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      “Touch me,” Idess whispered.


      “No holding back anymore.”


      For a long, desperate moment, Lore did nothing. And then he cupped her cheek, the pressure so feather-light she barely felt

         it.

      


      “I’ve never—” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “I’ve never felt a woman like this.”


      “I’ve never been touched like this.” It was an admission she shouldn’t have made, but right now she couldn’t care.


      His heated gaze snapped up to capture hers, and that fast, the smolder was over and the flames burst out of control. In a

         mighty surge, he gripped her shoulders and backed her up against the side of the building.

      


      He nuzzled her throat, nipping and kissing. “Now,” he said against her skin. “I’m going to have you now.”
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      “Ione knows how to make your heart race.”


      —CHEYENNE MCCRAY, New York Times


      best-selling author of Dark Magic
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      Glossary


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

      


      Carceris—The jailers 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. See: Memitim.

      


      Fakires—Derogatory term used by vampires to describe humans who either believe themselves to be real vampires or 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 U.N. of the demon world.

      


      Marked Sentinel—Humans charmed by angels and tasked with protecting a vital artifact. Sentinels are immortal and immune to harm. Only angels

         (fallen included) can injure or kill a Sentinel. Their existence is a closely guarded secret.

      


      Memitim—Earthbound angels assigned to protect Primori. Memitim remain earthbound until they complete their duties, at which time

         they Ascend, earning their wings and entry into Heaven. Also known to demons as dresdiin. See: Dresdiin, Primori.

      


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

      


      Primori—Humans and demons whose lives are fated to affect the world in some crucial way.

      


      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 shape-shift into the male of any demon species.

      


      Sheoul—Demon realm. Located deep in the bowels of the 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 demon language spoken by all, 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 composed 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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      He who does not see the angels and devils in the


 beauty and malice of life will be far removed from


knowledge, and his spirit

         will be empty of affection.


      —Kahlil Gibran


      Lore had always believed that when it came to sex, the more the merrier. Too bad for him that when “more” meant more than

         just himself, people tended to die.

      


      So what the hell was he doing in bed with a curvy liquor store clerk he’d picked up while on his third tequila run in as many

         days?

      


      Sure, technically, he wasn’t in bed. He was standing at the foot of the human-looking demon’s California King, pounding into

         her from behind as she kneeled on the mattress, moaning through her fourth orgasm.

      


      Pressure built in his balls and his shaft throbbed with the need to blow, but no matter what he did, he couldn’t ignite. He

         gripped her hips harder, thrust deeper. Faster.

      


      Nothing.


      He lifted her so her knees came off the bed, giving him absolute control as he ground against her with feverish gyrations.


      Still nothing.


      Sweat streamed down his face, and his lungs burned with the force of his panting breaths.


      “Come on, baby,” the female—he thought her name was April… or May… maybe June—cried. She bucked, consumed by yet another climax,

         and then dropped her head in exhaustion, her flaxen hair pooling on the black satin sheets.

      


      She was pretty—not as pretty as Gem, but then, no one was. Lore shook the image of the Goth half-Soulshredder doctor out of

         his head, because she was in love with a human jerk named Kynan, and Lore hadn’t truly had a shot with her anyway.

      


      That he couldn’t climax because he was worried about snuffing this mystery species demon chick was really fucking funny considering

         that he killed for money, with no qualms, no regrets, and there were definitely worse ways to go than death-by-orgasm.

      


      But Gem seemed to have opened up a vein in him, one that ran with pansy-ass feelings instead of blood. And in truth, there

         was a reason he hadn’t had sex in decades, even though his Seminus breeding gave him the over-whelming need to screw every

         female who crossed his path. Fortunately for him, his human side allowed him to handle those urges himself, unlike purebred

         Sems who had to have a female partner or die.

      


      When Lore had female partners, they died.

      


      With a frustrated roar, he tore himself away from AprilMayJune and fisted his cock in his gloved hand. His release was hard

         and fast… and, as expected, no more satisfying than if he’d been by himself. And now, with nothing to distract him, he couldn’t

         ignore the handprint-shaped welt that burned on his chest.

      


      Lore had to go. No more stalling. After three weeks of avoidance—mainly to piss off his boss—it was time to take his punishment

         like a man. Well, a half-man, half-incubus.

      


      The female rolled over, watched him with drowsy eyes. He still wasn’t sure why he’d fallen off the celibacy wagon for her,

         except maybe for the fact that she’d been in the right place, right time when he’d gotten yet another text from Eidolon, M.D. Christ, the guy just had to include the M.D. in his signature, as if the entire underworld didn’t know what he was.

      


      The reminder that his brother was a respected doctor who saved lives, while Lore was nothing but a low-life half-breed killer,

         had sent him into a destructive, down-ward spiral that involved a lot of alcohol and a proposition for AprilMayJune.

      


      Still, he was eventually going to have to face Eidolon and his other brothers again, no matter what Lore had promised his

         sister, because he had a feeling that if his newfound brothers wanted to find him, they would. And they didn’t seem like the

         types to respect space and privacy.

      


      “I told you I’m not in season,” AprilMayJune said, her voice sleepy with sexual satiation. “I can’t get pregnant.”


      “Doesn’t matter.” He tucked himself back into his leather pants. “I’m sterile.” At least, that was what one of the other brothers,

         Shade, had told him. Lore wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but it was definitely for the best.

      


      She sighed and fell back against the pillows. “Then why did you just cream all over my floor? And why are you still wearing

         that glove?”

