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ONE

The truck bounced down the snaking gravel driveway that led to the dead man’s house. It was a huge armored box of a vehicle, gleaming black, with “Greendale County Sheriff’s Office Bomb Disposal Team” painted on the side in white lettering.

Terrence John Anderson watched through his binoculars as the truck rolled up to the old white farmhouse. He lay hidden in a leafy clump of bushes at the edge of the woods, camouflage paint smearing his face, ice gray eyes narrow and watchful amid the writhing patterns of green and black. A sniper rifle lay beside him, but it was just for insurance.

He had something more dramatic in mind than a bullet.

The truck rolled to a stop, and a woman climbed out of the passenger side. He focused the binocs on her. Tall, dressed in wide-legged navy pants that swirled around her long legs. A flowing pale blue blouse draped over lush breasts and nipped in around her narrow waist, cinched by a wide navy belt. Her blond hair was pulled into a twist on the back of her head, but the severe hairstyle only emphasized her sensual beauty. She scanned the area, her expression watchful and wary. He wondered how she’d look after  the bomb got done with that pretty face. Almost a shame, really.

On the other hand, there was nothing quite like the feeling he got from watching someone die.

Lieutenant Logan MacRoy walked around the truck to join the blonde. He was a big man, broad-shouldered in the black knit shirt of the bomb squad, with his military-style uniform pants tucked into combat boots. Terrence felt his muscles coil in anticipation. His sheriff’s department contact had been right. The e-mail from i4ni@zoomcom.com had said MacRoy was the bomb squad tech on call today. Sure enough, here he was.

Terrence did love a reliable informant.

The file the client had provided said MacRoy was thirty-one years old, six-foot-four, two hundred ten pounds, Caucasian, brown and brown. A lieutenant with the Greendale County Sheriff’s Office, he’d graduated at the top of his class at the South Carolina law enforcement academy. No surprise, considering he also had a master’s degree in chemistry.

MacRoy had a long list of other certifications as well, including arson investigator and, of course, bomb squad tech. An unusual set of qualifications for a forensic chemist, according to Terrence’s research.

Actually, it was pretty rare for a Southern sheriff’s office to have a lab at all; those that did kept their chemists busy testing seized cocaine, pot, crack, and methamphetamine. Logan had evidently talked his sheriff into letting him do a lot more, maybe on the strength of his nine years in law enforcement. He’d been one of the first forensic chemists in South Carolina.

Somewhere along the line, he’d also pissed somebody off. Really, really bad. Terrence John Anderson bad.

Terrence lifted his cell phone and thumbed 119. Listened to the beep that signaled his booby trap was armed. And smiled in anticipation.

The blonde’s head snapped up as if she’d somehow heard that tiny beep. She stared into the woods, right at Terrence,  eyes narrow. The assassin froze, except for the slight movement of his hand finding the rifle. He could snatch it up and fire before the little bitch got the shout of warning out of her mouth.

The metal bracelet the client had given him suddenly blazed hot around his wrist, a ferocious burning bite so intense he could almost smell his skin sizzle. He bit back a snarled curse. The blonde’s gaze turned uncertain, and she scanned the woods around him in confusion.

And then she looked away.

The pounding of his heart began to slow, and his hand slid away from the rifle. Seems she hadn’t seen him after all.

He could let the chemist go find his little surprise.

 

 

“Something wrong?” Logan asked in his deep rumble of a voice.

Giada Shepherd wiped the wary frown off her face and turned toward him. “Thought I saw something moving in the woods.” She shrugged and lied. “Just a squirrel.”

She wasn’t sure what it had been, but it hadn’t been a squirrel. Overactive bodyguard imagination, maybe. Furry and four-legged, no.

But for a moment there, she’d felt such a sense of chill menace, she’d been unable to breathe. Then it was just gone. Had to be her imagination, especially since she’d done a scanning spell and found nothing.

On the other hand, it was daylight, and her magic wasn’t all that reliable when the sun was up. Maybe somebody in those woods was eyeing Logan MacRoy’s handsome head through a sniper scope.

That thought sent ice creeping down her spine on razor claws. She had to protect Logan. That was the whole point of this charade.

Gravel crunched with the sound of running feet. Giada wheeled, only to relax as a small boy darted around the bulk of the bomb truck, his eyes wide as an anime character’s under a mop of fine blond hair. She was no expert when  it came to judging a child’s age, but she figured he was no more than six or so.

“Hi!” He slid to a stop to study Logan with breathless excitement. “Are you a real cop?” His blue gaze darted to the weapons belt with its nine-millimeter automatic and handcuffs. “Is that a real gun?”

“Yep, and yep.” Logan dropped to one black-clad knee and offered the kid a handshake, his smile broad and easy in a way Giada could only envy. She had never been that comfortable with children. Probably because I never was one.

Her shoulder blades started itching again. She threw another look at the woods. It was almost sunset, and the trees swayed in a spring breeze, whispering secrets to the shadows.

Somebody out there might be getting ready to blow Logan’s head off.

