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				Dear Reader:

				Welcome back for the final book in The Originals series. If revelling in the dramatic lives of current-day Klaus, Elijah, and Rebekah Mikaelson isn’t enough for you, don’t worry – just turn the page to see where their stories began. Courtesy of Hodder Children’s Books in association with Alloy Entertain­ment, this trilogy explores the dark past of the Originals with brand-new tales.

				In the last two books, you saw how far Klaus would go for love. In book three, The Resurrection, you’ll understand how far he’ll go for power. After establishing a joint rule with the werewolves, the Mikaelsons have governed in peace for the past twenty years. Except Klaus never wanted eternal harmony; he wanted the entire city to kneel before him, covered in the blood of his rivals. And now he might finally get his chance. With Elijah and Rebekah distracted by their own desires, Klaus seizes the opportunity to take the city for himself. But when a new enemy rises up from the shadows of New Orleans, the three siblings will have to join forces and fight with everything they have if they want to save their home.

				In The Originals: The Rise, The Loss and The Resurrection, the Mikaelson vampires are examined in a whole new way. Turn the page for a book that has all the violence, forbidden love and lust for power of the TV show, and a story that will satisfy your hunger for more.

				With best wishes,
Julie Plec
Creator and Executive Producer of The Originals

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PROLOGUE

				March 21, 1788

				The city was burning. From the east end to the church, New Orleans was lit up with flames, and Klaus Mikaelson was to blame. José Pilón sat on a low hill, watching the only home he’d ever known vanish before his eyes. Smoke rose from the city and seeped into the bayou, billowing into dark, sooty clouds. The full moon was bright and glowed an ominous red as it hovered above the flames.

				José was born into an unprecedented era of peace, but his death had heralded a new age of violence. The Mikaelsons just couldn’t leave well enough alone. Any truce that involved the three Original vampires wasn’t worth the paper it was written on, not in the long run. Sooner or later, one of them would get angry, jealous or just bored.

				Nine times out of ten that ‘one’ would be Niklaus, the most volatile of the three siblings. José had once believed he would be loyal to Klaus Mikaelson forever – that sharing a vampire’s blood created an eternal link of brotherhood. But Klaus had lied. To suit his own purposes, the middle Mikaelson sibling had turned on his enemies and his friends alike, and now José’s city was burning to the ground.

				He was supposed to have burned with it.

				José had been born with the skills of a thief, and this time he had stolen his life back. He’d spent his childhood moving unseen through the back alleys and crooked lanes of New Orleans, noticing what others ignored and taking what wasn’t his. It had served him well – as a human and as a vampire.

				After the fire had started to spread, panic followed. José had kept his head down, ignoring the chaos and thinking only of escape. The main door had been barred, but any good thief knew there was always more than one way out.

				He bet his life that he could reach the river before the fire overtook its banks, wooden warehouses catching in a torrent of flames. José waited until the freight doors that opened onto the docks weakened and caved in. He covered his mouth and nose so he wouldn’t breathe in the smoke, and stayed low to the ground. Soon he was cut off from everyone, the others enveloped in the blaze. Their screams pierced through the deafening roar of the fire.

				Once the warehouse collapsed under its own weight, José managed to slither out from under the fallen beams and throw himself into the river before his body fully caught flame. Burns would heal easy enough, but only if he could make it out alive.

				He wasn’t alone as he waded through the Mississippi River. Dozens of other citizens fled the city with only the clothes on their back, desperate to get to the other side of the bayou.

				The smell of smoke burned in José’s throat and he coughed up water as he dragged himself through the swamp and up the riverbank. Even from his spot on the bluffs, watching the fire reflect on the water below, José could feel the heat of the fire biting at his skin. The wind whipped sparks along the water, launching a thousand embers from one wooden roof to the next. The fire was travelling faster than any human could possibly stop it, and it was clear that by morning there would be nothing left of the city. It was the greatest fire New Orleans had ever seen – and would hopefully ever see again. They were safe until the next time Klaus got angry, at least.

				Klaus might have given him eternal life, but he had also tried to take it away again, and to José’s way of thinking – taking an eye for an eye – that made them even. José was immortal and powerful, yet also homeless and penniless, an outcast with no place or purpose in the world. José wished he could help stop the destruction and eventually assist in the rebuild, but he knew he could never return. New Orleans was too dangerous for him now – Klaus would always be on the lookout for a deserter.