      


      “To reduce the chances that I’ll kill you.” Anyone who touched the bare skin of his right arm and hand, marked by the color-diluted

         glyphs called a dermoire that snaked from shoulder to fingernail, dropped dead on contact. He’d worn a jacket and gloves around everyone except his

         sister for decades, but if he orgasmed or summoned his “gift,” he could kill right through the protective leather, which was

         why, during sex, he tried not to touch his partners as he neared climax. Tried, because with very few exceptions, something

         had always gone wrong.

      


      The female bared her teeth, which, in the last couple of seconds, had grown sharper. And longer. “You think you can take me?”


      I just did, honey. “I know I can.” He patted his pocket to make sure she hadn’t lifted his wallet, then checked his weapons harness for the

         same reason. He’d have to kill her if she’d swiped his Gargantua-bone dagger.

      


      Gracefully, she came to her feet, which were now tipped by curved claws, just like her hands. What the hell kind of demon

         was she? “Arrogant prick.” Her pronunciation was mushy now, the words spoken through an extra row of teeth that hadn’t been

         there before.

      


      “You’re messing with the wrong arrogant prick, little girl.” Lore moved toward the door. “Thanks for the laughs. See ya.”


      “Little girl?” She launched at him, catching him in the back and knocking him into the wall. As he spun away, she raked her

         claws across his chest, tearing open his T-shirt and leaving a bloody trail of scratches behind.

      


      Hunger glimmered in her black eyes as she crept toward him like a cat preparing to pounce. “I’m going to eat your brains raw.”


      Lore clapped a hand over his stinging cuts. “Jesus. You’re a fucking Dire Mantis.” Figured that after sixty years of celibacy,

         the first partner he picked would be one that ate the heads of demon males.

      


      “If it’s any consolation,” she purred, “that was the best sex any of my mates have given me.”


      “Well, duh.” He watched her lick her lips as though she was already tasting his brain. Disgusting. “I can’t believe I was

         worried about killing you.”

      


      She lunged. He dodged. He could kill her with a snap of the neck, but Dire Mantis bites were paralyzing, and he didn’t want

         to risk getting anywhere near that mouth.

      


      She came at him again, teeth gnashing. As she reached for him, he twisted aside and seized her forearm. Killing power sizzled

         like lightning from his shoulder to his fingers, and she fell to the floor, her lifeless body making a soft thud. It twitched

         a few times before falling still.

      


      Most purebred demons who died aboveground dis-integrated within seconds, but he didn’t stick around to watch. Or to care.

         He strode out of the bedroom and out of the house without looking back. He was, after all, a killer. In the three weeks since

         witnessing the near end of the world, meeting his brothers, and bringing back to life a human he would rather have left dead,

         he’d done nothing but drown himself in liquor bottles. But no more. Losing himself and his edge had almost cost him his life

         in AprilMayJune’s bedroom.

      


      He wouldn’t make that mistake ever again.


      [image: art]


      “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you.”


      Tapping his tongue piercing against his teeth, Lore considered his answer as he stood before his master-slash-asshole boss.

         The tag of pimp could also apply to the demon, seeing how Deth allowed his assassins to take freelance work… as long as he

         received a 60 percent cut of the money earned. And none of the kills made on outside contracts counted toward Lore’s obligation

         to Deth, even though the demon required his assassins to accept three outside jobs a year. Asshole.

      


      Lore kept his gaze level with Deth’s, more to keep himself grounded than to show that he wasn’t nervous. He’d come straight

         from the mantis’s place, but that had been yesterday. For twelve hours he’d been imprisoned below the main chamber, in stocks

         and kneeling on shards of glass.

      


      Which meant he hadn’t been able to fulfill his body’s sexual needs, and he could feel the resulting tension, the growing rage

         that threatened to turn him into a beast clawing at the inside of his skin. The rest of his body didn’t feel much better.

         His joints ached, his balls were tender, and every inch of his skin burned.

      


      But all of that pain was minor compared to the torture he’d endured while in the stocks, a punishment he’d earned when he’d

         used his gift of resurrection. Before Lore had handed his soul over to Deth, Lore would spend a good twenty-four hours in

         bloody agony after bringing someone back from the dead. But now, because of his slave bond, it was his master, Detharu, who

         instead experienced the agonizing price Lore paid for bringing a being back to life. And Deth made damned sure Lore paid hugely

         for his suffering.

      


      Funny how his two special abilities—taking and giving life—were so opposite, but only the “good” one came with pain. He supposed

         it made sense; life fucking hurt.

      


      “Well,” he drawled finally, with a calm he didn’t feel, “I’m your best-looking assassin, and without me, you’d have to stare

         at the likes of Hadrian Maggotface all day.”

      


      Detharu, a demon whose species Lore had never determined, mainly because he appeared different to everyone who saw him, smiled.

         At least, the upturn of his black, crusted lips was the closest thing to a smile Lore had ever seen from the guy. Whatever

         it was, it didn’t do anything to quell the unease churning in Lore’s gut, an unease that was even more crushing than usual.

      


      “You make a good point. But not good enough.” Shifting in his throne constructed of the bones of several demon species and

         at least one human, Detharu gestured with his steel-gauntleted fist.

      


      Two of his sentries, huge Ramreel demons with curled horns and an unholy love of machetes, peeled away from the jagged stone

         walls. Their small, piggish eyes glowed with murderous anticipation as they came at Lore from both sides.

