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      I’m so grateful to finally be re-releasing the Doomsday Brethren. When I released the last new title in this series in 2012, it was with a heavy heart that I set aside my dream of finishing. But it had become abundantly clear that I couldn’t do it the way I wanted to when the series was built on a foundation established by an editor and publisher who hadn’t shared my vision. I realized then that, in order to tell this story properly—the way I really wanted to—I would have to hope said publisher would revert their rights to me…something rare with New York publishing.

      

      But armed with a plan that took eight years, two attorneys, my agent, and a mountain of correspondence, I prevailed.

      

      Thank God.

      

      Now I need to address two groups of people. First, if you’ve never heard of this series or had no idea I wrote paranormal romance—surprise! That was part of my above plan, so I’m glad it worked. I look forward to surprising you again and again if you take my hand and go on this Doomsday Brethren journey with me. I’m so excited to have you along.

      

      To the second group of readers, you deserve both a special explanation and extra thanks. Yes, it killed me to stop writing the series. I hated cutting you off and letting you down, which was a huge motivator for the drastic actions I took to regain the rights to this series. I hoped and prayed I’d be coming back for you—and that you would be excited to finish this journey with me. Here we are! It took a while, but I wasn’t giving up. I hope you won’t give up on me. The enthusiasm some of you have already expressed warms my heart more than you know.

      

      Many of you have asked whether you need to read the new versions. A few have expressed your insistence that you won’t be “buying the same book twice.” That’s, of course, your choice. But…you’ll be missing out.

      

      I will be rewriting the whole series. Without the people who never embraced my creative choices holding my leash, I will be leaning into and blowing out this entire tale the way I wanted. For instance, in Tempt Me with Darkness, I’ve added over 15,000 words and added two completely new scenes. I’ve embedded lots of Easter eggs. I’ve rewritten everything to first person, present tense, as well as made tweaks to the overall storytelling that I think make for a better, richer experience. And I will be finishing the series. In fact, as the series progresses, I’ll be diverging in important and notable spots. This is my chance to craft these books the way I want, and I plan to take FULL advantage of that! I hope you’ll come with me…

      

      Hugs and happy reading!

      

      Shayla
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        I hate her as much as I can’t live without her.

      

        

      
        Marrok

        I’ve been cursed, and I’m out for vengeance. I’ll do anything to end my damnation, including kidnap an innocent with telling violet eyes.

        For fifteen hundred years I’ve been an immortal recluse. Suddenly, I’m tortured by filthy dreams that leave me craving my captive. Worse, once I lay rough hands on her soft skin, I demand things from her I shouldn’t. I feel things beyond the hatred that has consumed me.

        Protectiveness.

        Possessiveness.

        And a hunger more demanding than any vengeance.

      

        

      
        ***

        Olivia

        The second I meet Marrok, my heart stutters. My world stops. I’m drawn to the brash stranger, until…

        He abducts me.

        He vows to slake fifteen centuries of lust on me.

        He commands me to uncurse him—or he’ll kill me.

      

        

      
        We should never have met. We’re enemies. Fate makes us lovers. Magic decrees us mates, unlocking secrets and unleashing a dark, paranormal power determined to burn down the world. Unless we band together, we’re doomed.

      

      

      
        
        •          Abduction

        •          Band of Brothers

        •          Cursed hero

        •          Enemies to lovers

        •          Fated mates

        •          Immortal

        •          Magic

        •          Revenge

        •          Sexual healing

        •          Virgin

      

      

      

      
        
        Trigger warnings:

        - Description of sexual assault (act and aftermath) (Not FMC)

        - Touching as a precursor of sexual assault (Not FMC)

        - Dubious consent

        - Terrifying villain

        - Super 🌶️ scenes

        - Undead deaths

        - Genital torture (Not MMC)

        - Plot twists you didn’t see coming
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        Present Day

        Outskirts of London

        October 24

      

      

      
        
        Marrok

      

      

      

      My nightmare has returned.

      Beside a picturesque pond, a woman with hair like a raven’s wing beckons me with a graceful sweep of her fingers and a come-hither smile. My breath catches. Never have I encountered this beauty. Never have I seen her face.

      But for half an eternity, her violet eyes have haunted me.

      One glance, and I burn.

      London rises behind her, now towering with glass-and-chrome blights on the skyline that loom above its classic architecture. But the city holds not my attention. She does, all naked and gleaming, mist caressing her like the mystical fog of legend.

      Her glossy hair cascades over her shoulders, contrasting with her winter-pale skin. Her inky curls shroud all but fleeting glimpses of her tempting rosy nipples. My rapt gaze follows the curve of her waist to her hourglass hips before fixating on the tender cunt glistening between her thighs.

      She is alluring, a seductress.

      She taunts me with the satisfaction she has denied me for centuries. She makes me crave what I dare not want.

      Her stunning eyes and the telltale birthmark between her lush breasts make hiding from me impossible. I know her. Intimately. It matters not that she no longer possesses the platinum tresses into which I shoved my hands as I thrust into her body an eon ago. Or that her delicate face now entices me with high cheekbones, a pert nose, and pillowy pink lips. She cannot fool me.

      After searching for over a millennium for the Le Fey bitch who destroyed my life to satisfy her whim and soothe her ego, I have found her.

      “Morgana…”

      My hatred does naught to cool my lust. ’Tis a bitter pill. A glimpse of her, and my blood catches fire. My cock stiffens. My heart roars.

      If I am fool enough to touch her, she will be my demise.

      Why has she suddenly appeared, seeking to pass herself off as another? No doubt her reasons suit Morgana alone. Whatever she seeks, I cannot be weak. I will not capitulate. I refuse to follow the she-devil to sin.

      Once was one time too many.

      But when I summon the fortitude to look away, her pull is stronger than my will. She’s never been more captivating. ’Tis not merely her spellbinding face or her seductive body, but something more compelling. Something Morgana has never shown.

      Vulnerability.

      Her uncertain expression, her timid smile, her trembling pose… All call to the knight in me, just as the despair in her eyes rouses the protector.

      I must resist.

      At my rebuff, her fragility evaporates, replaced by a smirk that slithers across her face. Morgana is aware of my many struggles, and they delight her.

      I fume with unchecked rage when she crooks her finger, luring me closer. The curl of her lips challenges me to walk away.

      I can do neither.

      Morgana bewitches me far more than she did during our wind-drenched night of passion. For the mistake of succumbing to temptation and swiving her senseless, I have paid dearly.

      With the last fifteen centuries.

      Today, society possesses clinical terms for my obsession. I care not. Getting the treacherous witch to release me from this endless hell… Naught else matters.

      But with another curl of her fingers, she summons me, her eyes dark with longing. A fresh rush of desire slams me.

      Want is a luxury; this woman I need. The feeling is as new as a baby’s first breath…and as welcome as the plague.

