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      Lucien dug his fingers into the flesh of his neck, grasping the jagged end of a three-inch-long werewolf claw. He yanked it out, grimacing. A mere fraction of an inch to the left, and the werewolf would have severed his spinal cord.

      “You should turn that into a necklace,” Charlie suggested. He was kneeling on the grass next to the limp body of the werewolf who had attacked Lucien. “Definitely dead. That was some move you pulled.”

      Lucien held up the bloodied claw in front of him. Light from the half-moon hanging in the night sky made his blood dripping from the tip look more black than red. “He took me by surprise. What’s a werewolf doing in a vampire den, anyway?”

      “Good question,” Charlie replied, flipping the hair out of his eyes. Lucien couldn’t understand how he could fight without being able to see properly. That was why Lucien kept his hair short.

      Rick walked out of the darkened house behind them and pointed at the bloodied claw. “You going to keep that?”

      “You want it?” Lucien offered it to him.

      “Thanks, man!” Rick snatched it and walked back to the truck, pushing up his glasses as he went. Being a vampire, Rick had perfect vision, but he always wore them, saying they made him look like a nice person.

      As it turned out, Rick was a nice person, though a bit obnoxious at times. He was one of the many vampire recruits Lucien’s brother, Aiden, had tried to lure in with his deadly plan of unleashing a plague upon the earth, but Rick had doubts. Lucien convinced him to fly back to the States and learn more from Charlie about the Deific, an organization that fights the true evils in the world. He was surprised when Rick actually did it. By nature, vampires were typically bloodthirsty creatures who loved violence, but not Rick. The blood and gore often made him ill.

      Lucien stepped over the fatty remains of a vampire. He had killed four of them tonight with his bare hands. It had felt good to take his anger out on something. Fighting was all he had left.

      He looked back at the rundown home where they had found the vampires and the lone werewolf. It was a house at the end of a cul-de-sac, set back a ways from the road. Overgrown trees and shrubs hid their inner horrors from the rest of the world.

      Charlie came up behind him. “You didn’t even ask them, Lucien. You must give everyone a chance to learn another way.”

      “Did you not see the human leg on the floor? These vampires were too far gone.”

      “There might have been one vampire. The wolf even. They’re not known for being especially violent.”

      “None of it matters." He hated Charlie’s rule. Ever since Lucien had convinced Rick to switch sides, Charlie had it in his head that others could turn away from their naturally dark tendencies, but Lucien knew how unlikely that was.

      “You scare me sometimes,” Charlie said, eyeing him sideways. “Eve wouldn’t like the man you’re becoming.”

      Every part of Lucien flexed, and he practically snarled. Charlie should know better than to bring up her name.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” Charlie’s mouth closed, and his eyebrows drew together in concentration. “There’s another vampire.”

      “Where?” Lucien asked, itching for another fight.

      Charlie squinted and glanced around as if trying to hone in on a target. He was a powerful psychic, one with the ability to not only sense things unseen but also often see the future.

      Behind the house. In a shed, maybe? Whatever it is, a vampire’s hiding in it.”

      Lucien sprinted around the small home, nearly losing his shoe in a puddle of mud.

      “Wait!” Charlie called.

      Charlie’s footsteps pounded after him, but Lucien was too fast. He stopped near the back porch and tuned into his vampire senses. A broken swing set butted up against an old fence at the rear of the yard, and on the other side was a plastic kiddie pool with dirty water in its center.

      There was no shed that Lucien could see, but he zeroed in on a doghouse, sniffing the air. A predatory smile spread across his face. He crouched low and leaped into the air. He crashed on top of the doghouse roof, shattering wood into a thousand pieces.

      A vampire scurried out from within the debris. He was a mangy-looking thing with long, stringy hair and bones nearly poking out from his skin. His face was sallow, and his eyes glowed an eerie yellow. Had he ingested something besides blood? Drugs weren’t just addictive to humans. Vampires could indulge in them, too, at higher doses.

      I should put him out of his misery. That’s what he thought, but deep down, he knew he just wanted to fight. He scoped the area for a means to do so. Leaning against a nearby tree was a weathered rake. He kicked at it, snapping it in two, and picked up the jagged handle.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Lucien asked the vampire, who was still scrambling across the lawn on all fours like a frightened puppy, his eyes darting back and forth.

      “I’m a good boy,” the vampire mutt assured. “A good boy. Not a vampire, a dog. Ruff!”

      Charlie rounded the corner and came to a stop near Lucien. “What in the? Is he high?”

      “Either that or crazy.” Lucien inched toward him as if not to startle him.

      “Try and talk to him first,” Charlie whispered. “He might not be one of the bad ones.”

      “But he is one of the crazy ones,” Lucien muttered. They were just as dangerous.

      The mutt turned in a circle as if chasing his tail. After two spins, he stopped and sniffed the air. His head slowly turned in Lucien’s direction, and he growled.

      “Down, boy,” Lucien said, his voice calm. “I just want to rip your head off.”

      The mutt’s expression went from crazy to calm in the blink of an eye. He took his time standing up, stretching to his full height, which was a few inches taller than Lucien’s. He held out his hands and unfolded each finger one at a time; his long, sharpened nails were filled with dirt and grime.

      Lucien tightened his grip on the wooden rake handle.

      “Have you heard of Boaz?” Charlie asked him.

      He cocked his head.

      “Bo-az,” Lucien repeated, enunciating each syllable slowly.

      The corner of the mutt’s mouth twitched and spread into a smile. “The Devil’s Soldier. May he kill every human he touches.”

      Lucien sprang from the ground and swung an open-clawed hand at the mutt’s face. His nails caught the side of his cheek just as the mutt turned away. Lucien swung his other fist, but the mutt caught it.