				Still, he couldn’t bring himself to turn his back on New Orleans just yet. He knew that he was witnessing more than the death of a city – it was the beginning of a resurrection, and it was a sight to behold. Whatever Klaus had meant to accomplish, this deadly blaze wasn’t where the story ended. As soon as the embers cooled, New Orleans would rise again from the ashes, just as she always did.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				A few weeks earlier . . .

				‘Drink!’

				Dozens of voices picked up the command, turning it into a chant. ‘Drink,’ they all shouted at the thief. Everyone else had already taken their turn, pledging their allegiance to Klaus’s army by drinking his blood. Klaus let them think the gesture was symbolic – what was the point in letting them all know they’d be vampires by the end of the night? That’d only result in an unnecessary struggle, and Klaus never did anything to make his life harder.

				The energy in the room was at a steady thrum, and it felt as if the very blood in his veins vibrated with the cries of men. Klaus had outgrown the family mansion, shedding it in favour of a roomy four-storey garrison in the centre of town. It was a more fitting place for his new calling – a place of war.

				There had to be a hundred new recruits in the large main hall, banging their tankards on the long wooden tables and shouting encouragement to the next victim. Klaus sat alone on a dais, where he had received each of his subjects in turn. One was a whore from the Southern Spot, the oldest brothel in New Orleans and, by Klaus’s estimation, still the best. She’d run afoul of the madam and been thrown out. But she’d refused to go quietly – showing some real fire and a surprisingly creative vocabulary. Another was a bandit who’d been rounded up by the Spanish soldiers who patrolled the countryside – and who had handed him over to Klaus for a small fee. The youngest were a fresh crop of runaways who’d been discovered scavenging in one of Klaus’s warehouses near the harbour. He’d convinced the teenagers that they’d have a much better life working for him than begging for scraps.

				The last recruit to drink was the thief. José had been caught with one hand in the safe of the Southern Spot. The manager, a hothead whom Klaus suspected might be doing some skimming of his own, had wanted to kill the man and dump his body in the river. But Klaus had an eye for potential – he could spot those who were loyal. All Klaus needed to give him was a new life, a new family and a new mission. That might have seemed like an impossible gift to give, but not for an Original vampire.

				Drinking blood was a gruesome way to pledge allegiance, but the extreme nature of the hazing was a sure way to have volunteers begging to join Klaus’s cause. Everyone in the hall understood that being a part of Klaus’s army would require dangerous things. That was the appeal. And Klaus had no use for an army that wasn’t ready to die for him.

				It hadn’t always been like this – his mad thirst for ultimate control and power. Klaus’s past self would have traded the entire city for a life with Vivianne Lescheres, but he understood now that it was never meant to be. If he couldn’t have her, he would rule New Orleans, and the werewolves – his ‘co-rulers’ for the past twenty-two years – would consider themselves lucky if he stopped there. Without love, power was the only prize left that was worth fighting for . . . and, as it happened, Elijah himself was distracted by love at that very moment, finally giving Klaus the chance to take what was rightfully his.

				If the gossip among the Southern Spot’s laundresses was to be believed, Elijah was entertaining a little side romance. At the moment, Klaus didn’t care who his brother spent his time with, as long as it kept Elijah out of his way. He was sure the tantalising news would come in handy just when he needed it to, but for now, it was Klaus’s little secret. Since his older brother couldn’t fully dedicate himself to controlling their city, Klaus would do it – and he would do it in his own way, as he should have from the start. The werewolves were coming, and Klaus was determined to strike first and with force.

				Peacetime was boring, anyway. Klaus had spent the last twenty years building his family’s fortune to levels that rivalled a king’s. He had become the foremost merchant in the city, and there was no trade route out of New Orleans that his ships didn’t sail. He had risen as high as anyone could in a city at peace, and it still wasn’t enough. Conquest was what Klaus was good at, what he was destined for. Everything else was just a distraction, and Klaus was done with those.