      ’Tis also likely another of Morgana’s tricks.

      With a delicate wave, she produces the ornate book that means the difference between my life and death, clutching it as she begins to back away.

      Nay!

      I launch myself at her. We fall to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs, of harsh breaths and pent-up passion. The book tumbles beside me, its maddening lock still shut tight.

      As I grasp for the tome, she latches slender arms around my neck and trails kisses like fire up my neck, arching beneath me seductively. She singes me. My clothes melt away. More of her sorcery at play?

      “Love me,” she whispers in my ear.

      Despite the fact I know there is no loving this woman, her plea spikes my fever.

      I burn to conquer her. I pine to possess her. I perish to own her.

      I cannot give in.

      “Release me,” I demand.

      “Never.” She clings, writhing against the erection I am unable to banish.

      God’s blood, my body is ablaze. I cling to restraint, refusing to ignore her treachery and succumb to temptation.

      But I want to.

      I fist her hair and press my face to hers. “Open the book!”

      She looks hurt. “Don’t you want me?”

      “I do.” Denying the truth is a waste of time and breath.

      Under me, she wriggles again, silently begging me to fuck her. Lightning chases across my skin as I pry her thighs wider and grind against her. “If you tempt me thus, you will take all I give you. As much as I give you.”

      “Anything you desire.”

      Her answer makes me sweat. I lift her thighs into the crooks of my arms and bury my face in her soft neck. I should not give in…but her scent makes me dizzy. This ache for her makes me weak.

      I am lost.

      Beyond caring, I poise myself at her entrance. I swore never to touch this witch again—a promise I have never questioned—but resisting is impossible. I must be inside her now.

      “Everything you desire,” she whispers.

      Even knowing I’m dooming myself to eternal hell, I thrust forward.

      But Morgana dissipates and re-forms just beyond my reach, once again clutching the hellish book.

      As I lurch up to snatch it, she waves her pale hand and unlocks the volume. The cover falls open, revealing a flash of its pages. Her smug smile returns as she begins to fade away.

      “Release me, damn you!”

      But I’m shouting at fog. She—and the book—are gone.

      As ever, I am cursed.

      Desolation slashes me. My soul bleeds, yet my anguish makes little sense. Loss of the book, aye. But I could never mourn Morgana. I would, in fact, spit on her grave a thousand times if she had one.

      “I am the key,” she whispers with the breeze. “Find me.”

      ’Tis the last thing I want. Her lure has grown too strong. But if I refuse, my torment will never end. So to London I must go and defeat the seductive witch once and for all.

      A rattling noise rends my quiet. I jackknife up, panting and wrapping one hand around my battle sword as I scan my surroundings. White walls, bed carved by my hand. I am not in a mist-draped clearing, but in my cottage, in my room, tangled in my rumpled sheets. No Morgana in sight.

      ’Twas but a dream.

      Or was it a message?

      Though centuries have passed, Morgana once enjoyed taunting me in sleep. This episode warns me that she’s returned to the mortal realm as an ethereal brunette. Though she is intent upon stealing back her tome, I must let her touch it. Who else can unlock the book? Or did she use her sorcery to reach through my dream and abscond with it?

      I whip around, but the leather-bound tool of my never-ending torment still rests on my bedside table. Unfortunately, the heavy, etched bronze lock affixed to each cover and secured over the pages remains tightly sealed.

      Grumbling, I rise. If Morgana is the key, I must find her in her new disguise. Shadow and torment her I will until she grants me what I crave most in life.

      Death.

      Another impatient rap against the front window startles me. Since I have not welcomed a visitor for over a decade, any guest now is likely to be an enemy.

      I slide the accursed book into the safe hidden beneath the floorboards under my bed, then grasp my sword and stalk down the hall. Anticipation of impending battle surges. Morning light seeps through my window, illuminating dust motes and casting a human shadow across the gleaming wooden floor.

      If someone has come to steal the book from me, I will greet them with carnage and bloodshed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      I creep forward, weapon in hand. But the shadow disappears, replaced by a faint crunch of footsteps outside…

      “Freak of nature!” a man shouts, punctuated by another knock. “I know you’re in there.”

      I recognize that voice.

      God’s balls. This menace? Why now?

      Heaving an annoyed sigh, I yank open the door. A nightmare nearly as bad as the one I endured in sleep stands in the portal. Golden hair spiked above sleek brows and mischievous blue eyes, coupled with a glittery Hollywood smile, belies the gifted wizard’s immense power.

      Bram Rion, Merlin’s only grandson and magickind’s most indulged pot-stirrer. Now I shall never have peace.

      “Me, a freak of nature?” I grunt. “Coming from you, that is rich.”

      “If today is your day to conduct beheadings, count me out.” He gestures to my sword with a cavalier wink that has charmed magickind and enabled him to navigate cutthroat magical council politics for centuries.

      Scowling, I prop my sword against a nearby wall. “’Tis not, but for you, I will make an exception.”

      “Funny. Are you going to invite me past the magic circle guarding your place, or must I continue to stand on the mat?”

      “If I do not?” I’m heartily tempted to leave him outside to rot. True, the coxcomb has amused me once or twice, but he’s magical. I dare not trust him.

      “Then you’ll miss the juicy gossip.”

      I care not for whispers and rumors, but Bram will not leave until he spills his secret. The sooner I suffer his company, the sooner I can find Morgana in her new guise, then force, coerce, or bully her into unlocking that blasted book and setting me free.

      “Enter.”

      Bram saunters inside and shuts the door. “You look like hell. Did you sleep in yesterday’s trousers?”

      I glance down at my wrinkled khakis. “Did you come all this way to be my mum?”

      He shrugs. “Do you need one?”

      Grumbling, I stomp down the hall, then snatch a fresh T-shirt and jeans from a drawer. “What the devil do you want? Say it and be gone.”

      Bram hesitates, looking as if he’s reluctant to break bad news. I have no patience for his foot-dragging.

      I trek across the hall to my bathroom. He follows, directly on my heels. Since being in the same room with anyone magical gives me hives, and having Bram around is like a permanent case of leprosy, I slam the door in his face.

      After donning fresh clothes, I brush my teeth and slide my comb through my dark hair. Ancient eyes stare back at me, filled with misery, anger, and thwarted lust. I do look like hell.

      “You’re not happy I’ve come. I promise only something gravely important would bring me to the Creepified Forest,” Bram ventures.

      “Important to magickind.” Not necessarily important to me.

      “Since I’m the only friend you have⁠—”

      “We are not friends.”

      “All right, then. I am the only living being who knows of your immortality and still speaks to you.”

      “I am not interested. I must hunt.”

      “The local market too civilized for your Dark Ages upbringing?”

      Grinding my teeth, I wrench open the door and glare at Bram. “Is magickind so starved for a comedian that you suffice?”

