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      Blurb

      

      Jane has been running from one thing her whole life. Magic. She's just had no clue it exists.

      On a dream holiday to Nice, France, she finds out. To do that, she must meet him. Her guard. The Hell-Hexed vampire who's watched over and protected her through multiple lifetimes.

      Julian Deveraux is trapped, always has been, always will be. The self-avowed guard of a creature born from the heart of dimensional fire, he can only watch her from afar. He can't pull her into this magical realm again. All he wants is for her to lead a peaceful life, but when she comes to Nice, his desires unravel.

      He finds himself squeezed between Jane's growing power and the dark Council of Nix. A dangerous group of magicians, they control his every move. But they can't control Jane, no matter how hard they hunt her. Nothing can stop her now she's chosen to rise. She will find a way to stop the Council and fold herself back into Julian's arms, no matter what it takes.
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    Prologue

    Julian Devereaux

    I stepped back, sword pulsing in my hand, lines of red fire wrapping around my wrist, wriggling free from my veins, and filling the blade. With a flash of flames, light, and force, I lunged.

    The small-time demon didn’t have a chance. A level III hell fiend, as its eyes widened, I watched the light of my blade playing in its deep black pupils. It hissed once, clutched toward my cufflinks, almost touched them, then lurched back. It didn’t move in time, just couldn’t. I’d always be faster. Because the day I fell behind was the day I lost everything, including her.

    The demon had a chance for one hissed word before my blade parted its ribs and skewered it to the wall behind, the million-dollar painting above shaking as blood splattered it. “You can’t keep her safe forever.”

    My gaze darted up and locked on it, fire chasing around my jet-black pupils. “But I can try.”

    The demon coughed up blood, or the hell equivalent thereof. Splatters of sizzling black liquid splashed over the floor, the vintage Axminster carpet, the antique chair from the twenties, the million-dollar painting, and my cufflinks.

    I didn’t care about my office – but the second those droplets touched my cufflinks, I clapped the base of my palms together, and energy swirled around my hands. It grasped hold of every imperfection, every splatter and dust mote, and spirited them away. Where?

    Ask the cufflinks. Two keys to interdimensional gates, they could dump anything – from my enemies to simple trash – in the realm between worlds, and it would never be seen again. Nothing had ever escaped that place. Except her.

    I’d thought the monster was dead, thought it only had time for one last hissed word, but just as its life disappeared through its fingers like sand through a desert ravine, one eye pulsed wide. Recognition flared in it, and it darted toward my cufflinks. I could see the innocuous gold crosses reflected in its dying eyes. “Everyone will come for her soon. Your time,” it shunted its chin forward as long lines of black blood splattered down its skin, “is running out.”

    I locked a hand on its sinewy sticky gray shoulder, shoved my face close, and hissed by its ear, “And yours has already run out.”

    I yanked my blade back, twisted, let fire blast over the shining metal, and decapitated the fiend.

    Blood did not splatter everywhere. Nor did the head roll over the damaged carpet. It disappeared. Energy rose from within it, expanded like a miniature black hole, and pulled the fiend back into it.

    Power crackled over the wall, burnt a hole through my million-dollar painting, then disappeared for good.

    I stood there, stock still, then slowly lifted a hand. I wiped a single splatter of demon blood from my mouth.

    I could proceed to place it in my mouth. I wasn’t that kind of Hell-Hexed vampire anymore.

    I had a different source to feed me.

    A knock rang out from the door. I knew it well, knew the long, bony hands that produced it, and grunted, “Come in, Bernard.”

    The door creaked open, and Bernard’s gaze flashed to where I’d dispatched the demon. One arched eyebrow rose underneath his crinkly gray hair. “You defeated that one quickly, sir. Your powers are increasing.”

    I stared dead ahead. “No, their attacks are increasing. My patience,” I twisted my blade around and locked it against my shoulder as I strode for the desk, “is decreasing by the day. What news do you have?” I demanded as, grabbing my expensive office chair with one tan loafer, I yanked it out and sat heavily. The casters groaned underneath my weight.

