hair back from his forehead. A signet flashed on his index finger.

Adam knew that ring. An opal adorned the wide gold band with fragile layers of iridescent blue and violet threaded with crimson. He remembered staring at it as a boy, fascinated by its otherworldly, shifting colors. He’d never seen a stone like it in all the years since.

“They want to kidnap you to get to me,” the man said. And yes, he really did sound exactly like the father who’d drilled him on parries, who’d praised him and taught him…

And broken his mother’s heart.

Slowly, reluctantly, Adam felt his disbelief crack. It’s him. It’s really him. A quiver of fear and excitement rolled through him. To hide it, he made himself sneer. “You know, for a guy who claimed to be a businessman, you seem to know a fuck of a lot about aliens. Is your name really Paul Rogers, or did you lie about that too?”

The big man winced, something like shame flashing through his gaze. “No. It’s Baldulf. People call me Ulf.”

“Baldulf? What the hell kind of name is that? What is that, German?”

“Saxon. I was named for my maternal grandfather.”

“Is anything you told us true?”

A hint of anger chilled the blue green eyes. Paul -- or Baldulf, or whatever his name was -- did not like being called a liar. “I told the truth when I said I loved you.”

Adam stared at him, at a loss of how to respond to that. Finally, he shook his head and changed the subject. “What did you do to the Smurfs? Why are they after me? It can’t be because you’re my father -- I haven’t seen you in almost two decades. And even then, I wasn’t sure it was you.”

“It was me. I wasn’t about to miss your college graduation.”

My God, it is him. How else could he have known where Adam had last seen him?

Adam hid his stunned reaction behind a glare. “I’m sure I’d be touched, if you’d fucking hung around to talk to me.”

Another pained wince. “I couldn’t. I wanted to, but I couldn’t.”

“And why the fuck not?” The question exploded from him, propelled by the frustrated anger he’d felt every time he remembered pursuing his father through the graduation crowd, only to lose him. “Why the hell didn’t you speak to me? What was the point of coming if you weren’t going to at least say hello? What did we do that pissed you off so much you cut us out of your life?”

“You didn’t do anything. I just couldn’t be with you and your mother. It’s not allowed.”

“By who? Are you some kind of government agent? What happened between you and Mom?”

“Ulf loved your mother,” Opal interrupted. “He still loves your mother. But she’s mortal. He was ordered to stay away from her.”

“Mortal?” Adam looked from the woman warrior to his father. “Then what the fuck are you?”

“A Knight of the Round Table.” He said the words simply, as if they weren’t utterly ridiculous.

Adam stared at him, bafflement turning to fury. “You had me. You almost had me.” He stabbed a finger toward the door. “Get the fuck out of my apartment.”

With a sigh, the man gestured at Opal. “You were right. Go ahead and do it.”

Adam recoiled, remembering the last time she’d done something to him. Opal gestured, her hands graceful and swirling. He ducked.

Too late.

It was like being hit in the face with a hammer. Light exploded in his head, a soundless detonation that blazed over his skin in a foaming tsunami. Every hair on his body stood on end, followed a heartbeat later by a wave of impossible knowledge. His mind screamed in revolt, fought, howled rejection. Tried to cling what he’d always known to be the truth.

Only to have it ripped away from him as if by a giant’s merciless strength.

Understanding rolled over him, cool and undeniable.

Dad’s telling the truth.

His father’s real name was Sir Baldulf, and he was a Knight of the Round Table -- and a vampire. Opal was an immortal witch who could twist reality to her will with a thought. They both lived in an alternate universe where magic was a physical force, like gravity or electromagnetism.

And they wanted Adam to become one of them. But to do that, he’d have to give up his job, his art, his friends -- everything he was. He’d become immortal, but he wouldn’t be himself anymore. He’d have to become a fighter, a warrior in a war that never ended.

A war for humanity’s survival.

Adam staggered and would have fallen, but his father caught his arm and steadied him. For a moment, they were eye to eye. “It’s good to see you, boy.” Ulf smiled at him, though the expression looked a little tight, a little wary. As if he was worried about Adam’s reaction.

Somewhere in the depths of his mind, Adam heard his mother’s soft sobs of despair. Fury exploded through him on a searing wave of betrayal. He hauled off and punched his father right in the mouth with every ounce of strength. “You hurt my mother, you son of a bitch!”

To his satisfaction, the big knight staggered back. Shaking his head as if dazed, he wiped the blood off his lower lip. “Adam…”

He didn’t want to hear it. He whirled on the woman. “And you! Stay the fuck out of my head and get out of my apartment! I will not tell you again.”

The woman just glared. “If we do that, you idiot, the Fomorians will kidnap and torture you to get at your father.”

“There’s no way in hell I’m sleeping with you!” It was only after he said the words that he realized that was indeed what they had in mind. The act of making love to her would trigger something in his DNA. Something that would transform him into a vampire. He knew it, the same way he knew all this other impossible shit.

“I don’t like it any better than you do,” she snarled. “But I have my orders.”

He stared at her a long moment, his jaw gaping as even more unbelievable information flooded his consciousness. Three times. He’d have to sleep with her three times to activate the spell they called Merlin’s Gift.

And she really wasn’t any happier about it than he was. There was something in those gray eyes, something of old grief, of buried anger. And over that lay an expression of dogged determination, as if she meant to do her duty no matter what it cost her.

Turning away, Adam rubbed his hands over his face. “Isn’t it supposed to be three bites that turn you into a vampire?”

“As usual, fiction gets it wrong,” Ulf said dryly. “Latents become Magekind by sleeping with one of the Magekind.”

Latents. Descendants of the Knights of the Round Table.

Fifteen hundred years before, Arthur, his knights, and their ladies had fought for the right to drink from Merlin’s Grail. The potion the cup contained transformed them, the men into vampires, the women into witches. They’d then passed the spell called Marlin’s Gift down to their descendants, though it remained dormant in a Latent’s DNA unless activated by sexual contact with other Magekind.

“Jesus, I can’t believe any of this shit.” And yet he did. He shouldn’t -- the things he suddenly knew made absolutely no sense. And yet there was an of course quality to the information.

Water was wet and his father was an immortal vampire who served King Arthur. Not believing wasn’t even an option.

They’re here because they want to make me a vampire so the Fomorians can’t use me against Ulf. Following that thought was one that carried a surprisingly painful sting. He’s not here to see me. He just wants something. Fuck, that hurt.

Adam looked at Opal, who stood with her arms crossed and an irritated expression on her lovely face. “What did you do to me? How did you put this… stuff in my head?”

She paused a long moment, as if trying to decide how to explain it. “We’ve found that it’s hard to get Latents to believe the truth. We created a spell that packages the basic information you need and implants it in the brain. If you think about whatever you need to know, the spell will feed you the answer.”

He stared at her, his abused brain aching. “Every time I turn around, you’re making me do stuff I don’t want to do. You make me believe insane crap that just appears in my head. How do I know any of it is true? What next, you wave your magic wand and make me sleep with you?”

His father sighed. “Nobody’s going to make you do anything. We don’t force people to accept the Gift. It’s not allowed.”

Adam started to demand who “didn’t allow it,” but he already knew the answer. It was Merlin. Merlin, who wasn’t some ancient magician, but an alien wizard who looked like a fifteen-year-old boy.

The fuck? Could his life get any weirder?

Adam turned away and stalked over to the kitchen, where he started making himself a drink. The southern manners his mother had drummed into his head picked that moment to speak up. “I’ve got bourbon, Scotch, vodka and white wine. Do either of you want anything?” He poured three fingers of Scotch into a glass and downed the whole thing in one searing gulp.

The two Magekind joined him in the kitchen. Looking as tense as he felt, Ulf opted for the bourbon. So did Opal, somewhat to his surprise. Not a white wine girl.

“You do realize the Fomorians are going to keep coming after you?” Opal asked. “We’re the only chance you’ve got at survival.”

Adam’s brain supplied the helpful information that the Fomorians were one of a number of intelligent species on the magical version of Earth.

Magical Earth? What the fuck?

Oh. There were an infinite number of universes, all with different physical laws. Magic worked to one degree or another in most of them, just as most had some variant of Earth and some version of humanity. Magic didn’t work all that well on Adam’s version, so witches had to draw on the Mageverse to power their spells. “What’s the Fomorians’ problem with the…” He stumbled over the word. “… the Magekind?”

He handed the drinks around to murmured thanks.

Ulf sipped his and pursed his lips, nodding in approval. “King Bres isn’t very fond of humans from either version of Earth. Plus, he was having trouble with some rebellious nobles he needed to keep in line. He decided to kill two birds with one war, figuring it would unite his people.”

Adam nodded. “A lot of dictators here do the same thing.” He’d been making a living covering that kind of blood-soaked politics for years.

“Exactly. Didn’t quite work out the way he had in mind, mostly thanks to one of our seers. Bres got himself killed, and from what we understand, his queen has her hands full with all those nobles he was so worried about.”

“But why are these Fomorians coming after me? How do they even know about my connection to you?”

“That’s a good question. And the answer is we’re not really sure. Our best seer, Alys, says it’s got something to do with me, but she doesn’t know what.” Apparently reading Adam’s confusion, he explained, “All the Majae get visions of the future…”

“But they’re usually pretty vague,” Opal put in. “Alys not only sees the future, she can tell how to avoid the worst timelines. According to her, some ugly stuff is coming. Ugly enough to make what happened in Times Square look like a high school prom. She believes the Fomorians want something from Ulf, and they’re planning to kidnap you to force him to give it to them. They’re going to come after you on the subway tomorrow, and if we aren’t there, they’ll snatch you and kill six people in the process, including a five-year-old.”

Ulf’s gaze bored into his. “We can’t let them do that, Adam.”

He felt a sudden sense of dislocation, as if he was falling. He’d stared into that face so many times. Big hands lifted him, tossed him upward as he laughed hysterically, caught him again and dragged him into a hug… How old had he been? Five? Was it even a real memory, or something the witch had planted in his head? How the hell could he trust anything these people said?

I can trust it because he’s Dad.

Which was when Adam realized that somewhere, buried deep in his head, there was a five-year-old who was thrilled Daddy had finally come home. But I’m not five years old, he thought savagely. And he abandoned us. “So now that I know, I’ll take a taxi.”

Opal didn’t even hesitate. “Alys predicted you’d say that. She also told me a centaur and three Fomorians will hit the cab when you stop at a red light. The Fomos will take you, and both the people in the next car and the cabby will burn to death when the centaur nails the taxi with a fireball.”

Adam glowered. “Then I’ll call a Lyft.”

Cold gray eyes bored into his. “The Lyft driver gets a spear in the chest.”

“Then I’ll fucking hitchhike.”

“Christ Jesus, you’re a stubborn bastard.” Opal gestured with a swirling motion of one hand. “Alys?”

A window opened in the air. On the other side of it, a black couple were wrapped around each other in a passionate kiss. The woman’s shirt was off, and she wore what looked like an athletic bra, the white almost glowing against rich, dark skin.

“Hey, Alys,” Opal said. “Got a question.”

The big man cursed as the pair jolted apart and glared.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Alys spat, sounding thoroughly disgusted. “Couldn’t you give us a little warning?”

Ulf’s cheeks darkened in an uncharacteristic blush. “Ah, sorry about that. My son wants to know what happens if he hitchhikes to work tomorrow.”

“I told you he was going to be a pain in the ass.”

“If you can see the future,” Adam demanded, “why didn’t you know we were going to call?”

“I don’t see everything. I did see you making it to the newsroom. You have to dodge two kidnapping attempts on the way, and you’re an hour late, but you make it to the newsroom. Unfortunately, the Fomorians are pissed. Right around lunch, eight of them show up to snatch you. In the process, Branwyn Donovan, Akemi Handa, and Reginald Grice will be killed.”

Adam stared at her in sick horror. The aliens would murder Branwyn, Reggie… even the intern? Because of him? Oh, hell no. “How do I stop it?”

“Go to Avalon with Ulf and Opal. The two of them will protect you. Otherwise, you get snatched, and any innocent bystanders will end up…” She broke off in mid-word, her head coming up as what looked like ink rolled over her eyes. Stars detonated in their depths. The big man next to her stiffened and stared at her in alarm.

“What’s --” Adam began.

Opal shushed him. “She’s having a vision. Don’t interrupt.”

He found himself obeying, staring into the two holes that seemed to have replaced Alys’s eyes.

Abruptly she snapped out of it. “Get out of there. The Fomorians are coming.”

Adam stiffened in alarm. “What about my neighbors?”

“With you gone, the Fomos won’t hang around killing people. Your apartment’s toast though. Go, damn it!”

Opal cursed and gestured. A gate opened, revealing a wavering image of something on the other side. Instinctively, he strained to see what was. Furniture?

Ulf grabbed his upper arm and jerked him through the gate as easily as if he were five again.

* * *

He’d expected a medieval castle, all gray stone walls and tapestries and suits of gothic armor standing in corners. Instead they’d stepped into the courtyard of what looked like a Spanish hacienda from an old movie. Graceful white plaster walls surrounded them with arched doorways and stained-glass windows. Great masses of pink bougainvillea cascaded from the tile roof like a waterfall, and mounds of flowers in a hundred vivid shades spilled from flower boxes, marble urns or niches in the walls. The scent of all those blossoms flooded the night air, intoxicating and sweet.

A line from “Hotel California” popped into his head -- You can check out anytime you like, but you can never leave.

“Now I really need that drink,” Opal said. “And maybe something to eat.” She glanced at them. “Anyone else want anything?”

“A glass would be wonderful,” Ulf said, dropping his hold on Adam’s arm and following the witch. “Then Adam and I need to talk.” He sounded grim.

“You’re damned right we do.” Adam followed them inside.

The interior was every bit as beautiful as the courtyard. Heavy dark ceiling beams stretched across the white plaster ceiling. The floor was covered with red tile. They walked through what appeared to be a living room filled with couches and armchairs, southwestern patterns stamped into the red leather scrollwork. A western saddle sat on a wooden stand in one corner, the black leather intricately tooled and trimmed in silver. Adam’s gaze fell on a bronze of a man on a bucking horse, and he paused to study it, eyebrows shooting up. “Is this a Remington?”

She glanced around. “Yes.”

“Replica?”

“No. It belonged to my… partner. He loved Western art. I built this place for him.”

He’d been more than just a partner, if she’d given him a gift like this place. “That couldn’t have been cheap.”

“Not in the way you mean -- money doesn’t have any value in Avalon. Took me two years to conjure it all.” She nodded at the massive portrait hanging over the couch. “That’s Joaquin.”

The man was almost ridiculously handsome, deeply tanned, with dark eyes and brown hair curling to his shoulders. His smile was wide and white, so infectious even Adam felt the tug of it. He wore a denim shirt and dusty jeans with crossed gun belts, like something out of an old western. A gold plate fastened to the bottom of the frame said, “Joaquin Martinez Ruiz.”

She gazed at the painting a long moment, sadness in those gray eyes, then abruptly turned and left the room. His father shot him a look and tilted his head in a come on gesture.

Adam frowned and strode after her. Ulf fell in beside him. “Died eleven years ago,” the knight murmured softly. “In combat.”

Well, hell.


Chapter Three

 

The kitchen looked surprisingly normal -- not a caldron or batwing to be seen. Countertops of rust marble surrounded a stainless steel stove, though there was no sign of a refrigerator. Oak cabinets with brass fittings lined the walls.

“Tell me you’re not a vegetarian,” the witch demanded of Adam as she headed for the prep island in the center of the room.

“Oh, I eat nothing but grass,” Adam shot back. When she turned to stare at him, he smirked. “Once it’s been recycled through a cow.”

She gave him a narrow-eyed look, not amused in the least. “How does lasagna sound?”

“What, no eye of newt?”

“The market was fresh out.” She ducked under the island, pulled out a long pan, and then started bustling around pulling ingredients out of drawers and cabinets.

His father slid a knife out of a butcher block. “Want me to cut up anything?”

She looked up with a smile and tossed him a bell pepper. He caught it smoothly. “I appreciate a man with skills. Dice that, please.”

Okaaay, Adam thought. Here I am in a magical universe, watching a sorceress and Knight of the Round Table make like Top Chef. Why do I feel the urge to look for a hidden camera?

He watched as they moved around the kitchen, working smoothly together in a way that suggested an intimacy he began to find hugely irritating. Especially when he thought about all the times his mother had cried herself to sleep.

Brooding, Adam dropped onto a barstool at the island, eying his father. Had Ulf thought of them at all in the years since he’d walked out? Had he ever cried alone in the dark?

The question woke Adam’s inner asshole. “It doesn’t piss you off that I’m supposed to sleep with your girlfriend?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, I’m not his…”

Ulf put down his knife and raised one finger, cutting her off. He never looked away from Adam’s face. “If you’ll excuse us, I think my son and I need to go out in the courtyard and talk.”

“Fine with me.” Okay, you want to do this now, old man? We’ll do it now, Adam thought, and stalked after him through the kitchen door into the courtyard.

His mind bled pain, anger and fear. Beneath that was the ancient scar from a child’s bewildered hurt.

He wanted payback, damn it. Payback for his mother’s pain and sadness. Payback for lost Christmas mornings and Halloweens and boyhood birthdays. Payback for his mother’s humiliation, her haunted belief that Ulf had tired of her, that she hadn’t been woman enough to keep him.

For Adam’s secret boyhood conviction that he’d somehow driven his father away.

He wanted Ulf to know what he’d done to them.

“I want to get one thing straight,” Ulf said, his back to Adam.

“Just one? Because I’ve got a lot more to say to you.”

Ulf spun. “Silence,” he snarled.

Adam froze. He recognized that flat, emotionless stare, the feline stillness, the cold lethality. He’d met a lot of killers as a combat videographer. He’d just never imagined his father was one of them.

Ulf had been the endlessly patient parent, never losing his temper, even when Adam had driven his mother nuts with a boy’s hyperactive mischief. Not that he let Adam get away with it. “A man owes a duty to his mother,” he’d said more than once. “She gave you your life and loves you more than her own. You should honor that enough not to give her pain.”

Which was one reason Adam had been so furious when Ulf had hurt Cheryl so badly. But looking into those cold turquoise eyes now, Adam felt ice spill down his spine.

Suddenly he could believe his father was an immortal warrior, a man who’d done more killing in more wars than he could even imagine. There was something in Ulf’s gaze that didn’t look completely human.

“You can say whatever you want to me, boy. I don’t deny I deserve it,” Ulf said in a low voice all the more terrifying for its utter calm. “But you will not treat Opal with anything less than utmost courtesy. I will not tolerate it. None of this was her idea. She’s obeying orders, doing her duty even though she still grieves for Joaquin as if he were murdered yesterday. She deserves your respect, and by Merlin’s Grail, you will give it to her. Is that understood?”

Stunned, off balance, Adam nodded tightly. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have insulted Opal. I’ll apologize.” Then he forced himself to meet that cold, immortal stare. “But I’m not the only one who owes an apology.”

Ulf just stared at him with that fixed intensity.

Abruptly the emotionless killer disappeared as if he’d never existed, leaving behind a weary man who’d done things he regretted. Sighing, he shook his head. “I am sorry for walking out on you and your mother. I’ve missed you every day of the last twenty-eight years. You have no idea what you both mean to me.”

“Then why did you leave?” The question came out sounding raw.

Ulf looked away. “I came to realize I was doing you a disservice. You deserved a father who could go to Little League games with you and take you to the park. Cheryl deserved a husband who could be with her every night instead of just when he could get away. As long as I was around, she was never going to find that kind of man.”

“But we wanted you. Mom loved you.”

“And I love her. I’ve never stopped.” He gave Adam a frown. “But she could have found someone. You’re grown now, why haven’t you bestirred yourself to help her?”

Adam blinked at the raw frustration in the demand. “Actually, I have. I’ve tried repeatedly to set her up with my friends’ divorced fathers. Hell, I even tried to get her on Match.com. She’d go out once or twice, and then only if I nagged. In retrospect it’s not hard to see why.” His voice took on a biting note even to his own ears. “An ordinary guy isn’t going to come off well when the competition’s a Knight of the Round Table.”

Ulf snorted. “At least he could be there during the daytime.”

“We would have been happy for anything you could give us. Nights, weekends, Christmas. Whatever scraps you could toss.”

“I wanted more for you than scraps. I wanted her to be happy even if I couldn’t be.” There was such pain and longing in his voice, it was obvious his father really had suffered. Maybe as much as they had.