      The vampire was surprisingly strong for his thin frame. He twisted Lucien’s arm until Lucien’s shoulder almost popped from the joint. Lucien took hold of the mutt’s shirt and jerked him to the ground, but the mutt took Lucien with him.

      Lucien arched his back and kicked up to his feet. The mutt glanced behind him toward a never-ending forest and then back at Lucien as if trying to decide whether or not to fight. Lucien decided for him.

      It wasn’t a fair fight. Lucien realized this when the mutt’s cheekbone caved in beneath Lucien’s fist on only the second punch.  But Lucien didn’t stop. He jumped on top of him and continued to rain down punches with a desire to break every bone in his body. Lucien’s anger burned deep, and the only way to keep the fire from consuming him was to release it physically.

      Eve was dead.

      Every second of every day, he saw her stepping off the cliff, heard her bones shattering against the rocks, and smelled her blood permeating the air. All because of Boaz.

      “Lucien!” Charlie had his shoulders and was attempting to pull himself off the mutt. “Stop!”

      Lucien shoved him back and snarled. He turned back to the bloodied, crushed face of the vampire mutt and raised his fist. Charlie tackled him, knocking him to the side.

      “You have to stop!” Charlie yelled in his face.

      Rick, who must’ve been watching the whole time, picked up the broken rake handle from the ground and jabbed it into the mutt’s heart. His body burst into ashes; they hissed and smoked into the air.

      Lucien’s chest heaved up and down, and he returned Charlie’s heated stare. “He deserved it.”

      Charlie moved off him and stood. “No one deserves a beating like that. Besides, he knew Boaz. You ruined our first chance at finding him.”

      “You have some serious mental issues,” Rick said to Lucien.

      Lucien came to his feet and shrugged his jacket back onto his shoulders. Every part of him still burned with a desire to destroy. He felt it all the way to his fingertips and in the darkest parts of his mind. He wanted to consume everything around him, make it feel the pain that racked him continually.

      He inhaled deeply, his hands balled tight. The darkness inside him was dangerous. He knew that, but anger was better than feeling overwhelming grief.

      “We miss her, too,” Charlie said, his voice gentle.

      Lucien tightened his lips. He had to get out of here. He glanced up at the night sky and sprang upward, his body bursting into a cloud of smoke.

      Flying high among the blackest of black, he would burn out the rest of his anger, at least for a while. But the rage would return. It always did. Only Boaz’s blood would be enough to satisfy his fury.
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      Eve took hold of the bottom of the chair she sat on and closed her eyes tightly. I can do this. Focus.

      “Keep your eyes open,” Dmitri commanded.

      Eve’s eyelids fluttered wide. Dmitri was sitting opposite her, only a couple of feet away. His matted gray hair pressed against his forehead with sweat, and his round face was red. Sometimes, she wondered if these training exercises were harder on him than they were on her.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She tightened her lips and gave a quick nod.

      An invisible force pressed against her chest, attempting to claw and scrape its way inside her. She concentrated hard, staring Dmitri in the eyes. She would not let him in, not this time.

      A few more seconds …

      Eve ground her teeth together, straining against the intense pain searing her skin. Dmitri’s mind was nearly inside hers. If he came any closer, he’d be able to take her magic and use it for himself. Her whole body began to shake, and she grunted.

      Dmitri didn’t look much better. His eyes vibrated within their sockets, and sweat dripped from his face. By the looks of it, he was close to breaking, too.

      Eve decided to try something new. Instead of using up the last of her energy trying to block his mental attack, she chose to fight back. She sucked in, then mentally pushed outward with everything she had. Dmitri’s eyes widened, and his body slumped into the chair. The invisible force pressing against her dropped, and she leaned forward, gasping for air.

      “You did it,” Dmitri breathed, struggling to find his breath.

      She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “I wasn’t quick enough, though.”

      “But it’s a good start, especially considering you were in a coma four weeks ago.”

      Eve rubbed the back of her neck, remembering how disorientating it had been to wake up in a place that she had no memory of going to. Her only thought when she’d jumped from the cliff to escape Boaz was to go to a place that could help her. And even when she had bounced off the sharp rock face, her bones shattering into pieces, she had still kept her mind centered on one single thought: help. That’s how she found herself within the walls of a small monastery just outside Paris, one of the last of its kind.

      Dmitri was a witch, like her, but had left the supernatural world decades earlier to live a life of solitude. Then Eve had arrived, fulfilling a premonition he’d had of her almost a year earlier. Dmitri knew just what to do with her.

      “Thanks, Dmitri. For everything.” She didn’t want to think about where she would be without him.

      Dmitri gathered his long robe and stood from his chair. “You’re strong. Stronger than I ever was. And now that you know how to protect your magic, you’ve finished the first part of your plan. It’s time.”

      “I don’t know. It still feels too soon.”

      He walked across the bamboo flooring and opened the door. A gust of cold air rushed in from the underground stone hallway. She couldn’t understand why he chose to live in the basement; there were plenty of rooms upstairs, but Dmitri insisted it was more peaceful beneath the earth. That was a theory she could easily debate, seeing how she had been buried alive by her parents years earlier when she wouldn’t give them what they wanted: her magic. Being underground was anything but peaceful.

      “That’s because you’ve been out of the game,” Dmitri reminded her, “and you’ve been neglecting your other powers with all this training. It’s time to focus on putting everything together.”

      She followed him out and down the long stone corridor. Cold seeped through her thin robe. “What do you suggest?”

      “I want you to go to the city tonight and use your ability to help others. Like you used to. Basically, I want you to use the gifts you had before your accident.”

      “All of them?”

      He looked pointedly at her. “All of them.”