      “What I’ve come to say affects you, too.”

      He will only pester me until I relent. I sigh. “Why?”

      He doesn’t speak right away. I cannot recall ever seeing the Bram Rion, magickind’s golden boy, nervous. “I’ve had a vision.”

      “Have you not a magical healer for that?”

      He ignores my dig. “When it comes true, you’ll be in danger.”

      “In case you have forgotten, I cannot be killed.”

      “But you can be tortured within an inch of your life.”

      ’Tis true, but… “I involve myself in nothing, least of all magical affairs.”

      “I’m well aware.” As I shoulder past Bram and head for the kitchen, he grabs my arm. “Have you ever heard of the Book of Doomsday?”

      “Nay.”

      “Also called the Doomsday Diary.”

      “Still nay.”

      Suddenly, I feel a tightening under my forehead, then between my temples. Bloody hell, the bastard is trying to sneak into my thoughts. I jerk from his hold and slam a mental door between us.

      Bram rears back in surprise. Clearly, most humans cannot block him. But I have not survived half of forever without learning some parlor tricks.

      “Never have I heard of the book by either name. Do not ever attempt to invade my head again, or I will slice you in two.”

      “It would be amusing for you to try, human.” The wizard snorts. “Are you certain you’ve never seen the book? It’s small and red with gilt inlays. Ornate and centuries old.”

      That sounds eerily like Morgana’s tome. I shove the thought away, lest Bram read it.

      Too late.

      His blue eyes brighten. “You do know something.”

      I say naught, either with my mouth or my expression.

      He huffs impatiently. “The Book of Doomsday is integral to magickind’s lore. Since my grandfather’s nemesis created the book, I hoped you might know about it.”

      “Merlin meddled too often in King Arthur’s affairs, so he riled many at the Round Table and beyond. I know not of which enemy you speak.”

      “Yes, you do. Morgana was your lover.”

      “She sated my lust once. Hardly the same thing.”

      “Semantics. She’s the reason you’re immortal. She cursed you with that book, didn’t she?”

      By hell’s fire, how could Bram know that?

      “Shove off.” I stomp to the door, open it, and gesture with a wave. “And be gone.”

      “Not until I share the future with you.”

      More like magical propaganda. “Keep your visions to yourself, you droning codpiece.”

      As always, Bram does as he pleases, gripping my arm and waving his hand in front of me.

      A vision appears. And I fall into it, unable to back away…
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      Nighttime. A darkened home, once sprawling and lovely, now charred and in ruin. A small crowd walks toward it, clad in gray robes trimmed in deep red.

      Intrigued against my will, I peer closer, then rear back when I realize two among them are dragging victims, with ropes about their necks and wrists, behind them. The air of excitement among the berobed is palpable.

      “Why are they dressed like friars?”

      “Definitely not clergy,” Bram drawls. “They’re Anarki.”

      I flinch. Despite my isolation, I know well the terror and destruction they provoked during their reign. But the cabal was put down more than two centuries ago. How is this a vision of the future?

      Inside the manor, a lone figure in robes waits in a mostly empty room, surrounded by a circle of flickering candles. He hovers over the still form of a naked man who, if human, would appear roughly thirty.

      I should not ask, I know. But… “Who lies there?”

      “Mathias d’Arc.”

      His name makes me jolt. Mathias is the magical equivalent of Caligula, Vlad Dracula, and Hitler rolled into one. Cruel, clever, hedonistic, rapacious. Brilliantly evil. During his rise to power centuries past, Mathias proved himself a wizard of great power and no conscience. He sought to enslave magickind. Any he could not, he killed.

      “Say you he has returned?”

      “Watch,” Bram demands.

      As the group enters the shadowy room, they form a circle outside the candles and stare down at Mathias, who lies still as death.

      At his head, the robed wizard raises his arms. “We, the Deprived, have waited centuries for this night. The Privileged will hear our thunder and feel only terror as we take back all they’ve denied us. Until the Social Order prohibiting those with ‘undesirable’ traits and bloodlines from being equal is dissolved, they will know nothing but war, pain, and death.”

      The Anarki send up a collective cheer.

      Once the room quiets again, the wizard resumes speaking. “We, Mathias’s faithful, have awaited our savior. Tonight, our patience will be rewarded.”

      From a distant part of the house, a clock chimes low and loud: gong, gong, gong… Twelve times. The room holds its collective breath until the last ring peals.

      The moment silence falls, Mathias’s eyes open wide.

      The candles flicker. His followers gasp.

      The ceremony leader kneels, head bowed. “You have returned, our liege!”

      “My faithful Anarki…” Mathias’s voice sounds thin and strained. “You have pulled me from death and returned me to the mortal realm because you believe in me.”

      “We never waver,” the first replied.

      “Excellent. Did those fools I fought pass to their nextlife?”

      “They were wounded during the final battle. Most died within days of your sleep.”

      “Your name?”

      “Zain Denzell.”

      “Ah, your father served me well.” Mathias strains until he manages to sit up. “Have you brought all I need?”

      Zain nods, stepping outside the circle and wending through the crowd until he finds the figures dragged into the room—the middle-aged man and adolescent blonde clad in a thin, dirt-streaked nightgown. He unwinds the ropes from around their necks with a wave of his hand, then gives them a vicious shove toward Mathias.

      Both sprawl at his feet, unconscious.

      “Lovely.” Mathias grins. “MacKinnetts?”

      “Indeed,” Zain confirms. “The Councilman’s untransitioned daughter and his brother. You must be starved.”

      Mathias nods, eyeing the young girl with the pale ringlets. “Take her to my chamber. I intend to take my time with her.”

      Zain snaps his fingers, and a robed servant jumps, clasping his hand around her wrist like a manacle before dragging her away.

      I hold my breath as I watch the horror unfold. I need not ask about the girl’s fate. I know. After centuries of battle, I am rarely stunned by butchery, but the cruelty Mathias has planned for her sickens me. Despite having the body of a woman, she is still a child.

      Mathias faces the prostrate old man and touches his palm to the center of his chest.

      Seconds later, the man wakes, blinking. He scrambles back with a gasp. “You!”

      “Me,” Mathias mocks.

      MacKinnett’s eyes widen in horror. “W-when? How?”

      As two Anarki grab hold of the sputtering old man, Mathias merely smiles.

      “Shall we hold him down?” asks one, his voice shaking with enthusiasm to serve.

      “Indeed.” Slowly, Mathias rises, refusing the helpful hands extended his way. “The time has come to show the Privileged that their rule has ended.”

      “No. No! Please…” The older man resists.

      Until Mathias grips his throat.

      “Shut up! Were I not so starved for energy, I would draw out your punishment and make an example of you so that your kind understands what awaits if they resist. But your anger and fear will power me enough to focus hours of my attention on your lovely niece. Her young, ripe body will provide me far more energy. Delicious.”