“Why, Dad?” Adam searched his face. “Why did you leave? For that matter, why did you move in with Mom to begin with? You’re immortal. Hell, I look older than you now. Mom could almost be your mother. How did you think you were going to explain the fact you never aged?”

“It wasn’t something I did intentionally.” Ulf’s broad shoulders slumped and he dropped onto a wrought-iron bench beneath a tumble of bougainvillea. “I knew I shouldn’t have done it. There are rules against getting romantically involved with a mortal. But…” He lifted his hands and let them drop. “… I fell in love.”

Adam sank down beside him. “When Mom was working at the bookstore?” They’d met while she was working her way through college at the Medical University of South Carolina. “I remember the story.”

Ulf slanted him a look. “What I never told either of you was that I was seriously burned out. It was during the Cold War, and we were trying to destabilize the Soviet Union by… Well, it would take too long to explain. But there was this idealistic Russian kid who was feeding me information, and his superiors caught him at it. Beat him to death and threw him out a window. I wanted to kill every last one of the bastards, but Arthur ordered me to take a break. I’ve always liked Charleston, so that’s where I headed. One night I walked into Grangers Books, and there she was.”

And according to Mom, he’d come in every night for the next month. Business was slow, and they’d spent hours talking books -- among other things. “She fell for you like a brick. When you vanished for those three months, she never thought she’d see you again.”

“If Arthur had had his way, she never would have. But I missed her so Goddamn much, I couldn’t stay away. I didn’t care that she was mortal. She was… like the sun I no longer get to see. Bright and warm and funny as hell. And fiery when you got her going.”

Adam had to grin. “She still is.”

“And I was so… alone. I’ve spent fifteen centuries fighting to teach humanity to quit killing each other. All that happened is they learned how to do it more efficiently. If the Magekind drop the ball even once, millions of people could die in a day.” Ulf shot Adam a resigned look. “We’re not in danger of putting ourselves out of business any time soon.”

“It sounds… pretty fucking grim.”

“Yeah. Yeah, it is. I just wanted something in my life that wasn’t the Round Table. With your mother and you, I found it. And for ten years, I was never happier.” He sighed. “Until the day your mother joked that I looked just the same as I had the day we met. And of course, she was right.”

Adam frowned. “Couldn’t you… I don’t know, get somebody to cast a spell on you so you’d look older?”

“Yes, we use illusion spells all the time. But that wouldn’t solve the real problem, which was that I was spending days, sometimes weeks away from you.” He grimaced. “Arthur pointed out that I should let Cheryl go while she was still young enough to find a husband.”

“Arthur is a bastard,” Adam growled.

“Well, yeah. But he was right, too.” He forked one hand through his hair in a restless gesture. “Still hurt like hell.”

Not as badly as it hurt us, Adam thought. This time he couldn’t bring himself to say the words aloud. He no longer doubted his father had suffered -- or that he’d done what he believed was the right thing.

“I do have a confession to make.” Ulf leaned forward and laid a hand on Adam’s knee. Squeezed it. “When Alys told me that the Fomorians were going to target you, I was terrified. But I was also thrilled that I’d get the chance to see you again.”

“I’m… glad to get to see you too. I don’t know if I want to become a vampire, but…”

Ulf shook his head. “I don’t blame you, but Alys doesn’t kid around when it comes to predictions. And when she gives one this definitive, it’s a virtual certainty. You’re going to have to accept the Gift, or we’ll all regret it.”

Before he could retort, the kitchen door opened and Opal stuck her head out. “Have you two killed each other?”

“Still alive,” Ulf said cheerfully.

“Then come in and let me feed your son. The lasagna’s ready. Magic’s a wonderful thing.”

* * *

“You,” Adam told her over his second plate of lasagna, “are one hell of a cook.”

Opal grinned in genuine pleasure. Looking into her beautiful face, he remembered what his father had told him. “You’re going to have to accept the Gift, or we’ll all regret it.”

All I’ve got to do is sleep with her, and I’ll become the next best thing to Superman. And immortal on top of that. He frowned as his cynical journalistic instincts clanged a warning. There has got to be a catch somewhere.

Damn, he wanted to talk to Branwyn. He’d love to hear her opinion of this. Not that they’d let him tell a mortal a damn…

Which was when Adam remembered the weird conversation he’d overheard after the newsroom fight, the one between Branwyn and the guy with the Irish accent. ”It’s Magekind work. I don’t have the juice to break something like that.”

“Why the hell would the Magekind put a spell on him?”

“Branwyn Donovan knows about you,” he said aloud. “She was talking to this Irish guy -- I guess on the phone. They mentioned Magekind and spells.”

“Yeah, she and Conal helped us out during a…” She grimaced. “… conflict some years ago.”

“Are they Magekind?”

“No, Changelings -- mixed race Sidhe and human.”

He felt his jaw drop as his brain produced another one of those stunning little knowledge nuggets. “There really is such a thing as fairies?”

She looked at him and slowly lifted a brow.

Adam grimaced. “Okay, yeah, why shouldn’t there be? Look, I want to talk to her. For one thing, she’s my boss, and I need to tell her what’s going on.” And I want to ask her why she didn’t tell me about you.

Opal shrugged. “Okay, give her a call. We’ll gate her here.”

Adam pulled out his cell phone and paused, frowning at the screen. “Of course you’ve got no bars, dumbass,” he murmured to himself. “You’re not on Earth anymore.” This was a completely different universe.

Opal gestured, and he felt the cool tingle of magic swirl around the phone. “Try it now.”

“Hey, Siri, call Branwyn.”

“Calling Branwyn,” a cheerful English voice announced.

It barely had time to ring before she answered. “Jesus, Parker, are you all right? I’ve been calling you for the past hour!”

Adam sighed. “I’m fine, but we need to talk.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I saw the video you streamed. Those blue bastards are after you specifically. When you didn’t answer your phone, I thought they had you.”

“No, I’m with someone else.”

“The Magekind?”

“I told you that fecker’s got some magic in him.” It was the same voice he’d heard during the evacuation.

“Who the hell is that?” Adam demanded.

“Branwyn, we’ll gate you here,” Ulf said, raising his voice to be heard over the phone.

There was a long pause. “Fine. I see a parking spot I can pull into. Can you pinpoint my location, or do I need to go somewhere specific?”

“We can gate you from there,” Opal said. “Just make sure there’s no one around.”

They listened to the rumble of a car engine cutting off, then the click of boot heels on pavement. “Okay, I’m in an alley.”

Opal gestured, and a gate appeared in the middle of the kitchen. Branwyn stepped through it and stopped dead, her jaw dropping in astonishment. “Good God,” she murmured, gazing around in growing awe. “Is this… Is this the Mageverse? It’s…”

She turned in a slow circle, her eyes wide. “The magic is so thick, it’s like honey. It’s just right here.” She gestured, and sparks followed her fingertips.

Adam eyed her, as assorted weird events from their mutual past made sudden sense. “That time the Taliban fighter didn’t see us when we were standing right in front of him -- you cast a spell on him, didn’t you?”

“No, that was me.” Something moved behind the thick curtain of her hair, emerged onto her shoulder and scuttled down her arm. It looked like a cat-sized Chinese dragon with a long snaky body and stubby legs, green scales gleaming with iridescent streaks of violet and gold that rippled as it moved. A bright red frill ran from between huge golden eyes to the tip of a long, whipping tail.

Adam recoiled. For once, his brain provided no useful information about something weird and magical. “What the hell is that?”

“The fella who saved your ass a dozen times,” the lizard retorted in a thick Irish brogue. “You’re welcome.”

“You’re the one she was talking to,” Adam said, feeling a little stupid.

Branwyn smiled down at the creature fondly. “This is Finvarra. He’s a magical being, and he’s saved both our lives a dozen times. We were lucky to have him, because I don’t have that much power.”

“Where did you get him?” Adam badly wanted to touch those elegant scales, but he didn’t want to tempt the needle-sharp teeth Finvarra bared at him.

“The Mother of Fairies. But he’s been in the family for generations.” Branwyn turned to the two Magekind. “Now, does anyone want to tell me what the hell is going on, and why those Fomos just busted up my newsroom?”

* * *

“Fuck. Me.” Branwyn leaned back in her chair, scrubbing her face with both hands. Ulf and Opal had left them alone to discuss the situation, and they’d spent the last half hour hashing it out. “What a mess.”

Adam’s fascinated attention slid back to the lizard yet again. Fin was a gorgeous little creature, but he didn’t look real. “How the hell do you have enough brainpower to talk in such a tiny head?”

Finvarra glared up at him. “Not the only thing that’s tiny around here. Don’t think you’ll be getting lucky any time soon.”

“Fin,” Branwyn said. “Quit antagonizing him.”

“Jesus.” Adam braced his elbows on his knees, staring at the lizard. “My entire life has gone loony tunes. Vampires. Witches. Escapees from Disney movies…”

“I’ll show you a Disney movie…”

“Fin!”

He ignored the byplay. “How can I trust anything they tell me when they can make me believe anything?”

She sighed. “Yeah, you’ve never had a talent for trusting people.”

He flicked her a look, then gestured at Fin. “Which is a mystery. I mean, just look at how honest everybody in my life has always been.”

Fin glared. “Would you have believed Branwyn if she had told you about me?”

“If you’d popped out of her hair, yeah.”

“You saw a fire-breathing dragon and bloody blue aliens last week, you gobshite, and you’re still denying what’s right in front of your face.”

“She could have told me.” The words came out far more naked than he’d intended. Worse, they sounded hurt. He instantly wanted to take them back, hide the gaping vulnerability they exposed. “Do you really think I would have betrayed you?”

“I couldn’t take the chance. If it had been just me, it would have been different. But it wasn’t just me. The existence of magic isn’t just my secret. It’s Conal’s, and my sister Aislyn’s, not to mention the Magekind’s, and all the other Sidhes’, and even the werewolves’. Adam, you’ve built your entire life around revealing shit people want to keep hidden. You see how everybody on the planet is reacting to this -- they’re all losing their damned minds. World leaders are preparing for war, Evangelicals are saying it’s the end times, Alex Jones says your neighbor may be an alien -- and I’m who he’s talking about. We always knew it would be like this, and it always scared hell out of us. I couldn’t tell you.”

Adam raked a hand through his beard, fighting to keep his reaction off his face. He felt naked enough as it was. “I would never do anything to hurt you.”

“I never really thought you would…”

“Except you did, or you’d have told me.”

“Well, now you’ve been told,” she snapped. “Question is, what are you going to do about it? Are you going to deal, or are you going to keep being hurt and pissed off? You’re one of the Magekind now, whether you like it or not. Fact is, you always have been.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll blend right in,” Finvarra told him. “You’re an arrogant wanker too.”

Ignoring her scaly pet -- or accomplice, or whatever he was -- Branwyn tried to lighten the mood. Evidently, she realized how flayed he was feeling. “Look at it this way. Being immortal wouldn’t exactly suck. Where will humanity be in a thousand years? You’ll see the future, Adam.”

“Assuming we haven’t blown ourselves up, drowned ourselves, fried ourselves…”

“Unlike the rest of us, you can do something to keep any of that from happening. Why the hell wouldn’t you want to?”

He rose from his seat and began to pace. “Yeah, I want to. But Opal still fucked with my head. They could make me believe anything. And what else could she do?”

Branwyn picked up the bottle of Scotch Opal had left and poured each of them a refill. “Look, I’ve watched these people in action. So have you. They were willing to go up against a dragon alone to save mortal lives. They really are the good guys.”

She had a point. The death toll last week would have been even higher without the Magekind. And yet… “Being a good guy doesn’t keep you from doing some pretty appalling shit.” He thought of some of crimes he’d seen committed by people who believed their actions were fully justified.

“Look, the Mother of Fairies told me that if we didn’t have the Magekind, this planet would be a radioactive rock now. Khrushchev and Kennedy were about to declare World War III during the Cuban Missile Crisis until Magekind agents convinced them both to back down. Humanity has had the bomb for seventy-five years, and that includes the Pakistanis and the Indians and a bunch of other people who hate each other’s guts. The Magekind are the reason none of those narcissistic asshats have nuked each other. These guys say they need you, Adam. I understand your doubts -- and I’m going to miss you like hell -- but you have to do the right thing.”

He blew out a breath and studied her. “So you think I should accept the Gift?”

Branwyn shrugged. “According to this Alys, it’s that or die.”

“Yeah, but I’d have to sleep with Opal. I don’t trust her as far as I can throw her. Plus, she hates my fucking guts.”

Branwyn smiled. “Hating you is a lot harder than you think it is.”

“Now, I wouldn’t go that far,” Finvarra said, looking up from the Scotch glass he’d had his scaly muzzle buried in.

“You’re just jealous, Leprechaun.”

“Yeah, Thor wannabe?” He reared on stubby hind legs and gestured lewdly. “I gotcha hammer right here.”

* * *

A half hour later, Opal closed the kitchen door behind Ulf. She’d already gated Branwyn and Finvarra back to the reporter’s car.

“All right, I’ll do it.” Adam said the words quietly. He stood by the bar looking grim. “I don’t like this, but the eight hundred people who died last week probably didn’t like what happened to them either. If I can keep anyone else from dying, it’s worth taking the chance.”

The tension ran out of her so fast, a smile of relief bloomed across her face. “Thank you, Adam.”

He nodded shortly.

They stared at each other. Oh, Jesus. Now what?

“Now what?” he asked, echoing her thought.

“Ahhh… Alys told me we need to get this started now, because if we wait until the shit hits the fan…”

“When is the shitstorm scheduled?”

“I have no idea.” Opal studied him as he stood there, tall and broad-shouldered, with that glorious mane of blond hair. She’d loved it when Joaquin had worn his hair long, but it had gotten in his way in combat, and he’d usually insisted on keeping it cut. Remembering the thick, shimmering waves of black falling around her face as he took her, Opal felt her heart constrict. Am I really going to be able to do this with him?

But she knew her duty. So she was, by God, going to seduce him if it killed her. Opal stepped closer, curving her lips in a smile.

Adam jolted back a step and eyed her warily.

She stopped. “Do you want to do this or not?”

“Yeah, I just don’t want to do it with someone who looks at me as if she scraped me off her boot.”

She frowned in chagrin. “I do not. And it wouldn’t matter if I did. I’d still do my damn job.”

“Yeah, there’s a recipe for passion.” He studied her dubiously. “So Alys says I need the Gift. But the… thing, the spell you put in my head, says it will still work if we do the three times one right after the other. We don’t have to start tonight.”

“In theory, but you’ll need at least one Daysleep to complete your transformation. Which means the process is going to take at least a day. We can’t afford to waste time, or you won’t be ready when we need you.”

“Okay, fine.” He stepped over to her. She controlled the impulse to retreat. “But if we’re going to do this, I want to call the shots.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean I take the lead this time instead of you pulling my strings.”

Opal met his gaze and blew out a breath. Tried not to think about Joaquin. “All right.” She waited for the kiss, but it didn’t come. Instead Adam just stared into her eyes. Opal shifted uncomfortably, but she had discipline, by God, and so she made herself wait.

“You don’t have to do anything,” he murmured, his voice low and seductive. “Leave it all to me.”

“Fine,” she said, and started to cross her arms. Realizing that was self-defeating, she dropped them again and forced herself to meet his eyes. Found herself staring. Joaquin’s had been a warm, velvet brown, but Adam’s were a vibrant turquoise. He really was ridiculously handsome, with that straight nose, high cheekbones, and a neatly trimmed honey beard framing his jaw line. His hair was the most gorgeous she’d ever seen on a man, a hundred shades from rich brown to gold to sun-kissed honey. And yet she’d never seen him use the hair, never caught him shaking it out or arranging it to draw a woman’s eye. “Doesn’t that mane get in the way?”

“Sometimes.” He reached for hers, combed his fingers through her curls, caught one, drew it out, watched it bounce back. “Does yours?”

“I keep it braided when I fight.” Her voice sounded a little rough, and she had to stop and clear her throat. “And I wear a helmet.”

“It’s soft,” he breathed. He released the curl, let his hand drift to her lower lip to brush his thumb delicately across its curve. She was surprised at how rough and calloused his skin was. Somehow she’d thought his hands would be soft. Licking her lips, she realized he tasted faintly salty.

Opal stared up into his eyes and had the sudden sensation that she was falling, as if her entire consciousness was being pulled up into those amazing eyes. Looking closer, she saw there were thin threads of gold in his irises, and she wondered if that was an illusion created by the hair.

This close, she could feel the magical buzz of the Gift deep in his cells. She couldn’t smell him the way vampires could scent a Latent, but she’d have known he was Ulf’s son just from the contours of his face. His lips were a little fuller than his father’s, though, with more of a curve to the upper lip. And there was something in the shape of his eyes that wasn’t quite the same. It made her wonder what his mother looked like.

Adam bent his head. He did it slowly, giving her plenty of time to retreat. Asking permission. She didn’t retreat, of course. It was only as his lips touched hers that she realized duty had nothing to do with her willingness.

She wanted to know how he tasted.

Like Scotch, she realized as his mouth sampled hers. There was warmth and an intoxicating bite, yet his kiss was also exquisitely gentle, the lips brushing back and forth across hers with no more pressure than a whisper.

Adam paused for a moment, as if to give her time to decide whether she liked it, then took her lower lip into his mouth for a soft, tugging suckle. His hands came to rest on her shoulders, drew her gently closer. Close enough her body touched his all up and down its length. Just the barest touch at first, until he stepped in closer, making her aware of the size of his body against hers, the thick muscularity.

Unlike Joaquin, there was nothing of the wiry swordsman about him. He seemed to dwarf her, with the width of his shoulders, the thick, bunching muscle of his powerful chest.

And she liked it.

She’d been considered a very tall woman as a mortal. In fact, the word “mannish” had been thrown at her more than once. As a Maja, she’d added more lean muscle to her build. No way around it. You didn’t swing a sword in combat -- or even combat practice -- without putting on muscle.

Adam made her feel dainty in a way Joaquin never had.

The thought shot guilt through her, and she started to pull back. Duty, a voice whispered in the depths of her mind.

It sounded like Joaquin.

Adam brushed his knuckles over the line of her jaw. His skin was calloused there too, scarred and rough. His tongue traced the line of her lips ever so gently.

It had been so long since a man had kissed her like that. Oh, both the lovers she’d had since Joaquin’s death had kissed her, touched her, but never with such exquisite care.

Making love to him won’t be a hardship. The thought flashed through her mind, feeling a little disloyal, yet right behind it rolled a quick, aching heat.

She’d loved making love to Joaquin. Loved the hot rise of passion, the climax, the touch of his hands. It was startling to find that same intensity and eroticism in this ridiculously young man. He was still in his thirties, for God’s sake, yet he seemed to sense what she needed better than lovers with centuries more experience.

He slid his fingertips down her arms in feathering touches that made the hair rise on her body in a way it normally did only in the presence of magic. She opened her mouth to his, curious. Wanting more.

Adam made a deep, approving sound in the depths of his throat, and his hands moved, sliding behind her back, drawing her after him as he stepped backward, one step, two steps, his mouth still hot on hers, his tongue slipping into the wet depths of her mouth, whiskey and fire.

Opal groaned a little, mouth opening more for him. Still kissing her, he guided her as if they were dancing, one of those waltzes of her mortal days. She felt a little as if everything was swirling around her, the blood pulsing faster in her veins.

He began to sink, and she blinked a little, confused, until she realized he was sitting down in one of the kitchen barstools. He pulled her forward, and realizing what he wanted, she stepped wide to accommodate his long legs, then crawled into his lap, facing him.

He released her, and she lifted her head to stare into those gorgeous eyes again. So vivid. So many colors. Dark blue around the rim, paler in the center, threaded with gold. His hair tumbled over his forehead, and he looked at her through his hair as he reached up to cup her head, his fingers sinking into the curls. She shivered a little, entranced, and reached up to brush his jaw with one hand. His beard felt a little prickly against her palm.

When he pulled her down for another kiss, she was acutely aware of the contrast between prickly hair and velvet lips. She watched his mouth pulling into a slow smile, his pupils expanding in arousal.

And his pupils weren’t the only thing, either. She could feel him lengthening under her ass, thick and intriguing. Damn, the man was hung. “You’re starting to get into this.” Her voice sounded a little ragged, which was just flat out embarrassing.

He was the one who should be nervous about making love to her, but there was none of that in his lazy smile. “The question is, are you as turned on as I am?” One hand found the hem of her T-shirt, slid under it to touch the bare flesh of her abdomen. His hands were warm. Angling his head, he looked at her mouth.