      Eve swallowed the growing lump in her throat. He was talking specifically about going to see Lucien while in a dream-like sleep. It’s not that she didn’t want to see Lucien — she did with every fiber of her soul — but she was afraid of the consequences. The only thing she had going for her right now was the fact that Boaz thought she was dead. She couldn’t handle being hunted by him again. This time, she wanted to be the hunter.

      When she’d first awakened from the coma and physically felt well enough, she had gone to visit Lucien in her dreams, but she discovered he wasn’t alone. There were witches he wasn’t aware of watching him from the shadows. Most likely, they were following him on Boaz’s orders to look for any signs that Eve had survived. They probably had even put some spell around him, too, to monitor his emotions. Surely they would notice a difference in his demeanor had he known she was alive and alert Boaz.

      It nearly broke her to see how Lucien had changed in just a few short months. There was an uncontrolled rage in his eyes that frightened her. She only hoped that when he found out the truth about her, he’d let go of the burning anger that was visible even in the way he walked.

      She returned to her small room on the second floor and sat on the narrow bed. Other than an antique wooden wardrobe for her clothing, there was no furniture or objects on the walls. The room’s simplicity helped her focus on what needed to be done: destroy Boaz. She would do as Dmitri asked and go to Paris tonight. If it would help her accomplish her goal, she would do anything.

      The last time she visited the city was with Boaz a few years ago. It was a time when she thought she was happy. Not only was she in a relationship that she thought was loving, but she was also extremely powerful. Or so she believed. It wasn’t until later that she learned Boaz had secretly been sucking magic from her and her entire time with Boaz had been an illusion, one masked by evil’s dark nature. Lucien had unveiled Boaz’s deceit.

      Going to Paris was going to be difficult, though, being around all those people and the noise. But if she was ever going to move on to part two of her plan, she needed to follow Dmitri’s instructions to the letter. Her subconscious had taken her to him for a reason.

      She opened the doors of the wardrobe and removed a pair of jeans and a plain T-shirt. She slid the tan robe off her shoulders and stepped out of the only clothing she’d worn for the last two months. Clothing was kept to a minimum within the monastery; most only wore tan or black robes. She pulled the white t-shirt over her head and zipped up the jeans. The clothing felt tight, and she missed the freedom the robes provided.

      There was one last thing she needed to do before leaving the monastery. Within its walls, she was protected from anyone who might try to find her location by using magic, but the second she stepped foot away from the monastery, she could be tracked.

      She closed her eyes and concentrated on her entire body. Even the smallest details, like the freckle on her third knuckle, until pressure built up around her. She focused on that pressure and thought the word pallium over and over until the spell was complete. She would be protected now from anyone trying to find her with magic, including Boaz and Lucien. It broke her heart to block Lucien, but as long as he was being watched, she had to keep her identity a secret.

      After running a brush through her long hair and sucking in a deep breath, she left her room. She passed a few people along the way. Not really people per se: one of them was a werewolf, and the other two were fae. The monastery housed those who belonged to the Ames de la Terra, supernaturals who yearned to live another way, one free from the seductive call of power and greed. In the human world, one might call this place a luxury retreat, a place where they could go to escape the stress and pressure of the “real” world. If humans only knew about supernaturals, their whole definition of stress would change.

      While she was at the monastery, Eve learned the Ames de la Terra also had a facility in Rouen, Louisiana. She was glad her subconscious hadn’t taken her there to heal. It might’ve been too close to Lucien, and he could’ve sensed her.

      Eve stopped in the library on her way out. The walls were covered in shelves from ceiling to floor, each of them crammed full of books. Dmitri rested in his usual spot by the window, reading his usual small book. She had never seen him read anything else.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      He set the book down carefully, his hand lingering over the cover. “I see the clothes fit.”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      He stood up. “I will drive you in.”

      “Really? I’d like that.”

      “I want to be there for you.”

      She followed him outside. The sun was setting on the monastery, bathing it in a warm, honey-kissed light. It was nearing the end of summer in France, and yet flowers were still in full bloom. They had been planted everywhere on the grounds, and they gave the air a sweet aroma. She would miss this place when she finally left for good.

      Dmitri started the engine of a small vehicle that barely fit both of them. It was a big deal having him take her into the city. It was something he didn’t enjoy doing, a complaint he often verbalized, and so she was surprised, yet grateful, that he had offered.

      He drove the car down a long, bumpy private lane that wound through a heavily wooded forest. The monastery was well concealed if people didn’t know what to look for.

      Dmitri glanced at her sideways. “I never told you, but I met Boaz once.”

      “You did?”

      “It was about six years ago before I came here. I was at the worst point in my life, deep into black magic. I thought I was untouchable.”

      Eve knew the feeling.

      “It was at an underground bar in Coast City when Boaz first approached me. I was enamored with him. He was the epitome of everything I wanted.” His jaw muscles flexed and then relaxed. “Boaz asked me to join him in a back room with several other Supernaturals. It was a place only for the Elite. I didn’t question why I’d been invited. In my mind, it’s where I belonged because I was powerful.”

      He fell silent, his chest rising and falling slowly.

      Eve waited a few seconds before she asked, “What happened?”

      “Boaz and his friends jumped me the moment I walked into the room. They held me down in the center of the floor inside a pentagram. Boaz said some words in a language I didn’t know, and then, all of a sudden, it felt like my soul was being ripped from my body. He took everything I had, all my powers and strength. When the ceremony was finished, he stabbed me in the stomach while his friends laughed.”

      Dmitri’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “I survived, but that event made me realize how naïve I’d been. I ran in the same circles with the greediest of creatures, and somehow, I thought I was immune to their natural tendencies. I thought I was better than them. That is what almost killed me and would’ve killed me had I not discovered a different way.”