      “Please, no,” MacKinnett babbles. “Auropha is just a girl. Sweet, with her whole life ahead of her. She knows nothing of peril or pain⁠—”

      “Then I’d best see to her education.”

      Mathias peers at the Councilman’s brother, splaying his hand across the man’s chest with a feral grin.

      Immediately, MacKinnett screams, blood oozing from his pores and seeping through his pale shirt. No matter how he kicks, he cannot dislodge Mathias. MacKinnett turns chalky, then gray, before his eyes roll into the back of his head. As he stills, Mathias releases the man, who crumples to the ground in a heap.

      Dead.

      With a wave, Zain removes the older man’s shirt. An angry red mark, once known far and wide as Mathias’s brand, spreads across his entire chest like a series of infected boils.

      “You chose well,” Mathias praises Zain. “Now I will adjourn upstairs. The girl’s fear and fight will restore my power.”

      “You understand what he intends?” Bram asks me, cutting into the vision.

      “To rape the girl, then kill her as he did her uncle.”

      “Rape? That’s a gentle description for what he’ll do to Auropha MacKinnett. She is barely fifteen, and he will spread her out, stake her down, siphon her energy through her terror as he shaves her and brands her, then violates⁠—”

      “Stop. He intends to restore himself with her agony. The more she suffers, the stronger he will become. I lived through Mathias’s first ascent. I saw the bodies.”

      “And after he’s done, a death like her uncle’s would be a kindness. What Auropha will endure will take much longer and be far more hellish.”

      I scan the berobed followers standing about. “Will no one help her?”

      “Who? The Deprived of magickind are ‘punishing’ her for the great sin of being born Privileged. So after Mathias uses her to reenergize his magic and make an example of her, a new reign of terror will begin.”

      Automatically, I reach for my sword. Though I emerged from the Dark Ages, I have never condoned the rape or torture of innocents. Mathias must be stopped. But when I try to surge into the vision, Bram pulls me back.

      “You can’t help. This hasn’t happened yet. Watch. There’s more.”

      “The MacKinnett girl is a spitfire,” Zain says to Mathias. “She will resist—and give you a great deal of energy.”

      “Excellent. Once I’m done, send the dead to their family. It’s time for the Privileged to know their worst nightmare has returned. After we overtake magickind, we will seize the rest of the world.”

      “I will see to it.”

      “And the other matter?”

      Zain frowns. “We’re still looking.”

      “I must have Morgana Le Fay’s book. With it, my ability would be limitless.”

      Never will I surrender it to anyone, most especially him.

      “The Anarki will do whatever it takes,” Zain vows.

      Finally, Bram waves his hand again. The vision turns black. My cottage comes into focus. Bram releases me.

      I glare his way. “You say this has not yet come to pass?”

      “Not yet, but soon.”

      “How do you know it will?”

      “I don’t have many visions. I can’t control them. But I’ve never been wrong in my life.”
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      God’s blood. “Have you warned the MacKinnetts?”

      “I’ve tried.” Bram shrugs. “They don’t believe me. Fools.”

      Are they stubborn? Or is his vision a ruse? Magickind’s golden boy is not above using his abilities to fool me into doing his bidding…

      I switch tactics. “Why do you imagine I care about any of this?”

      “Besides the fact you wanted to champion Auropha? Mathias will soon be beating down your door, looking for the Doomsday Diary.”

      “Which you think I possess?”

      “Which I know you possess. No other relic—human or magical—would give him even half that much power. With it, he merely needs to write his destructive wishes on a blank page. That will bring about any catastrophe he wants—even doomsday itself.”

      Perhaps Bram is telling the truth, but he’s an ambitious knave. He is more than capable of creating the horrific scene to manipulate me into relinquishing the book so he can use it for his own ends. Besides, Mathias would first have to unlock the tome for it to be of any use. Despite the breadth and expanse of his magic, that may be even beyond him.

      “Finding and safeguarding the book is imperative,” Bram prompts. “Help me.”

      “Cast a spell to ensure Mathias and the Anarki can do no harm.”

      “Magic doesn’t work like that. Mathias is born of a powerful bloodline with a strong tendency to madness. As you saw, he gorges on others’ pain, terror, and degradation. If he returns… Most who worked to fell him during his last ascent have passed to their nextlife, so we can only guess at his magical defenses. I have no idea how we would fight them. Please. Give me the book before it’s too late.”

      Trust Bram with my only means of becoming mortal again? Never. I subscribe not to the theory that my enemy’s enemy is my friend. And as Merlin’s grandson, Bram’s bloodline is packed with powerfully magical genes. I have no intention of trusting him—or anyone—with that book.

      I grab the manipulative wizard by his stiff Ralph Lauren collar and shove him against the wall. “Speak no more of the book to me, or you will feel my blade in your belly.”

      Bram says naught until I release my hold. He’s clearly undeterred as he straightens his shirt. “I’ll take that as a no. Pity. A lot of people will die. But then, you see death as a blessing, don’t you?”

      “Even if the book were within my grasp, why would I give it to you?”

      “Because it will save you pain. Mathias will come for you once he realizes you possess it.” Bram crosses into my living area, sinking into an overstuffed chair and propping his booted feet on my table.

      “Make yourself at home.” I scowl.

      He ignores me. “You know I’m right.”

      “Bollocks.”

      “Play dumb, then.” Bram flashes a brittle smile. “I have another reason for coming. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      Socializing is never something I desire and the last thing I have time for with Morgana returned from exile. “Nay.”

      “She’s the owner of a new art gallery, A Touch of Magic.” After swinging his feet to the ground, he leans forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “It’s very fresh and recently opened⁠—”

      “Are you deaf? I say nay. But since you have come, I require a ride to London.”

      “You? Facing civilization? Willingly?”

      “I seek a woman.”

      “Do tell.” He sends me a sly grin. “Planning to test the limits of your curse again?”

      How does Bram know of that? “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”

      “The last woman you took to your bed disappeared for two days. That was…what? A decade ago?”

      Longer. “Not another word.”

      “I hear your stamina astounds humans and even puts magical men to shame. But you’re never quite…satisfied, are you?”

      I refuse to tell Bram that I cannot orgasm. No matter how many women I fuck or how many climaxes I give, I have not achieved my own release in fifteen long centuries. Of course my mood is terrible. And admitting that to anyone, especially this wizard, would only give him something new with which to torment me.

      “Piss off, you flea-bitten lout.”

      Bram merely laughs, then goes on as if I spoke not. “When you meet the gallery’s owner, perhaps you should try your luck again. Olivia Gray already loves your carvings, and she is quite lovely. Her magical signature will be…interesting.”

      “She is one of your kind?” I shake my head. “’Tis one woman in particular I seek.”