      


      Four more Ramreels watched from their positions at the chamber entrance, drool dripping from their snouts as though Pavlov

         had rung the dinner bell. And in the shadows behind Detharu, another male stood, the expression on his face unreadable, but

         Lore sensed a certain… anticipation. Weird. Lore had seen the dude before, hanging out with his insane brother, Roag, and

         Byzamoth, an equally insane fallen angel who had tried to start Armageddon.

      


      But both nutcases were gone now, and there was no point in wondering why the demon was there, because at the moment, the biggest

         mystery facing him was whether he was keeping his head.

      


      Lore rolled his shoulders, doing his best impression of a guy who wasn’t at all worried that his next breath might be the

         last. “Look, Deth, no need to get your knickers in a twist. I’ll make it up to you—”

      


      “You gave someone life so I would spend two sunsets in agony!”


      Only Deth would think that Kynan’s resurrection was all about him. “Yeah, but—”


      “We’re assassins, you imbecile! We don’t give life! You make me a laughingstock.” Detharu came to his feet with a snarl, the fire from the huge hearth in the center of the

         room casting flickering shadows into the valleys between his ribs—which were on the outside of his body. “Worse, you and Zaw

         failed to kill the Seminus demons as you were contracted to do!”

      


      Lore clenched his hands into fists at his sides to keep from doing something stupid, like strangle his boss. “I can get you

         the money.”

      


      That was a big, fat lie. There was no way in Hades he could come up with the twenty million he would have gotten from the

         executor of Roag’s estate upon proof of Wraith, Eidolon, and Shade’s deaths. Half of that, maybe, but not the full amount.

      


      “But you can’t get back the respect I lost in the eyes of the Assassins’ Guild,” Deth roared.


      “There has to be a way.”


      “There is.” Detharu sank back down as if his display of temper never happened. “Your head on a pike, displayed in the Guild

         hall.”

      


      “Yeah, that doesn’t work for me.” Lore shoved his gloved hand through his hair, but that didn’t massage the tension out of

         his skull. “Cut me some slack, will ya? They were my brothers.”

      


      Fortunately, Lore had failed to kill them. After the attempt and consequent revelations of blood ties, Lore had only stuck

         around his brothers long enough to get a little history of the Seminus breed and see what happened with Wraith’s female, and

         then he’d gotten out of the demon hospital as if it was burning down.

      


      Hadn’t seen or spoken with his brothers since, though Eidolon’s constant text messages had been as irritating as claws on

         a chalkboard.

      


      “Family?” Detharu leaned forward in his seat. “Then why did you agree to kill them?”


      “I didn’t know they were my brothers at the time the job was offered.” No, that little secret had been as twisted as Roag.


      The chair creaked as Detharu sat back and rubbed his pointed chin. “I have siblings. I killed two of them. Liked doing it.”


      This wasn’t looking good. “No doubt they deserved it.” Yep, Lore could kiss ass with the best of them.


      Detharu shrugged. For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the crackle of the fire and the occasional drip of Ramreel

         drool. Lore eyed the exit, hastily piecing together an escape plan. He could take out the demon closest to him, snag his machete,

         and then hope to God he could mow down the others before Detharu caught up to him. If he made it to the outer chamber, Detharu’s

         other slave-assassins would help him escape.

      


      Not that he’d be free for long. The slave-bond, the hand imprint burned into the flesh above his heart, would eventually compel

         him to return here or face unimaginable suffering as the bond first seared his skin, and then worked its way to his muscles

         and organs. You either returned to the den, or you cooked to death. Slowly.

      


      Finally, Detharu shook his head. “I won’t execute you for not killing your brothers.”


      “Big of you,” Lore muttered.


      A serrated growl rumbled in Deth’s skeletal chest. “What did you say?”


      “I said thank you.” Lore scowled at the Ramreels. “You heard him. Beat it. No murder for you today.” The Ramreel minions acted

         more as guards than executioners, but they pretty much did whatever Deth wanted them to do, and the bloodier the task, the

         happier they were.

      


      Detharu’s glowing orange eyes narrowed. “There is a price, of course.”


      “Naturally.”


      “I have a job for you.”


      Which meant that despite the threats and posturing, Deth hadn’t intended to impale Lore’s head on a pointy stick at all. “What

         do I have to do?” Lore asked through gritted teeth. “Collect another debt? Deliver a bloody warning to someone? Want me to

         fetch a pizza? Because you know how I love playing delivery boy.”

      


      He hated playing pizza minion.

      


      “You can bring me an all-meat topped with a certain human’s head. I’m giving you your hundredth kill.”


      Lore stopped breathing even as his pulse revved. He’d been waiting thirty years for this. After he completed his hundredth

         kill, Deth would no longer have any hold on him. He’d be a free man. But wait… something wasn’t right. Detharu had avoided

         giving him an assassin job for years, unwilling to hand out that last assignment that would free both Lore and his sister,

         Sin, forever.

      


      Lore studied Deth’s impassive face, seeking, but not finding, any clues to what he was thinking. “What’s the catch?”


      Deth’s bony fingers made irritating clicking noises as he tapped on the arm of his chair. “You violated the terms of our bargain

         by breaking the subcontract with Roag and not killing the Seminus brothers. I missed out on my share and look like a fool.

         Therefore, I’m amending our agreement.”

      


      Fuck. He knew it. “And what are your new terms?” he ground out.


      “In the past, you have been allowed to refuse assignments.”


      “And I paid the price in blood.” A lot of blood.


      “You will not refuse this one.”


      Uh-oh. A chill skittered up Lore’s spine. Deth was expecting him to refuse, which meant the mark would be a child or pregnant

         woman or something. “And if I do?”