      Eve reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

      “The reason I’m telling you this is because I don’t want you to underestimate Boaz and those he associates with. You can’t trust any of them, no matter what they say. They don’t have an ounce of good in them and wouldn’t recognize it if they did. Boaz has to be stopped, though. Stick to the plan. Surround yourself with people who can help, people you can trust.”

      Eve leaned her head against the cool glass window. He was right, of course, but the timing had to be perfect before she returned to the Deific, the only organization she knew of that kept out-of-control supernaturals in check. Too soon, and she could ruin everything.

      “How did you learn to take someone’s magic?” she asked.

      It was a question she had wanted to ask for a long time. Few witches possessed this ability; she herself had only obtained it in an act of desperation to escape Boaz. Just before she had stepped from the Cliffs of Moher, she had taken some of Lucien’s power, knowing she would need the added strength to transport her away from Ireland. Truth be told, she didn’t think she would’ve been able to do it with anyone other than Lucien. The connection between them was powerful.

      “After what Boaz did to me,” Dmitri said, “I came here to recover, both mentally and physically. It took months, but as soon as my strength and magic returned, I focused all my abilities on one thing: learning to block someone’s attempt at taking my powers. It was a great witch who taught me, but she has since passed on. With this new skill came the ability to also take someone’s magical abilities, if I so wanted, which I never did. For the last several years, I’ve had no use for magic, but then you came here with your tale, and I knew I was meant to help you.”

      “Who was the witch who helped you?”

      The corners of Dmitri’s mouth turned up. “She was your aunt. Your mother’s sister, Ellenore Whitmore. She ran away from home and came to the monastery when she was barely eighteen.” Dmitri cleared his throat. “The battles you’ve faced between good and evil don’t surprise me. It’s clear that both extremes run in your family.”

      Eve leaned back into the seat. All this history she never knew. But the most important was yet to be uncovered. How were Lucien, Eve, and Henry, the founders of the Deific, all tied to Boaz? Henry had once said he’d tell her when the time was right. That time had to be close at hand.

      They remained silent the rest of the way to Paris. The full moon had risen into the sky, big and daunting. It wasn’t that Eve was scared to use her abilities the way she used to, but she was more nervous about whether she still could. Every ounce of her strength had gone into trying to block Dmitri’s attacks. She only hoped it hadn’t taken away from her other abilities.

      Dmitri parked next to a closed coffee shop. “Walk three blocks that way, and you will be in the Oberkampf district. You’ll find plenty of people to work with there. And I want you to wear this.” He reached behind her seat and pulled out a stylish black hat. “Just to provide a little more anonymity in case you let your guard down.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” Eve assured him, but she still pulled the hat over her head. The one thing she couldn’t do was let anyone recognize her. That was why she was using magic to help her go unnoticed. People would see her, but they wouldn’t really see her.

      “I’ll wait here. Take all the time you need.” He pulled out his special book, the one she always saw him with.

      Eve opened the car door and closed it behind her. The air was warm with a slight breeze. She walked toward the sounds of Paris nightlife: people laughing, music playing, horns blaring.

      Just before she turned into the city’s center, she stepped off to the side, hidden beneath an awning. She needed to invoke all of her powers, using the techniques Dmitri had taught her. Focusing on her heart, the source of all her power, she thought of the friendships she’d made over the last year, of the experiences that had helped her grow, and specifically of her love for Lucien. A deep burning ignited inside her, stronger than it had ever been before, and spread to the rest of her.

      Her eyes opened. She was ready.

      Time passed quickly as she walked the streets using her magic to interact with others. It took some time before she was able to recognize every prompting, but soon she was able to discern the smallest thing: a lone woman contemplating suicide and another woman who had recently lost a child. She was able to help them both. She even got into a fight at a restaurant to prevent a man from harming his brother, something that would’ve haunted him for years. She’d forgotten how much she loved using magic this way, and how it helped soothe her own raw heart.

      She glanced at the time. Almost three hours had passed. Confident that her abilities were still functioning properly, some of them even having gained strength, she turned down the street where Dmitri was parked. She stopped abruptly. Something tugged on her senses, something dark, something alluring. It was an attraction she hadn’t felt for a very long time.

      She pushed the feeling aside, recognizing it was not an attraction she should entertain, and followed the source of the distress into a crowded bar. Most of the bar’s dim light came from the many neon signs hanging on the walls, and music blared from speakers in the corners.

      The prickly sensation grew stronger the closer she drew to the back of the room, where there was a row of crowded pool tables. Her attention focused on three average-looking people, two men and one woman. They appeared to be in their twenties, likely college students.

      Eve wrinkled her nose. Something felt wrong. What was she missing?

      One of the men, a blond-haired fellow, leaned in and touched the woman’s hand, the one holding a glass of wine. Both of them laughed. The other male, a black-haired man, leaned away, a dark expression mirroring the room’s many shadows. Power pulsed from him in great waves. It spread across the air, blanketing it as if it were a spider’s web. He was definitely a supernatural, but what kind?

      Eve focused on his movements, blocking all outside stimuli. His gaze didn’t shift as he looked about the room, but glided more like the way an eel slips through water. His chest rose and fell. Eve counted. She reached forty-five seconds before he took another breath. Everything about him was too calculated. A cold chill scraped up her spine. This man was a vampire.

      She should’ve left then, but she sensed the woman was in danger. Eve stepped closer.

      The vampire’s eyes turned toward her, as if he, too, could sense another’s power within the crowded room. Eve tensed as his slippery gaze passed over her. Seen, but unseen.

      She relaxed and positioned herself behind the vampire, her back to him. Because music was playing loudly, she could barely hear their conversation, but it sounded like the two men had just met the woman. The blond man wasn’t a supernatural, but Eve sensed his desire for control in the way he spoke to her. Every word held a threatening note.