				Fortunately, a new enemy had presented itself just when Klaus was ready to go looking for one. As if the werewolves’ role in Vivianne’s two deaths wasn’t enough of an insult, they’d grown particularly bold in recent weeks. There had been daytime raids on the Mikaelsons’ businesses, and frequent sneak attacks on their warehouses and ships. Now Guillaume, one of the humans whose eyes and ears Klaus relied on, informed him that the werewolves were poised to strike directly at the vampires themselves.

				As part of a pact, Elijah had generously given the Collado wolves a foothold in the city, even after they had failed to stop an army of dead witches. And yet, instead of showing gratitude, the werewolves had spent the last two decades grasping for more and more. There was no reasoning with them, and the disastrous failure of Elijah’s peaceful diplomacy was more than enough proof of that. As long as the vampires were forced to share and negotiate, true power would never be theirs. The only solution was to wipe out their rivals, as Klaus had wanted to do from the night he had first arrived on these shores.

				Klaus stared down at the thief who knelt before him, ready to use compulsion if he tried to bolt. José had sharp, angular features, with a pointed nose, watchful blue eyes and starkly black hair. He couldn’t have been more than nineteen, and to Klaus’s critical eye he didn’t look like much. He didn’t need to, though. Klaus had more than enough power to go around.

				‘Drink!’ his soldiers shouted, and Klaus could see the thief’s pulse beat in his throat. José lifted his shot glass and drained it in one swallow, the blood leaving an unsightly stain on his lips. He gagged a little as he tried to control his disgust at the taste of the thick, warm blood. Klaus could dimly remember feeling the same disdain, but centuries upon centuries as a vampire had cured him of that distaste.

				Becoming a vampire was a cure for any number of life’s ills.

				The thief looked around uncertainly, awed by the thundering roar of approval that shook the hall. Klaus’s army was in a merry mood that night, and it was only going to get better. Klaus studied the trembling man before him for a long moment. With a welcoming smile, he stepped forward and snapped José’s neck, feeling the vertebrae pop under his fingers.

				The room went silent, a hundred faces staring, mouths gaping open in shock. The dead man collapsed to the floor in an awkward heap, but Klaus didn’t bother to watch him fall. Instead, he leapt forward, moving faster than human eyes could follow, reached for the neck of the nearest human, snapped it and then seized the next.

				There was barely time for the last man to scream – a thin, strangled sound that choked off when Klaus’s hand closed around his windpipe. He took pleasure in killing the last man slowly, watching him struggle for air as the surrounding bodies thumped to the ground.

				The whole ordeal was over in seconds. Klaus walked among his men and women, down along the narrow aisle that ran between the tables. They had all been criminals and deserters, lost until he had come along. Now they were an army of the dead.

				Klaus was the only one of his siblings who seemed to realise that the only true safety lay in power. A better network, a bigger army, more resources, more weapons – there was no position too strong, in Klaus’s opinion. The fact that Mikael hadn’t come for them yet didn’t mean he had ended his hunt. His children – and Klaus, his hated stepson – needed to be in the strongest position possible when Mikael appeared, and that meant the entire city should be under their control.

				The last of the brisk winter air swept through the open courtyard and struck Klaus in the face. The night was promising; he could feel it. Klaus’s vampire blood was already getting to work, changing and reforming the men and women, dragging them towards an entirely new kind of life. By the following night, he would have a hundred new vampires in his army, all of them fanatically loyal to Klaus and Klaus alone.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				Rebekah inhaled the smell of damp earth as her horse cantered through the Louisiana countryside. It felt good to be out of the city, free of the confining walls of the mansion and away from the oppressive eyes of her brothers. She had, once upon a time, promised her siblings that they would remain together for eternity, but back then she’d had no idea just how long eternity could last.

				‘What a shame to let the horses have all the fun,’ Luc called to her. ‘We could just run ourselves.’

				Rebekah couldn’t match his lightness of spirit, not until she’d dealt with a killer in the midst of her family – Klaus. She’d fled from New Orleans with an image of horror seared into her mind, and she wouldn’t be free of it until Klaus paid for what he’d done.

				Pulling her blonde hair back from her face, Rebekah longed to feel as free as Luc, who let the wind whip through his thick golden waves. It was his easy attitude towards life that had inspired her to invite him along, with the hope that some of his humour might pierce the gloom that had shrouded her ever since she’d found Marguerite Leroux’s dead body in her bed.