With a soft moan, she bent to sample his lips again, and he tasted just as wild and raw as he had the first time. Just the Scotch, she told herself.

The hand exploring beneath her shirt brushed lazily over her belly. He didn’t go directly for her breasts as she’d expected. “So much soft skin over so much lean muscle,” he murmured. “Like a dancer, but without the borderline anorexia.”

“I fight for a living,” she said defensively.

“Hey, don’t get me wrong -- I approve.” His mouth took on a roguish smile. “Makes me wonder what you can do besides fighting Fomos.”

She eyed him, wondering if she’d imagined the challenge in his voice. “Let me show you what I can do.” Opal lowered her head. Now she wanted to be the aggressor, the seducer. She let her body off the chain and went for him like a starving kid in a pastry shop. Kissing a high, arrogant cheekbone, then nibbling a path down to the line of his beard, her tongue rolled over hair that was soft when she stroked one way, bristly the other. She let her hands explore his broad, intriguing shoulders.

Opal had expected him to be a little soft, but there was nothing whatsoever soft about Adam Parker. All her lovers had been well muscled -- they, too, fought for living -- but his body was just as sculpted, just as lean. And his hands felt so good on her hungry flesh.

“I think we should do this somewhere other than on a barstool,” she whispered against his mouth. She rose, grabbed him by one hand and gave him a tug, pulling him easily to his feet with casual Maja strength. He blinked, startled, but she just pulled him across the kitchen and out the door into the courtyard beyond, with its explosion of bougainvillea, roses and hummingbird fuchsia.

She pushed him gently toward the fountain in the center of the garden. As they walked, she drew on her magic and sent it spilling to coalesce into a pile of pillows and a thick, soft mattress spread out across the courtyard tile.

This had been one of Joaquin’s favorite places, and they’d made love here any number of times. But she forced the memories away.

She wanted this, she realized. Wanted a man for the first time since Joaquin had died. Actually wanted sex, and not just because it offered the momentary illusion her life wasn’t as flat and gray as an old photograph. She wanted Adam, despite the fact that he was prickly, paranoid, maddening… and impossibly seductive.

As the heat in her blood rolled hot and fierce, she pulled Adam down into the pile of pillows. Grabbing the hem of his T-shirt, she pulled it off over his head. Broad, pale muscle rolled. The house’s interior lights poured through the stained-glass windows, painting big blocks of turquoise, orange, blue and yellow over the courtyard garden.

He pulled off her top and tossed it aside, then reached around her to unfasten her bra. Slowly, he slid it down off her shoulders. His eyes went wide as he gazed at what he’d revealed, something almost awed in his expression. “God, you’re beautiful.” His gaze flicked up to hers. Then he leaned forward and his mouth covered her nipple, suckling, tugging.

Somehow it all felt brand new, as if she was a virgin. Her entire nervous system lit up in blocks of gorgeous delight. Letting her eyes fall closed, she stroked the broad muscle of his shoulders, teasing his small, bare nipples, tracing the washboard contours of his ribs as his tongue licked and played over first one breast and then the other.

Sweet, feathering pleasure bloomed over her skin like enormous flower petals. Heat rushed into her pussy the way it hadn’t since Joaquin’s death. Hell, she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d masturbated. Seemed like too much trouble for too little reward, nothing but a painful reminder of everything she’d lost. But now her entire body seemed to be coming alive again, her skin going hypersensitive, craving his.

Adam spilled her backward onto the pile of cushions, licking and sucking and playing, tracing the curve of one breast, then sliding to the one opposite for a leisurely nibble. One hand slid under the waistband of her panties, down her belly and between her legs. He purred in satisfaction at what he found.

Opal groaned, astonished at how wet she was. How wet he’d made her. Guilt started to surface, but before it could rear above the lake of pleasure, Adam closed his mouth tighter around her nipple and began to suck in hard, almost painful draws that made her gasp. All that exquisite hair of his spilled across her body, tickling her skin when he moved his head. Cool silk contrasted with the hot muscle of his body. Opal wrapped a fist in it, loving the way the strands felt in her hands.

She stroked him with her free hand, exploring the thick ridges of muscle, discovering a surprising number of scars -- thin silver ridges, a pattern of dimples that ran across the back of his shoulder, each of them irregular, jagged. “Is this shrapnel?”

“Roadside bomb. War stories later.”

And she had to agree as he nibbled and kissed his way down her torso.


Chapter Four

 

God, Opal was amazing. Adam had made love to a lot of women -- enjoyed the challenge of finding what touches and kisses made them go wild under him. Thin ones, plump ones, various races, he loved them all. Still, the only other woman who’d had this much appeal for him had been Branwyn, and she’d had none of Opal’s physicality.

Opal’s body was every bit as athletic as he’d suspected, lean and long and strong. Yet there was a softness about it too, a padding beneath the skin that revealed her build wasn’t the product of juice cleanses and ruthless diets. Her breasts were exquisite, soft, sweet mounds topped with small pink nipples that made Adam think of candy.

Her long hair tumbled across the pillow in vivid copper strands that curled around her face, and her gray eyes were wide as she looked down the length of her body at him.

She licked her lips and spoke in a low growl. “My turn.”

Before Adam could object, she reared, caught his shoulders, and flipped him neatly off her with an astonishing strength, considering how much he outweighed her.

Well, of course. Majae were stronger than mortals, Opal’s spell informed him helpfully. Even Latents, who were stronger than ordinary humans the same size and sex.

She sat up, throwing a long leg over his hips, then slid astride his thighs. Opal brushed her fingers to the curls on his chest and gave him an impish smile of approval. “I see you don’t manscape. That’s good.”

“Well, at least you like something about me,” he said dryly.

“Oh, I like plenty about you,” she said, and bent her head to one tight male nipple, traced a hot circle around it with her pointed pink tongue. Caught it between her teeth and tugged.

Rumbling in approval, Adam cupped her right breast, tugged its nipple into a tight, eager point. He could smell her arousal, and his mouth flooded with saliva.

God, he wanted to taste her pussy. But it was out of reach -- and getting further away as she kissed and licked her way down his chest, exploring a ridge of muscle here, nibbling the jut of a hipbone there. And getting awfully close to his cock. It rose from its nest of blond hair, slate hard and aching.

Opal paused to study the thick shaft with an approving purr, then wrapped her fingers around its base. Angling it upward, she closed her mouth around its velvet glans.

Wet. Hot. Slick teeth and nubby tongue all added together to create a delicious rainbow of sensation as she sucked. Opal worked him, bobbing her head up and down. The pleasure was so intense that it drew his spine into a bow and dragged strangled gasps from his mouth.

Fisting his hands into all that glorious red hair, Adam realized he wasn’t going to last much longer. “Want to put my mouth on you too,” he gasped, bearing down, fighting the molten rise of pleasure. “Sixty-nine.”

Opal looked up at him, an impish smile curving lush lips. “Far be it for me to disappoint…” She rose to her hands and knees and rearranged herself head down along his body, providing him with a delicious view of her lovely ass and red-haired pussy. She didn’t shave, much to his delight. Yeah, she definitely doesn’t disappoint.

Opal moved until she was straddling his face, and he found himself enclosed by warm pale skin and tight, muscular thighs. Breathing deeply, Adam contemplated her cinnamon curls. Then, lifting his head, he drank in the rich, wet scent of her. God, she was almost as turned on as he was.

Adam slid a finger between her plump, rosy lips and found she was indeed deliciously slick. He angled his head and gave her a long slow lick, passing over her clit, between inner and outer lips, drinking in the scent and taste of her. His eyes almost rolled back from the sheer eroticism of the moment.

Wet lips closed around his shaft, sucking hard, drawing him in. Jolts of pleasure began to surge through his body, electric snaps so incredibly intense as to verge on pain. But fuck, it was hot. And not a feeling he’d ever experienced before. Was it the Gift?

But it was way too soon for that, and Opal was sucking more and more of him into her deliciously skilled mouth and letting him feel just the edges of her teeth around his shaft.

With a deep groan, Adam went back to licking, wanting to give her the same kind of hot pleasure. He danced his tongue over and around her clit and sank his thumb into her pussy, enjoying the wet squelch as he licked her, fighting to focus on those exquisite sensations instead of the intense pleasure she gave him. As Opal stroked the length of his cock, he could feel the orgasm building in his balls in coils of heat, his cock growing even harder.

A wild arousal rose in him, something almost feral. Oh fuck, I’m going to embarrass myself. He was too damned close to the edge. Adam dragged his head away from her pussy, fighting the burning wave of climax. With a growl, he wrapped his mouth around her clit, sucking hard, drawing deep. He had the satisfaction of hearing her moan.

Suddenly concerned, he let go for a moment. “Good?” He couldn’t manage any question more coherent than that, not with what felt like half of his blood in his dick.

She let go of his cock and gasped, “Fine, excellent, more!”

He grinned, and then had to suck back a gasp as she wrapped her lips around his cock and sucked so hard, he thought for a moment she was going to inhale the contents of his balls. It would probably kill him, but it would be a delicious way to die.

Adam dove back into her pussy, ignoring the ache in his neck muscles as he licked and tasted, sliding one hand between their bodies to caress the sweet curve of her breast. He wanted her to come, damn it.

Adam slid two fingers into her pussy, pushed and stroked, searching for that little rough patch of the G spot. There.

He fastened his lips around her clit again and sucked hard, simultaneously curling his fingers back and forth over the spot. To his satisfaction, she gasped around his cock, her long body beginning to coil and jerk. Her orgasmic moan was muffled by his width. There you go, he thought in satisfaction and pulled harder.

Opal released his cock and threw back her head, angling her hips downward. He took the hint, widening his mouth, sucking until she writhed against him. “Jesus!” she cried out.

Then she jerked away from him. He grabbed for her, but before he could try to wrestle her back onto his mouth, she turned, grabbed his cock, and impaled herself on it right to the balls.

The slide into her tight, incredible pussy made him shout.

Opal reared above him, her face framed in wild red curls, her eyes wide, irises thin circles of smoke gray around huge pupils. She started fucking him, driving up and down, her pretty mouth twisted in a snarl of arousal.

Long, sweet, breathtaking strokes. And Adam met her, driving upward, fighting to match her rhythm as the pleasure built and built and built, a roaring hot pressure in his balls.

Opal screamed, throwing her head back, red hair sliding, dancing around her shoulders and bouncing breasts. Her torso stretched upward as she bowed her spine, grinding down on him. Perfect.

The orgasm came pulsing out of his balls. He bellowed as it seemed to grab his brainstem and shake his entire nervous system like a terrier with a rat. And there was no room for anything else in his mind but her, wild and hot and writhing.

Opal’s thrusts slowed, and so did his, until at last she tumbled forward onto his chest. Panting, Adam wrapped his arms around her and drew her close. Kissing the tumbled silk of her hair seemed like the most natural thing in the world to do. They lay together, flesh to flesh, breathing hard, recovering. And it felt… Good. So, so good. This hard warrior woman had a soft side after all. And she felt absolutely delicious in Adam’s arms.

Opal made a soft, choked sound, but he was too blinded by the afterglow to wonder what it meant. At last he managed to rasp, “That was… incredible!” His voice sounded a little hoarse. She made no answer, but he heard another of those choked little gasps. Adam frowned and lifted his head, catching Opal’s chin in one hand until he could angle her face up. “Hey, is something…”

Something glistened on one high, pale cheek. She was crying. Here Adam was, euphoric from the best sex he’d ever had -- and he’d had some pretty good sex -- and Opal was wearing an expression of misery and heartbreak.

Adam jolted onto his elbows. “Shit, did I hurt you?” He didn’t think he’d been that rough.

“No.” Opal pulled away from him and swiveled to sit on the conjured mattress, wiping her face with both hands. “No, you didn’t do anything wrong.”

He eyed her. “Yeah, that’s definitely why you look as if I’d killed your puppy.”

“It’s just… Never mind.” She rose to her feet, gesturing, and suddenly she was fully dressed in a flowing green silk caftan that covered her from neck to toes.

Adam rose to his feet, frowning. “Opal, what’s wrong? Are you sure I didn’t…”

“No. No, it’s not you, okay?” she said, her voice ragged, clogged with tears.

She gestured, and that familiar wave of tingling sparks raced over Adam’s skin. He looked down to see he was now fully dressed in blue silk pajamas. He hadn’t worn pajamas since he was ten. “Opal…”

“You were great,” she said raggedly, then turned and fled inside.

“Motherfucker!” Adam snarled, picked up a pillow, and pitched it across the courtyard.

* * *

It was just sex, Opal told herself as she paced her bedroom. I’ve had sex before. Not often, true, but she’d had it. And if Alys was right, she’d have it again -- with Adam.

Adam, who’d driven Joaquin completely from her mind. In the handful of times she had sex over the past decade, she’d never gotten that turned on. Hell, she’d never even come. Adam had made her come twice, so hard she’d seen stars.

It still wasn’t as good as it had been with Joaquin, she told herself stubbornly. I loved Joaquin. Adam’s just somebody I have to Gift.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs jolted her from her preoccupation. Adam stopped outside her door. Oh shit, he needs a place to sleep. “There’s a guest room across the hall,” Opal called through the door. “You can sleep there if you like.”

“Fine.” The door banged shut behind him.

Opal winced before a defensive anger came to the rescue. What the hell does he have to be angry about?

Well, you’re being rude as hell. He made exquisite love to you, and you rewarded him by dissolving into tears and running off without telling him why.

Okay, maybe Adam had reason to be pissed. But… Opal was just supposed to give him the Gift, not get emotionally involved.

I’m not emotionally involved. I fucked him -- once.

You’re going to have to fuck him twice more, retorted that relentless mental voice. And it won’t be a hardship. He made you feel alive for the first time since you watched Joaquin die.

Goddamnit. Feeling as if she was going to jump out of her skin, Opal whirled to face the door. She couldn’t do this. She had to get the hell out of the house. Just for a few minutes, just to clear her head. But as she started for the stairs, she found herself hesitating outside his door. “I’m going for a walk,” she called. “I’ll be back.”

Adam pulled the door open and studied her, frowning. He was still wearing the pajamas she’d conjured in a fit of belated prudishness, but the top hung open across his broad chest, and his big feet were bare. “Earlier… Did I hurt you? Because if I did…” There was genuine worry in his eyes.

“No, it’s just…” Opal broke off, unable to put the whole mess into words. “Bad memories.”

Adam studied her face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. It’s just bad memories.”

Understanding dawned over Adam’s face. “Joaquin?”

Opal looked away. “Yeah.”

Adam shifted his weight, and muscle flexed and rolled, revealed by the open top. “It’s okay to take some time. I know we’re on a schedule, but your feelings matter. I can wait until you’re ready.”

Opal dragged her gaze away and swallowed, touched at his perception. “Thank you. I’ll… talk to you when I get back.” She headed for the stairs. She could almost feel him watching her go.

* * *

Opal strode along the cobblestone street. The crowd had thinned as agents headed home to make love or eat or just relax. In a couple of hours, sunrise would render all the vampires comatose in the Daysleep.

She and Adam didn’t have long to complete the process. She really needed to get back. But…

Opal could almost feel the Joaquin-sized emptiness at her side. In her aching heart. How could Adam have made her forget Joaquin, even for an hour? He was just an assignment. Yeah, he was good in bed. Really good. But she hadn’t even known Adam a day, for God’s sake. How was he getting to her like this?

Suddenly Alys stepped out of the darkness, arms folded, wearing an expression of irritation. “You do realize I would much rather be in bed with Davon right about now?”

Opal glowered, in no mood for the lecture her friend obviously had in mind. “What’s stopping you?”

“Visions.” The word emerged on a growl. She grabbed Opal’s arm with strong Maja fingers and pulled her across the cobblestone street to the house Alys and Davon shared.

“I’m just taking a walk,” Opal protested, pulling back against her grip. “I’ll finish the job.”

Alys only tightened her hold and manhandled her through the garden to the porch that wrapped around the house. “Yeah, but first you’re going to talk to me.”

There were a lot of quirky homes in Avalon, but Alys’s was one of the strangest as it rolled over the landscape like some great hunched beast. Cedar shingle siding covered it like scales, giving its curving contours a resemblance to an anteater called a pangolin. Apparently, there was a safari lodge like it somewhere in South Africa her friend had fallen in love with during a vacation trip. She’d conjured a replica on her return.

Opal eyed Alys’s stony profile uneasily. “What did you See now?”

“I’ll tell you what I see now,” she growled, plunking down in a bowl-shaped wicker chair hanging from a chain. It swayed back and forth, and Alys stopped it by stomping one foot down on the porch floor with an infuriated thump. Her brown eyes snapped, and Opal realized she’d rarely seen her friend so angry. “I see someone stupidly intent on punishing herself for staying alive. You can’t crawl into the afterlife after Joaquin. He’s dead and you’re not. You will hopefully live for centuries longer, assuming you don’t get yourself killed in the next week. Which is by no means a sure thing, particularly if you don’t drag your head out of your own ass. The trouble is, you’re going to end up taking Adam and Ulf with you, and neither of them deserves it. Not that you do either, but you don’t seem to give a fuck.”

Opal recoiled, gaping at her friend. “Christ, what did you see?”

“I can’t tell you that, because I don’t want it to come true. What I can tell you is what you already know. You are not responsible for Joaquin dying.”

Opal forced herself to reply evenly, though she wanted to rage. “I was his partner. It was my job to guard his back. I should be with him.”

“Well, you’re not. You’re with us. And you still have a duty to do the damn job. I’ll tell you one thing, if you fail Ulf’s son, you’re going to have an even bigger set of regrets than Joaquin. So pull out of this death spiral before you drag us all down with you.”

It was like having a bucket of ice water dumped over her head, shocking Opal out of her preoccupation with her own grief. Alys was right. She might have been nursing a death wish for herself, but she had no intention of taking the Magekind down with her. She stared at her friend, her mouth going dry. “What do I need to do?”

Alys sighed and leaned forward, bracing her elbows on her knees. “I can’t tell you in any detail. I’ve spent hours today scrying all the futures I could. There’s a lot I can’t see because something’s blocking me. It’s like… a black hole that just sucks in all the futures at a certain point. I can’t see the key moment at all. I do know our collective survival depends on giving Adam the Gift. And I mean right fucking now. Go home, talk to the man, and be honest with him and yourself. Then Gift him.”

“I’ve slept with Adam once already. Should I do the next two times one right after the other?”

“Yes. Don’t stop until the Gift triggers. He’s going to take some convincing. I’d try to help, but when I looked at that future, it didn’t end well.” She leaned back in the chair again and studied Opal, her gaze serious. “This is up to you. You’re going to have to confront your shit and Gift the guy. Then you’re going to have to take him with you when the time comes.”

Opal stared, appalled. “You want me to take a freshly Gifted vampire on a mission? They can’t control their strength at that stage. It takes months of training before a rookie can handle himself on the job without getting killed. And they know nothing about sword work.”

“He’ll have to manage. As for the sword work, Ulf started teaching him how to use a blade when he was three. His mother insisted he keep up the training after his father left. If this comes out the way it’s supposed to, she’s the one we need to thank.” There was an odd look in Alys’ eyes as she dropped her voice. “Or apologize to.”

A thought hit Opal, and she froze, trying to think through the implications.

“I know that look,” Alys said. “What?”

“What if I Truebonded with him? A psychic bond that deep would let me share my combat experience with him. It could keep him alive.”

Alys’s dark brows rose. “Opal, you just met the man. You can’t break a Truebond. Ever. You’d be joined at the hip for the rest of your very long lives.”

“At least he’d be alive.”

“Assuming he didn’t get you killed. You can’t undo your failure to Truebond with Joaquin by jumping into one with Adam.”

“Are you telling me not to do it? Did you see…”

“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying that before you take a step that drastic, you’d better be damn sure it’s what you want to do. Because you can’t reverse it. And a Truebond can be fatal.”

“So can not Truebonding. It could help me keep him alive.”

“Opal, Joaquin would be just as dead now if you’d done it. The only difference is, you would be too.”

“I didn’t say I was going to do it. I just wondered if it would work. You’re right, it was a crazy thought.” Opal rose to her feet and squared her shoulders. “Look, I’m going to go get this done.”

Alys stood too. “Tell him what happened with Joaquin. All of it.”

Opal looked down at her boots. She usually tried very hard not to think of that day -- she saw it in her dreams too often as it was. But there was no option. “All right.”