      The woman lifted the glass to her lips. That’s when Eve’s witchy intuition finally kicked in. The drink had been spiked. This woman was going to be raped and murdered if Eve didn’t do something fast.

      Eve spun around and reached for the glass. The vampire spun around, startling her. With only a split second to decide, Eve whispered a command. The glass flew from the woman’s hands and shattered against the wooden floor.

      It was a stupid thing to have done in front of a vampire. She knew that before his hand clamped around her throat and long fangs filled his mouth. He shoved her into the darkest shadow of the room.

      He leaned into her and ran his cold nose up the length of her neck, inhaling deeply. “Witches smell so good, but they taste even better.”

      His fangs moved toward her neck. Eve struggled beneath his grip but couldn’t break free.

      Do something!

      Eve didn’t mean to, but she thought of Lucien in that moment, a strong and powerful thought. It escaped from her body, traveling fast.
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      Lucien kicked in the door of another rundown house on another dead-end street. They had raided so many vampire nests lately that they were beginning to look the same.  Even the inside looked similar with old and often broken couches, stained walls, and torn carpet. Not many vampires, especially new ones, cared about where they slept.

      One of them darted by him, now attempting to muscle his way outside, but Lucien punched the vampire’s face, shattering his jaw. The vampire fell backward. Lucien caught him by his throat before he hit the ground. Lucien bet that if he squeezed hard enough, he could pop off the vampire’s head like the cork from a wine bottle.

      “Not yet!” Charlie yelled, hurrying through the broken front door. “We have to ask him.”

      “A waste of words.” Lucien raised his fist again, but Charlie stopped him.

      “Just ask,” he pushed.

      Lucien closed his eyes, then opened them again. To the vampire, he asked through his teeth, “Is there any part of you that wants to do good?”

      The vampire spat blood-tinged saliva into Lucien’s face. “Go to hell.”

      “Now you can kill him,” Charlie said.

      Lucien snapped his neck and dropped the vampire to the floor. Before he could wake, Lucien plunged a stake into his heart.

      “Who else is in here?” Charlie asked, his gun-like weapon held at eye level.

      “One already escaped out the back.” Lucien cocked his head to the side. “And one’s hiding in a closet. Back bedroom.”

      Charlie hurried down the darkened hall while Lucien dusted himself off. Vamp dust was the worst to get out, especially from his hair. The manager of the hotel Lucien owned, Ronald, once asked him if he had a dandruff problem after returning from a kill. Lucien wanted to show him what it really was, but then he would be out a manager.

      A series of clicks echoed from behind the wall. Lucien’s head snapped up.  He recognized that sound. Charlie was almost to the closet, but what Charlie couldn’t hear was a crossbow being loaded from within.

      “Charlie!” Lucien yelled and ran down the hall.

      Charlie opened the closet door just as Lucien entered the bedroom. Lucien shoved him out of the way just as a wooden dagger came flying out. It pierced Lucien in the back of the right shoulder, and he fell forward into the opposite wall. He reached behind him, but couldn’t quite grasp it to pull it out.

      Charlie’s face paled, but he quickly recovered and aimed his weapon at the vampire who was scrambling out of the room. A blast of electricity left the gun. It hit the vampire in his legs, and he fell to the ground shaking uncontrollably. Charlie drove a stake through his heart.

      He turned around, panting hard. “Are you okay?”

      “Get this thing out of me,” Lucien growled. “It hurts like a mother fucker.”

      Charlie came over and jerked the stake free. Lucien grunted in pain.

      “I think you’re finally getting sweet on me,” Charlie said.

      Lucien walked by him, rubbing the back of his shoulder. “What are you talking about?”

      “You just saved my life.”

      “Only because human bodies don’t clean up as nicely as a vamps.” Lucien walked outside and sniffed the air. The full moon hung high above him in a clear sky. Eve would have liked the moon tonight.

      Charlie joined him on the front lawn.

      “I can’t tell which direction the vampire went,” Lucien said, disappointed.

      “Shit. We really needed to question one of them.”

      “Why? We’ve destroyed five vampire nests within the last three weeks, and not a single one knew Boaz. This isn’t working.” Lucien walked down the street to Charlie’s car. Since he had lost his temper last time, he had been more careful to keep his rage in check, at least in front of Charlie and Rick.

      “Then what do you suggest we do?” Charlie asked.

      Lucien said nothing, even after they got into the car and headed back to the Deific. As much fun as these never-ending vampire-killing sprees were, they needed to find a lead on Boaz.

      Maybe if Lucien had kept some contacts among supernaturals, he might have had a place to go to for information, but up until a year ago, he was a lone vampire with no connections to the outside world, and he’d been like that for over a hundred years.

      But then Eve had found him.

      An ache seared his heart. He leaned forward as if the movement might help ease the pain. He missed her so much. The only thing keeping him going was knowing that someday he would avenge her death.

      “Isn’t there anyone you know? Even from two hundred years ago?”

      Lucien straightened and leaned back into the seat, pretending the hole in his chest wasn’t eating away at him. “There is one vampire I could reach out to who has probably stayed more connected to my kind than I have. I’ll have to do some digging to track her down.”

      “Her name?”

      He paused, thinking of the female vampire. He’d only associated with her for a short time in the early eighteen hundreds. Her blood lust had been insatiable, while Lucien had been trying to rein in his own. Their relationship hadn’t worked out for obvious reasons. “Samira.”

      Lucien’s answer surprised Charlie so much that Charlie momentarily stopped driving. The car veered to the right before Charlie could regain control of it. “You know Samira?”

      “I used to.”

      Charlie laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Samira is one of us!”

      Lucien furrowed his brow. “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, not technically with the Deific, but she works with the Ames de la Terra. I’ve occasionally worked with her on different cases. She’s intense, but she gets the job done.”