    I might look slim, albeit with a broad chest and defined muscles, but as a Hell-Hexed vampire, I could control my body completely. I could weigh what I wanted, put as much force behind any punch and kick as needed, or thrust my blade forward with so much power, it could skewer a car. It had skewered cars in the past. Just another of the wild things I’d done to save her.

    As Bernard slowed, half stepping toward me only to look like a reluctant dawn deciding not to peek above the dark horizon, I yanked my eyes over to him.

    I knew his body language, knew the crumpled, pressured look scrunching his face and pulling his lips to the left.

    You wouldn’t know it from looking at him, but Bernard was well over 350 years old. Yes, his hair was now gray – the only indication of his true age. His skin was unwrinkled, and his physique was strong.

    But Bernard had been with me since the beginning.

    He’d waited for me to be reborn, found me, and virtually raised me as his own son.

    But I wasn’t Bernard’s son.

    And ultimately, he was here to help me. Help me protect the cufflinks, for that was my sacred duty.

    Yet there was a duty I took more seriously.

    I fingered one of the cufflinks now, my broad thumb sliding over the smooth and deceptively simple metal. If I took these to a hawker, maybe I’d get 100 on a good day. Maybe I’d get 250 if I threatened the guy.

    I would not get what they were worth.

    These cufflinks could open the dimensional gates and get you anywhere, from hell to heaven to everywhere in between.

    Why would a Hell-Hexed vampire like me have to protect them?

    Ask the Council of Nix.

    Thinking about them made my blood run wild.

    My left hand twitched into a fist, my fingers closing in like soldiers for the kill.

    If I thought I could ever take on the Council, good luck to me. They’d had hundreds of years before my reincarnation to change the rules, to ensure I could only ever work for them and not against them.

    Bernard finally found the courage to open his mouth. I watched as his lips slid over his clenched teeth, a few rays of light from the arched glass windows to his left playing over his chin and one eye. “She’s on the move.”

    I reached forward, plucked up a piece of paper, and rolled the edge back and forth. The document in question was a critically important contract. My company, Devereaux Holdings, was days from closing in on a merger with one of the largest media companies in France.

    One of many mergers.

    I ran my business like my life – I attacked first, never last. And when someone backed me into a corner, I fought to the death.

    I still crumpled the paper back and forth until I accidentally ripped it in a moment of distraction.

    I didn’t always know my strength.

    Not when she was involved.

    Bernard watched me with a careful gaze and cleared his throat.

    “Where is she going this time? She’s only traveled out of her state once.”

    Bernard didn’t answer.

    It was sufficiently unusual that I opened one eye warily. I locked an elbow on my desk, further damaging the contract, my rumpled, blood-splattered sleeve staining my logo at the top. “Bernard?”

    He pointed to his feet as if he expected me to heel.

    I was a lot of things, and while I heeled for the Council of Nix – every night and every day – Bernard would never use me like a master to a slave. Even though we had that precise relationship in reverse, I would never use him, either.

    The Council might think Hell-Hexed vampires were nothing more than immoral instinctual fiends. They were wrong. They should look in the mirror sometime. But justice is never that easy.

    “Why are you pointing at your feet?”

    A nervous look seized Bernard’s eyes as fast as a jet roaring into space. “Here. She’s coming here.”

    I froze. Not for a moment did I think she would come to my office. Not for a moment did I think we’d ever meet. I’d spent the last 30 years ensuring we couldn’t.

    I’d spent an inordinate amount of money, power, and time shadowing her.

    She was never to know I was a permanent fixture in her life. And I would move mountains to ensure that happened.

    And nothing can get in the way of a Hell-Hexed vampire for long.

    I sat back in my chair, momentarily forgetting my strength.

    The chair groaned, the casters sounding like bending beams.

    I released my grip on my magic, mentally forced myself to weigh less, then grunted, “She’s coming to the Riviera, then?”

    “Yes, a holiday.”

    I sighed, turned toward the lines of light shimmering through the arched window, and gazed at the bay beyond. My eyes darted past every luxury yacht out to the glittering blue water. Then up into the sky.

    Did you think I was looking for her plane?

    No. I should tell you again – we’d never meet.

    That was the point of me.

