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        Should she seduce him? Or kill him? Or both?

      

        

      
        As an ex-succubus granted her soul by the Highest of Deities, Inari Chayse has spent the twenty years since her "rebirth" channeling her voracious sexual energy into kicking the asses of all malevolent paranormal beings.

      

        

      
        Torn between the demon she was and the demon assassin she has become, she has no intention of complicating her life further. But when the vampire who pleasures her dreams walks into her paranormal strip club complicated doesn't even begin to cover it.

      

        

      
        Fifty years ago, Ezryn Navarro abdicated his true-born throne to spare his people a bloody destruction. He never expected to find himself in a Sydney strip club, buried in the deliciously sensual body of the very divine assassin he's been commanded to kill. The bigger surprise? Inari awakens something he thought long dead. His humanity.

      

        

      
        As their tormented desires intertwine with a centuries-old battle of blood and power, redemption seems as unobtainable as love. The backlash will rock the entire vampire race, leading to their salvation...or their deaths.
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        “A Sentinel is an Agent of the Order. A hunter—of sorts—controlled by the Deities, who gets to kick the shit out of…how should I put this…otherworldly scum who step out of line.”

      

        

      
        —Death, aka, the Fourth Horseman of the Apocalypse.
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      Sydney, Australia, twenty years ago

      

      The succubus walked along the quiet corridor of Bondi High School, her highly tuned senses seeking her target.

      “This is no place for a sex demon,” she grumbled under her breath with a shake of her head. The long tumble of her golden-blonde hair tickled her neck and jaw line, making her even more nervous. She really hated her hair. It was so…so…cliched.

      Goes with the whole succubus package though, doesn’t it. Just like this job.

      She curled her nose, her stomach knotting.

      Not for the first time since the First Horseman of the Apocalypse assigned the target to her, she swallowed a lump of distaste in her throat. Three hundred years of draining humans—mostly males—of their sexual energy, fucking them within an inch of their lives, and here she was hunting down a kid with direct orders to drain him to death.

      She didn’t like it. Not at all. It was unconscionable.

      Since when do you have a conscience, demon?

      The little whisper in her head made the succubus scowl, and she quickened her pace. She didn’t want to listen to that little voice. That little voice had no right being in her head.

      A soft, tinkling, painfully familiar laugh followed, and she curled her fingers into fists. Curse it, she did not need this right now. She had a job to do.

      Find. Fuck. Kill.

      Simple.

      But a boy, Inari? Barely eighteen? Is this what you’ve become? A killer of children?

      This time the voice was her own, and she shook her head again, turning a corner as she tried to squelch the uncomfortable tension in her stomach. This was what she got for playing poker with the scum of the lower levels of Daemonium. Lose a freakin’ hand in a high-stakes round, and she was stuck doing the dirty work for one of the Horsemen. She’d had four aces. Four aces. Who would have thought the bastard had a royal flush?

      Four aces? How could he have a royal flush if you had four aces?

      Realization smacked into her like a hot fist, forcing the breath from her in a sharp, disgusted grunt.

      Pestilence had cheated. Of course he had. How could she be so stupid?

      She chewed on her bottom lip, considering returning to the Realm and telling the Horseman to stick his order in his ear.

      Not a wise thing to do if one wants to keep existing, is it now?

      No, it wasn’t. Pestilence would garrote, disembowel and decapitate anyone who offended or slighted him in anyway. All at once. While keeping them alive as he did so. And then, when he’d finished, he’d get really nasty and truly let loose. Next time she wanted to gamble, she’d do what she normally did and hit the human casinos. At least the crooks there couldn’t order her about. Not if they wanted to keep their genitals intact, that was.

      Hurry up. Stop procrasting.

      Lifting her chin a little, she pulled in a quick breath, tasting the air for her target. The corridor hung heavy with the residue of teenagers in summer—sweat, dirt, cotton, cheap aerosol deodorant, just as cheap make-up. The odors threaded through each other, ribbons of scents and smells weaving together to become one. If she concentrated, she could distinguish each individual scent, separate the origin based on gender and narrow in on the sexually strongest in the building. From there, she would mark them as her feed and return to them that night in their dreams to take her fill. It was her typical selection process and she normally enjoyed it immensely.

      Today…not so much. Today she was under different instructions—find the boy and fuck him to death.

      And you’re really going to do that? The annoying voice whispered in her head again. Really? Don’t you think it’s wrong?

      She scowled, ignoring all the other scents as she detected a hint of the one she was after. She did think it was wrong. But she was just a succubus. When it came to the grand scheme of demonic hierarchy, the First Horseman of the Apocalypse pretty much had her beat. Unless she wanted to end up decaying in the bottom pits of the Realm, the unearthly network of dimensions all demons called home, she would do what Pestilence ordered: find the boy and fuck him to death.

      You’ll hate yourself afterwards.

      Inari drove her nails into her palms and curled her lip, wishing the voice in her head would just go away already. “Shut up.”

      Silence answered her, and she let out a ragged sigh. She didn’t like the situation she was in. Not one little bit.

      Continuing along the corridor, she tuned out anybody with a double X chromosome, focusing her senses on the many teenage boys around her. All of them oozed raging sexual energy, their pubescent hormones devouring what was left of their pre-teen innocence. For a teenage boy, little else mattered except sex. It was hardwired into their genes, and more than one succubus she knew feasted deeply and often on their rampant sexual needs. She however, was not such a demon, despite the delicious ferocity of a teenager’s sexual energy. In her opinion it was wrong somehow. Of course, that rather vague argument hadn’t dissuaded the First Horseman from sending her here, had it?