      “You’re saying Samira is one of the good guys now? I don’t believe it. Not her.”

      Charlie smiled and glanced at him sideways. “Even the worst of the worst can change, Lucien. That’s why we should give everyone a chance.”

      Lucien scowled, hating that Charlie’s point had been proven again.

      “Give her a call. I think you could learn a lot from Samira. Plus, she has resources we may not have and could have a lead on Boaz. I’ll text you her number.”

      Lucien grunted an approval and turned to stare out the window. He hoped to endure the rest of the ride in silence, but Charlie had other plans.

      “Are you meeting with Henry again?” Charlie asked.

      “In a few hours.”

      “How’s that coming, anyway?”

      “It’s coming.”

      “Are you able to use magic now?”

      “None of your business.” Lucien hated talking about his training with Henry. It felt too personal, probably because it was. Henry was constantly badgering Lucien to look inside himself to see things that Lucien didn’t believe were there. Lucien loathed it.

      “Maybe if you could speed up the process, we might have better luck finding Boaz.”

      Lucien huffed. “You’re the psychic.”

      “Boaz is blocking me with magic, and you know that. What we need is someone with magic who can use their ability to hunt him down.”

      “Then ask Henry. He’s the super powerful one.”

      Charlie shook his head. “Henry is our secret weapon. Boaz can’t know he’s alive. Not yet, anyway.”

      Henry wasn’t their only secret weapon. Lucien’s magic was the other. At least, that’s what Henry said. Lucien wasn’t convinced. Sure, Lucien could do a few things, like the whole turning-into-smoke-and-flying thing. He liked that one the most. As for the rest of it? If he concentrated long enough, he could move objects, but so what? That was nothing compared to what Boaz could do.  Lucien was hardly a weapon.

      Charlie drove into the underground parking garage beneath the Deific office in Wildemoor They had come here from Skystead a couple of weeks ago when there was a sudden increase in vampires. This was a significant concern, especially since his brother, Aiden, was dead, along with Aiden’s plan to unleash a deadly plague among the humans. So, who was turning these new vampires, and why?

      The elevator doors opened.

      “Are you going straight up to your place?” Charlie asked as they stepped inside.

      The pain in Lucien’s heart ignited all over again, a deep burning that constantly threatened to consume him. His place was once Eve’s apartment. Every time he stepped inside it, he smelled her and felt her presence. She was a ghost in his life, but no matter how much sorrow it caused him, he’d rather have her as a ghost than nothing at all.

      “I’m going to get some work done first. Can I use the conference room?”

      “Go for it. I’m going to crash.”

      Just before the elevator stopped, a steady calm washed over Lucien. It was a familiar feeling. “Henry’s here.”

      Charlie groaned. “At this hour? I wanted to get some sleep.”

      The elevator doors opened. Henry stood there waiting for them. “Sorry, Charlie, but I need your opinion on this, too. You can sleep in tomorrow.”

      “You mean today,” Charlie mumbled as he walked past him. “Let’s go into the conference room.”

      Lucien flipped on a nearby light. The rest of the office was quiet and dark. It would be another four hours before anyone else arrived.

      “How did it go?” Henry asked, walking next to Lucien.

      Henry, who rarely appeared stressed, had deep lines etched into his forehead.

      “Same as always. Just a bunch of vampires who don’t know anything.” He turned the light on in the conference room.

      A large whiteboard hung on the wall. Scribbled on it were a bunch of locations where vampire activity had been reported. Lucien walked around a long table to the other side of the room.

      “Lucien saved my life tonight,” Charlie told Henry as he collapsed into a rolling chair. It spun around several times.

      The corners of Henry’s mouth lifted. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “It surprised me,” Lucien said.

      Henry dropped a newspaper onto the center of the conference table. “Have you read the news?”

      “Missed it today,” Charlie said through a yawn.

      Lucien picked up the paper and scanned the front page. “Virginia’s governor was found dead in his home.”

      “Read the bottom right, too,” Henry said.

      Lucien glanced down. “And a senator died in California.”

      “Rough day to be in politics,” Charlie observed.

      Henry lowered into a chair. “This month, there have been a total of six high-up government officials found dead. One committed suicide, one was murdered, and the other four were either ruled as accidents or natural causes. Can you tell me when in history this has happened before?”

      The room fell silent. Lucien hated politics, but many supernaturals enjoyed them. It was one area of their lives where they felt in control, as they were easily able to manipulate humans either through bribes or threats. It didn’t take much. The supernaturals used their influence to have specific laws passed in their favor. For example, keeping the US borders open. Supernaturals loved all the undocumented people coming into the country. No one seemed to notice when one disappeared.

      “It hasn’t happened … ever,” Henry pointed out while he removed his long brown jacket and draped it onto the back of the chair.

      Lucien stared down at the newspaper. “You believe these aren’t accidents.”

      A pain stabbed him in the head, hard enough that he cried out and dropped to his knees.

      Henry and Charlie jumped to their feet.

      “What’s wrong?” Charlie asked.

      Lucien drilled his palms into his temples, as if he could somehow squish whatever was twisting his brain. His vision changed, flashing blues and oranges. He fell over on the ground, gritting his teeth.

      Henry knelt beside him, his hands outstretched and hovering over Lucien’s body. He said something in a language Lucien didn’t recognize.

      Slowly, the pressure subsided and his muscles relaxed, but just before the pain disappeared altogether, Lucien heard a single word from a voice he never thought he would hear again.

      Lucien.

      Lucien’s eyes flew open, and he sucked air into his lungs.

      “It’s Eve,” he gasped. “She’s alive!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      There were a lot of people in the darkened bar, but no one was looking in Eve’s direction. The woman she saved had already scrambled away, the man following after her. Eve and the vampire were virtually alone.

