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      “Open for me”


      Wraith’s voice, a husky, resonant command, had her obeying without a second thought, and in an instant, he took what he wanted.

         His tongue slipped inside Serena’s mouth, and then it slid against her tongue in a fierce, wet caress.

      


      Her body ached, arching without her consent as though seeking his, but he still didn’t touch her—the only physical contact

         between them was where their mouths connected. It should have made her feel safe that he wasn’t trying to ease her into something

         much more intimate, but somehow this felt as personal as it could get. He was giving her a taste of what she was missing in

         her life.

      


      Panic rose up again. Whimpering, she shook her head.


      Wraith pulled back slightly. Too far, yet not nearly far enough. “I’m scaring you,” he whispered. “But it’s not because you’re

         afraid of me.”

      


      That was true, but she couldn’t admit why she was really afraid. Still, he knew.


      “You’re afraid it’ll lead to more.” He let his lips brush hers, barely, but with such passion that she gasped… 


       “What a ride! Dark, sexy, and very intriguing, the book gripped me from start to finish—totally recommended.”


      —Nalini Singh, author of Mine to Possess, on Pleasure Unbound


   

      MORE PRAISE FOR LARISSA IONE


      DESIRE UNCHAINED


      “Wicked… decadently sinful… prepare to be burned!”


      —Gena Showalter, New York Times bestselling author of the Lords of the Underworld series

      


      PLEASURE UNBOUND


      “4 Stars! [Ione’s] hard-edged style infuses the story with darkness while taking it to sizzling heights.”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Larissa’s storytelling is compelling and raw. She is truly gifted and you will fall madly in love with the characters in

         this series.” 

      


      —Jaci Burton, national bestselling author of Hunting the Demon


      “5 Stars! Fascinatingly innovative… full of fervent encounters and shocking disclosures… compelling scenes and dynamic characters.

         Never has the paranormal world been more intriguing. Pleasure Unbound will leave a lasting impact on the reader, as this unforgettable story will evoke emotions long after the last page is read.”

         

      


      —

         SingleTitles.com

      


      “This is a dark, sexy, and adventurous story… has everything a paranormal romance book needs, and it will have a lot of readers

         coming back for more.” 

      


      —ParanormalRomance.org


      “Fast-paced… never slows down… Romantic fantasy fans will appreciate the first Demonica tale.” 


      —Midwest Book Review


      “Intense, engrossing, and titillating, Pleasure Unbound is a story not to be missed. I can’t wait for the next story.” 

      


      —

         RRTErotic.com

      


      “Ione has… created a very imaginative demonic tapestry as well as rich, multilayered characterizations… a heady blend that

         I look forward to revisiting in her next installment.” 

      


      —

         BookLoons.com

      


      “Ione writes a passionate tale. She is able to blend two different worlds together seamlessly.” 


      —

         NightOwlRomance.com

      


      “What a great read! Very sexy… Tayla is an incredible heroine and the conflict and sexual attraction between her and Eidolon

         just burns on the page.” 

      


      —Joely Sue Burkhart, author of Beautiful Death


      “4½ Stars! Wow, wow, wow! This is one hot demon love story! The pages are riddled with action, sex, and danger. The intensity

         is palpable. I was moved by this love story and will think about it for some time.” 

      


      —

         TheRomanceReadersConnection.com

      


      “Sexy, dark, and emotion-filled… Took me on a rip-roaring ride through every emotion I have… Go out and buy a copy today.”

         

      


      —

         JoyfullyReviewed.com
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         either. You’re my world, Goob!
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      Glossary


      The Aegis—Society of human warriors dedicated to protecting the world from evil. See: Guardians, Regent, Sigil

      


      Carceris—The jailors of the underworld. All demon species send representatives to serve terms in the Carceris. Carceris members are

         responsible for apprehending demons accused of violating demon law, and for acting as guards in the Carceris prisons.

      


      Council—All demon species and breeds are governed by a Council that makes laws and metes out punishment for individual members of

         their species or breed.

      


      Dresdiin—The demon equivalent of angels.

      


      Fakires—Derogatory term used by vampires to describe humans who either believe themselves to be real vampires or who pretend to be

         vampires.

      


      Guardians—Warriors for The Aegis, trained in combat techniques, weapons, magic. Upon induction into The Aegis, all Guardians are presented

         with an enchanted piece of jewelry bearing the Aegis shield, which, among other things, allows for night vision and the ability

         to see through demon invisibility enchantment.

      


      Harrowgate—Vertical portals, invisible to humans, which demons use to travel between locations on Earth and Sheoul.

      


      Infadre—A female of any demon species who has been impregnated by a Seminus demon.

      


      Maleconcieo—Highest level of ruling demon boards, served by a representative from each species Council. The United Nations of the demon

         world.

      


      Orgesu—A demon sex slave, often taken from breeds bred specifically for the purpose of providing sex.

      


      Regent—Head(s) of local Aegis cells.

      


      Renfield—Fictional character in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Also, derogatory term for any human who serves a vampire. A vampire groupie.

      


      S’genesis—Final maturation cycle for Seminus demons. Occurs at one hundred years of age. A post-s’genesis male is capable of procreation and possesses the ability to shapeshift into the male of any demon species.

      


      Sheoul—Demon realm. Located deep in the bowels of Earth, accessible only by Harrowgates.

      


      Sheoul-gra—A holding tank for demon souls. The place where demon souls go until they can be reborn or kept in torturous limbo.

      


      Sheoulic—Universal language spoken by all demons, though many species speak their own language.

      


      Sigil—Board of twelve humans known as Elders, who serve as the supreme leaders of The Aegis. Based in Berlin, they oversee all

         Aegis cells worldwide.

      


      Swans—Humans who act as blood or energy donors for vampires, either actual undead or fakires.

      


      Ter’taceo—Demons who can pass as human, either because their species is naturally human in appearance, or because they can shapeshift

         into human form.

      


      Therionidryo—Term a were-beast uses for a person he or she bit and turned into another were-beast.

      


      Therionidrysi—Any survivor of a were-beast attack. Term used to clarify the relationship between the sire and his therionidryo.

      


      Ufelskala—A scoring system for demons, based on their degree of evil. All supernatural creatures and evil humans can be categorized

         into the five Tiers, with the Fifth Tier comprised of the worst of the wicked.

      


      Classification of Demons, as listed by Baradoc, Umber demon, using the demon breed Seminus as an example:


      Kingdom: Animalia


      Class: Demon


      Family: Sexual Demon


      Genus: Terrestrial


      Species: Incubus


      Breed: Seminus


   

      One
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      “When you are dining with a demon, you got to have a long spoon.”


      —Navjot Singh Sidhu


      There were three things Wraith did well: hunt, fight, and fuck. He was going to do all three tonight. In exactly that order.