      An itch tickled the back of her neck, urgent and hot, and she quickened her step. She was close. Her target wasn’t just nearby—he’d walked this very corridor not long ago.

      Following the distinctly male scent, she found herself in a doorway, staring out at a large, tree-lined oval of grass. The baking mid-summer sun streamed down on her from its zenith, heating her bare limbs and face. She lifted her hand to shade her eyes and studied a group of rowdy boys dressed in blue and red chasing a round white ball around on the grass.

      “Montgomery, get back in line!” a man with a paunch and receding hairline shouted from under a tree, waving a clipboard at one particularly lanky youth. “You’re playing soccer, not rugby.”

      “Not my fault, sir,” Montgomery called back with a grin, his strawberry-blond hair flopping into brilliant blue eyes. “Wato shoved me off-side.”

      “Bullshit, I did!” a tall, lankier boy laughed back, broad shoulders hinting at the strength of the man he would become. “Carrot can’t play soccer for shit, sir.”

      “Cut the language, Patrick Watkins,” the man with the gut and clipboard—obviously the boys’ teacher—called back, “or you’ll be picking the gum from under the desks in all of the science…”

      The rest of what the teacher threatened faded away, unimportant.

      Inari locked her stare on the young boy with the broad shoulders, her heartbeat tripling. Her mouth went dry. Patrick Watkins. She’d found her target. The one Pestilence had sent her to destroy.

      No. This can’t be right.

      Her throat clicked as she swallowed, and she was unable to tear her stare from the teenage boy.

      He is…

      He can’t be? How could such a being exist? And here? In Sydney?

      She shook her head, every molecule in her being, every nerve ending of her existence thrumming.

      She couldn’t fuck this boy. She couldn’t kill this boy either. Even if he were a man, even if she were on the verge of death herself, she could not take this boy. She would not take this boy. She’d never known of a human to be so…

      He is…

      The succubus shook her head again, awe and disbelief prickling the back of her neck. Whatever punishment the First Horseman meted out on her, she would not kill this boy. He was pure as the Holiest of Holies. He was as innocent, maybe more so. She gazed at him, her heartbeat wild. He defied description and made her core—that ravenous sexual center—ache. It was as if he was born of pure, concentrated power and light.

      She took a step backward. She would not kill him. What happened to her didn’t matter. She’d accept whatever punishment Pestilence brought down upon her. Willingly. She would bear it all because she would not—

      A sudden heat erupted in her chest. Blistering hot, it spread into the core of her being like a tsunami of golden fire.

      A shocked gasp burst from her, and she staggered back another step. By the Dark Ones, what was going on?

      Unable to move, she stared out at the boys running and laughing in the bright summer sun. The fire in her body surged through her existence, rolling through her like a wave of light. What was happening?

      Her pulse pounded in her neck, her skin tingled, her sex—the weapon she’d used her entire three hundred years—throbbed.

      What was happening to her? What was—

      She sucked in a breath, another, another, each one growing more ragged than its predecessor. The pure heat born in her chest spread farther. Consuming her, filling her, claiming her.

      Changing her.

      It threaded into the succubus she was, its heat growing more potent. More compelling. It threaded through her demon core. Overpowering it. Devouring it. Changing it.

      Changing…

      Changing…

      She stared at the young boy with the broad shoulders, the boy almost a man. Felt his pure soul call to the world. Felt it call to her. Call to her—

      A silent cry tore from her throat, and she pressed her hand to her lips, her eyes wide.

      Soul?

      How can I have a soul? It isn’t possible. How can a demon have a soul?

      She stared at the laughing boy running in the sun and gasped, hot tears stinging her eyes.

      And yet, she could feel it. Feel its mighty pull, its undeniable purpose. Her soul.

      Tears squeezed from her eyes, and she pressed her fingers harder to her mouth. She had no idea how or why, but she was no longer succubi. The hunger, the insatiable, demonic craving for sex no longer knotted in the pit of her existence. It no longer dominated her every thought. She was no longer succubi. She was…was—

      Sentinel.

      The word flooded her mind, her existence, in a voice of infinite time and presence, and suddenly she understood it all.

      And she dropped to her knees and wept for joy.
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      Today

      

      Someone was watching her.

      Or something.

      Inari Chayse spun around, staring hard at the people moving over the busy Kings Cross sidewalk behind her. Tourists entranced by the gaudy beauty and bright lights of Sydney’s most debauched suburb weaved in and out of impatient locals for whom the lights were nothing more than a way to illuminate the crowded sidewalk. None paid Inari any attention. Well, apart from a few appreciative glances from more than one man, but those she expected. It came with the succubus genes. But the prickling sensation currently razing the back of her neck, like a thousand fire ants nipping at her flesh, only happened when a non-human was about—an early warning system courtesy of her Sentinel soul.

      She scanned the ebb and flow of pedestrians around her.

      Nothing.

      Facing forward again, she continued through the crowd, refocusing her senses on the vampire she’d tracked for the past fifteen minutes.