“Can we get this show on the road?” Giada demanded, interrupting Logan’s earnest discussion of cop stuff with the kid. “It’s been a long day, and I’d like to get back to my hotel.”

Logan shot her a cool, disapproving look. Her cheeks heated. She really hated sounding like such a bitch, but he didn’t know the situation. And she couldn’t tell him what was going on, or his mother would turn her into a frog.

Or not. The woman had probably been joking. On the other hand, Giada had no desire to spend the rest of her life cooling her butt on a lily pad. Like it or not, she had to keep MacRoy in the dark and feed him nothing but bullshit.  Though he’d make an awfully big mushroom . . .

Her eyes lingered on the breadth of muscular shoulders displayed by that black knit shirt. Defi nitely not a mushroom. More like a truffl e. Chocolate, not fungus. I’d sure like to give him a nice, long lick . . .

Stop that. Giada gave her wayward libido a mental swat.

“Josh! Josh, where did you . . .” A plump young woman rounded the truck at a pace just short of a run. She blew out a breath in relief as she spotted the boy. “There you are! Don’t  scare me like that.” Hurrying over, she snatched the kid’s hand. He pouted at having his hero worship interrupted.

Logan rose to his feet and gave the woman his warm, lethal smile. She blinked and looked a bit stunned—a reaction Giada could sympathize with. The lieutenant had a face an Armani model would envy: dramatic cheekbones, slashing brows, and a square, angular jaw. He wore his thick mink brown hair cut ruthlessly short, his long-lashed eyes were richly dark, and his wide mouth was both intensely masculine and nakedly sensual. And every time he turned around, her libido sang arias in praise of his ass.

“I’m Lieutenant Logan MacRoy of the Greendale County Bomb Squad,” Logan said, offering a big, tanned hand. He nodded at Giada, who extended her own paler palm. “Dr. Giada Shepherd. She’s the new civilian forensic chemist for Tayanita County. I’m showing her the ropes this month.”

“Nice to meet you,” Giada murmured.

“Karen Harper.” The woman gave Giada’s hand a limp, unenthusiastic squeeze, looking miserably self-conscious in her dusty jeans and SpongeBob T-shirt. “Thanks for coming.”

“Hey, that’s why the taxpayers pay us the big money,” Logan said easily. “I’m saving up for a Happy Meal.”

Karen gave the joke a very faint smile as she turned, gesturing them to follow. “My great-grandfather apparently collected an interesting souvenir during World War II.” She grimaced. “The kind that goes boom-yow. I found it while I was cleaning.” Hazel eyes darkened in grief. “Greatgranddad passed last month—heart failure—and we’re getting his house ready to sell.”

“He put a mortar in his footlocker,” Josh announced earnestly. “It’s explosive. It could blow us all up.”

“It sure could,” Logan agreed. “Which is why I’m going to get rid of it while you two stay outside at a nice, safe distance.”

“Oh.” Karen paused to frown thoughtfully up at him. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” She gestured at the house. “Front door’s unlocked. The stairs to the attic are at the end  of the hall. The mortar is in a footlocker in the middle of the floor.” Herding the boy ahead of her, she moved off to wait in the front yard, next to a cluster of pink azaleas.

“What about me?” Giada asked in a low voice. She might be a civilian, too, but mortar or no mortar, she wasn’t crazy about leaving Logan alone.

“Actually, handling a mortar is pretty safe if you know what you’re doing, which I do,” he told her. “I just don’t want that boy bouncing around me while I do it. But if you’re not comfortable . . .”

“No, no, I’m fine. Like I said, I want to watch you do your job. Even the non-chemist parts. You get many cases like this?”

He nodded as he led the way along a set of paving stones toward the front door. “A lot of World War II soldiers brought home explosive souvenirs. Plus, we had a World War II training camp in the county, and we’re still digging up all kinds of vintage ammo. The bomb squad gets called out to take care of old grenades and mortars about once a month.”

The screen door banged closed behind them, and Giada heaved a breath of relief. Safe. At least until they went back outside.

Her heart lightening, she followed Logan down the hallway. The scent of Lemon Pledge did valiant battle with the smell of musty old house. The carpet was worn underfoot, its red flowered pattern faded and crushed from years of padding feet. A passing doorway revealed stacks of boxes sitting on elderly furniture and crowding the scarred wooden floor.

They climbed one flight of stairs and rounded the corner to ascend steps so narrow, Logan had to angle his broad shoulders sideways to fit between the walls.

Finally they reached a door that creaked on rusting hinges as Logan pushed it open. Cardboard boxes hulked in the dim light cast by a tiny attic window. A lightbulb festooned with spiderwebs dangled overhead. He gave its chain a tug, spilling a dim yellow glow just bright enough  to reveal the words scrawled on the sides of those dusty boxes: “Christmas Decorations,” “Winter Clothing,” and “Charlie’s Toys,” whoever Charlie was.

“There it is,” Giada said, moving toward the open footlocker that lay just beyond an enormous brown teddy bear that looked like a depressed grizzly.