      Crouching on the rooftop of a shop run by immigrants who had probably come from such a shitty country that the violence in

         the streets of Brownsville, Brooklyn, didn’t faze them, Wraith waited.

      


      He’d spied the gang members earlier, had scented their aggression, their need to draw blood, and Wraith’s own need to do the

         same stirred. Like any predator, he’d chosen his target with care. But unlike most predators, he didn’t go for the weak or

         the aged. Screw that. He wanted the strongest, the biggest, the most dangerous.

      


      He liked his pint of blood with an adrenaline chaser.


      Unfortunately, Wraith couldn’t make a kill tonight. He’d already met his one-human-kill-per-month limit set by the Vampire

         Council, and no way in Sheoul would he go over.

      


      Strange that he worried about it, given that ten months ago Wraith had happily gone through his s’genesis, a change that should have made him a monster who operated only on instinct—an instinct to screw as many demon females as

         possible, with the goal being to impregnate them. An added bonus of the s’genesis was that male Seminus demons became so focused on their sex drives that they cared little for anything else. But in Wraith’s

         case, he was also a vampire, so killing things was in his blood. So to speak.

      


      Eager to get started with his new life, Wraith had found a way to bring on The Change early. Unfortunately, it didn’t change a damned thing. Oh, he wanted to screw and impregnate females, but that was nothing new. The only difference was that now

         he could impregnate them. Oh, and he also had to shapeshift into the male of their species to do it, because no female on Earth or

         in Sheoul, the demon realm in the planet’s core, would knowingly bed a post-s’genesis Seminus demon. No one wanted to give birth to offspring that would be born a purebred Seminus despite the mixed mating.

      


      So yeah, a few things had changed, but not enough. Wraith still remembered the horrors of his past. He still cared about his

         two brothers and the hospital they had all started together. Sometimes he wasn’t sure which was worse.

      


      Wraith scented the air, taking in the recent rain, the rancid odors of stale urine, decaying garbage, and spicy Haitian cuisine

         from the hovel next door. Darkness swirled around him, cloaking him in the shadows, and a cold January breeze ruffled his

         shoulder-length hair but did nothing to ease the heat in his veins.

      


      He might be the epitome of patience while waiting for his prey, but that didn’t mean that inside he wasn’t quivering with

         anticipation.

      


      Because these weren’t your typical gangbangers he was hunting. No, the Bloods, Crips, and Latin Kings had nothing on the mercilessly

         cruel Upir.

      


      The very name made Wraith’s lips curl in a silent snarl. The Upir functioned like any other territorial street gang, except

         those pulling the strings were vampires. They used their human chumps to commit the crimes, to provide blood—and bloodsport—when

         needed, and to take the falls when the cops busted them. For their service and sacrifice, the humans believed they would be

         rewarded with eternal life.

      


      Idiots.


      Most vampires adhered to strict rules regarding turning humans, and since a vampire was allowed only a handful of turnings

         in his entire lifetime, he didn’t waste them on lowlife gangbangers.

      


      Of course, the gangbangers didn’t know that. They played the streets, their fangs-dripping-blood tats and crimson-and-gold

         gang colors screaming warnings others heeded. No one messed with the Upir.

      


      No one but Wraith.


      The Upir came. Seven of them, talking trash, swaggering with overblown arrogance.


      Showtime.


      Wraith unfurled to his nearly six feet, six inch height, and then dropped the fifteen feet to the ground, landing right in

         front of the gang.

      


      “Hey, assholes. ’Sup?”


      The leader, a stocky white guy wearing a bandanna wrapped around his bulbous head, stumbled back a step, but hid his surprise

         behind a raw curse. “What the fuck?”

      


      One of the punks, a short, fat, crooked-nosed troll—not literally a troll, which was unfortunate, because Wraith could have

         killed him, penalty-free—drew a blade from his coat pocket. Wraith laughed, and two other punks produced their own knives.

         Wraith laughed harder.

      


      “The dregs of human society amuse me,” Wraith said. “Rodents with weapons. Except rodents are smart. And they taste terrible.”


      The leader whipped a pistol out of his droopy-ass pants. “You got a motherfucking death wish.”


      Wraith grinned. “You got that right. Only it’s your death I wish for.” He smashed his fist into the leader’s face.


      The leader rocked backward, clutching his broken, bleeding nose. The scent of blood jacked up Wraith’s temp a notch… and he

         wasn’t alone. The two gangsters at the rear zeroed in on the scent, heads snapping around.

      


      Vamps. One black male, one Latino female, both dressed like the others in baggy jeans, hoodies, and ratty sneakers.


      Jackpot, baby. Wraith was going to get some kills in tonight, after all.


      Before any of the stunned humans could recover, Wraith sprinted down a side street.


      Angry shouts followed him as they gave chase. He slowed, drawing the gangsters in. Nimbly, he leaped on top of a Dumpster

         and then swung up to a rooftop and waited until they passed. Their fury left a scent trail he could follow blindfolded, but

         instead, he dropped to the ground, used his infrared vamp vision to see them in the darkest shadows ahead. He hated using

         any of his vampire skills, including super speed and strength, but vision was the one he truly despised.

      


      Despised, because he hadn’t been born with it. Instead, it had come twenty-two years later, with the eyes Eidolon had transplanted

         into his head nearly eighty years ago. Every time Wraith looked into the mirror at the baby blues, he was reminded of the

         torture and pain that had preceded the new peepers.

      


      Kicking himself for letting the past distract him, he silently started the hunt. Normally, he’d take out the vamps first,

         but the troll was just ahead, huffing and puffing and trailing far behind the others.

      


      He pounced, squeezed the breath out of the squat human, and left his unconscious body behind a pile of boxes. Next, he tracked

         the male vamp, who thought he’d gained the upper hand by swinging around behind Wraith.

      


      Wraith feigned distraction, standing in the open beneath the bright glare of a street light as the vamp crept forward. Closer…

         closer… yes. Wraith spun, pummeled the massive male with a flurry of fists and feet. The vamp didn’t have a chance to throw a single punch,

         and once Wraith had hauled him into the darkness beneath an overpass, he took him down. With a knee in the male’s gut and

         one hand curled around his throat, Wraith drew a stake from the weapons harness beneath his leather jacket.

      


      “What,” the male gasped, his eyes wide with shock and terror, “what… are… you?”


      “Buddy, sometimes I ask myself that same question.” He slammed the stake home. Didn’t wait around to watch the show as the

         vampire disintegrated. There was another one to take out.

      


      Anticipation shimmered through his veins as he stalked the female through side streets and alleys. Like the male, she believed

         she was the one doing the hunting, and Wraith caught her off guard as she crept in the shadows behind a building. He shoved her

         into the wall, lifting her by the throat so she dangled off the ground.