      The blood-sucking bastard had been feeding on tourists for over a week now, picking off easy targets like backpackers and party-goers too drunk and unfamiliar with the suburb to realize they’d wandered from the busy main thoroughfares into the quiet, dimly lit backstreets. The trail of drained bodies he’d left in the alleys and gutters after sunset sickened her, and she’d had him on her target list long before she’d received the command to deal with him. Tonight, his feeding frenzy would come to an end.

      Quickening her pace, she pushed through the crowd.

      It had been too long since she’d had some action. The paranormal population in Sydney had been behaving itself of late, which meant she’d been bored. Restless.

      Is that the only reason, Inari? Or does it have something to do with the fact you haven’t had sex in twenty years?

      Inari ground her teeth. Well, there was that. When kept busy by the Deities she didn’t have time to think about her self-imposed celibacy, but now, during a relatively quiet period…

      She sighed. Killing the bloodsucker tonight would, hopefully, take some of the edge off.

      And then what? What do you do if you aren’t given any orders for another six months? There are only so many times you can masturbate before you have to do something about the situation.

      The ‘situation’.

      She sighed again. An ex-succubus Sentinel had no right constantly dreaming about having incredible sex with a mysterious vampire, and yet that was exactly her situation. Every night, the same dream, the same master vampire, the same insanely intense and incredible raw sex.

      It was doing her head in. Making her crazier than she already was.

      It was as if with every second she denied herself sex her body demanded it more, and her psyche demanded it specifically with a master vampire she’d never met. And with every night that passed without sexual release, the succubus she once was edged closer to physical control of her body and soul.

      Once was? Or still am?

      A dry snort sounded at the back of her nose. If she knew she could have sex without the risk of draining her partner she’d go for it. But she didn’t. She’d queried the Deities since her rebirth, but of course they’d yet to answer her.

      Shaking her head, she lengthened her stride. What she had to do was quit the self-pity party. Plenty of humans existed without sex—nuns, priests, eunuchs… She needed to get over it, tell her body to shut the fuck up, ignore the ache in the pit of her belly and concentrate on what she’d been reborn to do—kill monsters.

      Zeroing her senses in on her current target once more—the tourist-snacking vampire overdue to be terminated—she smiled. He’d walked this very sidewalk only a few minutes earlier. His filth still hung on the air, his soulless rot like a slick film of decay coating every breath she drew.

      She was close. Very close.

      Pumping her fingers into loose fists, she turned a corner, the flashing lights and sounds of Kings Cross fading behind her. She moved quickly, almost running down the dim street, past silent houses and closed shops. Her Sentinel force stirred within, eager for release, the scent of the vampire feeding it. Her skin tingled and her muscles burned but she squashed the transformation into her Sentinel form before it took hold. The last thing she needed was some unsuspecting human stumbling upon her in her that form. It would scare the hell out of them. Besides, she’d only just bought the leather pants she currently wore and she really wasn’t ready to have them stretched beyond repair, thank you very much. Nor did she want the classic Iron Man T-shirt hugging her torso torn as her wings burst from her—

      A muffled cry sounded on the air, and Inari stiffened, her skin prickling with increasing heat. Curse it. The bastard had someone.

      Hurry.

      The vampire’s scent flooded into her soul and she broke into a sprint. Another cry fell in the quiet night, this one not so muffled but far weaker. Whoever the bloodsucker was feeding on, they were running out of time.

      Hurry. Now.

      Rounding the corner, she pushed herself faster, past the sleeping terrace houses, the empty cars, her pulse pounding in her ears, her senses locked on the vamp.

      She finally saw him.

      He had a man pressed to the front bumper bar of an SUV, one hand gripping the squirming human’s groin, the other fisted in his dreadlocked hair, holding his head back so his neck bowed in a violent curve, granting greater access to the blood-rich jugular beneath his exposed skin. Inari absorbed the sight in a heartbeat, noting the stunned disbelief on the man’s face, his flailing arms, the blood trickling down his throat like a line of liquid life turned black by the darkness of the street.

      She bit back a savage snarl and threw herself forward.

      Her shoulder hit the vampire hard, slamming into the side of his head. Hot blood splattered Inari’s arm as the impact yanked the bloodsucker’s fangs from the man’s throat. A gurgling scream ripped through the air, but she kept her focus on her target. Vampires never died easily. They were always too stupid to accept their fate.

      This one, it seemed, was particularly dumb.

      He fought against her, smashing a fist into her jaw even as they hit the asphalt in front of the car. Black stars erupted in her head, but she ignored the pain, springing to her feet before he could land another blow. He jack-knifed himself up off the road, fangs bared, chin and lips glistening with blood, demonic stare locked on her face. “Gonna fuck you—”

      Inari snapped out a swift sidekick before he could finish, aiming her booted heel for his unbeating heart.

      The vampire jerked to the right, blocking her kick, his arm swinging in a dark blur to strike her ankle with a crunching blow. White pain shot up her leg, but Inari didn’t falter. She spun into a back kick, driving her heel high against his chest. He flailed backward, face distorting in stunned fury.

      And turned and fled down the street.

      “At least he’s smart enough to know he should run away,” she muttered, fixing his back with a level stare. She flicked the human crumpled on the sidewalk a quick look, grim relief filling her at the sight of his moving chest. She’d reached him just in time. Now to end the vampire’s existence.

      She took off after the escaping vamp, her own speed matching his. Which meant she’d hurt him when she’d crash-tackled him to the road. Unless she transformed into her Sentinel form, she couldn’t outrun a vamp. No matter how many hours she spent working out at the gym.