The mortar lay on top of a stack of folded uniforms, among a battered green helmet, a pair of cracked leather combat boots, and an ancient pack of Lucky Strikes.

Logan had shown Giada a training mortar the previous day, so she was familiar with the long metal tube with its nosecone and fins. But unlike the one she’d seen yesterday, the Bakelite cone on this one was pointed. It was definitely a live mortar. “Is it stable?”

“Oh, yeah. As long as the button on the tip of the cone doesn’t get depressed, it won’t go boom.” Logan sank to one knee to take a closer look.

Curious, Giada followed suit. For a moment, she felt hyperaware of him, his warmth, his sheer size. Their eyes met. His were very dark. Very . . . male . . .

Don’t go there, Giada. I do not want to spend the rest of my life catching fl ies with my tongue.

Logan cleared his throat. “I think we need to take it out to the field in back of the house, dig a nice big hole, put it in with a bursting charge, and blow it the hell up.”

“Uh-huh.” She forced a grin. “I think you just want to watch it go boom.”

He grinned back, and her heart gave a helpless little thump at the pure charm in that white smile. “There is no problem that can’t be solved by a suitable application of high explosives.”

She eyed him. “You’ve been on the bomb squad way too long.”

“Nope, I’m just male,” he informed her, as if she hadn’t noticed. “The blow-stuff-up gene is located on the Y chromosome.”

Giada snickered as he started to reach into the box.

The vision rolled over her in a silent detonation of blood  and terror. His hand closed over the mortar, started to lift it. Mercury rolled inside a tiny tube, triggering an explosion that bloomed in vicious slow motion. The fi reball ripped into his hand and seared the skin off his face, shattering his skull, sending his body tumbling across the attic to lie smoking. Right hand blasted away, head and torso a burned and bloody ruin. Dead.

Oh, God, Giada thought in sick horror. Not a sniper. A bomber. He booby-trapped the mortar. “Logan!”

He jerked and looked up at her, alarmed at her tone. “What?” Frowning, he studied her face. To her relief, his hand stopped short of the mortar in favor of steadying her elbow. “You okay? You look pale.”

She opened her mouth and promptly closed it again. What the hell was she going to tell him? I had a vision?

He’d know I’m a witch. And then he’d throw me right out of the house.

His mother had been adamant. “You can’t let Logan know what you are. He’ll insist he can take care of himself, and he won’t have a prayer.”

On the other hand, she certainly couldn’t let him trigger the booby trap. Her only option was to disarm the bomb with a spell before he could touch it.

Giada shot a desperate look at the attic window. Judging by the reddening light, the sun was setting, but was definitely still up. Since she wasn’t the strongest witch around, she had to struggle to work a spell on mortal Earth during the day. Could she even disarm the thing this early? “Don’t you think we should X-ray it first? Or something?”  Yeah. Go downstairs after the portable X-ray machine in the truck. Leave me alone with this thing long enough to think of something.

Logan gave her an Are you nuts? look. “We already know it’s explosive. It’s a mortar, Giada. And mortars are built to be handled by eighteen-year-old boys with people shooting at them. It’ll be fine.” He started to reach for it again.

So Giada, sweat breaking out on her forehead, shot out a hand and closed her fingers around the deadly tube.

How much movement would it take to set off the booby trap? Giada had no idea, but she sure didn’t want to be the booby it trapped.

“Giada . . .” Suspicion darkened his voice.

“Give me a minute!” Work fast, girl. Closing her eyes, she opened her senses to probe the bomb. The assassin had removed the propellant in the shaft of the mortar, replacing it with a cell phone trigger, battery, and mercury switch, all wired to the explosive in the mortar’s cone. She saw instantly that if the angle of the mortar changed more than fifteen degrees, the mercury would flow forward in its tiny tube and complete the circuit, setting off the explosion.

Standing as close as they were, the blast would kill both of them deader than Elvis.

There were a number of magical ways to disable the bomb, but she didn’t have the time or power for anything fancy. So go for simple. Giada reached deep inside herself, seeking that core connection to the alternate universe that was the Mageverse, drawing on the forces there, then sending that alien magical energy down her arm to reshape reality.

But sweet God, it was hard, the magic a feeble trickle instead of the fire-hose stream she was used to. Giada gritted her teeth, sweat breaking out on her forehead, desperation clawing at her mind as she forced the energy to obey.

More. More, dammit . . .

And . . . done. Her shoulders sagged in a combination of relief and exhaustion, and she dared open her eyes.

“Giada, what the hell are you doing?” Logan studied her, dark gaze cool and narrow with suspicion.

Oh, heck. She gave him a deliberately cocky grin, picked the mortar up, and handed it to him. “Sometimes you’ve just got to face your fear.”

He blinked, the suspicion fading. “Yeah, but next time, don’t do that. If we’d been dealing with a different kind of bomb, you’d have blown your head off.”

Giada closed her palm around the tiny glass tube of the mercury switch she’d magically transported out of the  bomb. She was going to have to find a safe way to dispose of it. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

 

 

Was Giada Shepherd a Maja?