      


      “If you refuse or don’t succeed, then I’ll have Sin’s head in place of yours for your failure to kill your brothers.”


      A red curtain came down over his vision. Stay calm. Stay… calm. Didn’t work. The rage inside Lore screamed to the surface, completely missing the usual transition period, and he lunged

         at the demon. “You fuck!”

      


      The sentries caught him, one on each arm. Instinct and anger merged, and without thinking, he charged up his gift. The Ramreel

         clutching Lore’s right biceps didn’t even have time to scream. He fell to the floor, eyes wider in death than they’d ever

         been in life.

      


      Instantly, the other one wheeled away, drawing his machete, which he jabbed into Lore’s ribs.


      Detharu came to his feet, and the next thing Lore knew, Deth’s steel-gauntleted fist was in his face. Lore’s head snapped

         back and pain exploded in his skull. Fury contorted Detharu’s expression, peeling his lips from his sharp, blackened teeth.

      


      “That was stupid, Lore. Even after all this time, you have not learned to control your temper.”


      It chafed to admit it, but Detharu was right on both counts. Lore’s rages had been a problem since he was twenty, when he’d

         gone through the weird transformation that had given him an arm covered with tattoos. But that was just for starters. He also

         gained the “gift” to kill everything he touched with the tattooed arm, the ability to resurrect the dead or “feel” how a person

         had died, and a rampant libido that had to be addressed several times daily lest he go into rages that didn’t end until he

         either killed or had sex—sex that ended in the death of his partner.

      


      But being sexually sated wasn’t a guarantee against the rages. Pain and anger could still set him off no matter how many times

         or how recently he’d relieved himself.

      


      Breathing deeply, he willed himself to come down before the rage took him to the point of no return or before he did something

         stupid again. The move he’d made against Detharu carried with it a penalty of death.

      


      Thing was, Lore couldn’t have hurt Detharu anyway. The bond’s magic prevented violence against one’s master. Lore couldn’t

         so much as touch Detharu unless the demon wanted to be touched.

      


      And thank God Deth had long ago decided Lore wasn’t allowed to touch. Few of Deth’s assassins were so lucky.


      Lore clenched his teeth, determined to keep from smarting off, but refusing to apologize. Instead, he gritted out, “Who’s

         the target? Who is my hundredth kill?”

      


      Lore had forgotten all about the male in the shadows, but now he shifted slightly, his black, waist-length hair seeming to

         absorb all the light in the room. It was as if the dude wore his shadow like a cloak. That was seriously fucked up.

      


      A sinister smile split Deth’s face wide open. “The target,” he said, “is Kynan Morgan. The very human you brought back to

         life.”

      


      The ground shifted beneath Lore’s feet. Oh, holy hell. Though Lore had saved Kynan’s life, he hated him and really wouldn’t mind putting him in the ground. But Jesus… if he killed

         the human, Lore would spend the rest of his sorry life looking over his shoulder. He’d have every Aegis Guardian on the planet

         aiming to gut him with a stang, which would be pleasant compared to what Gem and his brothers would do to him.

      


      Deth leaned in close, so close Lore could feel the ugly demon’s heat on his face. “You have your assignment. You will kill

         Morgan—using your death touch—and retrieve his amulet within ninety-six hours. And if you refuse or fail, Sin will die.”

      


      Sin, whose favorite saying was now becoming ironic reality.


      No good deed shall go unpunished.


      No fucking shit.


      By sparing his brothers, Lore might have condemned his sister to death.
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      Rariel couldn’t contain a smile as he watched Lore exit Detharu’s chamber. He’d waited so long to put his plan into motion,

         and now that the ball was rolling, nothing could stop it.

      


      “Why did you specifically request Lore for this job?” Detharu stood at the hearth’s edge, his normally white skin taking on

         the orange of the flames like a chameleon’s. Unlike most, Rariel could see the Molegra demon’s true form, though he wished

         he couldn’t. The eyeless man-shaped creature was one of the most repulsive demons Rariel had ever come across.

      


      “He has a reputation as being one of the best,” Rariel lied.


      Lore did have a reputation for excellence at his job, but that wasn’t why Rariel had chosen him. Rariel had chosen him because by

         giving Kynan, a Marked Sentinel, life, Lore had become the only being other than an angel who could take it away.

      


      Detharu nodded, still facing the fire. “I’ll be sorry to lose him. And Sin.”


      Yes, Rariel had been curious about this Sin person Detharu had dangled over Lore’s head. “Is she his mate?”


      “Sister.”


      Rariel’s breath caught. Sister… “Is she an assassin?”

      


      Detharu turned around, his sausage-body undulating grotesquely. “She is. Ruthless and cunning, like her brother.”


      Oh, this was perfect. Poetic, even. “Then I want Sin for the other target.”


      “Same time frame?” Deth asked.


      “Yes.”


      The assassin master shuffled to his throne. “The rush job will cost you quadruple, as it did with Lore.”


      “I’m paying quadruple because my insistence on using Lore is depriving you of him as a slave.”


      “Double then. Take it or leave it.”


      Rariel could leave it and go with another assassin, but the brother-sister thing gave him shivers of pleasure. “Done.”


      Detharu smiled, his pale, shapeless lips forming a deep fissure that revealed tiny, pointed teeth. “Tell me, why is this amulet

         of Morgan’s important to you?”

      


      “It’s a bauble. Worthless except as a trophy.” The truth, that it was a priceless bargaining chip that would get Rariel everything

         he wanted, was not something he would share with anyone, let alone assassin scum.