      “Intriguing. You actually know one? How? You haven’t left this place in years. Did you finally join this century and download a dating app?”

      As Bram claps my shoulder again, I feel him trying to steal into my thoughts. I wrench away, lifting my sword with a menacing whoosh. “Cease your infernal invasion!”

      Bram holds up both hands. “A thousand apologies. Tell me about this woman. Maybe I can help.”

      The only help he will ever give me is a push into hell. “I know her face, but not the name she now uses.”

      “Old flame?”

      Old flame, old enemy. “Take me to London.”

      “I’ll take you wherever you want.” Bram grins. “After you meet Olivia. I promised her an introduction.”

      “Antagonizing me amuses you. I will not abide.” My dream, the omen that might set me free, has finally arrived. Morgana is somewhere in London. I must make the witch release me from this curse.

      “That’s my best and final offer.” Bram shrugs, totally unapologetic. “Unless you want to hand over the book?”

      Gripping my sword tighter, I arch a brow.

      “Guess not,” he quips. “In that case, I hope you enjoy meeting Ms. Gray. I showed her a few pictures of the pieces you’ve carved in the past. She’s quite impressed. I’ve arranged a meeting for you two this morning. Won’t take long. Then the rest of the day is yours.” Bram prattles into my stony silence. “Come now, you must have pieces to sell.”

      Aye. In the past three months, I’ve carved some of my best work. A three-foot rendering of King Arthur and his enemy Mordred locked in mortal combat, Merlin and Morgana each hovering behind their champions, spinning magic to aid their victory, sits in the corner.

      Crossing the floor to the sculpture, I stare at the angles of Morgana’s wooden likeness. Fear, fury, and desire tighten my gut. How could I have been so foolish as to tangle with that magical bitch?

      Soon, my torment will end. Today, I will hunt her down and demand answers, even if I have to wring them from her pretty neck. True, I have no notion where to begin my search, but I will not give up until I find her.

      I sigh. “Fifteen minutes. No more.”

      “Smashing. But until you give me the Doomsday Diary”—Bram grins—“I’m your new best friend.”
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      Bram parks not far off Oxford Street. The moment he stops the car, I bolt from the hated automobile’s too-tight confines. Warriors do not travel in motorized death traps, by God.

      We trek through the gloom of London’s gray morning to a narrow shop. Out front, a purple and gilt sign proclaims the establishment A Touch of Magic. With a cynical grunt, I scan the merchandise through the picture window. A clay rendering of Pegasus inhabits most of the display space. The sculpture has decent symmetry and detail, but it lacks life and movement. Little wonder it has not sold.

      As Bram opens the door, an electronic chime heralds our arrival. Two steps in, a wave of musky incense slams my senses. The strains of a passionate ballad surge through me. More confusing and confounding? My skin burns with an awareness I understand not.

      As I wander the corners of the store, a woman’s presence lingers—an enticing mix of light perfume and her natural vanilla-musk scent tells me thus. The clatter of beads in an open doorway at the back has me whipping around.

      A curvaceous woman emerges, carrying an armful of boxes. I catch a glimpse of wild dark curls brushing her spine and a fragile profile before she turns away to deposit her load on the counter along the back wall, the sleeves of her white peasant blouse swishing. The stays of the ornate corset that encircles her waist hug her enticing curves.

      Lust grips me by the throat. The dangerous desire reaches down to jerk my cock as she unpacks her boxes, swaying in time with the Celtic tune piping through the room.

      “Olivia?” Bram calls above the music.

      She turns to the wizard with a smile. Her face batters me like an invisible fist. Delicate cheeks, a slightly pointed chin, and bloody-haunting eyes. Recognition jolts my every nerve.

      The woman from this morning’s dream.

      Morgana.

      “Bram, thanks for coming by.” Her distinctly American voice rings in my head as she mutes the music. “I know you’re busy. Did you get my message last week?”

      “I did. Sorry. I’ve heard nothing more about your father. I’ll keep asking. No news from the investigator?”

      “Just an address for a crazy man who claims he’s nearly five hundred years old. But I moved here to find my dad. I’m not giving up.”

      “I brought someone for you to meet.”

      I step out of shadows and into the woman’s line of vision. The welcome on her face falters. She covers her lush mouth with delicate fingers, but it’s too late to smother her gasp. She stares back through unmistakably violet eyes. “Is that…?”

      “I told you I’d deliver.” Bram shoves me toward her. “Meet Marrok.”

      Normally, I would snarl at the wizard for touching me. Now I am fixated on “Olivia.”

      I did not think it possible she could forge herself into a temptress as beautiful as the one in my dream, but I underestimated my opponent. That alone makes her deadly, to say nothing of the power she has surely honed during centuries past. She looks so young, barely twenty. Though her youth is an illusion, I feel ancient.

      A smile plays at Bram’s mouth. “This is Olivia Gray, the owner of this fine establishment.”

      She bites her lip nervously. No matter how artless her hesitation looks, ’tis calculated, no doubt. Still, the gesture drags my stare to her pouty mouth. Desire thickens my blood. I burn to kiss her.

      “Nice to meet you.” She reluctantly extends her hand.

      I stare, wanting nothing less than to touch her—and nothing more. Sweat films my skin.

      How she must be laughing.

      But the centuries have taught me to play her game.

      As I send her my most intimidating stare, I fold my hand in hers. It works…until electricity shoots through my palm, up my arm, and rocks me to my soul. In that instant, my body betrays me. My cock turns rigid. With a single touch, she bewitches me, precisely like my dream…

      Only stronger.

      Olivia’s eyes widen like she feels the pull, too.

      “Ms. Gray.”

      She jerks free, unconsciously rubbing her palms together as if she can wipe away the effect of my touch. “I-it’s nice to meet you. Bram told me all about you. Well, your talent. The way he describes your work is impressive.”

      “You think so?” Morgana never cared about my carving, only my reputation on the battlefield and in the bedroom. This pretense infuriates me. What game does the witch play?

      “Very much.”

      “Where is that piece you brought?” Bram asks me.

      I was so focused on exiting the terrifying automobile that I forgot it. “In your car.”

      Bram’s gaze bounces between me and Olivia, then back again.

      “Well, then. I’ll collect it. You two…get acquainted.”
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      In the shop’s silence, the door chime jangles with Bram’s departure. I start at the sound. But that isn’t what has my heart thudding.

      I can’t take my eyes off Marrok.

      Oh. My. God. He’s hot. Beyond hot, actually. Like rip-off-my-panties-and-beg hot. I can’t stop staring in wordless awe. His shaggy mane of inky hair and his neatly trimmed goatee frame a compelling face. Every inch of his six-foot-many body is a work of art. His inked, muscle-packed arms and his torso strain every seam of his black T-shirt deliciously. He doesn’t just look good, though. He has a presence so powerful that I’m almost afraid to breathe. His inscrutable gray eyes ringed by their dark fringe of lashes suck me in deeper. Everything about him haunts me.