The handles of the posthole digger he’d gotten out of the bomb truck felt cool and smooth in Logan’s hands as he drove it into the rich, red clay. Luckily, it had just rained, and the dirt gave easily as he dug. He’d picked a spot well out in the field, two hundred feet away from the white farmhouse, to ensure no windows would be broken by the blast.

As he worked, he was entirely too aware of his pretty partner, who was busy reeling out the wire for the electronic detonation.

What had she been up to in that long pause when she’d first laid hands on the mortar? That expression of intense concentration on her face—if she’d been a Maja, he’d have thought she was casting a spell.

Or maybe she really had been wrestling with a perfectly natural fear of things that blew up.

Logan glanced up at her as she picked her way through the lush meadow with the long-legged grace of a thorough-bred. White wildflowers bobbed around her as she worked with the yellow reel, obviously paying great attention to making sure the wire didn’t kink or break. The setting sun gilded her upswept blond hair and cast highlights over the silky blue shirt that draped her full breasts. Her face had a sort of delicate strength, with wide, high cheekbones, an elegant nose that just missed being too long, and a square, jutting little chin. Her eyes were wide and serious, as gray as storm clouds, with a thick fringe of honey blond lashes.

But it was those full lips that teased his erotic imagination. God, he could think of all kinds of things he’d love to do to that mouth. And have it do to him in return.

He had never seen her at court. He’d have remembered that striking face if he had.

Yet she definitely had that same maddening whatever-it-was that made his body sit up and notice Majae. He knew from personal experience that it was damned hard for a Latent to resist a witch. Especially one bent on seduction.

Take Clea, for instance—which he almost had. If he hadn’t realized she was a Maja before she’d gotten his clothes off, he’d probably have fangs by now. And he just wasn’t ready for that yet.

Thing was, Giada didn’t seem to be playing the same kind of game. When he’d given her The Look when they’d met yesterday—only as a test, mind you—she’d blushed brighter than a cherry tomato as her gaze skittered away in panic. If she hadn’t been twenty-five, he’d have sworn she was a virgin.

Which didn’t sound like somebody Morgana Le Fay would send to relieve him of his mortality. Clea was much more Morgana’s style—all legs and tits and carnivorous sexuality. He’d seen her coming a mile off, even though he’d been seriously tempted.

Dad, now . . . Dad knew him well enough to know exactly what bait would have him jumping. Dad would send a Maja who blushed.

But he’d also sworn to let Logan decide when and where to become a Magus, and he would never break a vow. Dad treated oaths like his heart’s blood—never lightly given.

Of course, that left Mom, who didn’t break oaths either, but was a hell of a lot more ruthless if she thought something was for Logan’s own good.

Trouble was, he couldn’t imagine what would inspire his mother to that kind of ruthlessness.

 

 

Terrence ground his teeth, focusing his binoculars on MacRoy as the chemist worked on disposing of the mortar.

The mortar that had fucking failed to go off.

Maybe there’d been something wrong with the mercury switch. He’d tested it three times before he’d installed it in the bomb, and it had passed all three times. Still, something must have gone wrong.

Thing is, he’d anticipated that possibility and included a fail-safe—the cell phone detonator. He’d called it as he’d watched Logan carry the mortar from the house.

No boom.

Hell, the cell hadn’t even beeped. It was as if something had fried the damn thing.

Furious all over again, Terrence lifted the rifle and drew a bead on MacRoy’s dark head. His finger started to tighten on the trigger . . .

No. No, dammit. The little fucker wasn’t going to beat him into using the easy way. He was just going to have to come up with something more creative.

One way or another, he was going to blow Logan MacRoy right to hell.

Teeth grinding, he lowered the rifle—just as the wristband the client had given him heated up again. He hissed in discomfort at the vicious burn.

What the fuck was that about, anyway? The client had said it would prevent him from being detected, but by what? By whom? MacRoy didn’t seem to have a fucking clue he was being hunted.

And he wouldn’t. Not even when he died.

 

 

Standing at what Logan had said was a safe distance, Giada scanned the woods as he rigged the bursting charge he’d use to blow up the mortar.

She had the distinct feeling they’d just dodged a bullet.

They’d been about to walk outside with the mortar when it hit her that the cell phone was wired to the explosive cone just as the mercury switch had been. She’d barely managed to zap the cell before Logan stepped outside.

What the heck am I dealing with here? This bomber was obviously no amateur, but he wasn’t using magic either. Yet if he was nothing more than a mortal, a spell should have detected him. But every time she tried to do a scan, it was as if something blocked her.

I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all.

The mortar detonated with a thunderous boom and a soaring plume of smoke.

Giada, Logan, Josh, and his mother watched the show from a safe distance at the edge of the field. “Wow!” The little boy’s blue eyes looked huge as he clapped both hands over his ears. “Wow!”

“Yeah,” Giada echoed grimly. “Wow.” If she hadn’t been able to disarm that thing . . .