To her surprise, Alys wrapped both arms around her in a hard hug. For a moment she froze -- her friend wasn’t the huggy sort.

In her ear, Alys said, “You’re a good woman and a hell of an agent, Opal Cassidy. You can do this. And Joaquin would be the first to tell you it’s past time you forgive yourself for what happened to him.” Then she stepped away and walked back into the house.

Rubbing her aching forehead, Opal turned to head back to the hacienda.

How was she going to get Adam into bed? With any other man, it would be easy -- show up naked with beer. Add the offer of immortality on top of that, and the guy would be on his back with his dick in the air two minutes later. But nothing was ever that easy with Sir Baldulf’s son.

* * *

Adam lay staring moodily at the stained-glass window beside the bed. The cowboy it depicted stood silhouetted against a sunset that glowed in a hundred shades of orange and red, shading into violet. Something about the angle of his head reminded Adam of Joaquin’s portrait.

Joaquin, who, dead or not, still had Opal’s heart.

You will fucking never learn. Open yourself up, get kicked in the teeth. Dad. Branwyn. Opal. After his Come to Jesus meeting with Dad, he was no longer quite so pissed at his father. Still, his heart didn’t have a great track record.

Joaquin might be dead, but he’d been a lucky bastard. He’d had Opal for… must have been decades. She’d loved him so much, she still grieved for him more than a decade later.

Adam had never had anything like that. Yeah, he and Branwyn had been closer than a lot of married couples, bound by shared work and shared danger.

Yet there had always been a certain distance. Maybe he’d known all along that Branwyn had been keeping secrets. Hell, for all he knew, he’d found out about her, and her scaly pal had waved his magic shillelagh. Poof! No more memory. It was how these bastards rolled.

Branwyn’s right. I don’t trust anyone. Adam had to admit, he maintained a certain emotional distance from the women he slept with. Going to war was notoriously hard on relationships, even when you weren’t doing the fighting. Besides, most of those women hadn’t been interested in much more than a one-night stand anyway. Probably because of too many ISIS journo-beheading YouTube videos.

Still, when Adam had wanted company, he’d never had any trouble finding it. Opal was just one more one-night stand. His ego was wounded, that was all. What else would it be? He’d never believed in love at first sight. That was nothing more than a biochemical illusion, and he was way too old for that shit.

The soft rap of knuckles on his door made him jolt.

“Adam?” He hadn’t even heard Opal climb the stairs. “Adam, are you awake?”

“Yeah, I’m awake. Give me a minute, unless you want to conjure pants.” He rolled out of bed and reached for the pajama bottoms he’d taken off. He slept nude.

The door opened before he could do more than pick them up. “Don’t bother.” The words might have come off as flirtatious if it hadn’t been for the grim look on Opal’s face.

Automatically, he held the bottoms in front of him. “Do you mind?”

“Sorry,” she said, not looking sorry in the least.

His eyebrows lifted as he got a good look at what Opal was wearing. No wonder he hadn’t heard her footsteps on the stairs. She was barefoot, dressed in an ice blue silk nightgown as thin as a whisper. Its plunging décolletage revealed a great deal of creamy, tempting cleavage. The material wasn’t quite transparent, but it was so thin it revealed her nipples, furled tight, pink as candy.

And Adam knew they tasted every bit as good as they looked.

The gown’s color made her eyes look more blue than gray, the shade seeming to pop against the vivid copper curls tumbling around her lean shoulders. “I talked to Alys,” Opal said. “We’re going to have to finish this now.” Despite the sensual picture she made, there was nothing seductive in the set of her mouth.

“You mean the Gift?” To hell with it. Adam threw the pajamas on the bed and watched her gaze slide away from his groin. “Because which of us ran out of here in tears?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. But…”

“I’m really not in the mood,” Adam interrupted coolly. “And from the looks of it, neither are you.”

“It doesn’t matter whether I’m in the mood or not. Alys ambushed me on my walk. We’ve got to do this now. Back to back, until you change. We don’t have the luxury of taking it slow or we’re going to regret it.”

“You said it was my choice.”

“Yeah, if you don’t mind people dying.”

“Do the words ‘emotional blackmail’ mean anything to you?”

“Look, I don’t like this any better than you do.”

“Judging from the tears, you liked it a great deal less.” Damn it, he hadn’t meant to say that. To make matters more humiliating, it had come out sounding wounded. So he curled his lip. “What would Joaquin think?” The minute Adam said it, he felt like a bastard. He threw up a hand. “That was out of line. It’s just… That was why you ran out.”

The anger that had been growing in Opal’s eyes collapsed into quiet grief. “Yes. We were together one hundred and twenty-four years. He’s the one who Gifted me to begin with. And he died because of me.”

Adam stared at her, his heart sinking. I don’t have a prayer.


Chapter Five

 

Adam frowned at the intensity of his disappointment. Wait, why do I even care? She’s high-handed and arrogant and she turned me into a puppet. The last thing I need is a relationship with her. And yet the grief on Opal’s face wrung his heart anyway. “I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.” She squared her shoulders. “Alys said I should tell you about it.”

He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear it, but evidently that wasn’t one of the options. Adam blew out a breath and sat on the edge of the bed. “So he… Gifted you? Was he one of those court seducers?”

She shook her head and moved to sink down beside him. “No, it was actually more like your situation. Somebody had a vision I was needed. It was 1884, and I was hiding out in this little town, dressed as a boy, hungry as hell, and hoping not to get killed by the same bastards who’d murdered my family.”

“What the fuck happened?”

Opal sighed. “Range war. There was this lake on my family’s land a neighboring cattle baron had his eye on. It was more of a pond, but the summer had been dry, and he wanted the water. Hell of a thing to kill ten people over.”

“They wiped out everybody?”

She nodded. “They hit us late one night. My dad and his ranch hands held them off while I tried to get my little brother to safety. He was riding behind me holding on, and when one of the killers fired at us as we rode away, he took a bullet in the arm. It wasn’t even that bad. We escaped up into the hills and lost them. Unfortunately, Billy’s wound got infected and he died a week later. I buried him and sneaked back home. The bastards had burned the house down. Everyone was dead.” Opal’s mouth took on a bitter cast. “I kept riding until I reached a town I thought was so far away, I’d be safe. I tried to get the sheriff to do something about the massacre, but he either didn’t believe me or pretended not to.”

Adam felt sick. “How old were you?”

“Nineteen. I’d run out of bullets and I was hungry, but I didn’t have any money.” A slow smile replaced the darkness in her eyes. “Then this good-looking stranger named Joaquin offered to buy me lunch. Seems he had a sudden need to buy my horse. Paid me a hell of a lot more than that crow bait was worth, too. It took me maybe two days to fall in love with him while he pretended to believe I was a boy.”

“And you became Magekind.” And why the hell am I jealous of a dead man over a woman I just met?

“Yeah. We were together for the next one hundred and twenty-four years. But then…” Her mouth took on a bitter twist. “What do you know about the werewolves?”

Adam blinked as his brain disgorged a chunk of information. “Merlin created them to keep an eye on the Magekind in case we tried to enslave humanity. Unlike us, they can make any mortal into Direkind just by biting them. In Magekind, the bite causes some kind of…” He frowned. “Allergic reaction?”

Opal nodded. “Exactly. Your throat swells up and your organs shut down. Anyway, eleven years ago, the werewolves wanted to execute Davon Fredericks for killing a seventeen-year-old boy.”

“Davon?”

“Alys’s lover.”

He blinked at that. “He killed a kid?”

“Not voluntarily. The leader of the werewolves was trying to trigger a war with the Magekind, and he cast a spell on Davon to make him murder the boy. The werewolves demanded the Magekind turn Davon over for ‘justice.’” Her long fingers sketched air quotes. “Arthur told them to pound sand. Davon promptly surrendered himself, hoping to prevent the war. They were all set to execute him when we staged a rescue.”

“Sounds nasty.”

“Oh, it was.” Opal stared sightlessly at the stained-glass window. “You should’ve seen this crowd. It looked like they were having a picnic. They brought their kids, Adam. They were going to execute a man, and they brought their kids.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Nope. When we gated in, Arthur ordered the evacuation of anyone who didn’t want to fight. We started guiding the noncombatants to safety, but one of the women pretended to trip.” She rubbed her forehead as if nursing a headache. “When Joaquin bent to help her up, the bitch transformed, snatched his helmet off, and bit him in the face. I ran her through as all hell broke loose.”

“And he started having that reaction.” Adam rested one hand on her back and began to rub small, soothing circles with his thumb.

“Yeah.” She leaned into his touch. “Went down with his face swelling, struggling to breathe. Christ, it was fast. I conjured a claw-proof non-magical dome the wolves couldn’t get through -- they’d have punched through a magical one -- and went to work trying to heal him. Meanwhile, the werewolves are pounding on the dome, trying to shatter it. I couldn’t figure out what was killing him, because at the time we didn’t know how it worked. I poured my magic into him, fighting to keep him alive, screaming for a healer. But all the healers were busy with other people.”

He stared at her profile, feeling sick.

A muscle flexed in her jaw. “When I realized there was no hope, I decided to Truebond with him.”

Adam blinked as his brain coughed up more information. A Truebond was a psychic link so deep, a Magekind couple could share their consciousness at all times. The link allowed them to amplify one another’s magic and share their skills. It was the most profound kind of marriage imaginable, and it had one hell of a catch. If one member of the bond died, the shock would kill the other. “But he was dying. You’d have gone with him.”

Opal nodded. “That was why I never Truebonded with him to begin with. Yeah, in a Truebond psychic link, you share your magic, which makes you both stronger than you would’ve been separately. But if your bonded partner dies, the shock kills you. I always figured I’d be the first to go, and I didn’t want to take him with me.”

“But once he was bitten, he wouldn’t let you Truebond,” Adam said, knowing it was true.

“And it’s not possible to form a link that deep without the cooperation of the person you’re bonding with. Joaquin said he loved me and he wanted me to live. So…” A tear tracked down her cheek. “… So I held him in my arms while he died.” Her voice cracked. “Then I killed every motherfucking werewolf in range of my sword.”

Adam drew her closer against him, his chest aching. “You’re not to blame, Opal. You know that, right?”

“Joaquin was my partner. Keeping him alive was my job.”

“But it took werewolf magic to create that cure. A Maja’s wouldn’t work anyway. You couldn’t have saved him.”

“Warlock’s daughter was working on the cure, trying to save Guinevere and Arthur.” Opal’s eyes flashed up at him. “If I’d been able to keep him alive just twenty minutes longer, she might have been able to save him. But I failed.”

“Look, it’s apparent even to me that Joaquin loved you. Do you really think he’d want you tormenting yourself about this eleven years later?”

“Like Ulf said, some things you don’t get over.” Opal gave him a smile so ripe with grief, he wished she’d stop.

Adam took her hands. In the end, it didn’t matter that Joaquin stood between them, and probably always would. “All right. But you can forget the pain for a little while.” Adam leaned in and tilted up her chin, then gently took her mouth.

* * *

Adam kissed her with such exquisite tenderness, even her battered heart began to yearn. Opal had come in determined to simply fuck Adam like a dildo until she triggered his Gift. Then she’d get the hell away from him and sink back into the numb calm of her days.

Adam just as obviously had other ideas. The slow stroke and slide of his tongue said he had no intention of rushing this.

Suddenly Opal found she didn’t want to rush it either. Not with Adam’s mouth moving so gently over hers, his big hand cupping her jaw. His thumb ran back and forth over her skin, leaving a tender little trail of compassion and need.

Opal slid a hand over the warm, hard muscle of his chest, felt his heart beating in long thumps beneath it. Adam kissed along the line of her jaw until his tongue traced the shell of her ear, the sensation cool and tickling. Opal found herself huffing a laugh and squirming.

His hand came to rest on her shoulder, cupping it as Adam pressed into her, urging her back onto the tangled sheets of his bed. He looked down at her, his vivid eyes absorbed.

Opal let her fingers play over the working muscle of his shoulders. He felt broader than Joaquin, a little more heavily built…

Opal forced the thought away quickly. The last thing she wanted to do was trigger another bout of tears.

To her surprise, she realized her mind really didn’t want to go in that direction anyway. Opal felt too intrigued by Adam, so tall and hard against her, a delicious male weight pressing her into the mattress. His lips grazed her throat, found the hot pulse, and for a moment she half expected him to bite before she remembered he wasn’t yet a vampire.

Instead, his tongue licked out to taste her skin and he pressed nibbling kisses down Opal’s throat to the swoop of her collarbones, pausing to taste her there, dancing wet patterns over her skin.

She wrapped her arms around his broad back, spread her fingers, savored the strength rolling against her palms. And that wasn’t all she felt. The thick weight of his cock pressed against her belly.

A memory flashed through her mind -- taking Adam deep, letting him fill her so thoroughly. The deep, relentless thrusts that dragged sweet pearls of pleasure out of her dazzled nervous system. The swirl of his tongue across her clit, spinning such incredible sensations…

Opal felt herself clenching in wet anticipation. God, she wanted him. And it wasn’t because of Alys or duty or guilt. Her body simply craved his. And why not? demanded a cool little voice. Adam and Alys were right. Joaquin would not have wanted her to live this half-life she’d embraced.

Hunger rose up in Opal, a dark wave of it. Something began to gather in the air, like static electricity collecting before a thunderstorm. The hair rose along her body as she watched Adam work his way down her body. He stopped to scrape his teeth along the curve of her rib cage, a delicately ticklish sensation. The stark lust Opal felt made her shiver.

Suddenly she remembered something a court seducer had told her years ago. “The Gift wants to be given.”

At least she wouldn’t have to worry about Adam trying to rip out her throat. Opal could relax and enjoy the desire building under her skin. She didn’t even have to feel guilty about it, because if the Maja was right, Merlin’s magic drove her need. She wasn’t cheating on Joaquin.

That sounds like a rationalization, a cynical voice whispered. She ignored it.

Adam had tugged down the strap of her gown, to contemplate her nipple with absorbed hunger. He blew a puff of hot breath across the tight pink point, and it puckered even more for him.

“Pretty,” Adam purred, those incredible eyes flashing up at her, bright as gemstones in his tanned face. He smiled, teeth blazing white in the frame of his honey blond beard. His hair slid like feathers over Opal’s bare skin as his head moved. She arched, inhaling sharply at the deliciously erotic sensation. “And you taste every bit as good as you look,” he rumbled, the sound so deep and rough it only added to her need. His mouth covered her nipple, wet and shocking. As Adam began a hot, lazy suckling, Opal threaded her fingers into his hair, tightening them into fists.

Adam wrapped a hand in the other strap of her gown, dragging it down so he could lavish attention on that nipple, too. Lust jolted through her. Ferocious. Not quite natural. A burning magical sizzle in her blood. He closed his teeth and pulled his head back until the nipple raked free of his mouth with a little pop.

Adam looked up at her, his eyes burning hot -- so hot she realized she wasn’t the only one Merlin’s Gift was getting to. “I want you naked.” The words made her quiver with that carnal, growled demand.

“Yes,” Opal gasped. “God, yes.” She sat up and lifted her arms as he gathered handfuls of her skirt and pulled it off over her head. With a purr of satisfaction, he took the spill of silk and tossed it aside, leaving her clad only in a pair of tiny blue panties.

Adam’s gaze fell to the triangle of fabric. Began to blaze. Following his stare, Opal saw the lace lay over her pussy like a thin veil. He reached down, gliding a forefinger over the thin material. “You’ve soaked this,” he said, his voice low.

She shuddered at the wave of heat. “Yeah.” Her voice sounded almost as low and rough as his.

“How wet are you?” Adam hooked his fingers under the panty’s waistband until he could reach her pussy. His gaze slid away from her face to study her sex. He swallowed. “God, I love these pretty red curls.” One finger worked between the seam of her pussy lips. Opal swallowed at how slick she was.

“You do want me, don’t you…” Dark triumph curled through his predatory male smile.

A shiver ran through her. “Yeah,” Opal said, sounding strangled. “God, yeah.”

Adam sat up, grabbing the panties in both hands, and began to roll them down her legs. Slowly.

Way, way too slowly. She envisioned him ripping them, then driving that thick club of a cock into her slick depths where he belonged.

A smile curled Adam’s mouth as he watched his fingers through the panty’s lace. “Where’s my iPhone? I need to take a picture.”

Opal laughed, sounding breathless. “And do what, post it on a porn site?”

“No,” he murmured, running his fingers back and forth. Teasing the aching flesh. “This would be art. That ice blue lace so bright against all that pale Celtic skin and luscious copper curls.” Adam dipped his hand down to cup her, sending another violent spasm of lust through her.

Opal squirmed, reached down for the panty’s waistband, wanting to take them off. Adam tugged them down a little farther to the middle of her thighs. Leaning down, he slid his tongue over her cunt in a connoisseur’s considering lick. Pleasure jolted through her body with such intensity, she moaned.

“Niiiiicce. That taste…” Adam paused, staring down at her pussy in calculation, and swallowed. His head lowered and his tongue lapped a hot stroke between her lips. She jerked, and he began to eat her, suckling, nibbling, his tongue lapping up and down, back and forth.

He’d done this before, but it felt different this time, her reaction so much more intense. And growing more so with every flick of his tongue. He lapped at her as if she were an ice cream cone and he was starving. Opal braced up on one elbow to watch as he savored her, twisting his fist in her panties, trapping her legs together even as he forced his tongue between her clamped thighs until her breath came rough and she longed to break free and grab for his cock. But every flickering lap of that tongue was so incredible that she didn’t want to give it up.

Another hot pulse of magic tore through her, so intense it balanced on the edge of pain. Goaded, Opal writhed, rolling her hips against his face. Another searing jolt dragged a yelp from her lips. His shoulders jerked in reaction, and she realized the magic must have zapped him too. “Adam!”

“Yeah. Oh, yeah.” He jerked upright, dragging the panties the rest of the way off and hurling them aside. Impatient hands grabbed her legs, bending them until her knees almost touched her chest. He rose to his feet beside the bed and stepped in.

Opal reached down and grabbed his cock, aimed it for her aching pussy. Thick. It felt so thick and hot and smooth in her hand, and, God, she wanted it. Adam thrust, growling, his blue-green gaze wild as he slammed in deep, soooo deep, thick shaft pushing between slick, tight walls. She yowled in excitement, twisted as another hot jolt of magic surged through her.

“God, you feel good!” Adam hissed through his teeth and began to fuck her, hard, jolting thrusts as he put his back into it. Each entry and retreat ground against her clit and sent another fierce magic pulse jolting through her.

Adam braced his fists on the bed on either side of her shoulders, his eyes wild, his mouth tight. Opal curled her legs around his ass and grabbed his thick wrists. “Fuck me!”

His lips twisting in a snarl, Adam obeyed, grinding against her, driving so hard their bodies slapped in carnal rhythm. She hunched to meet him, teeth clenched, feeling the hot pressure of magic intensifying, snapping up and down her spine.

“It’s like labor,” a court seducer had once told her. “Your body takes over and you can’t control it.” But Opal had no interest in controlling it. Adam felt too thick and long and perfect as he filled her, retreated, filled her again -- each stroke a perfect, digging pressure against the walls of her pussy, his groin rolling against her clit. Orgasm building to blinding, she writhed against him.

Adam’s head snapped back, his hair whipping around his head, mouth opening wide in a yell. “Opal!” he roared, coming.

Magic blasted through her, exploding out in a crackling strike that slammed right into his head. His shout of ecstasy spiraled into shock, took on a note of pain as he convulsed against her. Her own orgasm slashed her like a whip as more magic boiled up from the depths of her belly.

Opal convulsed, screaming at the hot pleasure rendered even more violent by the magic crackling around them, pouring from her body to his, drowning them in snapping sparks. Every muscle in her body suddenly spasmed, cramping until she saw stars. She couldn’t even draw breath to scream.

Adam, braced above her, shuddered in the grip of the magic, muscle twitching and rolling under his skin. They writhed together, trapped, jittering. Until at last the magic drained away.

He sagged against her and let his head fall, his hair curtaining her face. “Shit!” Adam groaned. “What the fuck was that?”

“The preliminary pulse of the Gift.” Opal wrapped her arms around his broad, sweating torso as he shook.

“It hurt! It felt good at first, but then it hurt!” There was a note of betrayal in his voice. His eyes met hers, more than a little spooked. “Am I a vampire now?”

Opal laughed. “’Fraid not. That was just the preliminaries. It’ll take at least one more session, maybe two. Believe me, once the Gift does hit, you’ll know it.” Opal grimaced, remembering the agonizing convulsions of her own transformation.