      


      The demon seemed to buy the lie. “Come then,” he said, gesturing toward the door. “We’ll feast on the sweet flesh of a newly

         hatched huldrefox while we draw up the contracts.”

      


      Furry little huldrefox hatchlings weren’t cheap, and with what Rariel was paying, the bastard could afford to eat them—or

         the young of any species—every day if he wanted to. Still, Rariel couldn’t scrounge up much in the way of bitterness. Not

         when centuries of planning was about to yield results.

      


      Oh, yes. He could almost hear Idess’s screams of misery already.


      The icy whisper of a hand caressed his arm, reminding him of the debt Rariel had yet to pay. Because Rariel wasn’t the only

         being in the room who was after revenge.

      


      And after what Roag’s brothers had done to him, Rariel couldn’t blame the demon at all.


   

      Two
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      Idess was close to the end. She could feel it. Could practically taste it, and as she stood at the top of Mount Everest and

         gazed up at the heavens, she could picture it.

      


      An icy gale whipped up the snow around her, but she didn’t notice despite the fact that she was wearing low-waisted, cropped

         cammy pants, a tummy-revealing tank top, and hiking boots. As a Memitim, the only class of angel that was born, not made by

         the direct hand of God, she was impervious to the elements. Was impervious to most things that could harm others. Soon, even

         those few things that could hurt or kill her would no longer be a threat. Soon, she would Ascend, would earn her wings and

         join her fully transitioned angel mother, brothers, and sisters in Heaven.

      


      Not that she cared about seeing many of them. With the exception of her brother Rami, she knew few of her siblings very well,

         most not at all. But she couldn’t wait to see Rami, had spent the last five hundred years since he Ascended in solitude and

         loneliness.

      


      The only contact she had with people was when she shopped, a favorite pastime, and when she fed, a necessary evil she despised.

         “Feeding is the curse of our father,” Rami had said. “It reminds us that no one is perfect, and that we must all resist temptations

         of the flesh, lest we allow corruption to blacken our souls.”

      


      Rami had feared that she would enjoy the physical contact feeding on Primori required, and that she’d gradually succumb to

         sin.

      


      He was right to worry. Drinking blood did more than deliver the brief infusion of power Memitim needed to maintain their ability

         to flash. It also temporarily connected them psychically to their host, forcing Memitim to, for hours, feel what the Primori

         felt, whether it be anger, sadness, lust…

      


      Oh, Idess couldn’t wait until the day she Ascended and didn’t need to engage in such intimacies anymore. As it was, she despised

         feeding so much that she had a tendency to walk a fine line with it, holding off until the last possible moment.

      


      “It’s almost over,” she shouted to the sky. The wind ate her words, but she knew she’d been heard. In Heaven, they heard everything.


      The thought brought an instant twinge of fear to her gut, because in truth, she hoped that wasn’t the case. She hadn’t exactly

         been… an angel.

      


      Still, she was close to being one. She now had only two Primori to watch over, and one of them was the jewel in her crown.


      Kynan Morgan was a Marked Sentinel, a human who had been charmed by an angel. Sentinels couldn’t be hurt or killed except

         by a being of angelic origin, which usually meant that they didn’t rate Memitim watchers. But for some reason he did, and

         she had been chosen to protect him from the infinitesimal chance that someone could get past his charm. On the other hand,

         he was immortal, which meant that she could have to guard him for hundreds of years. Thousands, even.

      


      But she didn’t think so. Her other Primori, a werewolf, was long-lived but not immortal, so once he died or had fulfilled

         whatever destiny made him critical to the fate of the world, she would be left with only Kynan… and everyone knew that Memitim

         never guarded only one Primori.

      


      Surely the honor of keeping Kynan safe would fall to one of her brethren, and she’d earn her wings for a job well done.


      She couldn’t wait.


      Earth sucked, as humans these days liked to say.


      Sighing, she visualized the living room of her Italian villa and flashed from the mountain to her house. She’d been born nearby,

         and even after thousands of years, she still felt the pull that brought her home every day.

      


      The soles of her boots clacked on the beige and gold stone tiles as she moved toward the kitchen. Usually she’d turn on the

         stereo, get some Mozart going, but excitement still stirred her blood, and hunger rumbled her stomach.

      


      She eyed the fruit bowl on her dining room table and the dish of fine Italian chocolate on her kitchen counter, waffled… and

         then reached for a pomegranate.

      


      Fruit is nature’s blessing, Rami used to say. We shouldn’t defile the bodies God gave us with spirits and unhealthful sweets.


      Sure, none of that could hurt her, but Rami had been devout and pure, even before he’d been plucked out of his human life

         at the customary age of nineteen to become a Memitim, and as her teacher in all things holy, he’d been a strict taskmaster.

         Which, she thought, as she palmed a candy, was all the more reason to indulge now and then. She actually looked forward to

         his giving her a stern lecture when she finally saw him again.

      


      A faint twinge streaked across her right wrist. Odd. She twisted her arm to view the two quarter-sized Primori marks on the

         underside. Chase’s heraldi had been there for eight years, was the same color as her skin, the thin lines raised like a brand or the outline of a fresh

         tattoo. But Kynan’s was new, only three weeks old, and she still hadn’t gotten used to seeing it. Frowning, she looked closer.

         The edges were pink… swelling rapidly… it began to burn, glow, and she dropped the candy with a gasp.