“All right, Josh, show’s over.” Karen Harper dropped a firm hand on her son’s shoulder and turned him firmly around. “Time to go home and fix dinner.”

“But Mooooommm . . .”

“Dinner sounds good.” Logan gave Giada that easy smile of his as the two moved away, Josh still wheedling fruitlessly. “I know this great Mexican restaurant up the street.”

What the heck—I deserve a celebration. “Sure.” Giada gave those dark eyes a reckless smile. “Why not?”




TWO

Chico’s was dimly lit, with sombreros and black velvet paintings of matadors hanging on the walls. It also served the best Mexican in three counties, which was why it was always packed.

The Latino waiter guided Giada and Logan to a dimly lit corner and took their drink orders as they contemplated the menu’s selection of gastric WMDs.

Giada’s margarita turned out to be electric blue and served in a salt-encrusted glass roughly the size of a goldfish bowl. Her eyes began to glaze before she’d finished half of it.

Logan resolved to drive her home. And wondered whether he’d end up pouring her into bed while he was at it. His cock twitched in silent approval of that idea. Stop that, he told it.  No seducing the coworker. Especially when she’s drunk.

Which didn’t mean he couldn’t seize the opportunity to pump her ruthlessly for information. Maybe he’d be able to figure out if she was a Maja. Okay, not exactly fair—but if she was lying to him, she didn’t deserve fair.

“So your file says you’ve got a PhD in organic chemistry.” Plucking a tortilla chip from the basket between them, Logan dunked it into the accompanying bowl of salsa, then  popped it in his mouth. He paused a moment to let his abused taste buds adjust to the salsa’s nuclear bite. “Quite an accomplishment for a twenty-five-year-old.” Since it took about six years to work your way through the master’s and doctorate programs, most people were at least twenty-seven before they attained a doctorate.

“Actually, I was twenty-three when I got my Piled Higher and Deeper.” Giada dunked a chip in the salsa, bit into it, then hissed and gulped margarita. “Early bloomer,” she managed, when she quit gasping. “I started high school when I was eleven.”

“That is early.” He dipped, munched, and downed a cooling swallow of his Coke. “Was it rough, going to high school that young?”

“Sucked. Everybody else was at least six inches taller. And to make matters worse, I was a fat little kid.” She crunched, sipped, and shuddered before taking another bite. He wasn’t sure whether she was brave or masochistic. “And I’m a freaking genius, which didn’t help.” Blinking slowly, Giada added in a tone of realization, “Shouldn’t have said that last part.” She appeared to worry about it for a moment before shrugging. “Anyway, IQ is just a number. Doesn’t mean a darn thing.”

“Doesn’t it?”

“Nope.” She shook her head. “ ’Cause being smart doesn’t keep you from being stupid. They had me tutor this guy once. Captain of the football team, quarterback. You remind me of him some. Gorgeous. Shoulders to die for. Face like . . . well, something gorgeous.”

Oh, she was drunk.

“I was so gone over him.” She sighed in remembrance. “Fat little twelve-year-old, helping studly eighteen-year-old get through calculus. He was so nice to me. Didn’t realize he was treating me like one of his brat little sisters. Even called me Squirt. Did I get a clue?”

Since she seemed to actually expect an answer, he said, “Uh, no?”

“Heck no. I finally screwed up my courage and confessed my luuuuv.”

Logan winced in sympathy. “Didn’t go well, did it?”

“He was very kind.” She blinked hard. Logan had the horrifying suspicion the shine in those beautiful eyes was tears. “Very kind.” Heaving a sigh, Giada eyed her drink. Less than a third of it was left. “I need to stop drinking this.”

“Yeah,” he said gently. “You really do.”

She shoved the glass as far across the table as she could reach. Logan took it into protective custody.

“I was fourteen when I went to college,” she continued. He suspected her eyes were not quite in focus. “I’d started growing boobs by then, shooting up and slimming down, but all that made me was jailbait.”

“I gather you didn’t get asked out a lot.”

Giada snorted. “Not by anyone who wasn’t creepy.”

Out of sheer curiosity, he asked, “I trust I’m not creepy.”

“Nope, but then, I’m not jailbait anymore.”

He gave her a crooked grin. “No, you’re definitely not jailbait.”

He didn’t think she was a Maja either. She was just too damned artless. He wasn’t even sure she knew how beautiful she was. Somehow he got the impression that in the back of her mind, she was still that fat little girl who was too smart for her own good.

He wondered what quirk of his personality found that so appealing.

 

 

“Wait a minute,” Logan told Giada as they pulled up in front of the six-story cream building that was the Daniel Morgan Inn. “If you try to hop out of the truck right now, you’ll fall on your head.”

He swung out of the bomb truck cab and jumped down, then strode around to open Giada’s door. There was no way she could manage the metal steps down from the truck’s high seat, not with all the tequila she had on board.

Giada blinked owlishly at him, then placed her hands on his shoulders and allowed him to swing her down.