“Well, that’s comforting.” But the panic left Adam’s gaze, and he relaxed against her. Studying her face, he frowned. “Are you okay? I didn’t hurt you?”

She smiled at him, pushing a lock of blond hair off his face to reveal those crystalline eyes. “No, no, it was wonderful. But we’re not finished yet.”

His gaze flicked, and he looked more than a little unnerved. “I think I’d like a little break.” Glancing down at his softened cock, he grimaced. “For one thing, I don’t think I’m up to it right away.”

Remembering some of Belle’s stories, Opal laughed. “Don’t worry, you’ll rise to the occasion. But I think we can take a few moments to eat something. You need the fuel.”

* * *

Adam watched Opal beat six eggs while he busied himself chopping up vegetables for the omelet she had in mind. It felt good, working alongside her on a common task.

They were dressed again. She wore a loose tank over braless breasts and blue pants made of soft cotton that draped over her backside. He was dressed in a pair of pants in the same style in turquoise blue. “Brings out your eyes,” Opal told him, smiling slightly. And that was no accident -- she’d conjured the pants twice, changing the color until she got it right.

Now Opal glanced up at him. “Chop more. Stare less.”

But Adam found he couldn’t look away from her face, or the gleaming copper curls that coiled around her lean shoulders. Or the way her stiff little nipples tented the cotton of her top.

He ached to cup those exquisitely soft breasts in his hands again. The bolt of arousal took him by surprise, and Adam felt his cock growing heavy, though it only been about half an hour since he’d come.

He leaned in and brushed her hair back from her face, took her mouth in a slow, tender kiss. Opal’s eyes slid closed and she hummed against his lips. God, it felt good. “Mmmm,” she said. Her eyes opened, and she smiled at him lazily, brushing a thumb over his lower lip. “You taste so good.”

Adam smiled back, then felt the line of his lips flatten as he remembered the first painful preliminary jolt of the Gift. “So what’s going to happen now? I mean, during the transformation? Do I sleep for three days or what?” His mind flashed to a movie he’d seen of a vampire digging his way out of a grave.

“No, it’s pretty quick.” Opal grimaced as if at an unpleasant memory. “When I went through my change, it felt like being zapped with a lightning bolt. Hurt like hell.” Her face closed off. “But I understand the vampire version is a good bit more violent.”

A chill rolled down Adam’s spine. “More violent than getting hit with a lightning bolt?”

“The Gift does a lot more to you physically than it does to Majae.” Opal reached over and took the knife away from him, then began to chop up the bell peppers herself. “It primarily changes our brains so we can draw on the magic of the Mageverse and channel it through our bodies. But it changes even more in a vampire’s body. The digestive system, bones, muscles -- the whole bit. It uses your DNA as a template and transforms you into your peak physical version.”

As Opal talked, Adam found his gaze dwelling on her mouth -- the soft lips, so mobile and full… Hunger rolled through him in a dark, rich swell. He had to taste that mouth.

“Then you…” she went on, breaking off in surprise as he sank a fist into her hair, pulled her head around, and took her mouth, stepping full against her.

Adam half expected her to push him away. You didn’t just grab a woman like that -- especially not a woman who could turn you into a frog.

Opal just made a little hungry sound against his mouth and wrapped her arms around him again. Heat roared through him, his cock hardening until it felt like a steel bar trapped between their bodies. He had to fuck her. The abrupt storm of lust stripped every other thought out of his head. He had to fuck her now.

Adam grabbed her shirt in both hands and jerked. He’d never actually torn a woman’s clothes off before; he’d always thought the whole idea way too rapey.

But he did it now.

Adam dropped the shredded top and bent to kiss his way along the line of her jaw. One hand cupped her breast, squeezing softly. Her nipple felt hard against his palm, and Opal groaned, her throat working against his mouth. Her hands closed into fists in his hair. He could feel her pulse banging against his mouth as the smell of her rolled over him, indescribable.

She didn’t smell like she had before. Yes, there was that clean, fresh woman scent, with the edge of a sweet tang that was somehow different from that of any other lover he’d ever had. But now the smell was infinitely stronger. Even more intoxicating.

Another spasm of lust roared through him. He closed his mouth over her breast, suckling the tight point. The taste seemed to explode in his mouth. He shuddered as the need to fuck her rolled over him like a burning tidal wave.

Got to be inside her now!

No, she hasn’t had enough foreplay…

But one arm lashed out, catching the cutting board, the vegetables, the bowl of egg yolks, sending it all flying across the room in a violent heave. Something stung his arm, but he didn’t even notice even as the copper smell of blood filled his mouth and nose. He picked her up and slung her across the counter on her back.

It took all his self-control not to dive headfirst into that intoxicating pussy. I’ve got to slow down! But Adam’s body wasn’t listening. Need seemed to rake his brain with razor claws. He felt so thoroughly out of control, it reminded him of the moment she’d forced him to leave the newsroom during that fight.

Was she doing this? A snap of irrational fear tried to pierce his lust, only to pop like a soap bubble in the blaze of lust. Somehow Adam managed to meet Opal’s gaze. Her gray eyes looked huge and round and wild, the pupils so dilated, she looked almost stoned. “Do you want… my cock?”

“God, yes!” Opal panted and reared up, going for a kiss with such frenzied hunger, the edge of one tooth raked Adam’s lower lip and he tasted blood.

He didn’t give a shit. He just kissed her back, desperate and ravenous. She had to bend to meet his mouth because the prep counter was so high. At least get her to the bed, protested his inner Don Juan.

Adam dragged his mouth away from hers and found her nipples at his eye level. He sucked one into his mouth, and the taste was so delicious, so exotic that his entire body seemed to howl with the need to be inside her.

Distantly, he could hear Opal chanting, “Oh God, oh God, oh God!”

It’s the Gift. But if it was, she was every bit as much under the spell as Adam was. And she smelled so damned good, his cock throbbed and jerked in his pants. He released her breast and she fell back against the counter to land on her elbows.

Adam grabbed the waistband of her cotton pants and dragged them down her long, long legs. He looked up at her as he dropped them on the floor and went for his own waistband, shucking the pants impatiently.

He stared at those creamy curves, so lean and strong and perfect. He started to grab for her thighs, meaning to taste that juicy little pussy again. But when Adam stepped between Opal’s legs, she snapped them around his waist and sat up, grabbing his shoulders and lunging for his mouth.

As she practically inhaled him, he dragged her off the counter and into his arms, turned with her. She was climbing him now, all strong legs and grasping hands and silken, creamy skin. He reached down between them, trying to angle his cock upward, but in his frenzy for her wet heat, his cock missed her opening.

She breathed a surprisingly vile curse in his ear. A hand grabbed his and directed him, though both of hers were still on his shoulders. He might have freaked if he hadn’t been so out of his mind with the need to bury himself in her.

Adam gasped as Opal slid down onto him, wet and tight and impossibly slick. He cupped her ass in his hands, barely feeling her weight. Strong thighs gripped his waist as she pulled herself up and ground down. Furious, frantic, he thrust, clawing for the climax he craved. But she was rising as he ground upward, and they couldn’t find the rhythm.

Adam cursed in frustration as her nails dug furrows in his shoulders, fighting to get in sync. She felt so impossibly good clenched around his cock. But as they hunched together, he had to fight to brace her writhing weight. Felt his balance begin to go. “Shit!” They toppled. He shot out a hand, trying to catch them, his free arm curling around her head to protect it.

They dropped into something soft and white on the floor that had not been there a heartbeat earlier. She’d conjured a mattress. But he had no time to wonder about it when she took advantage of the leverage offered by the floor, hunching up at him, that delicious pussy milking his cock.

“Adam, God…” Opal lifted her face to him, and he kissed her, losing himself in the fire and heat of her mouth. “It’s coming!” she gasped against his lips. “I can’t hold it!”

Oh, thank God, Adam had been afraid he wouldn’t last long enough for her to climax. He was way too close to the edge.

She screamed at his ear, the sound piercing, and convulsed.

Then it happened.

Energy exploded out of Opal, jangling electric jolts that snapped his every muscle taut, boiled through him, jerking and whipping his body as if she’d suddenly become a downed power line. Pain blazed over his skin as a wave of searing sparks drowned him.

“Adam!” she screamed, just before a second blast followed the first in a wave of magic that ripped and twisted at his body until he thought it was going to tear him apart. He tried to scream, but his throat locked and convulsing muscles wouldn’t obey.

The third blast crashed over him, and he began to burn. He knew then he was dying. Nothing could hurt this bad without being fatal…

His mind winked out.


Chapter Six

 

Adam came awake to a thundering drumbeat.

For a moment he could see nothing but blinding light. At last the glare faded. Groaning, he stirred, and realized he was lying on his back on the floor. He jolted fully awake, panic steaming through him.

Boom boom boom…

Afghanistan. He was in Afghanistan, and the Marine had tripped that IED…

He jerked upright, frantic, grabbing for his dick. Oh, thank God. It was still there. A second frantic glance proved that so were his arms and legs.

It wasn’t a bomb, dumbass. It was the Gift.

Boom boom boom…

Over the booming drumbeat, he heard Opal groan in pain.

Oh shit, Opal! He rolled onto his hands and knees, and almost threw up as a wave of pain crashed over him, so nauseating he wanted to heave up his last three meals. Did he have another concussion?

Where the hell was Opal?

Boom boom boom…

Adam looked around, belatedly realizing they were still in the kitchen. He was crouching on the floor beside the prep counter. Spotting piles of something white littering the floor around him, he frowned. What the hell was that?

Picking up a handful, he realized it was singed feathers and scraps of white silk. It’s the mattress. Or what’s left of it, anyway.

Boom boom boom…

Looking toward the sound, Adam spotted Opal sprawled in the corner, propped half against the wall. “Opal? Oh fuck!” He staggered to his feet and started toward her, only to stumble and damn near face plant. His body didn’t seem to be working right. And what was with that booming? It sounded like one of those cars with amps cranked up until you could feel the sound in your breastbone. No actual music, just bass. It was so loud, his heart seemed to be beating in time…

Then he realized the sound was his heart. Or mostly his heart, because there was a second beat laid over the first. Opal’s?

Not trusting his balance, Adam crawled to her. She lifted her head.

“Opal? Opal, baby, are you all right?” His own voice seemed a roar in his ears as if he were screaming.

Opal only blinked, dazed, obviously not tracking.

Adam lowered his voice to a dry whisper. “Do I… need to get somebody?” His head thumped savagely. “Was that… was that the Gift?” He’d expected magical sparks, maybe unconsciousness, not fucking Hiroshima going off inside his skull.

Blue-gray eyes sharpened as her brain came back online. “Adam?”

He cringed as her voice seemed to knife through his skull like an electric saw. “Not so loud.”

“’Kay.” With a visible effort, Opal sat up. Frowning in concern, she cupped his cheek in her hand. Her skin felt… Strange, a little rougher than it had before. “Are you all right?” Adam could tell she was trying to whisper, yet the sound hammered into his ears.

As he eyed her through the booming pain in his head, he realized something red smeared her mouth. She’d bitten her lip. The crimson looked so vivid against the soft pink of her lips, he found himself staring. And the smell… It didn’t smell like blood at all. Instead of the metallic copper scent he’d come to know from too many combat zones, it smelled sweet, impossibly tempting. Adam’s mouth began to water.

Before he knew it, he was leaning forward, kissing Opal again. The taste exploded in his mouth, a burst of intoxicating sensation that rolled through him like the incessant boom of their heartbeats. His own began to beat faster.

Adam swallowed, and his tongue touched something in his own mouth that shouldn’t be there. Something long and pointed. He froze, his lips pressed to hers even as his tongue explored the protrusion.

It felt like a fang. Oh, holy shit, I have fangs.

Boom boom boom boom…

The taste of Opal’s blood filled his mouth, and it was the most delicious thing he’d ever experienced. Hunger roared up, fierce and stark. What if I hurt her?

And he could. This was dangerous. Adam knew that much from the knowledge spell. They called it going blood-mad, and if you lost control, you could kill your partner. Or she’d be forced to kill you.

But her taste… Oh God, her taste!

Boom boom boom…

Adam wanted her so badly he shook with it. Wanted to sink his new fangs into that soft flesh and let Opal’s blood spill into his mouth. She’d taste so damn good…

No! Images wheeled through his mind, a nauseating kaleidoscope of all the horrific death he’d seen in two decades as a combat videographer. A Marine’s eyes, blank and staring over the horrific wound in his throat. An emaciated child, skin pulled so tightly over bone, her face looked like a skull. A woman with a bullet hole in her forehead. Corpses lying twisted in positions no living human would assume even unconscious. Broken dolls that had been people.

Opal’s face, bloodless, her eyes blank and empty, crimson splattering her face, her throat ripped out…

“No!” Something hit Adam’s back in a stunning blow, followed an instant later by an impact on the back of his head that made him see stars. His legs went out from under him and he fell on his ass, shuddering.

“Adam!” Opal’s hand caught him under the jaw, lifting his head. Wide gray eyes stared at him in worry. “Are you all right?”

This close, the smell of her blood rolled over him again. He saw the pulse beating in her throat, heard its boom in his ears, sounding a little fast with anxiety. Twin needles stabbed into his upper jaw, and his cock hardened…

Gray eyes blank and fixed over a gory throat…

With a curse, Adam shoved Opal away. She stumbled backward to bang into the cabinet behind her. He started to grab for her, catch her, make sure she was all right, but that smell rolled over him again.

He shrank back against the wall, afraid to move. Afraid he’d set off the rabid animal crouching in his brain. Terrified it would bury its muzzle in that incredible smell -- and rip. Adam’s stomach cramped with hunger as he fought the animal need. “What the fuck is happening to me?”

Opal pushed away from the counter and moved toward him slowly, both hands raised. “Look, it’s all right…”

Boom boom boom…

“Stay away!” His voice shook as images of death -- her death -- spun through his mind in a horrific slideshow. “You’ve got to get out of here! I’m going blood-mad!”

“You’re not blood-mad,” Opal said in that patient tone people used when someone was losing his shit.

“You need to get out of here!” Adam had to yell it over the thunder of her pulse. “I’m going to hurt you, Opal. I’m going to rip out your throat…” He slid sideways along the wall, trying to get away from her before he lost his slipping self-control. Buried his face in that intoxicating scent…

Adam was so fucking hungry. He’d been fine before the Gift, but now he felt empty as a kettle drum. From the corner of one eye, he saw something was wrong with the wall. Glancing over, he saw the outline of his head and shoulders indented in the wallboard. “What the hell did that?” Nothing made sense. It reminded him of the time he got hold of some bad pot in college.

“You jumped away from me so hard, you practically threw yourself through the wall.” Opal spoke in a low, soft voice now, obviously working not to add to his fear. “If you were at full strength, you probably would have. So no, you’re not blood-mad.” But there was something in her eyes that made him wonder whether she really believed what she was saying.

“How do you know?” The question held a mix of despair, fear and helpless fury.

“One, Alys told me she’d Seen that you’ll survive the gift. Two, when vampires go blood-mad, they lose it immediately. That’s why Maja court seducers keep a knife under the pillow.”

Adam found himself staring at her throat, listening to the maddening thump of her heart. The taste of her blood filled his mouth, and he wanted it so badly his hands curled into fists. Trying to distract himself, he asked, “How many do they usually have to kill?”

“Hell, I don’t know. Not that many. The point is, if you were going to lose it, you would have already. The fact that you tried to put your own head through the wall to get away from me tells me it’s not something either of us has to worry about. Everything’s fine, Adam. Calm down.”

His right shoulder thumped against the wall, and he realized he’d been backing away from Opal until he’d maneuvered himself into a corner. It made him feel a little bit stupid. He forced himself to stop retreating.

Opal edged closer. His eyes locked on the long, graceful line of her throat. Hunger such as Adam had never felt rolled over him, and his stomach cramped. It reminded him of the time he, Branwyn, and their Afghan driver -- who’d forgotten to put oil in his leaking car -- had gotten stranded in the desert. They’d had to walk for two days with only two bottles of water between them.

By the time they’d made it to the nearest village, it had felt as if Adam’s tongue had transformed itself into a dirty athletic sock. The thirst had been so maddening, he’d shoved his head under the first water faucet he found and gulped until he almost threw up.

This felt worse than that.

His brain produced another drained Opal image, and he shuddered. “Why am I so damned hungry?”

“You haven’t finished the transition. You need to drink my blood and have your first Daysleep while the spell finishes its work. When you wake up, you’ll be a vampire.”

Adam blinked. “You mean I’m not one now?”

“You’re a baby chick of a vampire. I can almost see all the downy yellow feathers.”

Adam reached down and grabbed his straining hard-on. “Does this look like a feather to you?”

Opal laughed, her shoulders relaxing, as if the last of her wary anxiety was draining away. “Okay, if you’ve got the brainpower for a double entendre, you’re definitely not blood-mad.” Grabbing Adam’s hand, she dragged him out of his corner.

Adam resisted the pull too late. The scent of her rolled over his head, and his fangs shot twin needles of pain all the way into his brain. “Ow!” He grabbed at his jaw instinctively. “Shit, that hurts!”

“Yeah, I know. You need to eat. Come on.” Opal towed him out of the room and down the hall to the living room.

“What if I can’t stop?” The question sounded ragged with anxiety.

“Remember yesterday when I marched your ass out of the newsroom when you didn’t want to go? I’ll just do that.”

“So why do court seducers have to kill people?”

Opal shrugged. “Since you can’t cure blood-madness -- and we’ve tried -- you have to put them down.”

Adam gaped at her matter-of-fact tone. “Like Old Yeller?”

“Pretty much. But you don’t have to worry about that, because -- again -- not blood-mad.”

He licked his dry fangs and wished he could believe her. “What the fuck did I get myself into?”

“A body that looks twenty-five.”

He stared at her. “What?”

“Later.” She guided him over to one of the armchairs and pushed him down. No sooner had Adam sunk into the leather upholstery than Opal planted her pert little ass on his lap. “We’ve got to hurry. The sun will be coming up in twenty minutes, and you have to finish before you pass out.” Opal reached up, grabbed a handful of her glorious hair and draped it over the opposite shoulder, then tapped a gently throbbing vein. “Right here. Come on.”

He stared at the vein, his mouth watering. Gray eyes blank and fixed over a gory throat…

Suddenly Opal gripped his head with both hands as she forced him to meet her eyes. “Do you trust me?”

Adam stared into her eyes, breathing hard, almost shivering as his body battled his fear. He wanted to trust her. God, he wanted it so bad. And yet… his heart had a really bad track record.

Her grip tightened. “Do you think I don’t know what it would do to you if you hurt me? Do you think I’d let you do that to yourself?”

“No.” The word emerged stark, unadorned. And yet, it was also utterly true. He licked his dry lips. “I do trust you.”

Gray eyes stared into his. “Then drink, Adam. I won’t let anything happen to either of us.”

Swallowing, he reached out one shaking hand and tilted her chin aside, arching the fragile curve of her throat. Her skin felt impossibly soft and warm.

He leaned in. Oh, God, don’t let me lose it. And bit deep, trying to make it quick and painless. The faintest trace of something incredible slid into his mouth. It tasted nothing at all like blood. He wasn’t exactly sure what it did taste like, but he knew he wanted more. Adam sucked harder, but all he got was a couple more maddening drops.

Which was when he remembered something a Navy corpsman told him once about dealing with stabbings. “Never pull the knife out -- he’ll bleed to death, because the blade plugs the wound.”

Cautiously, Adam drew his fangs out a little. Frustrating droplets became a delicious trickle. He moved his head, widening the tiny punctures with the tips of his fangs. The blood began to flow at last, and he drank a cautious swallow. The parched tissues of his mouth grew wet, and he sucked a little harder. The flow increased… And sweet Jesus, the taste! An electric tingle rolled down his throat. It felt as if his tongue were having an orgasm in his mouth, every taste bud uniting in a hungry howl for more.

Almost instantly, an incredible energy stormed through Adam’s bloodstream, throwing his senses into high alert and lighting up his brain with joy. He’d never tried cocaine, but if it was anything like this, he suddenly understood why addicts would do anything to get it.

The thought sent a shaft of alarm through him. He’d shot stories about what that kind of addiction could do to those who fell into its trap…

Then he felt the stroke of Opal’s fingers sliding over his head, derailing the rise of panic again. “You have such beautiful hair,” she murmured in a low, dreamy purr. “You really are a ridiculously beautiful man.” Her voice took on a teasing note. “Also an alpha male pain-in-the-ass, but that comes with the territory with Magi.”