				‘We’re in no hurry,’ she countered, and Luc’s blue eyes twinkled wickedly. In spite of everything that weighed on her, Rebekah couldn’t look at him without either laughing or lusting . . . often both at once. She had definitely made the right choice of travelling companion. ‘The horses may be a bit slower than we are, but I don’t want to risk any attention.’

				Even though it was the middle of the night, one never knew who might be watching. Elijah had intended to keep Klaus out of trouble by placing him in charge of New Orleans’s booming trade business, but all that had accomplished was to give Klaus eyes and ears everywhere. He had become an absolute terror, full of increasingly nasty surprises. Marguerite’s death was just the most recent example, but Klaus had threatened and terrorised the poor girl for years. He’d never fully forgiven Marguerite for what her mother, the witch Lily, had done to his beloved Vivianne.

				Luc urged his horse on as they crested a low hill, and Rebekah kicked her own mare forward to keep pace. An emerald valley spread out below them, carpeted with lush grass and moonlight. A little village huddled at its far end, near a stream.

				‘We should stop here for daybreak,’ Rebekah suggested, feeling the stress of New Orleans, her family and even poor Marguerite begin to fade just a little bit. ‘I’m sure there’s an inn.’

				‘I think I see one,’ Luc agreed, swinging down from his saddle. She did the same, falling in beside him. He wrapped a casual arm around her waist, running a finger along the boning of her corset. She relaxed into his hand with a sigh.

				‘Should I be expecting your brothers to drop in on us at any point, or will we be alone?’ he asked, teasingly pulling at a silk bow on her hip.

				Luc Benoit had been born east of the river in the newly minted United States, and it showed in everything he did. He had all the restless curiosity of an explorer, and the spontaneous confidence of a boy who had been raised to believe he could tackle any challenge that came his way. Wolves, bears and whip-fast alligators had prowled the world around him, so he had never bothered with learning to fear the unknown.

				That swaggering recklessness had eventually been his undoing, although Rebekah could tell it had taught him nothing whatsoever. Luc had fallen in with a gang of privateers, bullying the British along the northern coasts, and when that work was done he had simply kept on tormenting others for profit. He had become exactly the kind of shiftless troublemaker who Klaus was rounding up to form his ludicrous ‘army’. In fact, Klaus had already recruited Luc when Rebekah had first met him.

				She’d had no choice but to make Luc a vampire herself, saving him from a fate tied to Klaus’s endless attempts at self-destruction. Her troubled brother always managed to destroy everyone around him, emerging unscathed again and again, and Luc was far too handsome to end up dead. At the time, Rebekah had thought she deserved a dashingly sexy distraction. Then Klaus had killed Marguerite, and everything had changed.

				‘I have lived and travelled with my brothers for centuries,’ she told Luc. ‘But this is a trip just for the two of us. I haven’t been to this area in ages, and I need your help finding one particular thing.’ She couldn’t promise that Klaus or Elijah wouldn’t pursue them, as neither would be pleased with Rebekah’s decision. But she and her loyal new lover had a good head start, and Rebekah knew how to disappear when she needed to.

				She was done answering to her family. That had all been over the moment she had laid eyes on the bloody stake broken off in the centre of Marguerite Leroux’s thin chest. The lanky girl should have finished growing into a woman years ago, and she would have if Klaus hadn’t accidentally killed her during the madness that had followed his foolhardy resurrection of Vivianne Lescheres. Rebekah had saved her, freezing her as a teenager forever . . . or at least until Klaus got it into his head to make good on some of his wild threats.

				Klaus had always enjoyed using the vampires closest to his siblings as a means to control them. It hadn’t taken him long to see that Rebekah felt a genuine bond with Marguerite, and he seemed to take particular pleasure in reminding Rebekah that he could destroy that connection in a single, violent moment. Even after Klaus had slaughtered two of the footmen for some imagined insult, Rebekah never believed he would take away someone she truly loved – not until she had seen the proof with her own eyes.