      Ancient magic, unyielding and powerful, rose inside her, igniting her with power she could barely contain. When the vampire’s fangs pierced her skin, Eve electrified her body and shocked him away. He stumbled back, mouth open in surprise, but eyes teeming with anger. She couldn’t kill him here in front of all these people, but she could lure him out the back door to get the job done there.

      She bolted toward the rear of the building, the vampire following closely behind. Using more magic, she blasted the back door open and ran outside. The alley was empty except for a stray dog nudging through some old garbage. It started at the sight of her and scurried away.

      “Why’d you fight me in there?” the vampire said as he strode toward her as if to corner her between a brick wall and a large dumpster. “We’re on the same side.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” She scanned the area, searching for something she could kill him with — a stick, junk furniture, even a pencil would work, but there was nothing made of wood anywhere that she could see. Maybe there was something she could use to decapitate him instead.

      “Ah, so you’re one of those do-gooder witches?” the vampire mused. “You know what happens to those, don’t you?”

      On top of garbage in the dumpster, she spotted a small metal lid, its edges sharp. It looked like it had once belonged to a can of tomato soup by the smear of red on its center. Eve wasn’t sure it would work, but she was willing to try.

      “Time to finish what I started in there.” The vampire stepped closer. “I’m going to stick my fangs in you, and you’re going to like it. Then I’m going to⁠—”

      Mentally, Eve lifted the can-sized lid and whirled it toward him as fast as a bullet. It spun like a Frisbee until it sliced through the center of his neck, severing his spinal cord in half. His whole body convulsed until it burst into ashes all around her. She turned away to keep the ashes from getting into her eyes or mouth.

      After the dust settled and the realization of what she’d done hit her, she stumbled into the brick wall behind her. She hated killing, no matter who or what.

      She rested her head against the bricks and sucked in several ragged breaths. It wasn’t until her heartbeat slowed down that she felt the familiar sensation of being watched. She lifted her eyes to the entrance of the alleyway. A male figure stood still, surveying her carefully. There was an eerie glow to his eyes. He was a supernatural, too, but what kind?

      The man shook his head slowly, and Eve had the distinct impression he was smiling even though she couldn’t see his expression through the darkness. He turned to walk away.

      “Wait!” she called and hurried after him, but by the time she reached the end of the alley, the man was gone. Only a few people walked along the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. Eve cringed. Not good. What if he recognized her?

      She returned to the alley hidden well within its shadows. It was time to go and fast. There was only one way to accomplish that: using a key piece of her magical abilities that she hadn’t used since that night on the Cliffs of Moher.

      She closed her eyes and focused on the area around her. The weight of her body standing on the concrete, the faint breeze moving the hairs on her arm, and the way the alley smelled like wet dog and maple syrup. Within a few seconds, she became connected to everything around her.

      Now that she was grounded, she concentrated hard on her friend Dmitri, on where he was parked, on what he was doing, probably reading the same small book he always read. With a push from her mind, magic surged throughout her skin, blood, and bones. It almost overwhelmed her, but she channeled the energy and used it to transport herself to Dmitri in the blink of an eye.

      She crashed into the hood of Dmitri’s car. He jumped and let out a high-pitched shriek.

      “Sorry,” she said and slid off the hood on the passenger side. She opened the door and slid inside, closing it behind her.

      “Did you just teleport?” he asked, his mouth open.

      “Looks that way.” She glanced around to make sure she hadn’t been seen. “We need to go. Fast. Someone saw me use magic to kill a vampire.”

      “Do you think he recognized you?” Dmitri set his book aside and pressed on the gas pedal.

      “I don’t know,” she answered, but the way her stomach was twisting made her nervous.

      A full minute passed before he asked, “How did everything else go? Were you able to remember how your other abilities worked?”

      She nodded. “And my magic was stronger than it’s ever been before. I think your training really helped.”

      “Good.” He eyed her sideways. “I have something else for you, too.”

      “What else could you possibly give me?”

      Dmitri rested his palm over the small book resting on the center console. “This doesn’t belong to me. It belongs to you.”

      He picked it up and held it out to her.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Just take it.”

      Eve took hold of the book. Her fingers tingled, and she gasped, but Dmitri didn’t notice.

      “It belonged to Ellenore, your mother’s sister.”

      The sensation in her hand slowly disappeared. “What is it?”

      “Some of her scattered thoughts, but mostly a journal of spells. I learned a lot from it, and I have no doubt it will be a big help to you, too.”

      Eve turned the leather-bound book over in her hand, shocked that he would give it to her, especially knowing how important it was to him. She’d never seen him without it.

      A sudden realization dawned on her. “You loved her, didn’t you?”

      He smiled, and his whole countenance brightened. “Very much so. I miss her terribly.”

      “She must’ve been something special.”

      “She was.”

      Eve pushed the book toward him. “Please, I can’t accept it. You should keep it.”

      He gently nudged it back. “Ellenore would want you to have it. She spoke of you a few times, wishing there was a way she could get you away from your parents, but you were too guarded with magic and by Boaz.”

      “I had no idea.” She ran her fingers across the leather cover. “How did she die?”

      It was a moment before he answered. Moonlight illuminated his tortured eyes through the glass window. “Doing exactly what you’re about to do, fight Boaz, but her fight was different from yours. Her goal was to rescue people from his clutches. She saved many people from him, but it came with a price.”

      He glanced down at the book in Eve’s hands. “Just promise, Eve, that you will read every page and remember who you are. Your training with me is complete.”

      Her throat tightened, making swallowing difficult. “Then it’s time.”

      “It is,” he agreed.

      She leaned back into the seat and looked up at the full moon. There was nothing left to do. All she had worked for the last couple of months had led up to this moment.