He wanted to frame a smartass retort, but that would have required letting go of her throat, and his body refused to cooperate. Adam had always considered himself strong willed, even stubborn -- every woman he’d ever known had bitched about that very thing, including his mother. Yet reining in his body’s savage need for Opal’s blood felt like trying to pull an eighteen-wheeler out of a skid across black ice.

With a savage exertion of will, he finally managed to stop, but when he tried to lift his head, Opal’s grip tightened on his hair. “You need more. The magic in you isn’t strong enough yet.”

With a soft, defeated groan, Adam let himself relax into her throat. Into the flow of blood. Let himself float in the intoxicating taste of Opal. He’d made love to a lot of women, but he’d never felt so deliciously intimate with anyone in his life.

I’m falling in love with her. Despite the hot joy of feeding, he felt a chill. But Opal’s still in love with Joaquin.

* * *

“You didn’t tell me blood’s the best drug ever,” Adam murmured. Once he’d fed to her satisfaction, they’d retreated to her bedroom to await the sunrise. His voice sounded a little slurred. “I’m high as a kite.”

Opal propped her chin on his chest to smile up at him. “Actually, that’s something you have to watch out for. Vampires can get addicted to drinking too much of the bottled stuff. But as long as you don’t drink any more than a cup or so at a time, you’ll be fine.”

Adam snorted. “Bottles don’t have pulses. You’re what I’m hooked…” He broke off as his buzzing brain belatedly realized what he just said.

The smile drained from Opal’s face, and her gaze was troubled. He opened his mouth to speak, though he had no idea what he was going to…

Blackness dropped on him like a weighted net.

* * *

Cheryl Parker dialed her son’s number for what must’ve been the hundredth time in the last two days. Her living room TV showed DCN, as it almost always did when she was home. The station was running that terrifying video loop from the fight in the company’s own newsroom.

Video Adam had shot.

A man in golden armor was dueling three of the blue aliens with a sword as a woman moved fluidly at his side. All around the combatants, things were exploding, flying around the room, or catching on fire for no visible reason whatsoever. Like magic. Until the armored woman turned to the camera and snapped, “Get out of here!”

The video cut to an Administration talking head. “The President has sworn to put a stop to these incursions. He’s meeting with the leaders of NATO, China and Russia on…”

Her son’s cell phone stopped ringing at last. Cheryl tensed, but all she heard was a familiar recording. “This is Adam Parker. I can’t come to the phone right now, probably because someone’s shooting at me. You know what to do and when to do it.” Beeeeep!

Cursing softly, Cheryl thumbed the red end call icon and tossed the phone onto the coffee table. It skidded off and tumbled to the floor. With a groan, she bent forward and buried her face in her hands. “Where the hell are you, Adam?”

He’s all right, the voice of rationality told her. She wished like hell she could believe it. She’d spoken to Branwyn Donovan twice since the fight in the newsroom the night before. Adam’s boss had shared her personal contact numbers with Cheryl years ago. Evidently she understood a mother’s need to make sure her reckless only son wasn’t lying dead in some hellhole.

Some of those bastards beheaded journalists, for Christ’s sweet sake! And of course, that was exactly where Adam felt driven to go. Just like his… Cheryl cut the thought off. If she didn’t end up making appeals to some dictator for the release of that boy, it would be proof of God’s existence.

Branwyn had told her that Adam was on assignment but wouldn’t say where he was or when he’d be coming back. Which wasn’t at all like her. There’d been a certain tension in the reporter’s voice that suggested she was worried, too. “Damn it, Adam! Why won’t you answer your fucking phone!”

Cheryl bolted to her feet and began to pace again. It had been almost forty-eight hours since they’d last spoken. “I should’ve told him I loved him. But no, I was too busy bitching about my car getting egged. Dumbass.”

She cast an absent glance at her Fitbit and swore. She had to be a work in an hour. Her impulse was to take a sick day, but if she’d called in every time Adam went incommunicado, they’d have fired her years ago. Nothing for it but to get a shower and go to work. Never mind the utter lack of…

She broke step, surprised. A tiny glowing spark floated in the air in front of her. It reminded her of a firefly. As she stared in confusion, it expanded into a wavering oval she’d seen too many times on looping video the past week.

Oh shit! Cheryl whirled, bolting for the door. Her fingers were an inch from the knob when something grabbed her from behind, snatching her to a stop so fast her legs flew out from under her.

She fell on her ass, only to be jerked to her feet again. Her shoulder howled in protest as the vicious pull almost wrenched it from the socket. She twisted, trying to pull free. Got a good look at the hand gripping her shoulder.

And screamed.

It had only two fingers.

* * *

Adam woke up with his body singing arias of well-being.

Opal had vanished. He looked around in confusion, taking in the elegant bedroom. The bed he lay in was huge, the size of a California King, its head and footboards intricately carved with figures of horses. Swags of lace draped around the bed from a ring in the ceiling. What the hell? She was here a minute ago…

He listened, but he didn’t hear her heartbeat. Or even his own, though Adam felt it beating away in his chest.

Opal walked into the bedroom carrying a wine glass full of something dark red that definitely did not look like wine. The scent rolled over him and Adam’s fangs instantly lengthened, stinging his upper jaw.

He stared at her, thoroughly disoriented in a way that reminded him of that roadside bomb. “I’m not hearing heartbeats anymore.”

“You can if you concentrate. Your brain has gained the ability to turn the volume down. Davon thinks it rewires itself during the first Daysleep.” Opal’s tone was cool. “Now get up. We’ve got a lot to get done.”

“What the fuck happened? We were talking and…”

Shrugging, she held out the glass. “The sun came up.”

“It knocked me out just like that? There’s no drifting off to sleep?”

“And no insomnia, so count yourself fortunate.” Opal’s mouth flattened. “As long as no one tries to break into Avalon and kill every last Magus, anyway.” Opal extended the glass again. “Come on, drink your breakfast.”

She looked a little -- funny. Distant. Nothing like the lover he’d known last night. Still, the scent coming from that glass was so seductive, Adam reached out to take it from her hand. As his fingers closed over the glass, it exploded. Blood flew as the fragments sliced his fingers.

“Shit!” Adam looked down in horror at the scarlet drops staining the comforter and rolling down his bare chest. “What the hell was that glass made of?” It had popped like a soap bubble.

“Glass.” Opal sighed, wiping the blood from her face. “Sorry, that was my fault. You’ll have to learn to moderate your strength. You’ll be tripping over your own feet and breaking things until you do.”

She waved a hand, sending sparks dancing over herself, the comforter and his blood-splattered chest. Every drop of red disappeared. “Come on, we need to talk to your father. He’s going to want to give you some training in handling all that new vampire muscle.” The Maja paused, contemplating him. “You’ll need a shower and clean clothes.” Opal gestured again, conjuring a neat stack of clothing on the foot of the bed. Looked like jeans and a T-shirt.

“Want to join me?” Adam gave her a seductive grin. “I still haven’t had breakfast.”

Opal’s face froze.

His head rocked back as realization hit. Now that I’ve turned, she doesn’t need to have sex with me anymore.

Her smile looked forced. “Not… right now. Get that shower and get dressed. I need to make some calls. We’ve got a lot to do if Alys is right and all hell is about to break loose.” Opal turned and escaped from the room.

And it was most definitely an escape.

Adam stared after her, surprised at the pain stabbing into his chest. Oh, don’t be such a pussy, he thought, trying to fight off the wave of hurt. You barely know the woman. The only reason you’re obsessed with her is because she took your fangy virginity.

That had to be it. He was, God knew, no stranger to women. But in the forty-eight hours since he’d met Opal, she’d come to mean a lot more to him than a one-night stand should. Which was ridiculous.

Thoroughly disgusted with himself, he strode into the bathroom. And stopped short at the sight of the man who faced him. For a moment he thought Ulf had gated into Opal’s bathroom. Until he realized the figure had moved just as he had. Oh, hell, that’s a mirror.

Except…

Adam’s jaw dropped, and he moved closer, eyes widening. He looked about twenty-five, as if thirteen years had suddenly been erased from his face. Even his body looked harder, a little more muscular and cut. Which was a welcome change, considering he’d been considering a diet to lose the ten or so pounds that had sneaked up on him since his return to New York. Too many food truck hot dogs grabbed on the run.

He flexed, rolling his shoulders up and back. Hesitated, waiting for his right shoulder to twinge as it had been doing for years.

The arm moved smoothly for the first time since he’d gotten shot ten years ago. What’s more, the deep striation across his deltoids from the bullet’s passage was gone.

Leaning closer to the mirror, Adam eyed his smooth face. “How the hell am I going to explain this to Mom?”

Oh, shit! Mom! I haven’t called her. Which was a problem, because she’d probably seen the video he’d live-streamed of the newsroom attack. What’s more, she hadn’t called him either. That was unusual, because she always phoned on the way to work, making sure he hadn’t been sent off to cover something dangerous without her knowing about it. Where the hell had he left his cell? He owed her a call.

How, asshole? You’re not going to get any bars in the Mageverse. He was going to have to borrow Opal’s phone again.

Opal. The stab of pain sliced into his chest, and he forgot his new face, his new body, even his probably worried mother. Adam ground his teeth against the wave of anguish and stalked over to the deep garden tub. He bent to turn the tap with a vicious twist of his wrist…

And it snapped off in his hand.

Water sprayed upward and hit the ceiling.

* * *

Opal cast a wary glance at Adam, who hunched over his cell phone at the kitchen table. She’d bespelled it to work in the Mageverse, and he’d promptly put it on speaker so he didn’t have to touch it, evidently afraid of breaking it. A metal goblet sat at his elbow, empty of the blood he’d drunk for breakfast.

Adam looked up at her. “She’s not picking up. Must be at work. Can I text her on this thing?”

“Sure. The spell…”

“Don’t bother. I probably wouldn’t understand anyway.” There was a cool, distant note to Adam’s voice.

Opal hid a wince, knowing she’d hurt him badly. Well, they say Latents get obsessed with the Majae who Gift them. You have to let them down gently. Trouble was, Adam wasn’t the only one who was obsessed.

Her eyes lingered on his face as he looked down at his phone, murmuring text dictation to Siri. He looked so much like his father it was amazing, but the emotions he aroused in her were completely different. For one thing, he carried none of that sense of ancient power that clung to Ulf. Instead, there was only incredible male beauty, undimmed now by any hint of age.

She still wanted him, even though she no longer had duty as a handy excuse. The thought sent a stab of guilt through her. Joaquin’s words in the dream floated through her mind: You have to let me go. Because, my love, I’m gone.

Adam, on the other hand, was definitely here.

Opal had the uncomfortable feeling she was falling for him. It was more than his looks -- it was the intelligence and stubborn courage. She even found something appealing about the cynicism that was an obvious product of seeing the very worst humans could do to each other. Because just beneath that world-weariness lurked an idealist driven to do the right thing.

I could be happy with him. The thought slid through her mind, impossibly tempting. Opal was so fucking tired of being alone. But if Alys was right, the shit was about to hit the fan. Opal was going to have to take Adam with her on whatever mission they’d soon be assigned. She frowned, uneasy at the thought. This was a man who’d just broken the bathtub. The last place he needed to go was into combat. But if Alys said Adam had to go, he had to go.

On the other hand, Alys was also fully capable of sending Adam into that fight knowing he was going to end up dead at the end of it, so long as more lives would be saved. Opal really needed to find her friend and shake the truth out of her. Even if Alys could turn her into a newt.

A wave of power approached the house like a storm front. Glad for the interruption from her own dark thoughts, she rose from the table. “There’s your dad.” Opal headed to the front door and pulled it open.

Ulf stood on the other side, his eyes alight, a grin on his face. “He did it?”

The man’s joy was so intense, Opal couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, he did it.” God help me.


Chapter Seven

 

Ulf walked into the kitchen grinning like a pumpkin. “God, boy! I hoped one day you’d become one of us!” The delight in his father’s voice was unmistakable. And warming.

Smiling, Adam rose from his chair as the big man strode over to give him a hug so powerful, it lifted him right off his feet. He laughed. “Oof! I’d hug you back, but I’m afraid of breaking something.”

Dad’s grin was incandescent. “It’d be worth it.”

For once there was no strain between them as they took their seats. “We’ve got a lot to get done,” Ulf said, and launched into a description of the initial training regime for new vampires.

Opal poured three glasses of wine and handed each of them one before taking her own place at the table.

As he sipped from his metal goblet -- and wished it were her blood -- Adam picked up his cell phone and glanced at the screen. It remained stubbornly blank.

Ulf laughed. “You moderns really are addicted to those things.”

“No, I’m waiting for a text from Mom,” Adam said absently. “She’s not answering her phone. I’ve got some old texts from her -- she really wasn’t happy with me going out of communication -- but that’s it.” Adam sighed and gestured to his face. “How am I going to explain this to her? She’s not going to believe I went to a plastic surgeon. I’ve sneered at too many guys for getting work done.”

Ulf smiled and laid a hand on Adam’s shoulder. “We’ll just tell her the truth.”

“We can do that?”

“Sure. When a Latent gets the Gift, they’re allowed to tell their families, who can be bespelled not to tell anyone.”

Adam frowned. “Then why couldn’t you tell us?”

Ulf’s expression closed. “Orders.”

Arthur. Yeah, he’d figured that bastard had had more to do with his father’s lying than Ulf had been willing to admit. “Mom wouldn’t tell anyone anyway.”

“Even your mother wouldn’t be able to resist if the right pressure was applied.” Ulf’s expression lightened again. “At least I’ll finally be able to tell her the truth.” He laid a hand on Adam’s shoulder and squeezed. “But in the meantime, you need to practice controlling those vampire muscles.” His eyes fell on his own hand. “That reminds me…” Ulf reached for the ring adorning his right ring finger.

Adam had noticed it before -- it was impossible not to. The thing reminded him of the Super Bowl ring he’d seen a former NFL quarterback wearing once. It was a massive piece of jewelry, intricately engraved, with a large smooth oval stone that resembled a very expensive opal.

Layers of iridescent blue and violet swirled with red glinted in the light as Ulf tugged the ring off. “Merlin gave me this ring after I drank from the Grail,” Ulf told him, a smile of remembrance on his face. “The other knights were so bloody jealous…”

“Merlin?” Opal breathed, staring at the ring in awe. “That thing belonged to Merlin? But it’s got about as much magic as a paperweight. Why didn’t you tell me it was Merlin’s ring before I put my communication spell on it?” She sounded horrified.

Ulf laughed. “I always use it as a mission ring. But you’re absolutely right about the magic. It’s driven Morgana crazy for years. She couldn’t figure out why Merlin would have given me a rock like this without it being enchanted. Especially since he told me never to take it off.” His expression softened as he held the ring out to Adam. “He also told me I should give it to my son when he became a Magus.”

Adam gaped at him and said the first thing that came into his head. “Not your daughter?”

Ulf shrugged. “It was Merlin. Knowing him, he Saw you being born. Put it on.”

The hair stood straight up on the back of Adam’s neck. He took the ring with clumsy fingers and promptly dropped it.

Ulf caught it in midair, grabbed Adam’s right hand with his left, and slid the ring on his finger. “There.”

It felt heavy and warm from his father’s skin, but also immensely old and somehow alien, paperweight or not. A truly unpleasant thought hit him. “Could this be what the Fomorians are after?”

Ulf snorted. “No. They said whatever that was belong to their queen. I highly doubt Merlin stole that ring from the Fomorians. Besides, it’s just a pretty chunk of metal and stone.”

“So are the crown jewels,” Adam muttered.

Ulf rolled his eyes. “Well, if it is what they want, don’t give it to them.”

“While we’re at it,” Opal said, “I think we all need mission rings.” She gestured. Light flared on Ulf’s right forefinger, and a thick gold band appeared, engraved with the red dragon’s head that was Arthur’s symbol.

“What’s a mission ring?” Adam asked, staring at her creation in interest. Abruptly he realized a similar ring adorned her left hand. Like a wedding ring. He wondered if she wore it in memory of Joaquin. Probably. The thought carried a jolt of pain.

“A mission ring carries a spell that allows agents on a team to communicate telepathically,” Ulf explained.

“What, you don’t have cell phones?”

“Well, yeah, but sometimes you can’t use a phone -- or any other communication device -- in the middle of a fight. Half the time you can’t even hear in the middle of a fight. Telepathy gets around that. And since vampires can’t work magic, we need enchanted objects.” He clapped his hands together, grinning like a boy. “Speaking of fighting, it’s time to do some training.”

* * *

The training center lay on the outskirts of Avalon, a complex designed to allow Magi and Majae to practice their skills with edged weapons, magic and even firearms. Target ranges, combat circles, and magical mazes stood on the rolling landscape under a moon almost painfully bright to Adam’s vampire senses.

Taking a deep breath, Adam crouched to grope beneath the SUV’s chassis between the driver’s door and the rear passenger door. Finding a handhold, Adam surged upward, driving with his thighs, as he’d once strained to lift a three hundred pound barbell. The Cadillac Escalade weighed more than five thousand pounds.

The truck merely rocked.

“Put your back into it!” Ulf called. “You can do it!”

“Come on, Adam!” Opal shouted.

He gritted his teeth and braced his feet, trying to ignore the small voice insisting This is insane! No way in hell…

The Escalade tilted ponderously onto its left wheels, then proceeded to roll over onto its badly battered side with a crash.

Adam stared at it in amazement. Damn, I’m Superman with fangs.

“Nicely done,” Ulf said, sounding exactly as he had the first time Adam had knocked the T-ball for a homer when he was four. “Now…”

The notes of Tiny Dancer rang across the field. Adam whipped around. “That’s Mom!” As Opal pulled the phone out of her pocket, he leaped into a run. Somehow that first stride became a bound that carried him a lot further than it should have. He came down hard, caught his foot on a dirt clod, and fell flat on his face.

“You all right, boy?” Ulf asked, hurrying over, his expression concerned.

As his father hauled him to his feet, Adam swiped a hand over his stinging lower lip. When he looked down his fingers, blood smeared them. It smelled so delicious, it was all he could do not to lick it off.

“You really can’t do anything fast yet,” Ulf told him. “When you try to go full out, your body goes further than you expect. Your timing’s going to be completely off until you get the hang of it.”

Opal came closer, talking on Adam’s cell. “Sure, hold on a moment,” she said, and held the phone out.

Adam accepted it. “Hi, Mom…”

“I am definitely not your mother,” said a low, cold voice. “But if you don’t gate to her house right now, I’m going to start killing her neighbors until I get to her. Bring your father. No weapons, armor or reinforcements.” The phone went dead.

Adam stared at the phone in shock, a sense of cold disbelief washing over him. His ears seemed to buzz. Ulf began to swear in something that sounded like Italian. Probably Latin.

“I… I just heard a female voice,” Opal stuttered, sounding as stunned as he felt. “I didn’t know… She asked to speak to Adam…”

Adam surged to his feet. “Open a gate.”

Ulf grabbed his arm. “We can’t just gate there. We’d only hand them more hostages, and it sounds like they have too many as it is. We need to tell Arthur, make a plan…”

“That bitch has my mother. Open the damned gate, Opal.”

“We can’t,” Dad snapped. “You don’t gate into the middle of a fucking army. Not when they know you’re coming.”

“So send me alone. They’re going to kill her, Dad.”

“I can’t lose both of you!”

The anger at his father’s abandonment roared back to life. “What the fuck difference does it make? You already walked away from us once.”

“Shut the hell up,” Opal yelled.

Shocked, Adam and his father turned to stare at her.

“I’m talking to Arthur,” she told them, holding up her own cell. “He said to gate there under the strongest shield I’ve got and stall while he gets everyone in position for a rescue.”

“Fine,” Adam growled. “Let’s go.”

Ulf rubbed his eyes with one hand as if in pain, but he offered no protest.

“Where’s your mother’s house?” Opal asked. “Picture it.”

Adam called up his last memory of the big brick colonial in its thoroughly middle-class suburban Charlotte neighborhood. She’d lived there since Adam had been six, when his father had paid cash for the house.

“Got it.” Opal nodded crisply and gestured. A gate dilated open, showing the exact same view Adam had envisioned. Moonlight streamed down across the porch, making its square white columns seem to glow.

People stood out in the wide, rolling front yard. Adam recognized some of Cheryl’s elderly neighbors, along with men, women, and children he didn’t know. All of them looked terrified. No surprise, considering the Fomorian warriors who surrounded them with raised swords.