      Especially since, mere hours ago, I had the most erotic dream of my life—about him.

      And holy cow, he’s staring at me as if he knows it. As if he’s aware of exactly what I look like naked, wet, and desperate for his touch.

      The longer he stares, the more flushed I feel. The achier and more aware I am of all the places that make me female. I know, without him even laying a finger on me, that he could sate me totally and utterly.

      Not that he’s interested. Men, especially prime specimens like Marrok, are never attracted to me.

      I’m not beautiful. Unusual or striking is how people usually describe me. My black hair, super pale skin, and odd violet eyes make me look like an extra from a Halloween spectacular. I even dress weirdly, according to my mom, like a cross between a bohemian and a ren-fair reject. And I’m plump. Put all that together, and it’s little wonder my track record with the opposite sex is nonexistent.

      Still, Marrok continues to stare. Nonstop. His mouth twists in a mysterious expression I wouldn’t call a smile. Something about the way he looks at me makes me feel as if he knows my every thought and enjoys making me nervous.

      Our silence stretches on. It doesn’t help that he flusters me so badly I can barely form words. Around him, I feel like a tongue-tied idiot.

      His opinion doesn’t matter. Forget this morning’s dream. He’s an artist. You own a fledgling gallery. He has product to consign. Work it out…

      My inner voice is pesky, but it’s right. A Touch of Magic has been my dream since I was a moody teenager. It was my mental beacon of hope every time my cold, overprotective mother burst through the door of our latest hovel and demanded I pack up to move again. I’m an adult now, and I want roots. A place to flourish and live. And I want that home in London.

      Despite the fact I’d never been to the UK, the minute I stepped off the plane from the States, I felt as if I’d come home. I’m not leaving. Plus, I’ve sunk every dime into my gallery. So if I want to keep the doors open, I have to stop mooning over the hot hunk and negotiate.

      “Nice to meet you, Marrok… I didn’t catch your last name.” I tremble as I stick out my hand.

      He glances at my outstretched fingers but doesn’t take them. “Marrok of Cadbury.”

      What kind of name is that? His alias as an artist? Something he invented because he hates whatever he was born with? Because he thought it sounded cool? Whatever.

      I lower my hand and force a smile. “Olivia Gray. I’m interested in carrying your carvings. You have talent that deserves attention. I could help you—while making you a tidy sum.”

      He raises a dark, disquieting brow. “Money interests me not.”

      “Prestige, then? Recognition. Like I said⁠—”

      “I do not seek recognition.” He steps closer, blocking me in behind the shop’s counter, and towers over me. If his aim is to intimidate me with his size…score. One of his biceps looks as thick as my thigh.

      But what he’s making me feel isn’t fear.

      I’ve never been so aware of a man. Of my nipples being hard under my blouse. Of my pussy being wet beneath my skirt. It’s hard to even look at him without wanting to melt against his wide chest.

      But we’re here for business, so I square my shoulders. “You must want something in exchange for your work. Tell me, and I’ll⁠—”

      “You know what I want.” His rough voice sounds dangerous. Demanding. Like a warning.

      Thrill spreads through my body. My reaction is as confusing as he is. “I don’t.”

      After refusing to shake my hand, Marrok breaches my personal space, clamping his thick fingers around my hips. His woodsy, wild scent envelops me. Desire jolts me like I’ve been lashed by a live wire. His touch is hot. Unsettling. And sexual.

      “Look at me,” Marrok insists.

      When did I start staring at the iron wall of his chest? Why am I not telling him to back away?

      As I blink up, my head snaps back. His stormy eyes capture my stare. And his expression makes one thing very clear.

      My lust isn’t one-sided.

      I go weak in the knees. Yeah, I always thought that was a silly cliché. But no. It’s the perfect description for being confronted by a man who’s the embodiment of my seductive fantasies watching me as if he’s plotting ways to get me naked and under him.

      He’s so close. My head tells me I should be afraid. Or at least annoyed. But I’m not. I feel only swoony desire—the kind that curls behind my clit and forces me to swallow back a moan.

      “Marrok?”

      “Aye.” His fingers tighten.

      He hauls me closer. Our bodies brush. More heat crashes through me. Is he…? Yes, hard as hell.

      Oh, god.

      I raise a shaking hand—to ward him off? To touch him in return? I’m not even sure. But when I settle my palm over his chest, he’s like living, breathing stone. His heart hammers. A wave of dizziness hits me. My knees threaten to go out from under me. I grab his shoulder to stay upright.

      He sidles even closer. Our chests brush. His warm breaths heat my tingling lips. My heart gallops. My skin sizzles.

      I’ve never felt anything like this.

      His grip tightens, fingers digging into my fleshy curves. Suddenly, I’m embarrassingly aware of every cheeseburger I’ve wolfed down for a quick dinner, every scone I’ve devoured to feel like a true Brit, and all the workouts I’ve missed because I’ve been busy getting my gallery off the ground. Since Marrok is super fit, he’s probably the kind of guy who loves a good thigh gap. Me and my thick legs are doomed to disappoint him.

      You would be so pretty if you just lost weight…

      I shove my mother’s critical voice out of my head and drag in a steadying breath. “Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Touching me.” Confusing me. “Don’t.”

      His mouth flattens to a dangerous slash. After a slight hesitation, he releases me and steps back.

      His spell over my senses lifts, but I still can’t breathe. I’m weirdly cold without his touch. I feel incomplete. And exhausted, as if the man stole all my energy the moment he let go.

      My imagination is in overdrive. I must be tired, since I didn’t go back to sleep after my erotic dream of him by the pond. Unfortunately, all attempts to satisfy myself before work were fruitless. Now I’m just torqued up. Looking at him only makes me ache for him more.

      “We’re discussing business.” I banish my inner, trembling virgin and go for no-nonsense professional. “I’m offering to sell your work and give you half the profits. That does not give you the right to put your hands on me.”

      Crossing his arms over his massive chest, Marrok dissects me with his stare. “Touching you was a mistake.”

      Of course he thinks that. Now that he’s had his hands on my hips and knows the extra pounds I’m hiding under this skirt, I hold a lot less appeal.

      But the me that loves fantasy of all kinds regrets that I didn’t have my way with this hot hunk at least once before he changed his mind…

      Get your head out of your panties, girl. “Then we agree? You’ll provide me your work, and I’ll give you half the profits?”

      The door chime sounds again. I whirl to find Bram strolling toward us, burlap bag in hand. “Found the carving. Looked all over the car, forgetting we stashed it in the boot.”

      Marrok doesn’t respond. Neither do I. I should inspect the carving and see if it’s up to the standard of his earlier work. But I can’t take my eyes off him. He’s staring right back, blazing fire at me. He exudes anger and something else—lust? I’m not sure. Whatever he’s feeling, it’s harsh and powerful.