      It was time to hunt down Boaz and kill him.
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      “What did you say?” Charlie asked. He was speaking inches from Lucien’s face.

      Lucien remained on the floor, too stunned to do anything else. He had heard Eve’s voice. She had been inside his head.

      Charlie shook him. “Hey! Snap out of it!”

      Lucien blinked and repeated, “She’s alive.”

      Charlie straightened and rubbed the back of his neck. He walked to the other side of the room, pacing back and forth.

      “How can you be sure?” Henry asked.

      “There was this intense pressure in my head, and then all of a sudden, I heard my name. In Eve’s voice.”

      “It could be the work of another witch,” Henry suggested, but his tone didn’t sound convinced.

      “I don’t think so. It felt like Eve, but something was wrong.”

      Charlie spun around to face him. “Like what?”

      “I think she’s in trouble. I got the distinct impression that she was under duress when she said my name.”

      “But how could she have survived?” Charlie asked. “You said there was too much blood on the rocks.”

      Lucien shrugged and pulled himself into a chair. “I thought there was. Perhaps Boaz has her in some kind of prison. Maybe that’s why we haven’t heard from her. She’s being held captive against her will.”

      “If Boaz had her, then we’d know,” Henry said. “That cursed necklace would be around her neck, turning Eve into Alarica. The whole world would’ve felt her wrath.”

      Charlie stopped moving and dropped into a chair. “You’re right. Boaz can’t have her, so who does? Maybe she did survive, but how would she have had the strength for that swim? It’s almost a mile around the coast before there’s a beach.”

      Lucien’s mind spun. He knew he had heard her voice, but how could she be alive? That’s when it came time to him … a small memory.

      “I think Eve can teleport, like you.” He turned to Henry.

      Henry shook his head. “I highly doubt that. It took me almost two centuries to learn how to do that.”

      “But she did it before,” Lucien remembered. “At least, I think she did.”

      “When?” Charlie asked.

      “We were at her house. I was trying to talk her out of going to Ireland, begging is more like it, but she wasn’t having any of it. I even blocked the door, but she used magic and shoved me away. Then she was just gone.” He shook his head. “ I couldn’t even pick up her scent. At the time, I thought she had blocked me with magic so she could slip away without me knowing, but maybe not.”

      “There’s one problem with your theory,” Charlie countered. “If Eve really did escape and is alive somewhere, why hasn’t she contacted us?”

      The room fell into heavy silence. Lucien had wondered the same thing, and he didn’t like the direction of his thoughts. Maybe Eve had grown tired of him and all the drama. Perhaps she thought her life was better spent away from him.

      “If Eve escaped on her own,” Henry said, “then she has her reasons for staying away, which probably all have to do with Boaz. Our plans haven’t changed. All of our focus needs to be on finding and destroying Boaz.”

      Lucien stood and stepped back toward the door. “I need to find Eve and make sure she’s okay.

      “Wait,” Henry said. “If she is alive and out there, then the only way she will ever be safe is if we kill Boaz. This is one threat she can’t face on her own, and something tells me she would do just that to protect both of you.”

      Lucien locked eyes with Charlie.

      “That does sound like Eve,” Charlie said.

      Lucien turned to Henry. “How much more training do I need?”

      “First things first,” Henry said and slid the newspaper over to Charlie. “Get your men on this. Check history, autopsy reports, and talk to friends and family members of all the deceased. These deaths aren’t a coincidence.”

      “On it,” Charlie said.

      “As for you, Lucien, we begin right now.”

      “Right here?”

      Henry nodded. “I’m going to take your magic from you. Obvious at first, and then more subtly. It’s what Boaz does, and you need to protect yourself against it. We can’t have him stealing anyone’s magic.”

      Charlie came to his feet, taking the newspaper with him. “I’m going to get a little sleep, but I’ll come back bright and early.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Henry said and left the room.

      Alone in the conference room, Lucien was still stunned that he had heard Eve’s voice. It didn’t matter what Henry and Charlie thought. It was her. And in that single word Eve had spoken, Lucien, a fire within him had been rekindled. It wasn’t just about killing Boaz anymore; this was so much more than revenge. This was about having the chance to be with Eve again, but if that was going to happen, he needed to be as powerful as possible to protect her from Boaz.

      When Lucien had failed to find Eve’s body in the ocean after she had jumped from the cliffs, Lucien had surrendered himself to the sea. He was trapped down there for days, stuck in a never-ending dream state with an imaginary Eve on an island she had called Eden.

      Eventually, Charlie found him and brought him back to the Deific. After Lucien finally woke, Henry was there to explain the connection between all their families: the Whitmores, Segurs, Archers, and Bradys.

      Over a hundred years before Lucien was born, Boaz was on a path that would lead to world domination. He had planted many powerful supernaturals within royal families all across Europe to manipulate those in power. In 1618, Boaz officially put his plan into motion by throwing two royal officers from a window, which started what historians called the Thirty Years War. Thousands upon thousands of people died.

      It was rumored at the time that a new race of people was in control, those who possessed unnatural strengths and magical abilities. Humans were terrified, and so were many supernaturals. They didn’t want humans to know their secrets, and this was the direction in which Boaz was taking Europe.

      To put an end to all of the wars, four of the world’s most powerful witches joined together. There was Henry Archer, Mary Whitmore, Fredrick Segur, and William Brady. They knew Boaz was a vampire, but they couldn’t figure out how he was able to use magic, unless he had been a witch before he was turned, but such a thing was forbidden at the time.

      To stop Boaz, the four witches used their combined magic to put a powerful binding spell on an ancient necklace. After tricking Boaz into meeting with them under the guise of joining forces, they secured the necklace around his neck. They began the process of transferring all of his magical abilities into the glass pendant. It was a long process that had lasted years.
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