      


      Kynan, one of the few untouchable people on the planet, was in danger.
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      Lore stood at the entrance to an upstate New York mansion, fists clenched and watching Kynan search the huge-ass sitting room,

         S-shaped stang in one hand and holy water in the other. Apparently, Croucher demons had set up shop in the dwelling, and Kynan

         intended to take them out before the wealthy family who lived there got too talky about what was going on. And before someone

         got hurt.

      


      The Aegis to the rescue.

      


      Bunch of do-gooder, holier-than-thou hypocrites. Lore had never liked Guardians all that much, but the dislike had turned

         to downright hatred two decades ago, when one of his contracted hits had been a Guardian who’d pissed off the wrong demon.

         The Guardian had been good enough at his job that he’d nearly taken Lore out.

      


      Almost getting whacked wasn’t what had annoyed Lore—he’d deserved it for letting his guard down. What had gotten Lore all

         worked up was the fact that the Guardian had used some seriously underhanded, sleazy methods for catching and killing demons,

         including keeping cages full of baby demons to torture until adults came to save the little ones.

      


      Lore didn’t harbor a whole lot of love for demons, but there were some things you just didn’t do. Er… yeah. Lore’s hypocrite switch flipped at that, because some of those things you just didn’t do had been done by him during his

         hell years as an assassin. He shot Kynan a glance, and okay, Lore had no qualms about putting that guy down. They’d been enemies

         since they first identified each other as competition for the same woman. Back then, Lore had hoped for an opportunity to

         take the guy’s head off, which made the fact that Lore had brought Kynan back to life after he’d been bled out so ironic.

         Then again, he’d only resurrected Kynan because he’d hated seeing Gem in pain.

      


      This time, he wouldn’t have to see it.


      The slave-bond on Lore’s chest pulsed, marking time in the countdown to his deadline, and there was no sense in waiting. Lore

         strode inside, his boots striking the black-veined red marble and announcing his presence with no subtlety whatsoever. Lore

         never had been subtle.

      


      Instantly, Kynan swung around. “What the hell are you doing here?” His voice was a knot of suspicion and snarl, and yeah,

         there was no love lost between them.

      


      Lore didn’t remove his glove; too obvious. He’d power-punch his death special through the leather. “I want to call a truce.”


      Kynan snorted. “I hadn’t heard that hell froze over.”


      Funny guy. Lore almost regretted having to kill him. Almost. “True story. I figure the more I get to know my brothers, the

         more you and I will have to see each other, and I’m thinking brawls at family picnics are frowned upon.”

      


      “Clearly you don’t know your brothers,” Kynan said wryly, and Lore experienced a weird sensation… as if maybe he could like

         the human under the right circumstances.

      


      Ruthlessly, he shoved aside the candy-ass sentiments and grew a set. His sister’s life was at stake, here. “Well, that’s sort

         of the point of hanging around with them.” Not that that was going to happen. He’d made Sin a promise, and this time, he wouldn’t

         fail her. “So what do you say?”

      


      Skepticism put shadows in Kynan’s denim-blue eyes, and Lore’s palms dampened with sweat. “I haven’t thanked you for saving

         my life.”

      


      “No need.” Actually, some serious sucking up would be cool, considering how much pain Deth had put Lore through for using

         his power of resurrection.

      


      “Bullshit.” Kynan jammed his stang into the weapons harness criss-crossing his chest, the sound of metal sliding home into

         its leather housing ringing out in the cavernous space. “No way am I letting you hold that over my head for eternity. I’ll thank you, and somehow, I’ll make us even.”

      


      They’d be even when Kynan was the guest of honor at his own wake. And wait… eternity? What the hell did he mean by eternity?

         Lore eyed the gold chain hanging around Kynan’s neck, the one Lore was supposed to grab after killing him. Wraith had given

         him the crystal amulet… did it bestow magical protection or longevity?

      


      Well, there was only one way to find out. “Fine. I accept your thanks. Truce?” Lore offered his hand, let his gift fire up

         with so much power that his arm burned from the top symbol at the crook of his neck to his fingertips. If he took off his

         jacket, he knew every glyph would be glowing like a brand.

      


      For a long time, Kynan just stood there. Take it, take it… Lore made a come-on gesture with his fingers, hoping the guy would get with the program. Finally, Kynan nodded.

      


      And held out his hand. “Truce.”
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      Idess materialized inside a house—an expensive one, judging by the decor. Instantly, an intense itch flared up between her

         shoulder blades along the twin marks where her wings would someday sprout. They were like twin demon sensors, and right now,

         they were screaming warnings.

      


      In the center of a richly decorated but spacious room, Kynan was facing off with a huge male clad in black leather. The male

         must be a demon, and somehow the source of the danger vibes that buzzed through her as though she was gripping an electric

         wire. But how could he be a threat to Kynan? The male wasn’t a fallen angel; she’d sense that.

      


      Still, Kynan’s heraldi was searing her arm, so the impossibility of the situation didn’t matter. She flashed between the two men, using the element

         of surprise and her superior strength to slam her palms into the stranger’s massive chest and heave him across the room.

      


      “What the—” He hit the wall with a resounding crack, the impact so forceful that plaster and dust came down around him. He

         shook his head, flinging white wall particles from his short, nearly black hair.

      


      Idess summoned a scythe, the Memitim’s signature weapon and very handy for separating a head from a body. She hated to kill—as

         the daughter of an angel, she was a giver and protector of life, by nature—but she would do anything to ensure the safety

         of her Primori. Anything, thanks to the more violent genes passed down by her father.