				It was too cruel, too unfeeling, even for Klaus. But after Vivianne died, Klaus abandoned any of the decency left inside of him. His heart was shut off from anyone but himself. And so as Rebekah held Marguerite’s cold body against her own, she had vowed that she would put an end to Klaus’s misery once and for all.

				‘Your brothers don’t know you’ve left,’ Luc guessed, watching her intently. His full lips pressed together thoughtfully. ‘Don’t worry, Rebekah, I’m a man of my word. I can keep your secret.’

				He started to speak again, but Rebekah caught him by the shoulders to kiss him – and quiet him. Too many questions were never a good thing, and Luc’s purpose on this journey wasn’t to be her interrogator. He glared at her with mock ferocity before kissing her back.

				‘My family was whole once, before they came to Virginia,’ Rebekah mused, linking her arm through his and resuming their stroll towards the first houses of the little village. The sun wouldn’t rise for at least another hour. ‘But a plague took my oldest sister, and after she died my father wanted to take us to a place where we’d be safe. I was born in the New World, not far from here. My parents thought they had saved us.’

				Luc glanced at her. ‘There are plenty of other dangers here,’ he pointed out.

				‘Exactly.’ One of the horses whickered softly behind them, and Rebekah scanned the dark trees that surrounded them. ‘Our small village neighboured a werewolf clan, and I lost another brother to their violence. My parents realised then that nowhere was truly safe. They could run forever, but they would keep losing children everywhere they went.’

				‘And yet here you are today,’ Luc reminded her. ‘Whole and living and, if I may say so, in extremely good health.’

				Rebekah smiled ruefully, unable to deny it. In his usual, direct way, Luc had struck on the same logic that had motivated her mother to change her children into vampires. Esther had believed – at the time, at least – that strength and life were all that mattered, even if they cost her family everything else.

				‘My mother was a witch,’ Rebekah explained. ‘She was an exceptionally powerful one, and she cast an immortality curse on us—’

				‘I’ve heard you call it a curse before,’ Luc interrupted. ‘But I don’t understand why you use that word for a never-ending life.’

				‘It’s a curse.’ Her voice was forceful, but she knew Luc was too newly made to understand. She saw Marguerite’s glassy brown eyes, her auburn hair spread out like a fan across Rebekah’s pillows. Leaving her there had been an extra little twist of the dagger from Klaus, a reminder that nothing was safe from his reach. The cruelty he had once reserved for his enemies had been directed squarely at her, the sister who had promised to stand by him forever.

				‘I was there when the spell was cast. My mother made us as strong as she knew how to, but the price of that strength was terrible. The hunger – you’ve felt that, and you know how it tears at us. She imagined us running through the hills, free again from fear, but every touch of the sun scorched our skin. We were confined to the night, and our neighbours grew distrustful of our new, strange habits. Soon they wanted nothing to do with us, and we quickly learned that it was within their power to bar us from their homes. We couldn’t enter without their invitation, and no one was willing to offer it.’

				‘People fear what they don’t know.’ Luc shrugged, as if the total isolation faced by the Mikaelsons were just some trivial faux pas. ‘But the benefits, surely, outweighed those minor concerns.’

				‘Our mother thought so at first,’ Rebekah admitted. ‘She thought that our safety was worth any price, until she saw the life she had condemned us to. She regretted her choice, and my father went even further than that. He vowed to use his own immortality to destroy ours, to kill the children he had once demanded that his wife save.’

				‘But you cannot be killed.’ Luc frowned. The serious expression suited his handsome face: all squared angles and broad planes.

				The Originals certainly didn’t go spreading rumours about their mortal flaw, but all strengths came with a weakness. Their mother had called upon the power of the White Oak tree to grant her children immortality, and the wood of that same tree could take it away again. The siblings had burned the tree to the ground, but Rebekah had heard whispers that it stood again in Mystic Falls, every bit as immortal as the Mikaelsons were. She had chosen Luc to escort her there, to learn if those rumours were true, but even now she was reluctant to explain the Mikaelsons’ greatest weakness to him.

				‘Every curse is complicated, as is my family,’ she compromised.

				‘Then it’s just as well to have some time away from them,’ he said mischievously. Luc was a straightforward man with simple tastes – the intrigue of the Originals must have seemed impossibly foreign to him.