      


      “This was too easy,” Wraith said. “What is the Vamp Council teaching younglings these days?”


      “I’m no youngling.” Her voice was a low, seductive purr, and even as she spoke, she lifted her legs to wrap them around Wraith’s

         hips. “I’ll show you.”

      


      The scent of lust came off her in waves. His incubus body responded, hardening and heating, but he’d rather kill himself

         than screw a vampire—or a human, though he had different reasons for not bedding human females.

      


      He leaned in so his lips brushed her ear, which was pierced all the way around. “Not interested,” he growled, but still, she

         arched against him, affected by his incubus pheromones.

      


      You shouldn’t play with your food. Eidolon’s voice rang in his ears, but Wraith ignored it the way he ignored pretty much everything his brothers said to him.

         He had no intention of making a meal of this female.

      


      “Could’ve fooled me,” she said, rolling her hips into his erection.


      “Maybe you need some convincing.” Wraith pulled back and gave her an eyeful of wooden stake.


      Her eyes went wild. “Please…” She swallowed, her throat convulsing beneath his palm. Her body wilted like a dying flower,

         and that fast the temptress was gone. “Please. Just… do it quickly.”

      


      He blinked. He’d expected her to beg for her life. He met her wide, haunted gaze, and slowly, with a sick sense of dread,

         he shuffled his fingers on her neck. A raised pattern peeked from beneath the collar of her hoodie. Damn.


      He shoved his stake into his pocket and tugged her sweatshirt aside to reveal a welted pattern the size of his fist.


      A slave mark. Not just any slave mark. The cross-bones brand of Neethul slavemasters, the cruelest of the demon slave traders.

         This female had been forced to live in hell for gods knew how long. Somehow she’d gained her freedom, probably by escaping…

         and now she was doing what she had to in order to survive.

      


      She’d suffered. Was probably suffering even now.


      Something clawed at his gut, and it wasn’t until he lowered her to the ground without realizing it that he identified the

         strange feeling. Sympathy.

      


      “Go,” he said roughly. “Before I change my mind.”


      She got the hell out of there, and so did Wraith. Rattled by his uncharacteristic display of mercy, he ruthlessly shoved aside

         the incident. He needed to get back on track. He needed to feed. He needed to cause some pain.

      


      The punks had split up, and one by one, he tracked them down with almost mechanical efficiency until only the leader was left.

         Somewhere nearby, a gunshot rang out, a familiar sound in this part of the city, so familiar he doubted the cops would even

         be called.

      


      The leader was ahead, pacing in front of a boarded-up shop front, his voice crisp with agitation as he barked out orders on

         his cell phone.

      


      “Yo, scumbag,” Wraith yelled. “I’m over here! Would it help if I wore a neon sign?”


      -Red-faced with fury, the leader bolted into an alley after Wraith. Halfway in, Wraith pivoted around. The gangster pulled

         his gun, but Wraith disarmed him before he could so much as blink. The weapon skidded across the wet pavement as Wraith put

         the guy’s back into a wall and jammed his forearm across the human’s thick neck.

      


      “This is disappointing,” Wraith drawled. “I expected more of a fight. I seriously wanted to tenderize you before I ate you.

         When are you guys going to learn that a gun is no substitute for learning hand-to-hand combat techniques?”

      


      “Fuck you,” the guy spat.


      “Guy like me?” Wraith smiled, leaned in so his lips grazed the guy’s cheek. “You. Wish.”


      An outraged bellow made him smile even more. He inhaled the man’s aroma, anger tainted by a tantalizing thread of fear. Hunger

         roared through Wraith, and his fangs began to elongate. Playtime was over. He sank his teeth into the gangster’s throat. Warm,

         silky blood filled his mouth, and after a couple of spasms, his prey went limp.

      


      Wraith could have used his Seminus gift to fill the guy’s head with happy, pleasant visions, but this dude was scum. The things

         he’d done slapped at Wraith’s brain in rapid-fire succession. Sure, Wraith was no angel—though he’d screwed a false one or

         ten—but with the exception of Aegis Guardians, he didn’t harm human women or children.

      


      This guy… well, Wraith wished he hadn’t blown this month’s kill quota on the Sumatran poacher. Still, tormenting the gangster

         could be fun. Swallowing the human’s alcohol-laced blood with relish, Wraith used his mind power to feed the guy gruesome

         images of what Wraith would do to him if he ever found out that he’d committed a violent crime again. For the most part he

         couldn’t care less if a human lived or died, but this guy got off on preying on the weak and the old.

      


      There was no sport in that.


      Power surged through Wraith, power and adrenaline and flashes of heat lightning under his skin. His dermoire, a history of his Seminus demon paternity, pulsed from the tips of the fingers on his right hand to his shoulder and neck,

         and all the way to the right side of his face, where the swirling black glyphs marked him as a post-s’genesis Seminus. Humans thought it was a tattoo—some thought it was cool; the rest were appalled.

      


      Humans were so freaking uptight.


      His prey’s pulse picked up as his heart tried to compensate for the blood loss. Wraith took two more strong pulls, disengaged

         his fangs, and hesitated before licking the puncture holes to seal the wound. He’d never minded drinking from his victims,

         but he hated licking them, tasting sweat, dirt, perfume, and worse, their individual essence. Cursing silently, he swiped

         the holes with his tongue and tried not to shudder, but the shakes wracked his body anyway.

      


      “You should kill him.”


      The male voice, deep and calm, startled him. No one snuck up on Wraith. Ever.


      He released the gangbanger, letting the guy hit the pavement with a thud. In a fluid, easy movement, he faced the newcomer,

         but too late he saw a flash and a blur, felt the sting of a dart in his throat.

      


      “Shit!” Wraith ripped the dart from his neck and threw it to the ground, even as he charged the guy who had shot him with

         it. He was going to gut the bastard.

      


      Wraith grabbed for the male’s shirt, some sort of burlap tunic, but his fingers only brushed the collar. The guy was unnaturally

         fast—unnaturally fast for a human. This male was demonkind, species unknown.

      


      The male didn’t make a sound as he whispered through the night, moving toward a sewer grate.


      Awkwardly, because his left side had begun to weaken, Wraith drew a throwing star from his weapons harness. He hurled it,

         catching the newcomer in the back.

      


      The male’s ear-shattering, high-pitched scream rent the night as he fell. Wraith slowed, a sudden sense of dread weighing

         him down, turning his limbs sluggish and uncoordinated.

      


      He stumbled, attempted to catch himself on the side of a building, but his muscles had turned to water. His vision grew dim,

         his mouth went dry, and with every breath it felt as if he was taking flames into his lungs.