      


      She swung the weapon in a graceful arc—Kynan hit her from behind, and her aim went awry as he slammed her to the floor.


      “Idiot!” she spat. Kynan clearly didn’t realize that she was there to protect him, and didn’t it just figure that he’d come

         to the aid of the very man who was there to kill him. She rolled, saw the flash of a stang as it plunged down-ward, felt the

         whisper of metal as it grazed her shoulder.

      


      Then the demon was there, his gloved fist coming at her so fast she barely had time to twist away. Blocking his next punch,

         she leaped to her feet and swept her leg out, catching him in the shin, and though he grunted, he didn’t go down.

      


      Kynan attacked from her flank, landing what would, on a human, have been a knee-breaking strike, and darn it, she didn’t need

         to be fighting both of these guys. Spinning, she nailed Kynan in the jaw with a powerful, but measured punch. Shock flickered

         in his eyes before they rolled up in his head and he crumpled to the ground.

      


      Pivoting, she faced the remaining male. He swung at her. She blocked. Slashed with the scythe. Caught him with an ax kick

         that knocked him backward, but only for a moment. He was big, but he moved like a panther, dancing lightly on his feet, every

         blow controlled and more often than not landing on her body.

      


      Surprised by his skill, she lost momentum, and in a series of impressive moves, he made her spine intimate with the wall and

         was on her, his forearm jammed into her throat and his six-foot-six body pinning her. His fingers circled her wrist and held

         it at her hip, rendering the weapon useless. For the moment.

      


      “Who the fuck are you?” The male’s ebony eyes, framed by long, lush lashes any female would kill for, glittered with anger

         and little gold flecks.

      


      “Seeing as how you’re a murderer, I’d say you don’t have the right to be indignant.”


      “Seeing as how I could kill you with one more pound of pressure on your larynx, I’d say that your being a smart-ass is pretty

         damned stupid.” He leaned into her a little more, so they were chest to chest and his lips were brushing her cheek. “But you’re

         hot, and I’ll bet you fuck like you fight, so I can forgive your lack of brains.”

      


      This cretin was—what was the popular saying in this decade—toast? Yes, this cretin was toast. “I’m going to enjoy killing

         you.”

      


      He tightened his grip on her wrist. “Who sent you?”


      “God.” She jerked up her knee. He shifted, and she struck only a glancing blow to his groin. Still, he sucked air. Nice.

      


      “Bad girl,” he snarled, taking her to the floor with a hook to the back of her leg and a firm shove to her neck.


      He dropped, coming down on top of her. With a quick thought and a flick of her hand, the scythe morphed into a dagger. She

         struck out, catching him in the shoulder. He hissed and yanked sideways as the blade cut through his leather jacket and into

         his flesh.

      


      Score one for the bad girl. She rolled out from under him, stabbing him in the thigh on her way. The metallic tang of blood filled her nostrils, a tantalizing

         scent for the part of her that must feed once a month, but more important, it told her that this male was of both human and

         demon descent.

      


      The species of demon was still unknown, but given how impossibly handsome he was, she’d guess he was a breed of incubus.


      Lunging, she sliced at him again, but in a cat-quick move, he flattened himself on the ground. He’d saved himself from a nasty

         cut, but his position gave her the opportunity to leap to her feet and smash one heel into his rib cage. Bone gave way beneath

         her boot, and he grunted as he grabbed her ankle with both hands.

      


      “What is it with females trying to kill me lately?”

      


      “Says a lot about you, don’t you think?” Feeling a twinge of regret for having to destroy such a fine male specimen, she thrust

         the dagger down.

      


      A sense of foreboding prickled her skin a split second before the distinct click of a firing crossbow pierced the air. Idess

         jerked under the force of what felt like a cannonball punching into her spine. Blood exploded in a puff of fine mist from

         her chest, and steam hissed from the hole just below her breastbone where the bolt had gone through.

      


      Agony lanced her, rending and unique in its intensity. She tasted bile. Blood. What could have done this? Gasping for breath,

         Idess staggered around to the female holding the crossbow. Dressed in blood-red leather that clashed with her merlot hair,

         she stood protectively over Kynan’s prone form. Another Guardian.

      


      Realization and horror cut through the fog of pain. The bolt had been coated in qeres, an ancient Egyptian mummification perfume used by The Aegis to combat fallen angels. It wouldn’t kill them, but the poison

         could cripple and incapacitate for years.

      


      It could, however, kill pre-Ascension Memitim.

      


      The demon male rolled away from Idess and crawled toward Kynan.


      Idess’s muscles turned rubbery, but spurred by a desperate need to keep the demon away from Kynan, she gathered the last of

         her strength and yanked the male to his feet. She flashed them to the most remote place she could think of—a forest deep in

         the Ukraine. A lot of demons died in the cold. She hoped he’d be one of them.

      


      As they materialized in two feet of snow, it became obvious that he wasn’t one of them, and if he was surprised by their sudden

         wilderness adventure, he didn’t show it. But then, her vision had begun to blur, and even the pristine white landscape took

         on a fuzzy, gray cast. Her fingers went numb, and the dagger disappeared as her ability to maintain the conjured weapon failed.

         A tremor of dread ran through her soul. This was it. The end. She’d survived the fall of Rome. The Inquisition. World War

         II. And some little slayer who played for the same side, Team Good and Holy, had just killed her.

      


      Blackness swirled in her vision, overtaking her senses, and she went down. A voice rang in her ears, muted and distant, and

         then she was being lifted, yet somehow she doubted that the arms around her were those of a savior.

      


   

      Three
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      What. The. Fuck.