She swayed against him on her long legs, and he braced  her there. Her breasts felt delightfully full and soft against his chest. The scent of her hair seemed to arrow straight to his groin. Logan swallowed, looking down into her wide gray eyes. Her lips parted, full and naked of lipstick. The temptation to kiss her rolled over him like a wave.

“You feel really good,” she murmured.

He swallowed with an effort and managed, “And you are  really drunk.” Somehow he found the self-control to take a step back from that lovely, delightfully female body.

“How am I going to get to work?” A worried frown line formed between her delicate blond brows. “My car is back at the sheriff’s office. Isn’t it?”

He sighed. “I’ll give you a ride in the morning. What floor are you on?”

“Third. 304.” She fumbled the long strap of her purse onto her shoulder, then moved off across the parking lot for the front door of the hotel, swaying dangerously on her short heels. Logan caught up to her and took her arm, steadying her. Breathing deep of her seductive scent.

Do not seduce the coworker.

 

 

Logan walked Giada to her hotel door with careful courtesy, but did not ask to come in, pointedly, like a man holding tight to his self-control. After telling her he’d pick her up in the morning, he strode off down the hall as she watched with drunken admiration.

He really did have the most incredible butt. Might even be worth catching a fly or two.

“Ribbit.” Giada closed the door and turned with a sigh to let her back fall against it. The room promptly did a slow revolution. Pointedly ignoring the effect, she made for the bed and fell facedown atop it.

A cat leaped silently up onto the bed. Technically speaking, the Daniel Morgan Inn was not a pet-friendly hotel, but nobody saw Smoke if he didn’t care to be seen.

He strolled up to her body, black as India ink at midnight, except for smoke gray stripes across his forelegs and  rear haunches. She turned her head to stare woozily into the unearthly crystalline blue of his eyes.

“Hi there, Smoke,” she murmured as he made his way onto her backside.

He paused to knead her ass with sheathed claws, then strolled up to her shoulder and settled down, a warm, furry weight.

“They almost got us today.” Giada swallowed tequila-flavored bile at the thought of just how close she and Logan had come. “But it wasn’t a sniper like the others. It was a bomb.”

The cat growled deep in his throat, a rumbling sound she could feel in her shoulder blade.

“I managed to disarm it with my magic, but Logan got suspicious.”

“Well,” the cat observed in a basso masculine voice, far outsized for his seven-pound body, “the boy has never been stupid.”

“No, he’s definitely not stupid.” Handsome, seductive, and suspicious, but not stupid. “I think I convinced him I’m just a mortal, but I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all. Lying to him—now, that’s stupid. He needs to know what’s going on. If I hadn’t had a vision of what was about to happen, he’d have triggered that booby trap.”

The cat eyed her in feline disapproval. “You know your orders.”

“Yeah, well, the orders need to change. I’m going to go talk to them.”

“Better brush your teeth first.” Smoke jumped off her back and thumped to the floor. “You smell like tequila.”

 

 

Giada cast a spell to sober herself up, then took a shower to complete the process. After stroking on a little eye shadow, then adding blush and lipstick to relieve her imminent-hangover pallor, she donned black jeans, boots, and a red tank top. For once, she let her blond hair down to spill in curls around her shoulders. A silver studded belt completed the Goth-chick look.

She’d gotten heartily sick of playing Dr. Shepherd, CSI Barbie.

Smoke leaped onto her shoulder and rode with regal calm, his long black tail tickling her back as it lashed back and forth.

It was full dark now, so casting spells took no effort at all. The gate appeared in the center of the room, a rippling shimmer of Mageverse darkness. Giada stepped through eagerly, sighing in relief as she felt the tides of magic lap around her body.

She might have been born mortal, might have spent most of her life unaware of the magical potential in her Latent body. But now that she was a witch, she craved the alien energies of the Mageverse—energies as natural as gravity or electromagnetism in the mortal universe. Energies everyone called magic for lack of a better term.

Giada badly wanted to understand those forces, wanted to formulate a theory to explain them, find answers to the questions nobody else had ever thought to ask.

What were the physics of magic?

As glittering currents lapped at her senses, she considered possible experiments before reluctantly putting the thoughts aside. Keeping Logan MacRoy alive was the priority. She could play later. But still, Giada couldn’t help but look skyward and smile at the alien constellations overhead.

A new universe. All hers to explore.

Later, she reminded herself. Logan came first.

Sighing, she took a look around. She’d gated in near the Pendragon home. Even for Avalon, it was in a very upscale neighborhood, with Victorian mansions, Gothic Revivals, and French châteaus, each more elaborate and beautiful than the next.

By comparison to its massive neighbors, the Pendragon house looked—well—tiny, as if the family saw no need to impress anyone. Three stories tall, built of solid gray stone with a slate roof, it was surrounded by mounds of white rosebushes that seemed to glow in the moonlight. Ivy climbed its walls to form a leafy green veil, and a trio of massive  oaks presided over the front yard. There was no high brick wall to keep visitors out, nothing to prevent anyone from walking up the stone pathway to those arched double doors of thick, shining dark wood.