      


      He tried to reach his cell phone, but his arm wouldn’t work. And then his mind wouldn’t work, and all went black.
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      Throbbing pain in Wraith’s head woke him, and a serious case of cotton-mouth made him gag. He smelled sickness. Blood. Antiseptic


      Shit, what had he done last night? He’d been clean for months… well, he hadn’t fed on a junkie just for the sake of getting

         high, anyway. He’d eaten his share of humans and demons who had drugs in their systems, but that hadn’t been why Wraith had

         chosen them as food. At least, that’s what he’d told himself.

      


      In any case, he hadn’t woken up with a drug or alcohol hangover in months, but this… this was one mother of a hangover.


      He peeled open his eyes, the pain convincing him his eyelids were coated on the inside with sandpaper. They watered, and he

         had to blink several times before he could focus. Through blurry vision he saw chains hanging in loops from a dark ceiling.

         Low, muted voices blended with the sound of beeping hospital equipment and ringing in his ears. He was at Underworld General.

      


      He should be relieved, comforted to be safe. Instead, his gut wrenched. Clearly, he’d screwed up again, and his brothers were

         going to chew his ass but good.

      


      Speak of the demons, he thought, as Eidolon and Shade entered the room. Wraith tried to lift his head, but the room spun in a nauseating swirl

         of dark colors.

      


      “Hey, bro,” Shade said as he grasped Wraith’s wrist. A warm, pulsing sensation shot up Wraith’s arm. Shade was doing his body

         probe thing, checking his vitals and whatever other crap needed to be checked. Maybe he could do something about the spins.

      


      “What’s up?” he croaked. “You boys are wearing your grim faces.” Which meant he’d fucked up even more royally than he’d thought.


      Eidolon didn’t smile, not even the fake, doctorish, it’s-going-to-be-okay smile. “What happened the other night?”


      “Other night?”

      


      “You’ve been out for two weeks,” E said. “What happened?”


      Wraith levered up so fast his head threatened to fall off. “Oh, no. Fuck, no. E, did I kill someone?”


      His brothers both pushed him back on the bed. “Not that we know of. Yet. But we need to know what happened.”


      Relief made him sag into the mattress as he searched the black hole that was his memory. An alley. He’d been in an alley.

         And in pain. But why? “I’m not sure. How did I get here?”

      


      Shade grunted. “I felt your distress. Grabbed a medic team and took a Harrowgate to you.”


      “What do you remember?” E asked, jacking up the head of the bed so Wraith could sit up.


      He sifted through the fuzzy memories, but piecing them together was like trying to do a jigsaw puzzle while blindfolded. “I

         was eating a gangbanger. Tasty, surprisingly free of drugs.” He frowned. Had he killed the guy? No, he didn’t think so… remembered

         closing the punctures. “I felt a sting in my neck. And there was a male. Demon, I think. Why?”

      


      The pulses down his arm stopped, but Shade kept his hand where it was. Even though he was no longer using his healing power,

         his dermoire continued to writhe. “You were attacked by an assassin. Sent by Roag.”

      


      “Ah… did you guys miss the bulletin that said Roag is gone?” Wraith eyed his brothers, waiting for the punchline, but they

         didn’t look like they were jacking with him. “Oh, come on. Roag is as good as dead. For real this time.”

      


      Their older brother had plotted a gruesome revenge against the three of them, had nearly succeeded. If Wraith never saw the

         dark depths of a dungeon again, it would be too soon.

      


      Eidolon ran his hand through his short, dark hair. “Yeah, well, he hired the assassin to handle his revenge on us in the event

         of his death. You must have injured him, because he was in bad shape. Tayla tracked and caught him while Shade was bringing

         you back here. He confessed everything before Luc ate him.”

      


      “Ate him?”

      


      E nodded. “The assassin was a leopard-shifter. Nothing scares them more than werewolves, so we chained him up in Luc’s basement

         to get him to talk. We thought we’d secured him far enough away from Luc.” He shrugged. “Apparently not.”

      


      “I love werewolves,” Wraith said, shooting Shade a sly grin. “Guess you’d better not piss off Runa. She might eat you.” Shade

         had bonded to a werewolf last year, and had been disgustingly happy since. “Why are you here, anyway? Shouldn’t you be helping

         her with the monsters?”

      


      “You mean the ones you haven’t bothered to come see yet?”


      “Shade.” Eidolon’s voice held a soft warning, which was odd. Usually Shade was the voice of reason when it came to handling

         Wraith.

      


      But ever since Runa had delivered their triplets, Shade had been seriously overprotective and easily offended. He just didn’t

         get that not everyone went as goo-goo over his offspring as he did.

      


      Wraith shoved the sheet off his body and saw that he was naked. Not that he cared, but his coat had better not have been ruined

         when they stripped him. Knowing Shade’s love of trauma shears, Wraith figured odds were good that he’d have to buy another

         one.

      


      “So why all the doom and gloom? The assassin failed.”


      Shade and E exchanged glances, which set Wraith on high alert. This wasn’t good.


      “No, he didn’t fail,” Shade said softly. “The guy has a partner. He’s still out there, and he’s after all of us.”


      “So I hunt his ass down and kill him. I don’t see the problem.”


      Shade’s pause made Wraith’s gut do a slow slide to his feet. “The problem is that the first assassin shot you with a slow-acting

         poison dart.”

      


      Wraith snorted. “Is that all? Just shoot me up with the antidote.”


      “Remember Roag’s foray into the storeroom?” E asked, and yeah, Wraith remembered. Last year during Roag’s bid for revenge,

         he’d helped himself to E’s collection of rare artifacts and crap Wraith gathered for him. “One of the things he took was the

         mordlair necrotoxin. That’s what the assassin used.” E exhaled slowly. “There’s no antidote.”

      


      No antidote? “Then a spell. Find a spell to cure it.” Panic started to fray the edges of his control, and Shade must have sensed it, because

         his grip grew firmer.

      


      “Wraith, we’ve consulted every text, every shaman, every witch.… There’s nothing that can flush the poison from your system.”


      “So, bottom line. What are you saying?”


      E handed Wraith a mirror. “Take a look at your neck.” He brushed Wraith’s hair back to reveal his personal symbol at the top

         of his dermoire. The hourglass, which had always appeared full on the bottom, had emerged following his first maturation cycle at the age

         of twenty.

      


      Wraith inhaled sharply at what he saw now: The hourglass had been inverted, the sand flowing from top to bottom, marking time.


      “You’re dying,” Eidolon said. “You have a month, maybe six weeks, to live.”


   

      Two
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      Serena Kelley was dying. Well, not literally, but it felt like it, what with the way the air was being sucked from her lungs

         by an extremely hot vampire who was kissing her senseless.

      


      She wasn’t one to hang out in Goth clubs, but tonight’s nosebleed-Euro-Goth music at Alchemy had promised to bring in the

         vampires—both the wannabe’s of the human variety and the actual undead.