      


      Lore stood like a dope, knee-deep in snow in the middle of some godforsaken forest, cradling his would-be killer to his chest

         and wondering how everything had gone to hell so fast. He’d been a heartbeat away from completing his assignment, and now

         he was in the middle of nowhere, confused, and in a shitload of pain.

      


      Agony screamed through his chest with every breath. Damned ribs were broken. A raspy moan reminded him that the female in

         his arms was far worse off. Whatever Tayla had shot her with had done some serious damage. Obviously, his Guardian sister-in-law

         had believed the female to be the threat to Kynan, rather than Lore.

      


      He still wasn’t sure why he was holding the little troublemaker instead of killing her. The bitch was mouthy, she’d tried

         to kill him, and her heavy ass was hell on his ribs.

      


      Though to be fair, she wasn’t that heavy. Just… tall. And curvy. And athletically solid. Hell, she looked like she worked

         out with some serious weights.

      


      As far as mouthy… damn, she had a nice one. Wide, with full lips made to make a male beg. Her features were perfect—finely

         wrought, delicate, feminine in a way that was utterly out of sync with the dangerous power she wielded. And she smelled as

         if she’d bathed in cinnamon sugar. Exotic. Sexy. Edible.

      


      But what the hell was she, why was she after him, and why the fuck did he suddenly crave cookies in bed?


      The need to get the answers to his questions had him putting out feelers for the nearest Harrowgate. His demon senses picked

         up on one nearby, which was good, because carrying her was going to hurt. As much as he hated to do it, he’d have to get her

         to Underworld General so his brothers could patch her up well enough for interrogation. If someone had put out a hit on him,

         he needed to know.

      


      Who sent you?


      God.


      Yeah, right. How many assassin masters did he know who insisted upon being called God? This chick could be working for any

         of a dozen assholes.

      


      He weaved through the trees, leaving a trail of blood—both his and hers—in the snow as he limped toward the gate. Twice he

         had to stop to gather her waist-length pony-tail so he didn’t step on it. At least it was tightly bound, the thick brown rope

         secured every six inches or so by elaborately jeweled gold bands. The effect, combined with her smooth, porcelain skin and

         honey-colored, almond eyes, made her one of the most striking females he’d ever seen.

      


      But hey, if someone was going to try to kill him, he’d rather it be a hot, bloodthirsty chick than some ugly-ass dude. He

         hefted her higher to avoid impaling her on a tree branch, and yep, definitely better that his would-be killer was a feather-light

         female.

      


      The Harrowgate loomed ahead, a vertical, shimmering curtain of light, visible only to demons. God, he hated those things.

         Every time he stepped into one, he felt as if his humanity was being leached out. He was always a little more raw, a little

         more on edge when he came out on the other side, and he wondered when the day would come that he arrived at his destination

         as nothing but a monster.

      


      He hoped it wouldn’t be this day.


      He limped inside and was immediately swallowed by almost complete darkness as the gate closed. Obsidian walls etched with

         crude maps that represented Earth and Sheoul surrounded him on all sides, the thin lines that made up the maps glowing in

         a painter’s palette of colors.

      


      In his arms, the female spasmed, the force of her seizure knocking him hard into the wall. Pain tore through his upper body

         and his arm went limp, and motherfuck, his left shoulder had wrenched from the socket. Sucking air between his teeth, he gently

         lowered the female to the floor and used his good hand to tap out the map—North America, the United States, New York state,

         New York City—until he found the medical emblem that would take him to Underworld General Hospital, which existed beneath

         the streets of the Big Apple, right under unsuspecting human noses.

      


      The gate opened into an emergency room illuminated by red bulbs caged in rows on the ceiling. A tremor of unease tripped through

         him, which wasn’t a surprise, given that the last time he was here, he’d come to kill his brothers.

      


      Talk about awkward.


      Cookie was still lying motionless on the floor of the Harrowgate, and she was going to stay there unless Lore got his act

         together. He cradled his useless arm and eye-balled one of the stone columns supporting the Harrow-gate entrance. Shit. This

         was gonna hurt like a mother.

      


      Bracing himself, he jammed his shoulder into the pillar. Pain cluster-bombed his arm as it popped back into the socket. A

         wave of nausea rolled over him, but he gathered up the female and limped toward the triage desk.

      


      The nurse manning the station, a dark-skinned, humanoid Bedim demon, looked up from a stack of paperwork. An extremely sensual

         species whose females were usually kept in a harem, the Bedim rarely ventured into the world outside whatever Sheoulin palace

         they lived in. Lore might have appreciated her bid for independence, had he not been bleeding to death.

      


      “You are both injured,” she said.


      “You think?”


      She jabbed her pen at him. “An attitude like that will get you nothing but an ass-kicking, mister.”


      Jesus. Bedim were usually a peaceful, friendly people, but give demons some power, and they turned into… well, demons. “Whatever.

         Just get us some help.”

      


      The Bedim sniffed haughtily, but already medical staff were surrounding them. A guy in scrubs gestured for Lore to follow.

         Lore did, to a trauma room where he laid out Cookie on the examination table. A female Trillah nurse put her fingers to the

         female’s wrist.

      


      “What are you doing?” Scrubs Guy shouted at the Trillah, startling Lore. “ABCs, you idiot! Airway, breathing, circulation…

         in that order. You’ve been a nurse for how long?”

      


      Snarling, whiskers twitching, the nurse bit out some choice curses, and Lore swore Scrubs Guy was going to go right over the

         exam table at her.
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