A woman in armor stood on the brick porch, Mom kneeling at her feet. One mailed fist was clenched in Cheryl’s graying hair, a dagger pressed to her throat.

“I grow impatient,” the queen of the Fomorians snarled, glaring through the gate at them. “I want what is mine.”

* * *

Opal stared in horror. There had to be at least a hundred Fomorian warriors surrounding the hostages.

Thousands of werewolves filled the field as she and Joaquin tried to guide a knot of women and children through the lines. A woman fell. Joaquin reached down to help her up, and she grabbed his helmet, jerked it off his head, and shifted. Before either of them could move, she dove for his face, fanged jaws wide…

She whirled to Adam and shot a thought through the mission link, Do you trust me?

His answer rang through their telepathic link without hesitation or doubt. Yes.

We have to Truebond.

Ulf’s head snapped toward them, his eyes widening in incredulity, then narrowing in anger. Oh, hell no! You’re not using my son to follow Joaquin into death!

I want to keep your son alive, Opal snapped, for once forgetting he was a Knight of the Round Table. She had a chance at something precious that was just beginning to bloom, and she was damned well not going to lose it to the Fomos. If we’re Truebonded, I can help him control…

At the word “control,” Adam stiffened. A memory flashed through his mind: what it had felt like to be her puppet during the newsroom fight. For the first time, Opal realized how that moment had infuriated and frightened him, ground his face in his helplessness against magic.

He’s not going to do it. There was no way in hell. She was going to lose Adam the way she had Joaquin.

She didn’t think she could survive that again.

Adam’s gaze went soft on hers. I trust you. And Opal saw in his mind the first time he’d said those words, right before he’d taken her throat, trusting her to keep them both safe.

He’d sensed her pain, just as she’d felt his anger. Sensed her despair and the love she’d felt growing despite common sense and too little time. Turquoise eyes met hers. Do it. We have to save these people. My mother. Whatever it takes. I don’t have the training to do it without you. Yeah, I trust you.

Ulf swore, a juicy spew of Latin curses and thoroughly infuriated Welsh.

Opal grabbed the back of Adam’s head and took his mouth in a ferocious kiss as she sent her power streaming into him, seizing the opening he’d created for her, weaving connections between their minds. Building on the magical foundation she’d established when she’d given him the Gift. It was the deepest, tightest link she’d ever created, and she gave it all the power she had.

“What is this?” Distantly, Opal heard the Queen’s mocking voice. “A farewell kiss?”

The sound of alien laughter and catcalls rose from the Fomorians, but Opal didn’t care. She was too utterly focused on Adam, on the core of him, the intelligence and stubbornness and hidden nobility. And below all that, the fragile shoot of love that had sprung up in his soul.

As she bound them tighter, closer, she felt that love strengthening as she bound them together. Reaching deeper, Opal sought out the lessons Ulf had given him as a child. All the teenage classes in swordplay Adam had attended, thanks to his mother. His experience as a champion fencer in high school and college. Opal dragged all of that into the forefront of Adam’s brain, shooting a tight pulse of magic to strengthen reflexes eighteen years had weakened.

As if from a great distance, they heard the queen growl, “This is ridiculous.” Something in her tone snapped them back to full awareness just in time to see her gesture to one of her warriors. “Kill that.”

The Fomorian held a fluffy white cat by the scruff. He shrugged and drew a dagger from his belt. The cat yowled, struggling, and the Fomorian cursed as he fought to contain it.

“Noo!” a child’s voice wailed. “Daddy, don’t let him!”

“We’re coming, damn it!” Ulf roared. “Leave the cat alone!” His frustrated fury vibrated through the mission link. A hell of a time for this shit!

Opal would have apologized, but she wasn’t sorry.

Yes, Ulf growled in her mind. I noticed.

Ohhhh, boy, Adam muttered.

He sounded dazed, more than a little high.

I am high. Your power, Ulf’s… I didn’t know. You’re amazing.

Oh, this is just lovely! the knight raged. You don’t hit anyone with a spell like that right before they go into combat -- especially not the newly Gifted!

Too late now. Opal thrust one hand through the gate, conjured a shield, and walked through the doorway into it, the two men at her heels. She gazed around, her heart sinking. It was even worse than she’d thought. They were surrounded by a hundred hostages and a thousand warriors, a crowd that spilled out into the street and into surrounding yards. The Fomos must have cleaned out every house for blocks.

Bloody hell, Ulf thought. Tell Arthur to bring more warriors.

Opal was already doing so, opening a visual link to Guinevere’s mission ring. She scanned the scene, transmitting what she saw.

Guinevere cursed.

I’ve got to mobilize more Magekind, Arthur snarled. Opal, tell Ulf to buy us time.

The Fomorians stepped apart, clearing a path to their queen, who still held Adam’s mother at her feet, a knife to her throat. In the depths of the Truebond, the last of Adam’s giddy high vanished like a soap bubble hitting a lava field. Where in the hell are the cops?

There’s probably a dampening spell over the whole neighborhood to keep anybody from realizing this is even going on.

The Fomorian queen smiled, baring serrated teeth as her gaze locked on Adam’s hand in triumph. “The ring! You do have it. Excellent. Give it to me and I’ll let all these people go back to their beds. Otherwise…” She dug the point of her knife into his mother’s throat. A dark bead rolled downward.

Adam actually snarled. Opal felt the hot sting of his fangs lengthening.

Ulf’s big hand landed on his shoulder and clamped down hard. Control it, son. We’ll get her back.

“Violence is unnecessary,” the queen said smoothly. The light in her eyes was avid. “You need only hand over the ring.”

“Who the fuck are you, Sméagol?” Adam muttered. I knew it was the Goddamn ring.

Maybe she doesn’t know it has no power, Ulf said, sounding uneasy. Maybe she thinks it’s something it’s not.

And maybe you don’t know what the fuck it is.

Either way, we need to stall. Aloud, Ulf said, “And if we give you the ring, how do we know you won’t slaughter the hostages anyway?”

Someone sobbed, and a child cried out.

The queen made a lovely, sweeping gesture. “I give you my word.”

“We learned how much Fomorian honor is worth during the last truce, when you kidnapped one of our Majae in a plot to butcher us all.”

“You killed my king!”

“Which seems to have put you in a much better position then you were in when he was alive,” Ulf retorted. “According to our spies, that was locked in a tower.”

She stared at him in hot rage. “Well, I am free now. And I will have that ring. What does it matter to you? It has no magic! Would you sacrifice your woman and all these people for a trinket?”

“Would you restart the war over one? Because if you harm so much as that child’s cat, Arthur will rain hell down on your head. The Magekind, the Sidhe, the dragons -- you do remember how your beloved king kidnapped that hatchling? The Dragonkind would gladly hunt down every last Fomorian and wipe out your entire species.”

“I’m sure that will be a great comfort to all these people when they lie in their graves,” the Queen snarled.

* * *

Fury rolled over Adam, accompanied by cold fear. He was acutely conscious of his mother, crouched at the bitch’s feet, her head twisted to one side in the Fomorian’s grip.

Meanwhile, Cheryl’s terrified neighbors looked like children being held by ruthless, vicious adults. The Fomorians, all better than seven feet tall, towered over them. A little girl was screaming her curly little head off, despite her mother’s frantic efforts to quiet her. Each had a sword blade to her throat. Off to the right, one side of Mrs. Richards’s face looked bruised and swollen from the impact of a big fist.

Adam met the old woman’s frightened gaze. He remembered trick-or-treating at her house years ago -- she’d given out full-sized bars of candy and made a big deal about whatever elaborate costumes he and his sci-fi loving mother had come up with.

Others he didn’t know it all, but he was far too familiar with the looks on their faces -- the horror at being at the mercy of the merciless, that spouses and children and they themselves were about to die. And he recognized the expressions worn by the Fomorians, alien or not. The cruel contempt and superiority, the utter failure to see those they held as deserving of life.

We’ll save them, Adam, Opal’s mental voice spoke in the Truebond. There was an icy calm to her mind, the still watchfulness of someone who’d fought in more battles than he could even imagine. She remembered fighting Islamist terrorists, Nazis, soldiers of a hundred armies, werewolves, even some kind of towering nightmare with horns and goat legs. We’ll survive this too. Keep your head. Play for time.

Her confidence steadied him. He grabbed the ring and jerked it off his finger, ignoring the sting as his skin tore with the violence. “So you want this?”

The Fomorian Queen went still, her eyes locking on the ring. “Yes!”

Just a trinket, my ass. Aloud, he said, “How much do you want it?” Adam strode forward holding it aloft. The warriors stepped from his path, hauling their hostages aside and opening a corridor between them.

Ulf and Opal followed. That’s right, son, the knight murmured. Focus their attention. Give them a nice show.

He almost broke step at the confident approval in his father’s tone. Ulf trusted him with this?

Well, you handled that Libyan mob easily enough, his father said.

And he had. Bluffing and bullshit had saved his ass more than once.

Adam met the Queen’s gaze in challenge. “If this is just jewelry, why the hell is it so important?”

Her gaze flickered. “It will help me secure my kingdom.”

“How?”

Her eyes narrowed, offended. God, he hoped he wasn’t pushing too hard. “I will use it to show my nobles I was right.” Her mouth twisted in a snarl that exposed those pointed teeth as she nodded at Ulf. “I told my king all he had to do was take the ring from that one. But he mocked me as he always mocked my visions when they didn’t tell him what he wanted to hear. I warned him he would die by dragon fire, but he said that reptilian ally of his would protect him.” Her voice dropped into a hiss as her red eyes blazed. “And then he locked me in that tower.”

He locked her in that tower because she’s mad as a hatter, Ulf thought. The Fomorians must be desperate if they’re following this wench.

“Now put that ring down!” the queen barked. “It’s mine!”

“This ring?” He kept going, assessing the distance between him, the queen, and his mother. They were maybe fifteen feet away now, plus three feet up the brick steps. Adam could see how it could go -- putting the ring on the ground. Opal dropping the shield so he could bound up the stairs and land on the queen like a cat on a catnip mouse…

Can you do it? he asked his father. I’d probably miss.

Just keep her attention on you.

The glitter in the queen’s narrowing eyes made it clear exactly why her royal husband had locked her up. “I have waited long enough, human. Put that ring down.” She dug the point of the knife deeper against the curve of Cheryl’s throat. Beads of blood became a thin stream as his mother jerked with a hiss of pain.

Arthur spoke to Opal. We’re in position.

“Fine! Jesus, keep your shirt on!” Adam said to the queen, tossing the ring down on the walkway and stepping back, both hands raised.

The Fomorian’s eyes lit. She started forward with a hiss of excitement, dragging Cheryl down the steps with her… and something poured out of the ring, a cloud of glowing energy, snapping shades of blue and violet and blood red.

Fuck me, I knew it! Adam leaped back with a shout, would have fallen if his father hadn’t grabbed his shirt and jerked him backward.

Opal leaped in front of them both, both hands lifted as she pumped a spell at the thing. Though Adam felt the heat of her blast, the great boiling what-the-fuck didn’t even seem to notice. Instead it shot through her magical shield as if it wasn’t even there, boiling toward the queen and his mother.

Bellowing curses, the Fomorians thrust their hostages aside and lunged to protect their ruler. The WTF roiled like a tsunami of energy, lightning forking around it as it advanced on the queen. Yet unlike the magic he could sense surging around Opal and even the Fomorians, Adam couldn’t feel the thing at all. It was as if it wasn’t even there.

“Yes!” The queen screamed, throwing her arms wide and shoving Mom away. Cheryl promptly leaped off the porch into the evergreen bushes that edged it. WTF darted into the queen and vanished. She screamed in triumph, the sound edging into a howl as her three-toed feet left the ground. She floated upward, her face ecstatic, surrounded by a nimbus of color and searing bolts of magical energy.

The Fomorian warriors cheered, eyes locked on their hovering queen.

Shit.

All around them, Adam saw gates sparking and dilating behind each cringing hostage. Hands reached through the openings as the Magekind jerked the captives to safety.

Glancing around, he realized the only one who hadn’t vanished was Cheryl, still visible, huddling behind a hedge. No surprise there. Adam wouldn’t have opened a gate that close to the WTF Queen either. Which means it’s up to us.

He raced to the porch, his father at his heels, Opal right behind them. Before he could plunge into the hedge his mother had disappeared into, the bushes vanished under an onslaught of Opal’s magic. Cheryl looked up at them from suddenly barren mulch.

Adam and his father helped her to her feet. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m…” She broke off, starring at Ulf in stunned disbelief. “Paul? Is that you? What are you… How did you…”

“It’s a long story, and we got to get you to safety!” Adam turned to Opal, feeling her reach for her magic to summon a gate.

“Jesu!” his father breathed, staring at the sky in horror.

Adam whirled and saw what Ulf was looking at. “Fuck!”

The queen’s charred body dropped to the brick walkway in an explosion of ash. The WTF hovered above it like a malevolent storm front.

“Shit!” Opal whirled, conjuring a gate that opened faster than anything he’d ever seen.

“Take your mother!” Ulf shoved Cheryl into Adam’s arms and roared, “Opal, armor!”

Magic whipped around him, sparks forming his suit even as he leaped into the cloud’s path, lifting a newly conjured sword. The cloud simply veered around him and kept coming.

Adam spun away, trying to shield his mother with his body. Something slammed into him like wind on Mt. Everest, and he staggered, biting back a scream at the vicious cold. The thing boiled right through him and into Cheryl.

She screamed as she began to lift from his arms. WTF was trying to take her just as it had the Queen. Desperate, Adam tightened his hold, only to end up hauled into the air as if he weighed no more than a helium balloon.

His mother convulsed in his arms, and he clung to her. Her eyes met his in stark terror. “Let me go! It’ll kill you too!”

“No!” Adam tightened his grip and let himself hang, hoping to break its hold. They were twenty feet in the air now. “I’ll catch you!”

Something gave under the clamp of his arm, and Cheryl yelped in pain.

Fuck, I broke one of her ribs…

As she stared at him in terror, something boiled through her eyes, multicolored sparks of blue, violet, red. He clung tighter, felt another rib crunch. I’m crushing her!

Adam let go, and fell. He twisted, somehow hitting the ground feet first hard enough to rattle his teeth. The impact probably would’ve broken human bones, but he shook it off, staring skyward as all around him the Magekind battled Fomorians. Apparently Arthur’s people had gated in while he was distracted.

Screams of rage and hoarse alien bellows filled the air, but he could only stand there, gaze locked helplessly on his hovering mother, who writhed as energy whipped around her. WTF was killing her just the way it had the queen. And there wasn’t a Goddamn thing he could do about it.

Adam! Through Opal’s eyes, he saw a Fomorian dive at him, face twisted in rage and despair through its transparent faceplate. He felt the cold tingle of magic swirl around him -- Opal conjuring armor. A sword filled his hand, and he surged into a powerful fencing lunge. The alien had his own weapon drawn too far back, out of position to parry, but the Fomo tried to twist aside. Opal’s spell boiled the length of his blade as he rammed it into the Fomorian’s chest. The alien’s face contorted in agony as he died.

Adam jerked the weapon free and whirled, spotted another Fomorian about to attack Opal from behind. She saw it through his eyes and spun, swinging her sword into a parry. Steel rang on steel as she went after her opponent, rage a howl in her brain.

Adam ran to join her. These fuckers had gotten his mother killed. They’d terrorized her neighbors -- and that was aside from the eight hundred and thirty-three dead in Times Square.

Somebody was fucking well going to pay. This time Adam didn’t have to content himself with using a camera. He didn’t have to just stand around and watch the carnage -- he could do something.

Roaring, Adam charged forward and hacked his blade into the Fomorian’s armored side. The edge bit with a scraping clang and sank right through its cuirass. As the warrior convulsed, Opal struck off the Fomo’s head.

The bastards killed my mother! he raged at Opal, fury and grief hot in his mind.

Maybe not. Maybe…

“All right, you motherfuckers.” The voice was more IED than sound, and its shockwave made every last one of them instinctively duck, Fomorian and Magekind alike.

Incredulous, Adam stared skyward, recognizing that voice despite its distorting volume. “Mom?”


Chapter Eight

 

Hanging in the air like a helium balloon, Cheryl Parker stared down at them. Her eyes glowed in the dark with blue, violet and red light as her lips peeled off her teeth. “We have had enough of this.”

As they watched in blank astonishment, she floated to a feather-light landing. “What the hell are you waiting for?” Her voice was no longer so earth shattering, but its tone was chilling. She pointed at pile of ash that was all that was left of the Fomorian queen. “See what We did to that bitch?” She held up thumb and forefinger a fraction apart. “We’re about this far from doing it to every last one of you Smurf fuckers!”

Adam wondered if he’d taken a blow to the head.

When nobody moved, Mom got a look on her face he recognized from the time he’d ordered two hundred dollars of pay-per-view porn when he’d been sixteen. “We are not Goddamn joking.” Her voice sank to a low, deadly register as WTF began to emerge from her again, a nakedly menacing halo of violet and blue, crackling with red lightning.

Adam felt more than saw gates opening all around them. But even as some of the Fomorians gated away, one in elaborate armor strutted out of the crowd and planted himself directly in front of Mom. “Do you think you can terrify us with parlor tricks? Everyone knows Queen Ekar had little magic. The only thing she brought to the king was her bloodlines and the crown. I am not so weak.” He flicked one hand, sending a beach-ball-sized globe of flame shooting right at Cheryl. Adam felt Opal throw out a burst of magic, trying to shield her…

Too late. The fireball slammed into her chest and exploded in a gout of flame.

“No!” Adam’s shout rose in chorus with his father’s anguished howl.

The flames winked out.

Cheryl grinned, not even singed. “Is that the best you’ve got?” Her grin widened, taking on a chilling cast. “It is? Too bad.” Lightning forked out of the clear sky and slammed into the Fomorian general, filling the air with the smell of ozone and burned meat. He and the six Fomo warriors closest to him fell dead amid their slagged armor.

Everyone still breathing cringed. Adam had covered a couple of lightning strikes in his career, and he knew anyone within twenty feet should have felt the shock -- assuming they weren’t killed. Yet he hadn’t felt so much as a tingle -- as if she’d somehow shielded them all. Of all the bizarre shit he’d seen since Times Square, Mom throwing around lightning bolts had to be the most unbelievable.

Cheryl bared her teeth and spoke in that IED voice again. “We’re not going to tell you assholes again. This is Our planet. You get the fuck off of it, because if you don’t, the US government is going to have a lot more aliens to autopsy.”

Adam felt the goose-flesh raising sensation of gates springing open. Moments later, every last Fomorian was gone.

“Does that go for us too?” Arthur said, moving toward her, black eyes wary, his wife at his shoulder ready to shield.

Cheryl gave him a sunny smile that didn’t look like it belonged on her face. Adam didn’t find it comforting in the least. “Of course not. We know you, old friend. Ulf loves you far too much for that. You’ve got nothing to fear from Us.” She tilted her head. “You want to send my neighbors home? They probably need to get back to bed.”

Arthur eyed her warily. “In a minute. What are you?”

“You obviously have magic,” Guinevere put in, just as coolly alert. “Yet I don’t sense any power from you at all.”

Cheryl shrugged. “That’s because We don’t use the force you recognize as magic. It’s something else entirely. Speaking of magic…” She looked around, spotted Adam and Ulf. “Let Us take a look at Our son.”

Oh shit, he realized, Mom’s using the royal we. That can’t be good.

She moved closer to him, gesturing. A soft golden glow sprang from her fingertips, illuminating his face -- and her own. Adam got his first good look. Holy shit, she looked no older than he did.

“It looks good on you, Adam.” She glanced from his face to Opal’s. “And so does she.”

“Uh, thanks.” This close, he realized there was something a little crazed about her eyes he wasn’t sure he liked. Otherwise she looked fine, which was amazing considering she’d been floating in mid-air like something out of a comic book. Which reminded him of the crunch that had forced him to let go as she’d levitated off her feet. “Are your ribs okay? I heard something crack.”

Her smile flashed. “Yeah, but we got better.”

Not sure I agree with that one, Mom.

Then she turned to Ulf and gave him a long, long look. The knight stiffened, looking every bit as alarmed as Adam felt. She reached up, grabbed the back of his head, and jerked him down for a kiss so hot and hungry, Adam’s cheeks heated.

When she finally stepped back, Ulf looked a little dazed. She licked her lips and grinned. “We have a lot of catching up to do, Baldulf.”