      


      The music echoed off the walls of the old slaughterhouse so loudly it messed with her heart’s ability to beat, shocking her

         pulse into an uneven, chaotic rhythm. The smell of perfume, sweat, and sex was thick in the air, ratcheting up her libido.

         She moved with the crush of bodies on the dance floor, going with the tide as the vampire whose name she’d just learned guided

         her.

      


      She sensed his hunger, his dark need, and yes, it was wrong of her to lead him on like this. Wrong to let him think he was

         going to get a meal and a notch in his coffin from her.

      


      But what the hell. Every girl needed to flirt now and then.


      Especially when flirting was as far as she could go with a guy.


      “Come,” Marcus said, in that low whisper vampires could somehow make audible above any racket. “My table waits.”


      Marcus was an old vamp, his formal, stiff speech part of his allure, and Serena’s hormones ran amok as he led her to a shadowed

         corner where several human groupies quivered like excited lapdogs at his approach.

      


      Like so many older-generation vamps, he dressed in tasteful, conservative clothing beneath a midnight trench coat that helped

         him blend among the Goth and punk fashion in the bars. Glossy black, waist-length hair and ruby-red lips on a severe, pale

         face completed the look.

      


      He waved his hand, and the lapdogs scattered, some of them cutting her jealous glares. She wondered how many knew he was a

         real vampire. Few who were deep into the vampire lifestyle actually believed in the undead. Those who did had a tendency to

         become Renfields—scraping, bowing hangers-ons who offered themselves up to be used in any way a vampire wanted.

      


      Serena might have a thing for vamps, but she’d never stepped over the line to become a meal or a throwaway bedmate.


      They sank into the booth, her black cargoes sliding across the faux-leather seats. Marcus wrapped his arm around her waist

         and tugged her into him.

      


      Perfect. Because yes, she had a vampire fetish her boss, benefactor, and personal Aegis Guardian, Valeriu Macek, would have

         seizures over, and yes, she liked to live on the wild side. But she also liked to mix business with pleasure, and at this

         very moment, her business as a treasure hunter involved stealing Marcus’s very valuable, very antique bracelet off his wrist.

      


      Slowly, carefully, she slid her hand over his so her fingers rested on the ancient Macedonian bauble. Marcus didn’t notice—his

         heavy-lidded gaze focused on her throat, and his erection prodded her hip.

      


      “Shall we go outside, or stay here?” he asked, and she wondered if he knew she was fully aware of what he was.


      The way he kept his fangs concealed told her he probably didn’t know. Then again, after hundreds of years of being undead,

         keeping them hidden had probably become second nature to him. And really, vampire canines weren’t all that obvious unless

         the vampire became excited, and then they’d erupt from the gums, elongating, growing… so erotic.

      


      Serena tilted her jaw, exposing her throat enticingly. Distractingly. “Here,” she purred, working the bracelet with one hand,

         and running the other up his chest.

      


      Powerful muscles flexed beneath her palm, and for the thousandth time, she wished she weren’t celibate. Wished she could let

         herself do all the stupid, risky things humans did when they were in their twenties.

      


      Marcus’s smile revealed just the tips of his fangs as he leaned in, wincing when his chest crushed her pendant between them.

         He frowned at the grape-sized crystal. “That’s one hell of a jewel.”

      


      “Gift from my mom,” she said easily, even though the necklace was far more than that.


      The bracelet slid free. She slipped it inside a leg pocket in her pants and glanced at her watch. “Oh, would you look at the

         time! I’d better go. Don’t want to turn into a pumpkin.”

      


      Marcus’s hand squeezed her biceps. “I am not finished with you.”


      She smiled sweetly. “Oh, but you are. I’m no swan,” she said, using the term for humans who offered up their blood or psychic

         energy to vampires, though they usually believed the vampires were of the breathing, human variety—what true undead jokingly

         called fakires.


      Rage iced over his dark eyes, and his lips peeled back to reveal daggerlike canines. Any sane human would be terrified, but

         not Serena.

      


      She had a little secret. She’d been protected by a divine charm for eighteen years, since the day it was bestowed upon her

         at the age of seven, and no harm could come to her.

      


      Not so long as she remained a virgin.


      Marcus lunged for her throat. Serena angled away, and for no apparent reason, the vampire lost his balance, slipped off the

         seat, and landed in a heap on the floor. The groupies hovering nearby either backed away or rushed in to help him up, but

         he came to his feet in an explosion of anger.

      


      His eyes narrowed and his fists clenched, but he hadn’t avoided being slain by Aegis Guardians for centuries by causing scenes.

         Wisely, he did nothing more threatening than curse at her, and then he whirled away in dramatic vampire fashion, the crowd

         swallowing him and his Renfields as they followed on his heels.

      


      Before Marcus figured out she’d lifted his bracelet, she needed to haul ass—


      Something flashed in front of her. No… inside her. A crisp pop burst in her ears, echoing from somewhere in her head. A wash of nausea made her break out in a cold sweat.

         Instinctively, she reached for her pendant, let the cool, smooth orb comfort her.

      


      Except, the comfort was short-lived. The pendant glowed. A warning. Her cloak… compromised. She was exposed.


      Jerking to her feet, she stumbled toward the exit on wobbly legs. She needed to get home. Back to Val’s mansion.


      Because for the first time in eighteen years of living a carefree, sheltered life, Serena was afraid.


      [image: art]


      Byzamoth fell back in his seat, panting, body shuddering. Orgasmic waves of power pumped through him, the name he’d just learned

         breaking softly from his lips.

      


      Serena Kelley.


      He hadn’t known the identity of the human he’d been seeking, but everything about her was now as clear as a witch’s crystal

         ball.

      


      Too quickly, the power fizzled, leaving him weak, but no less ecstatic. His palm burned, but it was a lovely pain, easily

         endured. He opened his fist, where the cause of the discomfort, a golf-ball-sized orb known as Eth’s Eye, glowed red. Red

         instead of gold, because it had been used for evil rather than good.

      


      Exhausted, he let his head fall against the seat rest and gazed up at the ceiling of the Israeli house he’d commandeered this

         morning. The family who’d inhabited it lay at various angles around him, dead eyes staring blindly. The youngest female virgin

         had volunteered herself as the blood sacrifice Byzamoth had needed to activate the evil capabilities of Eth’s Eye.

      


      “Volunteered” was probably too strong a word, but in any case, Byzamoth had gotten what he wanted. He’d found the most important

         human in the universe, the one who would be instrumental in kicking off the most significant event in demon history.

      


      “It’s started,” he said to the demon standing in the living room entrance.


      Lore entered, a massive male covered from neck to toe, including his hands, in black leather that matched his short hair.

         He was one of the most efficient killers Byzamoth had come across, a male whose touch killed everything his bare hand came

         into contact with.