    I rose to my feet quickly. The chair clattered out from underneath me. It struck the carpet at such an angle that the left armrest broke.

    “I’ll have another in an hour,” Bernard said as he yanked it up and tugged it into the corridor.

    I followed him several steps, paused at the door’s threshold, turned, and glanced at the bay beyond.

    It was cruel to know she was coming here and she’d be within reach, but I could never touch her.

    But that’s the nature of life, isn’t it? Especially when you’ve been hexed to be reborn, life after life with a single purpose and a single weakness.

    I closed the door, locked it, and walked away. I had deals to sign, demons to kill, and a gate to keep safe.

    I fingered my cufflinks, dropped my hand, shoved my fist into my pocket, and walked off to meet the day.

    I would not, however, be prepared for the night.

  
    Chapter 1

    Jane

    I grabbed my tickets in a tight-knuckled grip. I’d gone to all the trouble of getting them, even though I could’ve just used my phone. As I ran my fingers over the logo of the airline company, I bit my lip, drawing it in hard, scrunching it between my teeth like somebody playing with mere fabric.

    I didn’t chew it hard enough to hurt it. It was just a habit of mine.

    I had a lot of them, see. Little tics – little nervous, repetitive behaviors to get me through the day.

    I hadn’t always had them. When I’d become a teenager, things had changed. My once simple life had turned complicated. And my once simple dreams… I couldn’t go there. I was on holiday to leave the past behind.

    I drummed my fingers on my blue jeans and waited in line.

    Everyone else was tired from the flight. Not me. I was bright-eyed and bushy tailed.

    All the other fatigued travelers grunted about getting to their hotels as fast as possible. It was the morning. They wanted to sleep. But it was the morning in the French Riviera. I was here to explore, to relax, to see a world larger than the staid, tiny town I’d left behind.

    It’d taken me years to save enough to come here. I could’ve gone anywhere in the world. Why choose this place? When I was 16, I’d found a postcard crumpled on the side of the road.

    Blood had half covered it – a long story. But during arguably one of the most traumatic times in my life, I’d plucked it up, and it’d given me such solace.

    I had no idea how the postcard had gotten there. But there’d been neat cursive jet-black writing on the back in a language I couldn’t understand, let alone recognize.

    Before coming here, I’d looked it up on the Internet with a reverse-image search. Nobody understood what that language was. The symbols were too strange, too unknown.

    But down the bottom, signed in English, was J. Devereaux.

    How that postcard had fallen into the gutter on the day I’d almost died in a car crash, I don’t know.

    I can tell you this, though – I’d held onto it since. It’d become my lucky charm. And the glittering shot of Monte Carlo splashed over the front had become my goal. Guess what? Now I was close in Nice, France.

    I nervously stood in line as we navigated through customs.

    I kept cutting my gaze to the left through the startlingly clean windows out to the glimpses of the city beyond.

    I could taste the salty wind, the food, the wine, everything.

    As a nervous flutter chased up my stomach, I finally passed through customs and walked outside, luggage in hand. I traveled light. I didn’t see the point of lugging many clothes around. I often wore the same thing – a shirt and blue jeans with a black jacket on top. I didn’t care what I looked like.

    I think I had, once upon a time, but the accident changed me.

    It’d changed everything in my life.

    I nervously slid a hand across my wrist and up to a long, deep scar, played with the edges of the raised bump, then found a taxi.

    I sat in the back, chatted to the driver, then turned to watch the view.

    This is it, a little voice in my head kept saying. I was finally here. No turning back.

    … No turning back? It was a holiday. I was only here for 10 days. Then I’d turn back, all right, and return to my old staid life.

    So why did that voice in my head respond louder that there was no turning back now, that I’d faced the threshold and pushed through?

    Why did the voice insistently rise as I turned from the view only to grab my chin and pull me back?

    I tuned out of the taxi driver’s chatter, focusing on the bay instead. My gaze darted over all the luxury yachts in port, then scissored toward the building closest to the front of town.

    I don’t know why, but my stomach seized up the second I saw it. Energy jolted from my heart into my jaw then back again. It set up this virtual feedback loop of nerves. I could call it fear. Fear tells you to run away, to stop, to go back. This just repeated in an even louder voice that I was finally here.