Giada’s boot heels tapped on the three stone steps that led up to the modest porch. Despite her confident stride, her heart hammered in her chest. They invited me. They said I could come anytime I wanted.

Which didn’t stop her mouth from going dry.

Before she could reach up to knock, the door opened. A slim blonde stood in the arched doorway, barefoot and smiling in jeans and a green polo shirt. Her eyes were wide and blue in her lovely face, her skin as dewy and ageless as a twenty-year-old’s.

“Why, hello, Giada,” said Guinevere Pendragon, once High Queen of Britain. “Come in, please. How’s my son?”

“That’s . . . a long story.” Giada walked inside as the Maja stepped back to let her enter.

Gwen frowned. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Hello, Gwen,” the cat rumbled from Giada’s shoulder. “You look beautiful, as always.”

Guinevere smiled in delight and reached up to scratch between his pointed ears. “Smoke, you silver-tongued devil. How are you?”

The cat sighed. “Fine, considering your son keeps getting called out in the middle of the night for every fire in Greendale County.”

“Well, he is an arson investigator.”

“I know, but he’s running my tail off.” The cat lashed the body part in question.

“Bitch, bitch, bitch.” The owner of the laughing male voice stepped around the open door, plucked the cat off Giada’s shoulder, and inflicted a brisk rub between his pointed ears. Though no taller than average height, the man was so brawny and broad-shouldered, he gave the impression of being much bigger. Dark hair fell to his shoulders, and a thick mink brown beard framed his stubborn jaw. Otherwise, he looked enough like Logan to be his older brother.  In reality, he was his father. Arthur Pendragon had survived fifteen tumultuous centuries as mankind’s vampire protector, his witchy wife by his side.

The fact that she knew King Arthur still had the power to get a squeal out of Giada’s inner fangirl. “Hello, sir,” she managed, and was proud her voice didn’t squeak.

“How’s the boy?” Arthur asked, handing Smoke over again, having apparently finished rubbing the cat’s fur the wrong way. With a long-suffering sigh, Smoke scrambled back onto Giada’s shoulder.

She cleared her throat. “Well . . .”

“They damned near blew him up,” Smoke announced, sounding like a ruffled James Earl Jones. “Luckily, Giada disabled the bomb, or you’d be holding a funeral right about now.”

Gwen’s eyes widened in horror. “Bomb?”

So much for breaking the news gently. “I’m afraid so, ma’am.” Giada gave her report, keeping it as brisk and matter-of-fact as possible, trying to avoid any emotion that would add melodrama to the account. Listening without comment, the couple escorted her to the living room and guided her to a seat.

“I remembered the cell phone just as we were about to walk outside,” Giada finished, stroking Smoke absently. “I suspect I disabled it just in time.” She shook her head. “That could have ended really badly.”

“Multiple detonators.” Arthur rubbed both hands over his bearded face. “The bomber has to be a professional.”

Gwen frowned. “And you think he was somehow keeping you from detecting him with magic?”

“But if he’s some kind of sorcerer, why use bombs?” Arthur rose from his seat and began to pace. “None of this makes sense.”

“I think this conversation requires coffee,” Gwen announced, standing up. “Be right back.”

“She doesn’t like to conjure when she’s trying to think,” Arthur explained as his wife disappeared around the corner, presumably into the kitchen.

Giada nodded and fell silent to let him pace in peace. Still stroking Smoke, who curled comfortably in her lap, she gazed around the room. It was cool and airy under a high, beamed ceiling, dominated by a fieldstone fireplace big enough to roast an ox. Massive furniture in buttery brown leather clustered around a low coffee table of cream granite on curling bronze legs. Tapestries and paintings adorned three walls, all depicting medieval scenes of jousting, hunting, or court life.

The fourth wall hosted a huge flat-screen television and an entertainment center. Beside it, a set of shelves held an impressive collection of DVDs, everything from a boxed set of The Sopranos to the complete works of Monty Python.

Elvis had his very own shelf.

She was still smiling at that when Gwen walked in, deliberate as a geisha, carrying a coffee service on a heavy, intricately scrolled silver tray. The former queen sat down next to her and poured two cups of coffee, steaming and fragrant, into delicate Waterford cups. She handed one to Giada, who accepted it nervously. The china was so thin it was practically translucent. God forbid she break it. Balancing the saucer carefully on her knee, she watched as Gwen poured a saucer of cream for Smoke. The cat hopped onto the coffee table and settled down to drink in dainty laps, purring like an outboard motor.

Guests served, Gwen poured her husband a crystal goblet of something deep crimson. Probably her own bottled blood. Giada made a mental note to make a donation herself, the sooner the better. Her blood pressure would soon start to spike if she didn’t. Majae needed to donate blood as desperately as their vampire counterparts needed to drink it.

Well, she’d worry about that later. Logan was a far more immediate concern.

“You can see why I’m worried,” Giada said as she stirred her coffee. “That mortar . . .” She shook her head. “The bomber couldn’t have designed a more lethal trap for Logan. Disposing of that kind of device is routine for his squad. They do it on a monthly basis. If I hadn’t been there . . .”