      


      Byzamoth might be immortal, but even he gave Lore a wide berth.


      “I don’t give a shit about your war. I want my money.”


      “Why the rush?”


      “My partner failed to kill the Vampire demon. I need to finish the job.”


      Byzamoth waved his hand. “You’ll get your payment, but it won’t matter. Soon, money will be worthless. Pain will be the new

         currency.”

      


      “Yeah, well, right now cash buys beer, so hand it over.”


      Byzamoth smiled. Even now, the underworld would begin to stir with the sense that something was coming, even if that something

         was still a mystery to them. Few would understand the significance of what Byzamoth had just done, which was to lift the divine

         cloak of invisibility that had shielded Serena from demon eyes for so long.

      


      For years she had walked the Earth disguised as a normal human, and few, if any, were the wiser. Until now.


      Fortunately for her, she was still charmed and still the keeper of the necklace, Heofon, and no one could take either away

         from her—not against her will.

      


      No one but a select few individuals. Like Byzamoth.


      He had every intention of taking them against her will.


      And when he was done with her, he’d be in possession of the most powerful weapon imaginable, and demons would finally rule

         the world.
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      Doctor Gemella Endri sat in UG’s conference room with her sister and Eidolon’s mate, Tayla, at her right side and Shade at

         her left. Eidolon and doctors Shakvhan and Reaver sat across from them. Tension thickened the air, growing more oppressive

         as the night went on with no new, feasible ideas for how to save Wraith

      


      Who had been sedated after Shade and E told him he was dying. Wraith had taken the news surprisingly well, but neither Shade

         nor Eidolon had trusted him to not immediately take off after the second assassin. They wanted him here, where they could

         monitor his health, though they had to know that their little brother wouldn’t be held immobile for long. That demon couldn’t

         sit still, and doing nothing wasn’t in his DNA.

      


      Making matters even worse, the hospital had been plagued by odd equipment and structural failures. All of the windows lining

         the inside of the administrative area had cracked, the lights in the cafeteria flickered constantly, and the third-wing lava

         bath had leaked, destroying the sulphur-steam room next to it. Eidolon had been kept too busy with the problems to concentrate

         on medicine, because every time he fixed one thing, something else would go wrong.

      


      “I had a consult with an Orphmage this morning,” Gem said, “but he was no help.”


      She hadn’t expected the powerful Cruentus mage to be of assistance, but it had been worth a shot. Cruenti had a bloodthirsty

         love of killing that didn’t stop even at their own species, so she’d thought that maybe a Cruentus mage capable of the vilest

         of death magic would know something about how to interrupt mordlair toxin.

      


      He’d been more interested in how to get some for himself.


      “I could try again—” She broke off with a gasp.


      A sinister wash of energy rolled over her, followed by several smaller concussions, as if a stone had been dropped into tainted

         water. She was about to ask if anyone else felt it, but from their expressions, she definitely was not the only one at the

         table to experience the… whatever it was. Even after the tiny waves stopped, the uneasy feeling remained, a sense that something evil had ripped into the very

         fabric of life.

      


      Something bad, something very, very bad had been set into motion.


      “What the hell was that?” E rasped, seeming more affected than Gem, but then, he was full-blooded demon, and she was half

         human, less sensitive to the tides of evil.

      


      Gem shook her head, which did nothing to get rid of the impending feeling of doom.


      “Reaver?” Tayla leaped to her feet. “Shit!”


      All heads turned to the fallen angel, who sat in his high-backed leather seat… convulsing. Instantly, the doctors and Shade,

         a paramedic, had him on the floor and were assessing his condition, but this wasn’t a medical issue, and both Gem and Tayla

         knew it.

      


      “Leave him alone.” Tayla’s voice shook as badly as Gem’s hands.


      Thanks to their half-Soulshredder parentage, the sisters could see that Reaver had split wide open along the seam of an invisible

         scar that ran from his throat to his groin.

      


      Soulshredders possessed the ability to see scars, both physical and emotional, that no one else could. Their species used

         their ability to expose old wounds, exploit them, make them worse. Gem had spent twenty-six years battling her nature, sometimes

         unsuccessfully. But her nature also gave her a lot of advantages when it came to her job.

      


      Gem moved in, crouched next to Reaver as he seized, sapphire eyes rolled back in his head. The other docs were still crowded

         close, and as Tayla joined Gem, she shoved them all aside. Dimly, Gem heard E ask what the hell was going on, but her full

         attention was on Reaver.

      


      He grabbed Gem’s wrist with one hand, squeezing so hard she had to clench her teeth to keep from crying out. “Someone found…

         her.”

      


      She placed her hand on his chest next to the emotional scar that had come apart as if he’d been unzipped. As a Soulshredder,

         she could use her power to mend scars as well as make them worse, though her mixed blood diluted her ability, and something

         this big was way too much for her to handle. Still, she had to try.

      


      “Who, Reaver? What are you talking about?”


      He didn’t seem to hear, was muttering, mostly incoherently. “Serena… Sentinel… exposed… fuck.”

      


      Gem was confused as hell, but Tayla leaned in, placing her hand next to Gem’s. “Reaver? What about Serena? Do you mean she’s

         charmed?”

      


      Reaver didn’t answer, but his convulsions eased into mildly spastic twitches. Something ugly reared up inside Gem, made her

         want to keep the scar open, to probe harder and deeper. The impulse to dig and cause pain terrified her, and she jerked her

         hand away, only to have Tayla grab it and put it back.

      


      “This is important,” Tay growled, her own Soulshredder instinct surfacing. “We need to learn more.”


      Gem took a deep, ragged breath and demoned up. Ruthlessly, she dug her fingers into his scar and tugged, as Tayla did the

         same. Reaver screamed, but Gem ignored the sound, got into his face.

      


      “Who is Serena?”


      “Kelley…” Reaver groaned, muttering in a language Gem didn’t know.


      “She’s a Marked Sentinel?” Tayla asked, and Reaver froze. Then, suddenly, in a blinding flash of light, he flew across the

         room as if he’d been knocked senseless by a Gargantua demon and landed in a crumpled heap against the wall.

      


      “Shit.” Eidolon hit the intercom on the wall and called for a stretcher, and in moments, nurses and another doctor had arrived

         to wheel Reaver into the emergency department. Doctor Shakvhan went with him, leaving Gem with Tayla, E, and Shade.

      


      Shade was pacing the length of the room, fists clenching reflexively. “Someone want to explain what the hell just happened?

         Anyone else feel that weird vibe right before Reaver turned into Seizure Boy?”

      


      “I did. Freaked me out. I can still feel it.” Tayla rubbed her arms, as if she were suddenly cold, and Eidolon tucked her

         protectively against his chest.