    And there was no turning back.

    I couldn’t afford to stay anywhere fancy. And Lord knows I couldn’t afford to stay in Monte Carlo, though that’s where I wanted to go. I’d instead picked a basement room in a bed-and-breakfast in a quaint pastel orange laneway in Nice.

    As the taxi approached over the uneven road, I strained against my seatbelt.

    Every detail was perfect, just like a puzzle. The interconnected townhouses twisted around in flowing lines like meandering streams. Nothing was straight, and everything was gorgeous.

    Blood-red geraniums hung from cast iron window boxes, and old bicycles were parked on every wall.

    “Here we go,” the taxi driver said as he pulled into the steep curb close to one of the quaintest places I’d ever seen.

    Painted an ocher-orange-red, it reminded me of ground-up paprika.

    I grabbed my bags, paid the taxi driver, pulled my luggage out, and stood in front of the single sandstone step leading to the off-white door.

    A little brass plate above the door chime read Chez de Serrures.

    I frowned, yanked out my phrase book, and muttered, “House of Locks?” The place wasn’t called that online. Maybe that little brass plate had nothing to do with it. I still frowned, reached out, hesitated, then dropped my hand as the door swung open.

    A little old lady with copper-rimmed glasses and a flop of coiffed white hair stared at me with a crinkled smile yanking on her lips. She grabbed my hand as if we were long-term friends and ushered me inside. The whole while, she didn’t let go. And the whole while, I strained my neck, drinking in every detail of the dark stone entranceway.

    I could feel the building’s age. Honestly, I could. Though it sounded impossible, sometimes I’d walk into a place and get a sense of how long it had stood there, and sometimes, just for a flash, whatever had happened within.

    And just for a flash as the dear old lady pulled me past a palm in a beaten copper pot, my back hunched, and my blood ran cold.

    I got a sense of something – of someone – running for their lives. It was just a flash. This adrenal blast. I went to yank my hand back, to lock it on my heart and chase the feeling away, but the old lady wouldn’t let me. “You’re finally here. Ah, how long I’ve waited,” she muttered. She had a thick accent, but it didn’t change what she’d said.

    “… Ah, sorry? Am I late?” As my adrenaline abated, I checked my watch. I wasn’t late. Our plane had benefited from a tailwind, and we were 20 minutes early.

    She still turned just before she yanked me up a narrow, carved set of stairs and gazed knowingly into my eyes.

    And that knowing sense… it wasn’t just that she knew what I was thinking – it was almost as if she knew me.

    I shook my head. Another groundless impression. Ever since that accident at 16, I kept having them. And kept running from them.

    Normal, rational people cannot make such quick decisions about others. Upon first entering some building, they can’t know the darkest thing that ever happened there. And they can’t know what someone’s thinking from a single glance. So why did the prickling sensation rising up my back warn me this woman wasn’t what she seemed? As she grabbed my hand harder and pulled me up those narrow stairs, this place wasn’t what it seemed, either.

    I had to throw the brakes on that thought, wrangle it, and chuck it down the stairs. I’d come here partly after a dream, but in a larger part, I was here to leave the past behind. This holiday was meant to be a clean break.

    A break with my past, a break with her – the nervous little girl who’d tugged herself out of that car accident and changed.

    No one understood how I’d survived. No one should’ve lived through such a horrendous crash. I had. And in my least rational moments, I could tell you why.

    That night, as the rain had pounded down, as the car had skidded, I swear I’d seen something in the dark. A flash of a long, sinewy gray body, two glittering red eyes, and a golden, scimitar-like claw.

    Then another flash. A sword, blazing like blood, two cufflinks, and a man….

    By the time we reached the top of the stairs, I was out of breath, chest heaving back and forth like a bellows.

    If the lady noticed, she didn’t care. She resolutely tugged me forward along the dusty, uneven floorboards. It looked like no one ever cleaned this place. But I knew with truly old abodes, you could never get rid of the dust. It came from the walls, from the ceiling, from the fixtures. It was a thankless task to keep up with it.