      Focus locked on the sprinting—albeit, sprinting with a limp—vampire, she pushed more power into her legs, letting the force of her assassin’s soul seep into her muscles. Blistering heat surged through her, scalding the walls of her veins, scorching the cells of her body. And still she ran faster, holding back the Sentinel buried within her even as she leached its power, drawing closer to the fleeing vampire. Closer.

      She leapt without a sound, landing on his back and driving him to the ground a second before he could cut right and disappear into a narrow, unlit alley.

      He hissed, but the furious sound was cut short as she snatched a fistful of his hair and smashed his face against the sidewalk. Again and again. He flailed beneath her, scrabbling at her wrists, his fingers turning into claw-tipped talons with every swipe.

      She snarled, ducking each one. Curse it, if she wasn’t careful he’d rip her T-shirt.

      Then stop messing around, woman.

      She slammed his head to the ground once more, drove her knees between his shoulder blades and snagged his left wrist with her right hand. “This is going to hurt, fucker.” She yanked his arm to the side, pulling it until his armpit was stretched taut.

      “Going to kill you, bitch,” he blustered, writhing under her knees. He was strong even with his injury. But Inari was stronger.

      And seriously ticked off.

      “Yeah, yeah.” She curled her lip, jerked his arm a little straighter and ground her weight into his back. “Whatever.”

      She closed the fingers of her left hand around the grip of the long, silver dagger sheathed in the lining of her boot, withdrew it in a single, fluid motion and sank it to the hilt into the vampire’s armpit. Straight into the side of his unbeating heart.

      A screeching wail tore from the vamp’s throat. He thrashed once, twice and then Inari was kneeling on the footpath, a man-shaped smudge of oily dust staining the concrete under her knees.

      “Eww.” She crinkled her nose, the stench of instantly decomposed vampire turning the air putrid. Climbing to her feet, she slid her dagger back into its hidden sheath and stepped away from the residue of terminated vamp. “Why are bloodsuckers always so smelly?”

      She bent at the waist, casting a disgusted look at the knees of her leather trousers, and straightened immediately when the back of her neck prickled with heat.

      Someone was watching her. Again.

      Demon.

      The word whispered through her head. She squinted into the blackness around her, seeing nothing.

      But why would she? It was one in the morning on a moonless night, and she was standing on the sidewalk of a quiet side street far from the bright, flashing lights of the main strip. Not even the ten-buck hookers and crack users wandered so far into Kings Cross suburbia. She was alone on the street, surrounded by silent houses, sleeping cars and the low drone of hungry mosquitoes.

      And yet…

      The Sentinel force within her stirred. Agitated. Alert.

      Wary.

      Inari turned on the spot, scanning the darkness. The back of her neck prickled again, stronger this time. Hotter.

      She narrowed her eyes, not for the first time wondering why the hell the Highest had deigned to create a demon assassin capable of incomparable physical prowess without electing to add hyper-vision.

      “Shit.”

      Her muttered curse fell into the silence. She turned once more, her neck on fire, her gut churning. Someone was watching her, but whoever they were, they were keeping themselves hidden.

      She didn’t like it. Not at all.

      “What are you waiting for?” She held her arms wide, her call bouncing off the houses around her.

      A bird flew out of a nearby tree, the wild beating of its wings making Inari jump. She bit back another curse, shaking her head. Fuck this. If the demon wasn’t going to show its face, she had other things to—

      The fiery prickles on the back of her neck vanished. Just like that.

      Inari frowned, far from relieved. “What the hell?”

      She stood motionless, half-expecting an attack, half-convinced she’d imagined the whole thing.

      Something felt off. Wrong.

      The night stayed silent around her. Not even the sound of the startled bird returning to its roost destroyed the stillness.

      Inari let out a sharp sigh and stared into the darkness around her one last time. Nothing. With a shake of her head, she turned and ran up the road, back to the bright lights of the sin capital of Australia. She’d make an anonymous call to the paramedics from a payphone, tell them about the human male bleeding in the gutter, give them his exact location and then find herself an empty seat in one of the Cross’ more reputable bars. It was one a.m. for Pete’s sake. If she wasn’t going to terminate some more demon ass, it was time for a coffee. If she was lucky, some idiot would try to pick her up before the sun rose and refuse to take no for an answer. At least then she could work out what was left of her agitation with a fistfight and go to bed more relaxed.

      Hopefully.

      She still needed her beauty sleep, damn it, whether she had the powers of a Sentinel or not.
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      Ezryn Navarro strode through the ballroom, his footfalls echoing in the cavernous space, his stare fixed on the overlord and his new bride seated on a raised dais at the far end of the room. It might be customary for master vampires to pay homage to the visiting overlord within the hour of his arrival, but Ezryn never bothered with tradition—even less with any practice meant to appeal to the self-indulgent egomaniac currently ogling the lush breasts of the woman perched beside him.

      Ezryn curled his lip. The leader of the vampire race was a disgrace to his kind—wrapped up in his own importance, courting a dangerously disrespectful and violent attitude toward humans, obsessed with the accumulation of wealth and material possessions. The moron threw his considerable weight around without thought of consequence, his only concern the fulfillment of his every whim.

      It pissed Ezryn off. A lot.