      


      Pain and a sense of longing bubbled up through an old wound. Gem was happy her sister had found love, but she couldn’t snip

         the thread of jealousy that had woven its way into her heart after Kynan had left her ten months ago—just when they’d finally

         found their way to each other.

      


      “Me too.” Gem cleared her throat of the bitterness that lingered in her voice. It wasn’t Tayla’s fault Gem had lost the love

         of her life. “Something is stirring in the underworld.”

      


      “I don’t like it,” Eidolon murmured. “This could be bad.”


      “Or,” Shade said, crossing his arms over his broad chest, “it could be nothing.”


      “Right,” Eidolon said wryly. “Because Reaver often collapses into seizures and speaks in tongues.”


      Tayla broke away from Eidolon. “Reaver said something I think could be important. For Wraith.”


      E and Shade went taut, and Gem tugged on one of her black-and-pink braids. “The Marked Sentinel thing?” When Tayla didn’t

         answer, Gem put a hand on her sister’s arm. “Tay?”

      


      Tayla nodded. “There are stories—rumors, really—in the Aegis… about humans charmed by angels. No one knows why, or if it’s

         even true, but the stories say that these humans are invincible. Immortal.”

      


      “How does that help Wraith?” Shade asked.


      Tayla hesitated until Shade cleared his throat. She shot him an annoyed glare before speaking. “According to legend, Marked

         Sentinels can give up their charm to someone else.” She shuffled her feet, clearly uncomfortable sharing intimate Aegis secrets

         even with her own brother-in-law. “If we can find this Serena Kelley, Wraith might have a shot at survival. All he has to

         do is take her virginity.”

      


   

      Three
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      It took less than a day for Gem and Tayla to track down Serena Kelley, but their discovery came at a high cost. They’d had

         to consult a Darquethoth shaman, who had, after casting a seek spell, taken a strong interest in the human. Too strong. Eidolon

         had a feeling that the shaman would gladly reveal the charmed human’s location to the highest bidder.

      


      Wraith needed to get to Serena immediately, because not only was his life at stake, but so was the entire hospital’s future.


      But before Eidolon unloaded all the details on his brother, he was going to have a little chat with Reaver, who had recovered

         from his ordeal and was about to be released.

      


      E entered Reaver’s hospital room, where the dripping wet angel had just stepped out of the shower.


      “We need to talk about Serena Kelley.”


      Eidolon swore Reaver’s hands shook before he clenched them into fists at his sides. “Who?”


      “The charmed human you told us about yesterday. We think she may be the cure for Wraith—”


      In the span of a heartbeat, Reaver’s fist was wrapped in Eidolon’s scrub shirt and he’d been yanked into the fallen angel’s

         face. “Keep Wraith away from her.” Reaver’s voice was a low, dangerous growl, but the writing on the walls—a ward against

         violence—hadn’t begun to pulse, so he didn’t intend harm.

      


      Shade entered the room, black brows raised at Reaver’s nudity. “Am I interrupting a private moment?”


      Eidolon met Reaver’s heated gaze with a glacial one of his own. “I suggest you release me,” he said coolly. “Now.”


      Reaver uttered a curse and stepped off. “Eidolon, you can’t let this happen.”


      “Wraith will die.”


      “I’m sorry for that,” Reaver said, pulling on a pair of scrub pants, “but he got himself into this mess. Serena is innocent.”


      “He’s not going to hurt her. He’s going to have sex with her. And you know he can’t rape her if she’s protected by the charm,

         so she’ll be going into it willingly.” Eidolon was bluffing, performing a little exploratory surgery with the fallen angel.

         What information Tayla had gotten from The Aegis about charmed humans was mostly speculation, but so far, it seemed as though

         her information was dead on.

      


      Reaver jammed both hands through his golden hair, kept them there as though he was trying to hold his head on. “Why her? Why

         not one of the other half-dozen charmed humans?”

      


      “There are only six of them?” When Reaver didn’t answer, Eidolon shrugged. “You gave us her name. Gem and Tay consulted a

         shaman who performed a locator spell. She lit up like a cheap beer sign.”

      


      “Dammit,” Reaver breathed. “The cloak that keeps all charmed humans invisible to demon eyes has been broken. It’s what caused

         my… condition. Someone must intend to use her for great evil.” Before Eidolon could ask more, Reaver shook his head. “You’ve

         got to forget about Serena. Wraith can’t touch her.”

      


      The persistent headache E had been suffering for days kicked up a notch on the pain scale. “That’s not your call.”


      “Don’t do it. I mean it, E. She needs the charm.”


      “Why?”


      “Because,” Reaver said, his voice as cold as a grave, “the charm is all that’s keeping her alive. If she loses it, she’ll

         die.”
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      Reaver watched the expression on Eidolon’s face fall. Shade just looked pissed. As usual


      “What the hell do you mean, she’ll die?” Shade demanded. “Does that happen to all charmed humans who give up their charm?”


      Reaver didn’t want to answer any of their questions, didn’t want to talk about something so sacred, and he really wanted to

         kick his own ass for spilling his guts about Marked Sentinels at all. The existence of charmed humans had been a carefully

         guarded secret for thousands of years, and if it got out… Reaver’s stomach turned over violently.

      


      “Answer the question.” E was all cool Justice Dealer calm, which was deceptive; the guy could go from sub-zero to scorch in

         a heartbeat. He’d been raised by the Judicia, demons who meted out justice, and his icy, detached disposition only made him

         that much more lethal, because he was rarely swayed by emotion.

      


      “Serena is a unique case.” Reaver’s voice was guttural, the instinct to protect the charmed human something he couldn’t suppress

         even though he was no longer worthy of doing so. Technically, no angel could interfere in a Sentinel’s life—not directly.

         That job fell to their human Aegis Guardian.

      


      He rubbed his temples, considering how much to reveal. He couldn’t do anything about whoever broke her cloak, but if he wanted

         to save her from Wraith, Reaver would do well to appeal to his brothers’ medical sides, the parts of them that saved lives.

      


      “Serena’s mother, Patrice, was the keeper of the charm until Serena was seven, and Patrice gave it up to her.”


      Shade interrupted. “Wait. Patrice had to have been a virgin, right? So Serena was adopted?”


      “Patrice was a virgin,” Reaver said, “but she was Serena’s biological mother. She was impregnated through in vitro fertilization.”


      Eidolon propped his hip on the sink and watched Reaver with the intensity of a hawk. “How do you know this?”


      “When there are only a handful of charmed humans in the world, you know everything about them,” he said, though it wasn’t

         entirely true.

      


      “And why was she gifted?”


      “It doesn’t matter.” Reaver was telling the demons far too much as it was. Eidolon and Shade were about as decent as demons

         could be, but if Reaver had any hope of getting back into Heaven, he didn’t want to blow it by handing over vital information

         to demons. Consorting with demons, working in a demon hospital… he was walking a fine line as it was.