				Between thoughts of her past and thoughts of Luc, Rebekah was so distracted that she was startled to realise they had reached the outskirts of the village. A small inn lay at the end of a dirt road. When they knocked on the thick wooden door, a bleary-eyed woman peered out of a small window, suspicious of the couple arriving on her doorstep before the sky was even light.

				‘Our horses need tending,’ Rebekah announced. The door didn’t budge. ‘I can pay in silver,’ Rebekah went on. She jingled a pouch of coins in her palm, letting the weight of the silver be heard.

				The door creaked open, ‘Why didn’t you say so?’ the woman replied. ‘Come in, please, madame. And monsieur.’

				Luc followed a groom to the stables, and Rebekah noticed that he trailed the man at a bit of a distance, keeping out of his line of sight. ‘We’ll need a room just for the day,’ she said to the woman, curious what Luc was up to. With a last glance back at him, Rebekah stepped inside the inn.

				The innkeeper fished around for a room key, still eyeing Rebekah doubtfully. ‘These parts aren’t always safe at night,’ she ventured. ‘It’s lucky you and your husband made it here unharmed. Wouldn’t you rather stay over until the next morning to travel on by day? There’s a lovely room with a view over the valley, much nicer for a young couple like yourselves than those treacherous roads after dark.’

				‘Consider it, darling.’ Luc appeared again at her elbow, looking unnaturally flushed. Rebekah thought she could spot a tiny fleck of blood in the corner of his mouth. ‘I would hate to risk our safety, no matter how much of a hurry you’re in.’

				She looked up at him, trying to read his bland, polite smile. His thick blond hair was tied back away from his face with a strip of leather, and she was struck by a sudden impulse to let it down and run her fingers through it. ‘Let us see the room,’ she agreed. ‘It might be nice to rest awhile.’

				Seemingly reassured, the innkeeper turned towards the wooden staircase. Luc fell on her as soon as her back was turned, wrapping a hand around her mouth and sinking his teeth into her neck. His skin still looked tanned against the woman’s sallow flesh, even though it had been weeks since he had seen the sun.

				He punctured the innkeeper’s jugular vein and then passed her to Rebekah, his blue eyes glittering eagerly. She needed no more urging than that: she drank deeply, savouring the feel of the woman’s fluttering heart. Her kind had been made to hunt humans, not for all of this backstabbing and infighting. This was what the Mikaelsons should have been doing all along, rather than scheming and manoeuvring and betraying one another. Klaus had lost touch with his own nature, and for a while he had managed to drag Rebekah into the darkness with him.

				‘I thought you could use a bit of a diversion,’ Luc suggested when the woman fell to the floor. ‘Perhaps an inn full of distractions will take your mind from the troubles that have driven you from New Orleans.’

				There was a noise on the staircase: a patron with the bad judgement to be an early riser. Rebekah smiled and positioned herself out of sight, lying in wait as the man descended the stairs. She could have rushed at him, but Luc was right: after the night she’d had, a little fun was in order. Playing with her food was always enjoyable, and Rebekah found herself growing excited at the thought of picking off the guests one by one.

				By noon the body count included all the visitors of the inn, as well as the keeper’s husband, a milkman and an exceptionally pretty young chambermaid. Rebekah felt nearly drunk on all the blood she had consumed, and its heat radiated out from her skin.

				She slipped out of her dusty travelling gown and then the shift she wore beneath it, letting her golden hair down for good measure. She could feel every tiny movement in the currents of the air, she could hear earthworms pushing through the dirt two floors beneath her bare feet. She felt almost human again . . . only better.

				The bedroom where they had ended their merry hunt was by far the best of the lot, although the windows were carefully shuttered against the view. But even in the semi-darkness, Rebekah could feel the heat of the sun overhead as if its light were streaming out through her own skin. She raised her arms and Luc stepped into them, his lips crushing down on hers with even more passion than usual.

				Rebekah helped him out of his clothes, not caring that his tunic landed on an ice-cold, bloodless corpse. They barely made it to the four-poster bed before their bodies came together, moving as one to the beat of their racing pulses. Luc invented a hundred new ways to worship her, reminding her over and over again of the urgency of his desire for her. Rebekah spent hours learning the sensual curve of his lips, the touch of his calloused hands, the feel of the sharp ridges of his hip bones against her own.