    Plus, it kind of added to the charm. And speaking of charm, she selected a room right in the middle of the corridor. I frowned. I’m pretty sure I’d paid for the cheapest room in the basement. “Ah… I don’t think you’ve taken me to the right place. Maybe you have me confused with someone?”

    She shot me that knowing look again, piercing gaze sliding over the angled top of her copper-rimmed glasses. There was an easy quality about it, and, you guessed it, a knowing one. I got the instant impression this lady never made mistakes. She fingered the glistening pearls around her neck and shook her head. “No, mon cheri. I know exactly where you need to go.” She reached in, slid her aged thumb down my cheek, patted me fondly twice, then opened the door.

    She didn’t turn from me to do that. She grabbed the handle, appeared to have a fight with it, and forced it forward.

    Wind broke around the door. I kid you not.

    I yanked my gaze up to the two pretty shuttered windows on either side of the bed but realized they were closed. There was no reason for the door to have buffeted like that.

    Like I’d said, I’d picked the cheapest room in the basement. I’d seen the photos. Dingy but survivable. I’d hoped there wouldn’t be rats. This room… was everything I’d imagined but nothing I could afford.

    A nice double bed sat in the middle, these two beautiful white shuttered windows on either side.

    Two carved walnut-inlaid tables flanked the bed, a beautiful Art Déco lamp on the left one. A brass figurine of a woman in Egyptian dress clasped the alabaster lampshade, and though she was just a carving, I felt like she was staring right through me.

    Just beyond the bed was a private en suite. I definitely hadn’t paid for that. It was cramped, but it had everything I needed, including a beautiful porcelain bath. And that wasn’t to mention the key feature of the room. There was a balcony.

    Anyone who’d ever seen photos of the French Riviera knew about those tiny iron balconies. They looked more like dressings for the windows – more like architectural details than functional outdoor spaces. It didn’t matter.

    I pulled away from the old lady, and she let me, a chuckle parting her wizened lips. I reached the balcony in two steps, nervously opened the metal doors, and walked out.

    Instantly I looked over at the bay.

    I… shouldn’t be able to see it from here.

    This building was ensconced in the middle of a tightly wound street. How could I see the water—

    The old lady’s hand descended on my shoulder, and I turned.

    For just a flash, I thought I saw something collecting over her pearls. A shimmer of light? Something a little more electric?

    No. Stop it, I told myself firmly. Then I shoved my smile from my mouth and sighed. “I didn’t pay for this room. I paid for the basement.” I yanked my phone out of my pocket, thumbed to the correct invoice, and showed her.

    She patted my cheek again. “And yet this is the room you get. Life is like that sometimes.”

    “Ah… what?” A thrill chased through my stomach. If I could stay in this beautiful room, maybe my dreams would come true. But I’d have to know what those dreams were for that to happen.

    I turned and faced the balcony again. It was just as the old lady received a call. I was struck by the fact I didn’t even know her name. How rude of me.

    “Yes? You’ve reached Camille,” she conveniently revealed her name.

    I gave her some privacy, walked out onto the tiny balcony, and practically melted.

    I reached out, trailed my fingers over the old carved railing, and stopped myself from falling to my knees and hugging it.

    This was everything I wanted, right? This—

    My fingers dropped to the side, and they disrupted a small potted hydrangea. It had a blue mosaic outer pot, and as my hand brushed past it—

    Flash. I saw a vision.

    This was sharper than the one I’d received upon entering this building. This was… just sharp.

    The word sank into my mind as I swear something almost sank into my chest. I saw a man twisting, fear flattening his features, horror ripping the blood from his face. Then something sliced through the darkness and impacted his chest.

    I could feel it like there was something inside my chest, like a blade came out of the blue and skewered me.

    I gasped.

    I fell down to my knees. Fortunately, Camille walked from the room. I heard the hinges creaking as she shut the door behind her. Even though I was in no condition to listen to her conversation, her voice rose. I couldn’t understand French, but I could understand her tone fine. She snapped with anger.

    But soon, her voice was out of earshot. Soon there was no one to see or hear me as I locked a hand on my mouth.

    I’d come to France… I’d come
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They are both unique creatures with magic
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