      But why does he look so…bleak?

      “Is something wrong?” Bram asks.

      I clear my throat. “Marrok? My offer?”

      He leans in, his thick fingers curling around the counter on either side of my hips, caging me in. My heart skips more than a beat as he bends until our faces are inches apart. “I would rather bed down with the devil. I trust him more.”

      With disdain darkening his glare, Marrok pushes away, storms across the shop, and flings the door open wide. The chime dings, but the sound is drowned out by the frame crashing against the wall. I jump, gasping as he disappears as fast as his black boots will take him.

      I’m more crushed than I should be.

      Worse, I don’t understand what the hell just happened. Has he been shafted by a gallery owner before? Maybe his massive ego can’t tolerate the fact that I rebuffed him. Or maybe he resents that, even for a moment, he found me arousing.

      “That’s bloody odd.” Bram scowls. “What did you two argue about?”

      “I don’t know. Nothing.”

      He hands me the carving. “Take this. I’ll chat with him.”

      I open my mouth to tell Bram not to bother. If Marrok isn’t interested, he isn’t interested. Then I look at the whittled wood in my hand. A fawn. It’s so lifelike, I’m stunned. Its soulful eyes melt me. At any moment, I’m sure its legs will wobble as it learns to walk.

      Marrok’s talent…wow. And this is just a tiny slice.

      I close my mouth.

      The man might be a rude, unhinged asshole…but his work will thrill anyone who loves art. It doesn’t matter if he doesn’t like me. I’m used to artists’ quirks. I’ll work tirelessly until I earn his trust. I don’t have a choice. I need his carvings on my shelves…or my business will go under. Then how will I remain in the UK so I can pay the detective to find my father? Once I discover what motivates Marrok, I’ll work with him—no matter how difficult.

      “Perfect.” I paste on a smile for Bram. “I want to see him again, as soon as possible.”
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      “What the hell is the matter with you?” Bram barks, suddenly at my heels.

      Ignoring all the passersby, I turn on him, ready to unleash my wrath. I hate that civilized society demands I leave my sword behind. Bloody inconvenient when I need to skewer a devious wizard. “You knew. You fucking knew.”

      “That Olivia is a Le Fay? I did.”

      “Not just any Le Fay, Morgana in a different wrapping. You tricked me.” And every moment I stood near her, I burned to touch her. My desire raged, far stronger than the night I fucked her in the meadow. Stronger than in this morning’s dream. Stronger than anything I have ever felt.

      I hovered inches above that witch’s mouth and thought of naught but kissing her senseless before lifting her skirt, freeing my cock, plunging deep inside her, and staying until she cried out that she belongs to me.

      Impossible fantasy. Foolish lust. I cannot give in to her.

      “I don’t know that she is Morgana,” Bram insists. “She predates me, so other than painted likenesses, I’ve no idea what she looked like. And Olivia doesn’t have a full magical signature yet, so I can only see her bloodline.”

      “Magical signature?”

      “It’s…like her aura but specific to her magic. Well, the magic she’ll have once she transitions. Every witch or wizard has one, and they’re visible to anyone magical. Olivia’s is almost nonexistent. Since she isn’t yet twenty-five—the age a witch comes into her power—I’m not surprised. Until then, there’s not much to glean about her, except her lineage.”

      Or she’s Morgana craftily masking herself. “Pry into her mind as you did mine. Learn her true identity.”

      “With a casual touch, I can only read her passing thoughts. So unless she happens to be thinking that she isn’t Morgana, that exercise is pointless. I’m only able to read her mind thoroughly if our contact is…deeper.”

      I like not where this is going. “Meaning?”

      Bram clears his throat. “The deeper the touch, the deeper I can delve into her mind. So if I was fucking her…”

      He could discern her life story.

      I have known enough wizards through the centuries to know that is not a common skill.

      Letting Bram tumble the deceitful witch for information should appeal, but the very notion of Bram’s hands on her makes me violent. I hate her with every breath in my body…yet Morgana in her new form fires my blood like no other.

      Why?

      I grab his shirt in my fists with a growl. “You will not lay a finger on her.”

      “I hadn’t planned to. Lovely girl…but we’re merely friends. Besides, if I mated with her, I might lose my Privileged status.”

      Frowning, I release him. “Because she is untransitioned?”

      “Because she is Le Fay. A couple of hundred years ago, the last known descendant of her bloodline supported Mathias.”

      “So the entire clan was deemed undesirable?” And marrying into such a family would be political suicide for a wizard who prides himself on his pedigree and his Council seat.

      “Not precisely, but I wouldn’t want to gamble on the Council’s reaction to such a mating. They have long memories. However, since I haven’t been remotely compelled to Call—um, propose, in human terms—to Olivia…”

      “I know the ritual.” Centuries ago, the last time I employed magickind’s help in ending my curse, I witnessed a mating. “Wizards require an instinct to Call?”

      “We don’t need one. Whether you mean the vows or not, they’re binding. But wizards instinctively know their mates—” He shakes his head. “We’re getting off track. This is about Olivia. There’s nothing between us.”

      I let out a sigh of relief I regret the instant my breath leaves my lips. The woman, other than to free me from this curse, matters not. “Have you never shaken hands with her? When you met, perhaps? Could you discern nothing more of her?”

      “Our incidental contact reaffirmed everything she’s told me. She’s twenty-three, from the States, is looking for her absent father, and…” Bram cocks his head. “After the way you behaved with her, I’m not certain I trust you with the rest.”

      I grip his shirt again. “Tell me.”

      Bram raises a brow. “That tone may have worked in the Dark Ages, but⁠—”

      “When I lose patience, I get violent.”

      He sighs. “Olivia is convinced she’s unattractive.”

      Now I have no doubt the woman’s persona is a ruse. Morgana could make most any man crave her. “Olivia” should feel the same since her beauty is incomparable, far exceeding even Morgana’s.

      “I know that look. You don’t believe me.” Bram sounds annoyed as he shoves my fists away and tries brushing the wrinkles from his shirt.

      “I do not believe her.”

      “You think she’s fooling me? I admit I would know far more about her if I had…ahem, probed her, but I usually reserve prying into a woman’s mind for reading her fantasies and learning precisely how to unravel her body. Helpful trick, that.” Bram flashes his signature grin. “I spent a great deal of time developing the skill.”

      I care naught about his magical bedroom games. “Stay out of Morgana’s head or you will answer to me.”

      “Marrok, I don’t think she is Morgana. Why would her signature be so weak? My grandfather’s writings say everyone could see her coming from miles away—literally. All molten purple and iridescent.”

      “Regardless, by your own admission, the last time you saw any Le Fay alive and walking was hundreds of years ago.”