				She had chosen well indeed. He was exactly the man to fill the idle hours between here and Mystic Falls.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				Elijah was not a man who hid in darkness. By his very nature he struck fear into others. He didn’t need to think about commonplace dangers, especially not in the city he had called his own for so long. New Orleans had been his home for the better part of a century, and yet tonight he found himself hiding in the shadows of a narrow alleyway like a criminal.

				Elijah had suspected for some time that Klaus was up to no good. It had started with his brother moving out of the family mansion – proof enough that he was hatching some troublesome plot. And then the new vampires had appeared in the streets. Overnight, there were more of them than they’d made in the last twenty years, and there was only one plausible explanation: Klaus was raising an army, and havoc was sure to follow.

				On the street corner, a vampire accosted a prostitute, and Elijah forced himself to do nothing. It would likely be her last night alive, but Elijah couldn’t afford to be caught – or have his whereabouts reported to Klaus. By the next night the girl would either be dead or a vampire herself. Elijah waited until the pair were engaged to the point of distraction, then moved on.

				It was the second time tonight that Elijah had been forced to sneak through the shadows. Earlier, he’d been forced to slip out of the mansion without getting caught by Lisette. His former lover seemed to be everywhere, waiting around every corner and behind every door like a lovely, flame-haired punishment. She had every right to her anger, but Elijah wasn’t prepared to bear the brunt of it every time he stepped out of his bedroom or study, and so he avoided her.

				Elijah had adored Lisette, and his time with her had restored more of his faith in the world than he’d realised he’d lost. But the Mikaelsons had enemies everywhere, including some exceptionally dangerous ones within their own family. Ultimately, their romance had simply been too public.

				No matter how brash or capable she was, Lisette could never be more than a second-generation vampire. She was a hair slower and a shade weaker than Klaus and Rebekah, and worst of all she could be killed by a simple wooden stake through the heart.

				His love for her made Elijah vulnerable. Any danger to Lisette was a threat to him, and her own bravery, which bordered on recklessness, didn’t help matters. She refused to be careful, and she accused him of wanting to keep her locked up and away from the world.

				She wasn’t wrong, but Elijah felt like his hands were tied. And when Klaus had threatened to decapitate her – for the hundredth time – over some minor dispute about using a werewolf-owned vendor at his precious whorehouse, Elijah had finally understood that he had no choice. Klaus had grown increasingly volatile, and more than one head had already rolled before his wrath. The next could be hers.

				And yet Elijah knew Lisette would never forgive him for his weakness in ending their relationship, no matter how pure his intentions had been. It was easier to avoid her than to face the constant, silent accusation on her face, the reminder that he had given her up in order not to lose her.

				Elijah had spotted her just outside the front door of the mansion that very night. At least she only put herself in his way – she had far too much pride to follow him. Elijah wondered what she would do if she happened to stumble across one of his meetings with Alejandra. Would knowledge of his new lover free Lisette from her need to haunt him? Or would it make her want to burn down his house – perhaps with him still inside it?

				A pair of vampires burst out of a tavern in front of him. Elijah darted sideways into the slim cover of a doorway. That wouldn’t have been enough to keep a more experienced hunter’s eyes off him, but these two were newly made, and drunk on both blood and ale. Elijah held every muscle in his body perfectly still until they had passed, their raucous singing echoing off the cobblestoned street.

				When the way was clear, Elijah moved on, all his senses alert, anticipating his first glimpse of the woman he would soon hold in his arms.

				He had first met Alejandra Vargas at the Southern Spot, of all places, when he had gone to warn his brother that his raids on werewolf holdings weren’t as discreet as Klaus believed them to be. The wolves were starting to retaliate, disrupting the imports and exports that Elijah had delegated to Klaus, and at this rate it wouldn’t be long before war broke out once again. Elijah had been prepared to bully Klaus back into line, but the sight of the brothel’s new fortune-teller had knocked the fight right out of his body.

				He could tell at a glance that Alejandra wasn’t one of the establishment’s usual women. She was tall – nearly as tall as he was – with curling black hair and startling green eyes that seemed to pin him to the door the moment he walked through it. The purring accent Elijah heard when she spoke was full of intelligence, mystery and humour, and he was enchanted at once.