      “Ho, friend Ezryn,” the overlord called, raising his hand and waving it a mere inch. His washed-out yellow gaze slid to his wife, and Ezryn’s fangs lengthened with contempt. The royal fool actually believed he could irritate Ezryn with his blatant parading? If that was the case, he was a bigger imbecile than Ezryn suspected.

      Suspected? You’ve known he was an imbecile for almost seven hundred years.

      The overlord flashed a wide smile, his pointed fangs glinting in the muted light from the many candles littering the ballroom. “You do us a great honor with your presence, Master Navarro.”

      Ezryn suppressed the urge to snort, casting the room a disgusted glance. Candles? What century did the fat fool think it was?

      “Although,” the overlord continued, raising black eyebrows, “you are almost four hours late. We feared the Navarro master would not present himself to us before the sun rose.” He shot his new bride another quick look, as if eager to see her reaction to his royal disapproval.

      Ezryn gave him a flat stare. “I had better things to do.”

      The new bride gasped, eyes wide, the candlelight turning her extended fangs a sick yellow.

      The overlord snapped to his feet, jowls wobbling. “You dare insult—”

      “Give it a rest, Harry.” Ezryn cut him short. “Or I’ll pin you to the floor and drain you within a drop of empty like I used to.”

      Haral Navarro, twin son of the first family, overlord of the vampire race, turned beet red—an interesting feat for someone deprived of sunlight for close to seven centuries. His mouth flapped in silent protest, his knuckles popping as he clenched his fists.

      Ezryn shook his head, a sour taste coating the back of his tongue. “Do not fret, baby brother.” He ambled over to a long table overburdened with carafes of what could only be human blood, eyeing the ridiculously ostentatious ice sculpture of the overlord positioned amongst them. “I would not dream of harming the great leader of our people.” He pulled an apple from his inside jacket pocket and polished it on his sleeve, turning back to the royal couple. Very few of his kind could tolerate human food, his twin brother included. That Ezryn had no difficulty consuming it caused many a vampire to clench their jaw in envy—and trepidation.

      Lifting the apple to his mouth, he parted his lips, letting Haral see his fangs before biting into the fruit’s flesh.

      Haral narrowed his eyes, his face—so like Ezryn’s if not for the signs of indulgence—still red with anger. Or was it shame? “You will not call me ‘baby brother’, Ezryn. I ordered you to cease doing so over half a century ago.”

      Ezryn bit into the apple again, enjoying the incensed impatience on his twin’s face as he chewed the mouthful without hurry. “And when did I start following your orders, Harry?”

      The overlord’s wife gasped again, her lush breasts almost spilling over the top of her red latex corset. Ezryn gave her an indifferent glance before wiping at his lips with the back of his hand. “What are you doing here, Haral? I can’t imagine Australia was your first choice for a honeymoon, especially during the summer. The sun doesn’t set here until nine most nights.” He finished the apple, savoring its succulent sweetness before dropping the core into the closest carafe of blood. It broke the still, red surface with a satisfying plop, the sound like a gunshot in the cavernous room. “In fact,” he went on, arching an eyebrow, “I can’t see any reason for you to have left your compound at all.”

      The overlord flared his nostrils, a pathetic attempt to look intimidating. “I wanted you to meet Chantise.” He flicked his bride a quick look. “And she wanted to meet you.”

      Ezryn chuckled, the sound hollow. Of course she would. She would want to see for herself the fabled son groomed to be the ruler of the vampire race, destined to be the next leader of them all—before the Oracle, the vampire race’s high priest, had changed everything. He gave his new sister-in-law a slow inspection and bent slightly at the waist. “Your ladyship.”

      The woman’s gaze raked him from head to toe, her eyes aglow with the taint of a recent feed. She touched her tongue to the tip of her right fang, tracing her fingertips over the swell of her breasts. “Ezryn.”

      Ezryn suppressed a disgusted grunt. The woman was well-suited to his brother—he could see the covetous hunger in her blood-drunk eyes, the smug conceit in the tilt of her chin. He turned back to Haral, eager to be done with the perverse family reunion. “What do you want, Harry? I thought I made it clear the last time we spoke I never wanted to see you again. Isn’t that why I moved to the other side of the world ?”

      Haral straightened his spine, eyes igniting with cold rage. The last time the two brothers had faced each other—over fifty years ago—the vampire lord had threatened to have Ezryn marked as a traitor to his kind. The last time they’d stood in the same room, Ezryn had come very, very close to destroying the vampire lord. Close enough for Harry to sweat blood. A lot of blood.

      “I am your lord.” The muscles in Haral’s face quivered. “I can speak to you and call upon you whenever I wish.”

      Ezryn barked out a laugh, the sound like cracking ice. “I have no lord.”

      Haral stamped his foot, his human face distorting into a demonic mask. “As the supreme ruler of our people, I hereby command you to a task.”

      Ezryn narrowed his eyes. “Go to hell, Harry.”

      “Not before you, Ezryn.”

      With a low growl, Ezryn crossed the distance to Haral in a blurring leap. Clamping one hand around his twin brother’s neck, he yanked Haral’s feet off the floor. “You destroyed any right you had to command me, brother, when you invoked the power of the blood trial.”

      Haral scratched at Ezryn’s hand, his eyes bulging. “And yet…” he rasped, “…the blood trial named me overlord. Not…” he bucked in Ezryn’s hold, “…you.”

      Ezryn tightened his grip, the mention of the ancient ritual filling him with cold contempt.