      Bram nodded, conceding the point. “But her son took human lovers by the hundreds who bore children. It’s possible⁠—”

      “But equally probable that she disguises herself. There have long been rumors that Morgana could shape-shift. Perhaps she made herself into a young witch and muted her signature.”

      “Normally, I would say that’s not possible, especially since my grandfather exiled her. But we are talking about Morgana. If she’s back and trying to lure you into her life again, she can only want one thing…”
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      Bram means the Book of Doomsday. It was once Morgana’s greatest source of power. When Merlin banished her centuries ago, the book mysteriously locked itself.

      It remains latched tight to this day.

      “After all, the Doomsday Diary has extraordinary powers,” Bram ventures.

      I neither confirm nor deny his statement, but the wizard speaks true. Over the past centuries, I have been unable to open, shred, deface, or destroy the book. No matter what I do, the little volume regenerates within moments, humming with power again. How can an object retain so much magic so long after its mistress has supposedly left this earthly realm?

      Bram’s face hardens. “I know you have it. Save yourself the coming agony and give it to me. I will protect it.”

      “Piss off.” My long strides eat up the pavement.

      Bram follows. “I want to help. Not that I think you’ll ever ask for it.”

      “Wise man.”

      He jumps in front of me, forcing me to stop or collide with the bastard. “Move.”

      He ignores me. “The book should be guarded by magickind. If it falls into the wrong hands, it could mean the destruction of every witch, wizard, and youngling. You don’t have the ability to protect it.”

      Fifteen centuries as the book’s guardian says otherwise. I need it—and the Le Fay witch to unlock it—in order to end my eternal curse. Once I have, I might consider giving it to Bram…right after a blue moon on the twelfth of never when hell freezes over.

      “If Morgana reacquires the Doomsday Diary, she’ll embark on centuries of suffering and torture. But if my vision comes true, and Mathias manages to steal it⁠—”

      “More of the same?”

      “With an excess of rape. At least consider it. Please,” he mutters.

      I grunt and follow him to his vehicle, reluctantly sliding into the sports car and clenching my fists. God’s balls, I hate these contraptions. Where is a fine steed when I have need to travel from point A to point B? Since Bram’s driving would give even the stoutest warrior a heart attack, I buckle my seat belt.

      He raises a golden brow. “You can’t die. Why bother?”

      “You do not drive a great deal, do you?”

      “No,” Bram admits wryly. “I prefer teleporting.”

      “It shows.”

      He tosses back his golden head and laughs. “Two jokes from you in one day. I might pass out from the shock.”

      “Unfortunately, you will recover.”

      After the engine roars to life, the strains of a harsh alternative rock song shake the interior. A raspy-voiced male grinds out a suggestive chorus that makes me wince as Bram drives away from the curb in not just any car, but a red Ferrari 296 GTB. Nothing subtle about magic’s golden boy.

      “’Tis a very elaborate vehicle for someone who loathes driving.”

      “When I must, why not do it in style?”

      “You can appear and disappear at your leisure. Why own a car?”

      “When I need to take a certain taciturn immortal to London, does he want me teleporting him?”

      “By God’s blood, nay!”

      Bram grins. “Besides, humans get agitated when we pop in and out. Not a great way to keep magickind a secret…”

      “Can you turn down that racket?” I gesture to the sleek car stereo.

      He scowls. “The music rocks.”

      “It makes my head pound. How can you think with that shouting rattling about your ears?”

      “You’re such an old man.” Bram turns the volume down—a little.

      At a red light, he levels me with a stare of such gravity I’m instantly on alert. “Mathias’s resurrection is coming. We must take action. The MacKinnetts are certain I’m manufacturing Mathias’s return for my own political gain and that being Privileged means no one would dare harm them.”

      Such arrogance is mind-boggling. “Do they not care about the girl, Auropha?”

      “Oh, they care very much. Upon her transition, she is to mate with Tynan O’Shea. The very advantageous alliance will unite the offspring of two Councilmen and cement a powerful voting block.” His tone sounds less than thrilled.

      Arranged marriages are hardly a new concept. In Camelot, most of wealth married for money and power. I should hardly be surprised that magickind is the same. “Will this voting block work against your interests?”

      “It may make passing necessary resolutions more difficult.” Gunning the sleek vehicle, Bram screeches away from the green light. “Let’s focus on the book. Our most important task is to protect it. Magickind, perhaps even mankind, is at stake.”

      Of course Bram throws in my race, too, hoping to give me a personal stake—and a reason to care—about his crusade. Tricky sod…

      “The possibility of Mathias returning is troubling. However, if ’tis information about the book you seek, ‘Ms. Gray’ will know far more than anyone. But be careful. Morgana’s magic is not to be trifled with. Then again, could the same not be said of yours?”

      “I can’t thwart a millennia-old power alone, and I’d rather not tangle with Morgana. My grandfather’s dealings with her would predispose her to dislike me. And as his writings point out, she is one scary bitch.”

      So Merlin’s pedigreed grandson fears Morgana, too? ’Tis hardly a comfort. Would that I had never lain with that she-devil…

      “But, as I said, I don’t think Olivia is Morgana. What the hell happened between you two earlier? I walked in, and the tension… A knife couldn’t have cut that. Why did you insult her and storm out.”

      “Temporary insanity. I will fix the situation.” If I want to end my curse, then I have no choice. “In case she is Morgana, I need some means of neutralizing her. I cannot risk her hexing me again. As much as I abhor immortality, spending the rest of eternity as a toad or something equally loathsome appeals even less.”

      Watching the traffic intently, Bram taps the steering wheel with his thumb in time to another head-banging alternative tune. “My grandfather left a few trinkets in my possession, one in particular he designed just for her. Something with a laggagh stone. You can make use of it.”

      Sometimes, magickind may as well speak Latin. “What mean you?”

      “I’m not as good with the old language as I should be. Short attention span for dull subjects.” He sighs. “According to Merlin’s notes, the laggagh stone will weaken her. The minute it touches her, the gem will block her magic and slowly absorb her energy. But there are side effects.”

      “Unpleasant for her?” I hope.

      “Decidedly.”

      “I want it.” Why should I care if I cause Morgana pain after the fifteen centuries of hell she has wreaked upon me?

      Bram slants me a harsh stare. “Be careful. If I’m wrong and Olivia is, in fact, Morgana, even with the bracelet she will be a dangerous adversary. And since she cursed you with the diary, I have no doubt you’ll refuse to hand it over until you’ve exhausted all hope of ending her charming little hex.”

      “I never said I have the book.”

      Bram shoots me a tight smile and shoves something into my hand. “Pretend you don’t, then. If you change your mind or realize—smartly, I might add—that you need my help, toss this in the air and call my name.”

      I stare at the object in my palm. “This is a rock. Are you mad?”

      “Don’t wait long,” he warns. “We’re running out of time.”
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