“Logan would be dead now.” Arthur drained his glass and began to pace again, moving with a swordsman’s muscular power and balanced grace, lethal and silent on his feet.

Giada blinked, suddenly recognizing that fluid stride. Logan walked the same way.

Smoke lifted his head from his saucer, licking cream from his whiskers. “And Giada might have died with him, powers or no powers. Even if she could have gotten a shield up in time, it might not have been enough to save her from a bomb going off in her face.”

“We know, Smoke.” Gwen’s gaze was somber as she put her cup down with a restless clink. “We are very grateful for everything you’re doing to protect our son. Particularly considering that we lost another Latent yesterday.”

Giada sat up, frowning. “Another one? That brings the total to—”

“Twelve,” Arthur growled. “Counting the hit-and-run night before last. Twelve of our people who could have become Magekind. Given your experiences with Logan, it’s painfully obvious these are not accidents.”

Gwen shook her blond head. “But the other attacks don’t sound anything like this.”

Smoke cocked his head. “Which suggests a gang of several criminals rather than just one. And a very well-funded gang at that. Any idiot can run down a target in a car or shoot them in a drive-by. A booby trap with two different detonators sounds like a professional, not a nutjob with a grudge. Who have you pissed off lately, Arthur?”

The Magus grimaced. “Who haven’t I pissed off?” “Could be a terrorist,” Giada pointed out. “The Magekind has been running all those operations in the Mideast.”

“I doubt it. None of those fanatics knows who I really am, much less who my son is.” Arthur clenched his fists restlessly, as if aching for someone to punch. “Dammit, I wish I knew what the hell was going on here.”

At first, the Magekind had believed the deaths were accidental, or possibly random crimes of violence. Car crashes, muggings, drive-bys, pedestrian hit-and-runs. Law  enforcement, too, had failed to realize there was even a connection, since the cops hadn’t known the victims were all Latents. Which was no surprise, since the cops didn’t even know Latents—or the Magekind—existed.

A month ago, Arthur and Gwen had grown concerned enough to ask Giada to keep an eye on their son. She was the obvious choice, since she’d only become a Maja four months before, and Logan didn’t know her. Too, Giada, having been a chemist, could pass herself off as a mortal forensic specialist looking for additional training.

She hesitated a long moment before broaching the next point. It was going to take delicate handling. “Given the situation, are you sure keeping Logan in the dark is a good idea?”

Arthur snorted and walked over to pour himself another goblet of blood. “Giada, if Logan knew what you were, he’d throw you out on your pretty little ear.”

“Sir, your son is not an idiot. Given all the other deaths, surely he’d realize he needs protection.”

“Not likely. That kid has his father’s hard head.”

“Not to mention a healthy dose of the Pendragon ego,” Gwen muttered into her teacup.

“But . . .” Giada began desperately.

Arthur snared her in a forbidding black stare. “But nothing. Once you told him the truth, he wouldn’t want you around. You’re too damned much temptation, for one thing. He’s got it in his head that he doesn’t want to become a vampire yet, and you could make him forget that.”

“But you’d better not.” A muscle flexed in Guinevere’s delicate jaw. “I don’t want my son thinking we trapped him. Morgana tried that, and he’s never forgiven her. I’m not going to be put into that position.”

“Which means you’d better keep your distance.” Arthur folded his brawny arms and leaned a shoulder against the fieldstone fireplace mantel to glower. “Latents are pretty damned tempting to unbonded Magekind, and vice versa. If you get too close, you could find yourself in deep with him before you even know what hit you.”

This was going to be a disaster—she knew it. But damned if Giada could tell Arthur Pendragon no. She sighed. “Yes, sir.”

 

 

Ten minutes later, Giada was walking back up the cobblestone path with Smoke riding her shoulder. “I told you so,” the cat rumbled in her ear.

Giada gritted her teeth in frustration. “Shut up.”

Smoke sniffed. “Well, if that’s the attitude you’re going to take, I hear an azalea bush calling my name. God knows what trouble the boy’s gotten into by now.”

A cat-sized gate opened in midair, and he leaped through it with a flick of his midnight tail. Giada sighed and opened her own gate back to the hotel.

 

 

Weary to the bone, Giada undressed and slipped into bed. She flipped the comforter over herself, lay back, and folded her arms under her head, staring blindly up into the darkness, her mind grinding through the events of the day. When Guinevere had asked her to take this job, Giada had hoped it would turn out to be a giant waste of time—that no one was actually targeting Logan after all. Maybe all those deaths really had been some kind of horrible coincidence.

Today had revealed what a pointless hope that had been. Logan was definitely the target of a skilled professional assassin who meant business.

Yeeeeesh.

With a sigh, she rolled over onto her side, snuggled into the comforter, and closed her eyes. She’d better get some sleep if she meant to stay alert.

She was going to have to stay on her toes if she wanted to keep him alive. While, God help her, simultaneously keeping her distance.

Piece of cake.

Yeah. Right.
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