      Since birth, he’d been groomed to take over from his father as the next leader of the vampire race. For nine hundred and fifty years, he’d known little except that as the first son of the First Family, born but a mere five minutes before his twin, he was destined to be the next overlord. He’d been educated to lead a race on the verge of imploding. Too many of their number had grown disillusioned with the old ways, the violent use of humans as a food source, an equal number disgusted with the progressive notion humans weren’t just cattle. He’d been ready to restore harmony where only conflict existed. Ready to take his place as overlord. And then his father had been killed, staked by an demon-slayer wannabe with acne on his cheeks.

      The day after the overlord’s death, the day before Ezryn was to ascend to the position of his birthright, Haral had invoked the blood trial, an ancient and barbaric ceremony designed to reveal the true overlord’s identity.

      And on the whispered words of the human virgin sacrificed for the trial—a young woman known as the Oracle’s Voice throughout the proceedings—the course of history had changed.

      Ezryn stared into his brother’s eyes. “Just what do you want me to do…lord?”

      Haral flashed his fangs, his Adam’s apple jerking under Ezryn’s palm. “My wife’s cousin was slain by a Sentinel. I want you to destroy her.”

      Ezryn clenched his jaw, a cold fist of disquiet in his chest. “A Sentinel?”

      What Haral commanded was insanity. To destroy a divine assassin in self-defense was one thing—the Deities would not retaliate against such a death. If a Sentinel could not survive a fair fight with their foe, than the Deities seemed to wipe their divine, righteous hands of their failed assassin. But to destroy one in an act of revenge? That was to start a war beyond all comprehension. A war that would bring about the mass destruction of vampire and Sentinel alike.

      The Sentinel were no easy kill. Once demons themselves, they were selected by the Highest for reasons unknown, granted a soul and reborn then and there as assassins of all things unholy and inhuman. Whether vampire, shifter or hell-spawn, if a being threatened the divine status quo, chances were the Deities would mark it for termination and send a Sentinel to carry out the kill.

      A Sentinel’s rebirth gave them immeasurable powers and knowledge of their target. Few of those targeted escaped to brag of the battle.

      Still, the divine assassins could be beaten. If you were strong.

      And ready to face ultimate death yourself.

      Releasing his hold on Haral’s throat, Ezryn took a step back. He’d never seen such a feverish light in his brother’s eyes before. There was more to this than Haral would have him believe. “Why do you want me to do this? Are you not capable of the task yourself?” He flicked his gaze over his twin’s soft, round body, remembering a time when it was almost a carbon copy of his own. “Are you having performance problems, Harry? Tsk, tsk. At your young age too.”

      The overlord drew himself straighter, his incensed stare fixed on Ezryn. “I charged you with a task, Master Navarro. If you do not obey your lord, you will see yourself punished by our laws.”

      “Punished? Laws?” Ezryn raised his eyebrows. His twin always had been a pompous pain in the ass. Now it seemed his position of power had finally gone to his empty head. “Any laws worthy of respect you perverted on ascension, Harry. As for punishment, remember who you’re talking to. Every vampire on earth knows who the true overlord is. Do you really think your punishment would be dealt?”

      His brother snarled at him, contempt and hatred etched on his face. “Yes, of course, the true overlord. Born first by a mere contraction of our mother’s womb. And yet that simple order was proved false, wasn’t it? By the blood trial itself, the chancellor who named you first born was proved a liar and executed. Thanks to ritual, the rightful son finally claimed his rightful title.” He paused, his smile smug. “I always knew I was better than you, Ezryn. It just took the words of a semi-catatonic virgin to prove it to the rest of our race.”

      With a silent hiss, Ezryn grabbed Haral’s throat again. The blood trial. Even the words made him sick.

      Cold contempt laced through the anger simmering inside him and he sank his fingers into his brother’s fleshy neck. The blood trial had not been invoked for over ten thousand years. Why would it? It was an ancient ritual from a superstitious, barbaric past before common sense prevailed and the position of overlord became decided by birthright. Two master vampires would feed on a human virgin selected for her purity and spiritual nature to be the “voice” of the oracle until she was almost drained of blood. They would then let her linger in the void between expiration and transformation until she was a heartbeat away from death. When her pulse began to fade, when her lips began to turn ashen and her body began to convulse, each vampire would open their own vein and let a single drop of their blood fall onto her tongue. The vampire whose name she uttered into the waiting Oracle’s ear, seconds before he claimed her virginity, was pronounced overlord.

      It disgusted Ezryn. It went against everything he believed in the vampire/human relationship.

      That Haral had invoked the blood trial the day after their father’s death had shocked everyone.

      As had the name the dying virgin had whispered.

      No one had expected the young woman to whisper Haral’s name. No one except Ezryn. He knew what his brother lusted for most of all, what Haral had always lusted for—the position and power of overlord, supreme ruler of their kind.

      A mere week after their father’s end, Ezryn discovered his brother had been fucking the oracle. Unfortunately, he’d had no way of proving the forbidden relationship. Ezryn also knew his father’s advisors had been unhappy with Ezryn’s approaching ascension. His father, an ancient vampire less interested in ruling his people and more interested in sticking his prick into anything with pulse, had been a ruler they could manipulate and control. Ezryn, on the other hand, had proved difficult to dominate and influence in his grooming for the position of overlord. More than once he’d made it clear he would not be a puppet to their political machinations. He’d refused to destroy vampires accused of vague, unsubstantiated crimes, questioned dubious requests his father would automatically approve, and sort answers to questions few in court wanted asked.