				‘Please sit,’ she had told him, an order masquerading as a request.

				Elijah had suspected that Klaus was in one of the back rooms with two or three of his more buxom employees. Ever since he’d won the brothel back for the fourth time, Klaus had seemed dedicated to enjoying his ownership to the fullest, and Elijah had decided that his business with his brother could wait. He had sat in the chair Alejandra indicated, and she settled herself across from him. Women moved in and out of the main room, mingling with customers and occasionally peeling off to more private areas, but Elijah only had eyes for the fortune-teller.

				‘You have interesting hands,’ she had informed him, brushing one fingertip along the lines that cut across his palm.

				‘I might say the same,’ he replied. Her fingers were decorated with precious stones set into heavy, intricate rings. Each of them must have cost more than she could make in a year reading palms, and he wondered what had prompted her to seek out such work. He doubted that she needed whatever Klaus’s clientele was willing to pay.

				‘Then perhaps you should tell me my future,’ she teased, catching his wrist more firmly and holding his palm towards the light of the nearest candle.

				‘You can’t read your own?’ Elijah asked, twisting his hand so that he could study hers more closely. Her skin was warm and supple. ‘What kind of a gift is that?’

				‘I’m not so arrogant as to want to know my own future,’ Alejandra said, ‘so whatever you see you may keep to yourself. But you, señor, have pride to spare. I can see it here’ – she touched the base of his thumb, sending thrills up his entire arm – ‘and here, as well.’ Her fingernail rested in a second spot on his palm, and he stared at it, fascinated.

				‘You may have me confused with my brother,’ Elijah murmured. ‘I simply prefer to be prepared for whatever might come my way.’

				‘Your brother?’ Alejandra asked, adjusting the angle of his hand again. ‘You have more than just the one. Your family is closer-knit than most.’

				Elijah chuckled at the understatement. ‘We can’t seem to escape one another,’ he confirmed. Even Kol and Finn, staked by Klaus centuries before, had remained with their siblings. They slept deeply in coffins that the Originals had carried back and forth across the world. ‘Family is forever.’

				Alejandra smiled as if he had reminded her of some private joke between them, as if they were old friends who knew each other’s secrets. To his surprise, Elijah had to actually remind himself to be cautious. She was a stranger, however appealing she might be.

				‘I hope you like them, then,’ she told him, her voice brimming with laughter. ‘This line here is your life line, and it is . . . exceptionally long.’

				The words might have been innocent enough: surely it was good for business to assure her customers of long and healthy lives. But there was no doubt in Elijah’s mind that Alejandra had known exactly what he really was, and that she had known it before he’d walked through the door.

				It was true that the supernatural inhabitants of New Orleans had grown overconfident, perhaps even careless. Rumours of their existence had become an open secret in the past few decades. Ordinary citizens knew what sort of creatures lived in their midst, and Elijah had been surprised to discover how much Alejandra knew about his kind and their rivals – more than any human should have, really.

				He had been thoroughly charmed, but forced himself to proceed cautiously. The last woman Elijah had found so intriguing had been used against him. Lisette was lost to him because he had pursued a life with her too eagerly.

				There was a stirring in the darkness in front of him, and Elijah tensed, ready to fight. But it was Alejandra who stepped out into the starlight, her body swathed in a hooded black cloak. She had kept up her work at the Southern Spot to avoid raising Klaus’s suspicions, and she smelled of smoke, whisky and lust.

				Beneath the hood he could just make out her sharp, strong chin, her high forehead and the midnight curls of her hair. Elijah longed to push the hood back and kiss her, but he could hear more than one set of footsteps nearby and he couldn’t risk being caught with her in the open.

				He wrapped an arm around her instead, guiding her wordlessly towards the house he had prepared for their rendezvous. The previous occupant had been a politician who leaned a bit too far towards the werewolves’ interests for Elijah’s taste, so his death had served a variety of purposes all at once. ‘Here,’ he said, opening the door and then stepping back to let Alejandra enter first.

				He caught her in the hallway, spinning her back into his arms before the door had fully closed behind him, and kissing her deep red lips.
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