      


      “What matters is that shortly after Serena was born, a Mara demon somehow learned the truth about Patrice. He bit Patrice’s

         parents… and Serena.”

      


      Being bitten by a Mara was bad news. Each one carried a unique disease within its body, to be spread through a bite, and only

         that demon possessed the antidote to its individual disease.

      


      “He wanted the charm in exchange for the cure. Patrice had a terrible choice to make, and she chose to kill the demon. As

         a result, her parents suffered for months before they died. Serena spent years in and out of hospitals, and doctors could

         do nothing. Just before her seventh birthday, her time ran out.” Reaver’s voice was scraped raw after being dragged down memory

         lane. “When it became clear Serena was going to die and no cure could be found, Patrice passed her charm to Serena in order

         to keep her alive—”

      


      “How?” Shade interrupted. “I thought sex was the key.”


      “Serena was a special case,” Reaver said shortly. The truth, that the transfer never should have happened, was something he

         didn’t care to discuss.

      


      Or think about.


      Shade took the hint and steered the conversation in a new direction. “So what happened after Serena got the charm?”


      “Her health improved instantly, but if she loses her charm, the disease will progress. She’ll die in a matter of days. Hours,

         maybe.”

      


      “Oh, fuck,” Shade muttered. “We can’t tell Wraith.”


      Eidolon’s dark brows shot up. “He needs to know.”


      “If he knows, he might not take her charm.”


      Reaver stared. “Are we talking about the same Wraith who screws and eats everyone he meets?”


      “Wraith won’t kill human females.”


      “That’s a character flaw I didn’t see coming,” Reaver muttered.


      “If it makes you feel any better, he does make exceptions for female Aegi,” Shade said, and turned to E. “She’s just a human,

         so I don’t know what your deal is.”

      


      “Your own mate is human.”


      “Was human. She’s cured of that now.”

      


      Reaver rolled his eyes. It was a stupid argument; werewolves, both born and turned, had human souls, and were therefore technically

         human. Vampires were, as well, though the fate of their souls was more complicated than that of humans, weres, and shifters.

      


      “Find another way to cure Wraith,” Reaver said, “because I won’t allow this to happen.” It was a bluff; under no circumstances

         were angels, especially fallen ones, allowed to interfere in a Marked Sentinel’s life.

      


      Then again, he’d done it before when he’d facilitated the transfer of the charm from Patrice to Serena.


      And he’d paid dearly.


      Shade got right up in Reaver’s face. “You interfere, and I’ll make you sorry.”


      “You can’t kill me, incubus.”


      “I sure as hell can try. And if I fail, I can still drag your sorry ass down to Sheoul for a little eternal fun.”


      Sweat dampened Reaver’s temples. Right now Reaver was stuck between realms, tossed out of Heaven but not completely ruined.

         A fallen angel who stayed in the human world still had a chance of getting back into Heaven, but one who entered Sheoul was

         lost forever.

      


      “Shade.” Eidolon clamped down on Shade’s thick biceps. “Back off. This isn’t helping anything. Wraith will do the right thing.”


      Wraith? Do the right thing? Reaver couldn’t believe that had come out of Eidolon’s mouth.

      


      Reaver willed his heart rate to slow down so he could hear through the roar of blood in his ears. He didn’t care about Wraith’s

         survival, or even Serena’s, no matter how much he liked her. Because this wasn’t truly about her life or death.

      


      Every Marked Sentinel was charmed for a reason. Every one of them was in possession of an object vital to the well-being of

         humanity.

      


      And what Serena held was the most important of all.


      Shade hung his head. “We tell him. Gods help us, we tell him.”
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      Darkness closed in on Serena as quickly as the demons surrounding her. Four of them, ugly toadlike creatures that came no

         higher than her waist, had ambushed her when she’d stopped the car at the mailbox outside Valeriu’s mansion’s main gate

      


      Yesterday she’d depleted her entire savings to pay a sorceress to repair her cloak, but clearly, the word was out.


      She still hadn’t told Val. There was no reason to at this point, and besides, he was already on edge, because an alarm had

         been sounded within The Aegis, of which Val was a high-ranking, card-carrying member.

      


      According to Val, The Aegis was gearing up for what they thought might be a demon incursion. Demon sightings by the general

         human population were on the rise, skirmishes between demons and The Aegis were taking place much more frequently, and they

         were taking heavy losses.

      


      In an effort to combat the growing threat, the demon-fighting organization had lowered their standards for recruitment, put

         former Guardians on alert for recall, and were deploying current members on research and reconnaissance missions.

      


      Serena was itching to help, had been hoping Val would send her on her own assignment, and if the text message she’d gotten

         from him telling her to get home immediately was any indication, her itch might just get scratched.

      


      After she got away from these demons, anyway. Their creepy, overly wide mouths gaped open, rows of sharp teeth disappearing

         far down their throats. A tremor of excitement shot through her, because she rarely got to handle things like this. Her specialty

         was treasure hunting, and normally her only challenges consisted of layers of dust, poisonous insects, and the occasional

         booby trap of either the physical or magical variety.

      


      She supposed she should be cautious—after all, if her cloak had failed, maybe her charm could too, but she didn’t think so.


      There’s a way around every charm, spell, and curse. Val’s constantly uttered words, spoken with a Romanian accent, rang in her head. The guy was seriously paranoid.

      


      One of the demons hissed and leaped for her. She nailed it in the face with her purse, and it tumbled backward, bowling over

         two others. Whirling, she opened the Land Rover’s driver-side door, whacking a demon as it came at her. She jammed the SUV

         into gear and drove over the things, squashing them like bugs.

      


      Though she’d never killed a demon before, Val had assured her that they disintegrated aboveground, and sure enough, as she

         idled in the driveway and watched through the rear window, they shriveled up and disappeared, leaving greasy stains on the

         road.

      


      She was so not telling Val about this.


      Her phone beeped. Val again. Stepping on it, she sped up the drive. She parked at the guest quarters, where she’d lived for

         the last six years, and jogged to the main house. She found Val and his son, David, in the lavish library, which was lined

         with shelves of books about archaeology, anthropology, world history, and demonology. Val might be an Elder, a high-ranking

         member of The Aegis, but he’d also been an archaeology professor for years, one of the few who specialized in paranormal archaeology

         and demon artifacts.

      


      Neither man bothered with a hello. Val didn’t even look away from his computer. “Where have you been?” He waved his hand.

         “Never mind. You’re here now. I’m sending you to Egypt. You leave tonight.”

      


      “But I thought you wanted to finish research on the Philae project before we went.”
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LARISSA IONE

“Ione brings to life a riveting new world filled with
sizzling sensuality, dark wit, and wicked hot demons.”
—Lara Adrian, New York Times bestselling author
of the Midnight Breed series
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