      To this day, Ezryn had to admit he’d underestimated his brother. Haral had played all the pieces to perfection. The dying virgin had allegedly whispered Haral’s name in the oracle’s ear, and the advisors to the position of overlord had supported and enforced that proclamation. Ezryn was denied the title a mere twenty-four hours before his ascension. But blood trial or no, Ezryn would not kowtow to his brother. Especially when he didn’t believe what the virgin had proclaimed.

      Anger a cold fist in his chest, he drew Haral closer. “Tell me, brother mine, supreme and oh-so-revered leader of our illustrious race, after the oracle finished raping the human virgin to her death, did he wipe his pus-weeping dick clean before sinking it into your ass?”

      Haral hissed, tiny beads of saliva splattering his bottom lip. “I charge you with a task, Ezryn Navarro,” he snarled. “And for every night you choose not to obey my order, I will slaughter one vampire who chose to rebel against my ascension.”

      Ezryn’s cold blood turned to fire. “You wouldn’t dare. I accepted that ridiculous proclamation to save bloodshed.”

      His brother sneered. “Try me, Ezzie.”

      The nickname stabbed into Ezryn’s chest and he bit back a hiss.

      From the moment Haral learned of his lower position in the family their sibling relationship turned toxic. One son born to be lord, one son born to be subservient. One groomed for the duty, the other hungering for it with every molecule in his body.

      Ezryn bared his fangs, releasing his grip on Haral’s throat before stepping backward. “That we come from the same blood disgusts me.”

      Haral smiled, the action both smug and perverted, and smoothed his hands over the crumpled collar of his shirt. “As it does me, brother. So tell me, will you have your loyal followers’ decimation on your conscience? Will they drown in blood and burn in sunlight? Or will you do as your ruler commands?”

      Ezryn’s gut clenched. Hundreds of vampires had adamantly and vocally refused Haral’s ascension. Vampires who had moved beyond the savagery of their race long ago. Vampires who continued to have faith in Ezryn, even when he stepped aside. Who bemoaned his move to Australia and begged him to lead a rebellion. He remembered Kristoph, his tutor and advisor in the vampiric court for close to six centuries. The ancient vampire had been one of only two to discover Haral’s relationship with the oracle. Kristoph had spoken at length to the court, petitioning them not to appoint Haral, but his pleas had fallen on deaf ears. Or scared ones.

      The mass slaughter of those loyal to Ezryn had begun with Kristoph. Only Ezryn’s departure from Europe had halted the cleansing, as Haral’s loyalists called it. Harry, of course, denounced his followers’ actions. He spoke verbosely and grandly of peace and coexistence but did little to stop the executions. Fifty years later, and the fury in Ezryn’s chest had not lessened one iota.

      He stared at his brother, the disquiet in his chest growing colder. Tighter. What he was about to agree to do was insanity, but he had no choice. There was always a solution to lunacy—even if the solution was lunacy itself. “Where do I find this Sentinel you’re so willing to see dead you will condemn hundreds?”

      Haral grinned, fangs glistening in the candlelight, eyes shining with smug triumph. “Why, Ezzie. Here. In Australia. In the very city you now call home.”
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      “What do you mean, kill a Sentinel?” Jacob Ancroft, Ezryn’s closest friend and Sydney’s most successful nightclub owner, frowned at Ezryn, the glass of scotch he’d poured himself on arriving at Ezryn’s home forgotten in his hand. “Is he insane?”

      Ezryn grunted, took a mouthful of his own whiskey and slumped back in his armchair. “I had that very thought.” He crossed his ankles on the glass coffee table before him, his smile dry. “And a few others it’s probably best I don’t express about our illustrious leader.”

      The other vampire snorted, the sound short and contemptuous. “Fat Harry isn’t the leader of the vampire race, Ezryn. You are.”

      Ezryn shook his head and took another drink, the amber liquid burning its way down his throat like liquid fire. “No, my brother is. You know it just as well as you know why I’m not. And as such, I am bound to obey my lord.”

      “Well, your lord is going to start a fucking war between the assassins of the Highest of Deities and vampires the world over.” Scowling, Jacob dropped into the other armchair. “Dark Ones, Ezryn. The idiot turns up here fifty years after that farce of a crowning ceremony trying to throw his weight around, and you’re laughing about it? Does he even comprehend what he’s ordering you to do? You destroy a Sentinel in an unprovoked attack and we may as well cry Armageddon and kiss our asses goodbye. And he’s making you the target of both sides. Not only will the Sentinel come after you, vampires across the globe will want to tear you limb from limb for starting such a senseless, bloody war.”

      “I realize that.” Ezryn placed his empty glass on the coffee table and leaned back, stretching his arms along the back of the armchair. “Haral has been looking for a way to get rid of me for as long as I can remember, and he’s finally found one.” He grinned, his fangs scraping at the inside of his bottom lip. “It’s actually quite clever…for my brother. I didn’t know Harry had it in him.”