The look she turned on Arthur was much cooler. “Now, about this ‘No mortals’ rule of yours…”

“Wait just a Goddamn minute,” Adam snapped. Out of all the weird shit he’d been through in the past three days, this was the weirdest -- and the worst. “Who the hell is We? Where’s my mother? What did you do with her?”

She blinked. “I’m right here.” But there was something hesitant in a way she said the words, as if she wasn’t quite sure it was true.

“Prove it.” He took a jolting step forward. Ulf laid a restraining hand on his forearm, but Adam shook it off and stepped up to whatever the hell it was that had possessed his mother. Ulf and Opal moved in, silently backing him up. “You. What The Fuck. Get out of her.”

Whatever looked back at him wasn’t his mother. Its gaze was too remote, too emotionless. “I can’t. I can’t live here without her, can’t act here without her.”

Yeah, not liking the sound of that. “Why does that matter?”

“Because it does,” WTF said. “I haven’t hurt her, and I’m not going to.”

“Then let her speak. How I know she’s even in there anymore? You could’ve wiped her right out of her own brain.”

WTF stared at him through his mother’s eyes for a long moment. Then, between one breath and the next, Cheryl Parker gazed up at him. Joy, fear and confusion chased each other across her face. “Adam!” Both arms wrapped around him, hugged him hard. “Oh, God! I thought you were going to die!”

“Yeah, I was pretty worried about that too. Is that you?” His first impulse was to demand that she tell him something only his mother would know. But with the thing inhabiting her head, it might know what she knew. Which brought up another problem. Even if he somehow made it withdraw from her, how would he know it didn’t still control her?

His mother drew back to study him, and her gaze softened. “It’s me, Adam. Gaia hasn’t hurt me. She’s not going to hurt me.”

“Gaia? That’s what the cloud calls its… herself?”

“Greek earth goddess.” She shrugged. “Humans aren’t capable of saying her name, and that one seems to fit.”

Ulf spoke up, looking as thoroughly freaked out as Adam felt. “What makes you so sure she’s not going to hurt you?”

Cheryl paused so long, Adam thought for a moment she wasn’t going to answer. At last she said, “I feel what she feels. And she loves you.” She shook her head. “There’s a lot I don’t understand about her and what this means for me. I’m going to need time to put it all together. But I do know Merlin’s signet was designed to form a magical conduit between you and Gaia. She’s spent fifteen centuries feeling what you feel, watching you in action. She came to love us because you do.”

“And that’s not creepy at all,” Adam muttered.

His mother’s lips twitched in something like a smile, but there was a shadow of fear in her eyes. “I’m not sure I like this either. This is really weird. I feel kind of…” She broke off. They all stared at her, thoroughly disquieted. Finally she spoke again. “I think… I think Merlin asked Gaia to be his ally because he Saw you’re going to be facing creatures who uses the same kind of magic she does. Yours won’t work on them -- you can’t shield from it any more than Earth mortals can shield from yours. You need Gaia whether you like it or not.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Arthur growled in disgust. “Again with this shit?”

She lifted her brows. “This shit is what the past centuries have been building up to.”

“So this Gaia just drafted you as her host?” Ulf sounded outraged.

“It had to be a mortal without the Gift. Your magic would just interfere with Gaia’s.”

Morgana looked thoughtful. “So even if Gaia had wanted to inhabit Queen Ekar, she couldn’t have?”

His mother frowned, then shrugged. “I… don’t know.” She spread her hands. “There’s a lot I don’t get. I’m still having trouble making sense of it all.”

Yeah, that’s what Adam was afraid of.

Arthur grunted. “Our spies said the Fomorian queen was having a problem with some of her nobles. And didn’t that general you killed say Ekar didn’t have much power?”

“It could be that she saw just enough to make her think the ring would provide her with the power she needed,” Morgana said thoughtfully. “That’s the problem with visions -- they never show you everything. It’s easy to let your own desperation lead you into a fatal misinterpretation.” She fell silent a moment, then eyed Cheryl. “So all this time we thought the ring had no magic…”

“It boiled with magical energies you aren’t capable of perceiving. There are a lot of things like that on this planet.” Cheryl shook her head. “I can’t believe I just said that. It’s true, though.”

Adam didn’t like this at all. He scowled. “So you’re okay with all of this -- being basically kidnapped by Gaia?”

“No,” Mom said, meeting his gaze. “Quite frankly, it scares the hell out of me. But Gaia needs me, and the only way I’ve got any hope of being with…” She broke off, her gaze sliding to Ulf, then away again. “… you, is to act as her host. Because otherwise, we’re all going to die.”

“Seers,” Arthur growled. “I hate Seers.”

“I’m not real thrilled about the situation either,” Cheryl snapped back.

“But I can see some bright spots,” Ulf said, in a low, deep, voice, his gaze focused on Mom’s face.

Adam’s brows flew up. That tone had been almost a purr. And the way he was looking at her… What the hell are you doing? Adam demanded in the mission link.

Shut up, boy. We need to know what this thing has in mind for your mother. His smile turned downright flirtatious.

Mom blinked at him, suddenly looking a lot less like a mysterious alien and a lot more like a dazzled woman. Adam wasn’t sure he liked that any better.

Cheryl jerked her gaze away from his and turned to Arthur. “How about bringing back the neighbors before they get PTSD?”

Arthur snorted. “After tonight, that ship has sailed.”

“If so, I’ll help them.” Her gaze went chilly. “Arthur, I want them back.”

They stared at each other.

Sweat began to trickle down Opal’s back -- Adam could feel it in the Truebond. This is not good. If Arthur gets his Pendragon up…

But after a tense moment, Arthur nodded and lifted his voice. Gwen’s magic made it echo through the mission rings. “Gate the mortals to their homes, Magekind.”

Cheryl nodded in satisfaction.

* * *

An hour later, Adam sat in on his first after-mission debriefing in the Great Hall. He, Opal, Ulf and Alys sat facing Morgana and Arthur.

“No,” Alys said, “I didn’t know what was going to happen once Gaia made her appearance. The minute that ring became active, it blew my ability to See anything right out of the water. I had Seen us afterward in one version so I thought chances were we’d make it. I just wasn’t sure what was going happen in the meantime.”

“Is Cheryl -- Gaia, whoever -- right? Have we got yet another disaster on the horizon?”

“Well, something’s definitely coming.” She spread her hands. “And judging from my complete inability to see a damn thing, it involves Gaia, or something like her.”

“Why did you say I had to come?” Adam said. That question had been bothering him. He didn’t see how his role had been all that crucial.

A muscle flexed in Alys’s jaw. “Because when you didn’t, my view of Cheryl’s yard showed nothing but corpses. No one was left alive afterward. Not the Fomorians, not us, not even the mortals. I think Gaia killed us all.”

They stared at her, chilled.

“So she got Mageverse fever?” Morgana asked.

“No, because she’s not a Maja. I suspect she’s got a lot more of whatever power that is. Perhaps even more than Smoke.”

“Smoke’s a demigod!” Arthur protested.

“And so is she.”

Adam stared at Alys in disbelief. Every time I turn around, this gets weirder and weirder.

We’ll get through it, Opal told him in the Truebond, and reached out to lace her fingers with his.

He smiled at her. Yeah. We will.

They both knew that despite the Truebond, they had a lot of work to do. Adam still had to learn to control his vampire abilities, and they both needed to learn how to cope with their powerful psychic bond.

But that would come.

The real question was, what was going to happen with his mother?

Arthur turned to Ulf. “I hate to ask this, but I think you’re going to need to keep an eye on Cheryl. We’ve got to find out what the hell is going on with her and Gaia.”

Pain flashed through Ulf’s gaze, but he nodded. “I’ll do what I can.”

Adam and Opal exchanged a look. Oh, hell, he’s going to spy on Mom.

* * *

Finally the briefing wrapped up, and Adam and Opal headed outside. As soon as they reached the cobblestone street, she opened a gate.

“I thought you believed in walking everywhere,” Adam said as Opal pulled him toward the gate.

“Not a walk this far.” Opal’s lips curved into a wicked smile.

He tried to look into the Truebond to see what she intended, only to see nothing at all. “How are you doing that?”

“Mental shield. I’ll show you the trick -- later.” Opal gave his hand another tug and led him into the gate.

They stepped through into a fairytale. Adam blinked and stopped dead, his jaw dropping as he stared around in astonishment.

A waterfall tumbled down a rocky cliff face into a wide pool surrounded by plants that glowed in every shade of the spectrum from vibrant red to cool, soft violet. Insects hummed lazily over the flowers, their bodies shimmering with magical color. All the bioluminescent flowers and insect life reminded him of Avatar.

A white horse stood fetlocks deep in the water, drinking. Its head shot up in alarm at their appearance. Which was when Adam saw the horn. A unicorn, he thought, awed. It’s a fucking unicorn. He froze, wishing for his cell phone. Branwyn would love this.

The unicorn whirled and galloped away, magic streaming in its ghostly wake.

“Oh, wow…”

“It’s not all death and screaming,” Opal said softly. “There’s wonder here, too.”

He turned to look down into her face, so lovely in the moonlight. Her mouth looked full, delectably soft. Hunger shafted through him. “Speaking of wonder…” Adam brushed a fingertip across the swell of her chest plate. “Why don’t we get rid of all this metal? I feel the need for skin.”

“Lazy millennial.” But there was teasing in her tone. “Sometimes it’s better to do things the old-fashioned way.”

He lifted a brow. “Is it, now?”

She grinned and grabbed the back of his neck, hauled his head down. “Oh, yeah,” she breathed against his mouth, and took his lips in a hot, hungry kiss. Their tongues swirled and dueled as they tasted each other. Opal danced her fingers over his cuirass, which split wide at her magical touch, scale armor rolling up his arms to vanish into the plate shell.

They undressed each other slowly, Opal sending each piece home as it was shed. Finally only her boots remained. Adam knelt with one of her hands braced on his shoulder while he removed her right boot.

The left one came off a lot faster because he’d seen the image in her head. “Now there,” he said out loud, “is a damned good idea.” He tossed the boot aside, grabbed her hips, and pulled her against his mouth. His tongue darted out to lap.

Then he froze, as the sensation lanced through the Truebond, igniting his brain with the echo of her pleasure. His eyes widened. “Oh.” His voice sounded muffled against her pussy.

She laughed. “Nice, huh?”

Damn, I want more of that. Both hands slid up to grab her thighs and lift her right off her feet. Opal yelped, laughing, and grabbed at his shoulders, as he sat her astride his shoulders. She felt impossibly light to him, as if she weighed no more than a rag doll. This has possibilities.

But he was even more interested in her pussy. He gave her another long, experimental lick. The lush delight jolted through him again as she opened herself completely, pouring the sensation into the Truebond until they might as well be his own.

I always wondered how that felt.

And I always wondered how a blow job feels, she purred.

Me first. He lifted her a little higher and held her there as she wrapped one arm around his head and her legs around his shoulders. Burying his face against her sex again, he lifted her until he could get to her clit and began to suckle. It wasn’t a position he could have held yesterday, but now that he could flip SUVs…

Yum. He licked, nibbled, sucked. Deliciously erotic sensations rolled through them both until he could feel his cock jerking with every caress he gave her. It almost felt as if he was giving himself a blow job.

With a giant mouth, which was just disturbing.

He was reminded otherwise by the scent of her, the taste, that delicious Maja blood scent from some scrape she had somewhere. He loved it, just as he loved the feel of her satin ass in his hands, the way her fists buried in his hair. It felt like silk to her, cool and slick.

His canines made his gums sting, and he had to pull his head back as his fangs extended. He leaned in again, angling his head carefully so as not to scratch her most delicate flesh with those teeth. His tongue thrust, sliding back and forth between her plump lips. Lapping. Each lick fed the pleasure that echoed back and forth from her mind to his to hers again. Each building on the other until…

The explosion hit far too fast for him to do anything to stop it.

He damn near dropped her as she writhed in his grip, her body whipping. He jerked her against him, and they went down in a gasping tangle of legs and arms, climax surging through them.

When the reverberations finally faded, he managed to free an arm and reached down, grimaced at what he found. A jet of come splashed diagonally across his belly. “Goddamnit.”

Opal grinned down at his disgruntled face. “Don’t you worry. I’ll make sure you’ll rise to the occasion.” She waggled her fingers in a mock spell.

Adam snorted. “If I wasn’t worried before, I am now.”

Opal disentangled herself and scrambled to her feet, then reached down for his hand. He gave it to her, and she hauled him effortlessly upright. She barely noticed his weight any more than he noticed hers. His brows shot up. “You really are strong.”

“Better keep that in mind, Sir Fangsalot.” With a throaty laugh, she whirled and ran, leaped skyward, and dove cleanly into the pool.

Watching her bare, gorgeous body cut the water, he felt his cock harden all over again. Adam started to race after her… only to do the exact same thing he’d done on the practice field. Leaping a lot further than he intended, he plunged into the lake like a brick. He damned near sucked down a lungful of water before he managed to hold his breath and stroke for the surface.

You okay?

Shaking his head, he looked up to see her levitating into the air, water streaming from her deliciously nude body into the lake ten feet beneath her toes. “I’m fine.”

Realizing he really was all right -- except possibly for a bruised ego -- she grinned at him. “We really have to work on your reflexes.”

“I’ll show you reflexes.” Adam rolled to his feet and stalked toward her. And saw how he looked to her, naked, muscle rolling, his gaze hot and intent. Cock leading the way. He blinked and almost lost step.

She really liked the view.

There’s a lot to like, Opal thought, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to make it easy. She let go with her power, dropping like a rock into the lake. Though she vanished completely from view, Adam could feel where she was in the Truebond, breath held as she kicked smoothly beneath the water, swimming away.

He waded in and dove in after her. Submerged, he didn’t have to worry so much about losing control, and he was able to pour on the speed in hard strokes that sent him streaking under the surface like a torpedo. Exhilaration tugged his closed mouth into a grin. God, being a vampire was fun.

Adam caught up as she kicked just ahead, closed a hand around her ankle and hauled her backward until he could wrap his arms around her.

They bobbed back to the surface, kissing lazily, hands stroking, rediscovering each sensitive nerve, enjoying the surging erotic echoes as they touched.

Adam caressed her breast with one hand, thumbing the tender nipple, shuddering in delight at the exotic sensation. Her body was so much more sensitive there than his.

There, maybe. Opal reached down, wrapping long fingers around his cock. Staring into his eyes, she tightened her grip and tugged. But then there’s here.

Adam and Opal began to rise through the water together, magic streaming around them in breathtaking sensual currents, bringing every inch of their skin to quivering sensitivity. They reached the surface -- and kept going, floating upward like a pair of soap bubbles surrounded by a river of sparks.

Adam managed to tear his eyes from Opal’s gray gaze long enough to look around. They hovered above the lake, water streaming down their entwined bodies, magic a snow globe swirl around them. The sky burned with a trillion stars overhead, and the earth glowed with fairy light luminescence.

Something with dragonfly wings flashed up to him and hovered, spilling sparks. For a moment, Adam thought it was an insect -- until he saw the tiny, pale face and enormous eyes. “Jesus!” he breathed.

The Demi-Sidhe laughed, the sound high-pitched and lovely before she zipped around them and darted away. “Beats the fuck out of Afghanistan,” Adam muttered.

Soft hands caught him by the beard and pulled his head around. Velvet lips closed over his, evicting every other thought from his head. Opal’s long legs wrapped around his hips, and he grabbed her round, firm little ass. As he lifted her, something that tingled gripped his cock and aimed it…

He gasped against her mouth as she let her weight impale her on his aching erection. It was hard to thrust hanging in the air, but somehow the frustrating, surging effort made it even hotter. The writhe and pump were maddening, especially with her arousal goading his in the Truebond.

The lush, rolling sensations of his cock working in the grip of her slick, tight pussy sent pleasure rolling through them both in lazy waves. They clung together, tongues licking, mouths sucking, smooth skin rubbing against hairy, hard against soft. Pleasure stacking on pleasure. Hard cock grinding in tight pussy.

Every sensation felt impossibly intense, strengthened still more by the feedback loop of the Truebond. Until Opal tilted into orgasm. Her furious climax dragged Adam over with her, feedback shooting the mutual ecstasy even higher, higher. Everything whirled around them in dizzy circles… only jolt to a sudden stop.

Startled, Adam tightened his grip on Opal’s slim body. Looking downward, she realized they were now only inches above the surface of the lake. Opal chuckled in his ear. “Oops. I got a little carried away and dropped us.”

He laughed, clinging to her as they began to drift sideways in the grip of her magic until solid ground lay beneath them.

They touched down on a silk pallet piled with pillows Opal had conjured. With a sigh, Adam gathered her tighter against him, enjoying the feeling of her slick, wet flesh against his as their pounding heartbeats began to slow.

She made a soft little hum of contentment and snuggled against him. Five minutes later, her breathing slowed and evened into sleep. He cuddled her close, smiling in lazy pleasure as he watched glowing critters fly past overhead, accompanied by the twitter of nocturnal Mageverse birds. His vampire night vision was so acute, it might as well have been daylight.

Even so, it took him a while to notice the shadow of the man, standing silhouetted against the bioluminescent flowers.

“Hello, Adam,” the figure said in a rich, low voice.

He stiffened, recognizing the deep timbre from Opal’s memory. Even as he made the identification, the shadow form began to glow with a soft luminescence, and there was no doubt. He swallowed as his heart began to pound. “Hello, Joaquin.” Reaching down, he quickly flipped the left half of the comforter over their nudity.

Opal jolted awake as his reaction shot through the Truebond. She jerked into a sitting position, staring at the softly glowing figure. “Joaquin?” Joy flashed through her, followed a heartbeat later by confusion and guilt. “Are you real?”

Pain stabbed Adam with an icy dagger thrust.

Her eyes widened and flashed back to his, the guilt intensifying. I’m sorry! But… he’s… I…

“Peace, Adam,” Joaquin said, lifting both hands, a sad smile playing around his mouth. “I’m her past. You’re her future. And I am so very glad she found you.” His voice dropped to a tortured whisper. “I feared for her.”

“I can’t believe you’re here!” Opal gestured in a hasty sweep. Magic rolled over her and Adam, leaving them both dressed in jeans, boots, and long-sleeved shirts, the coarse denim more the Old West version than that of the twenty-first century. She scrambled to her feet.

Adam rose more slowly, longing to reach for her, but afraid she would pull away. Opal shot him a look and grabbed his hand, squeezing it with her own clammy one. I love you.

Not as much as you love him. The words sounded more resigned than bitter.

“Give it time,” Joaquin said, as if they’d spoken out loud. “You suit her, Adam Parker. And you need each other.” He moved closer in a floating, unearthly glide that made a chill roll over Adam’s skin. “Opal, you’ve spent too long tormenting yourself when you did absolutely everything you could.”

He started to reach for her, then hesitated and drew back. “You fought for me, Opal. Fought so hard, you broke my heart and held me here by sheer will. But now you have someone else to fight for, and I can finally go on.” His face lit, the sadness draining into joy. “There’s so much beyond this world -- you have no idea. Now that you’re safe with him, I can discover what waits for me.”

“Goodbye, Joaquin,” she said softly. “Thank you for the honor of your love, and the happiness you gave me for so long. My life has been so much richer for having you in it.”

Tears stung Adam’s eyes, echoing Opal’s sadness. Yet beneath her grief, he also felt a decade’s worth of guilt and pain begin to drain away.

“I’ve got to go. You have earned each other. Don’t forget that.” Joaquin’s Truebond-familiar grin flashed bright, then brighter and brighter until Adam had to look away.

When he looked back, Joaquin was gone. He felt the first sob shake Opal through the Truebond. Turning, Adam gathered her against his chest as she wept in both sadness and relief.

Oddly, the jealousy Adam had felt was gone, and he smiled into her hair. “I wish I’d known him.”

Opal looked up at him and smiled back, ignoring the tears rolling down her face. “It’s all right. I knew him for both of us. And he’s right -- now we have each other.”

“God,” he whispered. “I love you.” Even as the words left his mouth, he froze, knowing just how much he meant them, even though love had betrayed him so often.

“This time you’re safe. I love you, and I’ll never betray you.” Opal’s arms tightened around him, and she opened herself, spilling her love over him like a flood of sun-warmed honey.

It didn’t matter how long they’d known each other, or how new their love was.

It would grow. They would grow, together. Adam smiled into her hair and tightened his own hold. And knew he’d never let go.
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