      Jacob flashed his own fangs in contempt. “He doesn’t have it in him. If he did, he wouldn’t resort to trickery to claim your title. Seriously, Ezryn, don’t you think this lunacy has gone on long enough? You know as well as I that you have the numbers to reclaim the position rightfully yours. The vampire race may be hobbled by tradition and ritual, but we’re not imbeciles. Harry’s leadership is sending us all on a one-way path toward mass bloodshed and revolt. For fuck’s sake, only last year he ordered all bleeders swear loyalty to him or face sunrise chained to a tree. He’s on a power rush, dangerously out of control, and I for one am sick of it. It’s time to end the farce and put the moronic fuck in his place.”

      “And how many would perish in such a rebellion, Jake? How many vampires would be destroyed? How many humans would die caught in the crossfire? Haral’s followers are as loyal to him as mine are to me. The difference is his zealots have no respect for life of any kind except their own. You are right, I am the true overlord, and as such my first duty is to the survival of my race, not the decimation of it in a blood feud.”

      Jacob let out a low, demonic and very disgruntled growl. “I don’t know why I didn’t stake the bastard fifty years ago. I was there in his compound when he gave the order to execute Kristoph. The fucker could be nothing but dust now, and none of this shit would be going down.”

      Ezryn cast his friend a level look, ignoring the sorrowful anger spearing into him at the mention of his one-time advisor. “You would have been dusted the second you did, my friend.”

      Jacob’s scowl darkened. “I can take care of myself. You know that.” He pushed himself to his feet, agitation clear on his timelessly handsome face. “Besides, at this point the sacrifice would have been worth it. The moment you destroy the Sentinel, Harry’s signing a death note for us all. The vampire race is strong, despite our ridiculous leader, but we will not survive the wrath of the Highest. As much as it pains me to say it, we vampires would be on the losing side. Pick off an Agent of the Order for no other reason than idiotic revenge and we’re all dust.”

      “And if I don’t obey my brother’s command, every vampire who opposed his ascension and stayed loyal to me will be slaughtered.” Ezryn turned his gaze from the other vampire. “I cannot have their blood, your blood, on my hands.” He rose to his feet and crossed to the bar to pour himself another whiskey, his chest tight. “I will find the Sentinel who offended my brother’s new wife,” he said, turning back to Jacob, “and kill her, as the overlord has ordered me to do.”

      And then, he finished silently, I will offer myself to the Deities as an act of sacrifice and beg their forgiveness. Allow them to do with me what they will to appease their want for retribution. Hopefully this will halt the war before it can begin.

      He drained his glass, keeping his expression neutral. “There is no other choice.”

      Jacob narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like it. I still say you let me dust the imbecile. I can enter his compound while he is here and have the deed done before the sun rises. He doesn’t know I’m in Australia and won’t expect it. Hell, Harry’s followers are idiots. Those loyal to you can—”

      “Follow my lead,” Ezryn cut Jacob short. “I must obey the overlord’s command, as must all vampires. It is the law of our kind.” He gave his friend a hard stare. “I will not allow any of those loyal to me to be destroyed by Haral’s hand. Too many have already lost their lives thanks to my brother. There can be no more. I’ve made up my mind, Jake. This is the way it is, and this is the way it will be. Do you understand?”

      Jacob growled, threw himself out of the armchair and stormed across the room. He stopped at the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Sydney Harbor, arms crossed, shoulders bunched.

      Ezryn watched him, knowing he struggled to keep his demon sheathed. The other vampire had been his closest friend for almost six centuries, the brother he’d never had in Haral.

      Ordered to the overlord’s court, Jacob had been accused by a rival vampire of systematically raping and butchering the females of his territory. Ezryn’s father—in a typical blood-drunk state—ordered Ezryn to execute him without further question or evidence. Ezryn had refused, unwilling to commit such a sentence before discovering all the facts. Facts that, when revealed, not only exonerated Jacob, but proved the accusing vampire’s true motives—possession of Jacob’s territory and his new human wife. Jacob had stood by Ezryn ever since, swearing not just gratitude, but fealty as well to the then-future overlord.

      When the oracle proclaimed Haral first born, Jacob had been ready to go to war for Ezryn—an unwavering loyalty all too horrifically proved in blood.

      Ezryn had been in his family’s castle witnessing his brother’s controversial ascension when Harry’s followers had attacked Jacob’s compound in the Scottish highlands—a coward’s attempt to destroy Ezryn’s closest and most powerful ally. Jacob had destroyed five of them before they’d overpowered him. Five vampires decimated by a single one. The three left contained him, bound him in chains and made him watch as they butchered his entire staff, innocent people, human and vampire alike. They tortured them at length before raping his wife before his eyes. Three vampires who had all sworn fealty to Haral Navarro, the new overlord.

      Three vampires who held Jacob prisoner as they slowly cut his love to pieces.

      Three vampires arrogant enough, stupid enough, to think they’d bested Ezryn Navarro’s general.

      Three vampires who never saw the dark of night again.

      Jacob never spoke of how he overcame them, but Ezryn had only had to look into his friend’s eyes when he’d found him to know Haral had made himself an enemy beyond his understanding. Ezryn was old, older than Jacob, and far more powerful, but thanks to Ezryn’s deranged brother, Jacob was now almost as dangerous.

      Every time Ezryn found his friend staring at the small image of Cara that Jacob kept in a white-gold locket by his lifeless heart, he thanked the Dark Ones Jacob was on his side.

      What will he do when he learns of your sacrifice?

      Ezryn ground his teeth. He  needed to circumnavigate that problem before he killed the Sentinel…somehow, otherwise Jacob would begin
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