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          BOWEN

        

      

    

    
      The snow had been falling for the last few hours, well before the last stroke of midnight.

      With that, we slipped into the new year.

      I stood on the terrace, unbothered by the cold or the gusting winds whipping around the mansion, turning the swirling flakes into miniature cyclones. If I let my eyes relax, letting the world slip out of focus, shapes appeared in my mind’s eye. Faces, even. Smirks and scowls that slowly gave way to proud smiles. Stoic expressions and others filled with mischief.

      Faces I had known for centuries.

      Faces I would never see again.

      The cold pressing against my skin was nothing compared to the iciness spreading from my chest outward, seeping through my veins and replacing the little blood I had left. The only time I felt warmth over the past two weeks was when I stood beside Loranna, whether she held my hand or I pulled her into my arms.

      The moment we were parted, the cold seeped back in, flooding me, filling every part of me. The last time I felt like this, I had believed Loranna was murdered. Murdered because I had failed.

      Sometimes I loathed how often history seemed to repeat itself.

      That was why, even amid the day’s festivities and the party inside, I sought silence instead. My mansion hadn’t been this full since Gigi’s entire coven showed up to help Mercy rid herself of Shuval’s dark curse. Then, the voices were filled with fear, panic, and anger.

      Another loud cheer erupted in the ballroom behind me.

      Despite the joy emanating from that room, I couldn’t sink into it. Two weeks wasn’t long enough to mourn those we’d lost, not for me, at least. I was glad my surviving siblings and the enforcers who escaped with them found a reason to laugh and started another round of an old demon drinking song to celebrate the night. But I couldn’t join in. Not yet.

      Not when every time I closed my eyes, all I saw was Raven plunging her hand into Lysander’s chest, yanking out his heart, carrying it to Radomir, and crushing it, making it more than clear she stood with that wretch. That vile, murderous vermin.

      The scrape of my claws on stone startled me out of the nightmare I’d been reliving. Sighing, I removed my hands from the stone railing, noting the latest set of indentations. Since our return to Tennessee, I’d spent quite a bit of time out here. I’d have to replace the whole railing soon enough. I’d do it at the same time I repaired the holes that had ended up in several walls. Also, because of me. As well as a few of the demon enforcers, Loranna among them. Two weeks out, and we were still in the dark about whether those left behind—demon and vampire alike—had been slaughtered by the Duskrenders or whether Radomir had imprisoned them, intending to break them down and add them to his growing number of reluctant followers.

      As the singing started up again in the ballroom, somehow even louder this time, I left the terrace and wandered farther around the house until I slipped unseen through a side door. There was no reason to bring down their cheerful moods with my brooding.

      Quietly, I shut the door behind me and eased down the corridor. The double doors leading to the ballroom were decked out in twinkling fae lights and wreaths of mistletoe and pine, dried oranges, and rosemary, courtesy of Gigi. The rest of the mansion was just as festive. Garland was wrapped around every available chandelier and standing candelabra. Mistletoe hung in almost every doorway. At least six Yule trees were decorated and scattered about the main floor.

      I hadn’t even noticed, in those first few days, that she had taken over what she called morale duty for those who had fled to my home. When I finally spotted her hanging garland over another chandelier, perched on Erik’s shoulder like it was the most natural place for her to be, she shrugged at me. Yule had been closing in, and the New Year wasn’t far behind.

      There’d been a rambling explanation about how my mansion wasn’t allowed to look like a cliché vampire’s home from human stories, so she was decorating it for everyone’s sake. Erik beamed at her the entire time.

      I hadn’t thought that simply decorating my home for the holidays would do much to help those who had just gone through hell. Showed how much I knew.

      A few days later, most of those we’d brought here who hadn’t left their rooms much were wandering the halls. They were talking to each other, even laughing. I swore Gigi had put something in the greenery, but she insisted she hadn’t enchanted anything. Maybe she was right. Maybe sometimes the simple things really helped the most.

      From the doorway, I watched my siblings dance with the enforcers and members of Loranna’s crew. Even some of the feds from my old team had stuck around. Extra muscle, Nor had said, in case Radomir dared to send his renders here.

      The tallest tree in the bunch filled an entire corner of the room, decked out from the lowest branch to the very top with strung cranberries, bunches of dried oranges, and flowers and herbs Gigi and Vera had brought in. Twinkling fae lights and the glow of the fire lit it up. The music pouring out of the room came from two enforcers who had tracked down a fiddle and a guitar. With the chandeliers' flickering candlelight and the fire roaring in the hearth at the other end of the hall, I could almost pretend this was a scene from two hundred years ago, remembering how we used to celebrate the holiday at the Vorigan Estate.

      That was one party I had never missed, especially after Loranna entered my life. During those years together, we would always sneak off for a private celebration before rejoining the festivities.

      I wasn’t surprised to see she wasn’t in the ballroom. We were alike in so many ways, wanting the silence to get our thoughts in order, needing those few moments alone to settle, to find a sliver of peace amid the chaos before finding one another again.

      Leaving the party behind, I strolled through the corridors, hands in my pockets, and trying not to let my mind wander down too many dark roads. I’d run out of creative ways to kill Radomir whenever I got my hands on him. It was my favorite pastime of late. Imagining all the ways I would peel the flesh from his body. Bleed him almost to the point of death, only to let him feed and then do it all over again. Remove his limbs one by one while he watched. I’d tear his heart out once I was finally through with him, crush it in my hand as he had done to Lysander’s.

      As for my traitorous siblings, well, I was content to hand Raven and Belor over to those of us who had survived. Let them dole out punishment. We’d lost four of our kin because of them.

      I faltered as I thought of Tate, of how it had felt to see him that day in his hole-in-the-wall bar. Hearing him sing his songs. Seeing an excited smile light up his face.

      Watching his head roll across the floor.

      My stomach became unsettled. If I’d pushed harder, forced him to stay behind, he’d still be alive. He would’ve had a chance. But now he was dead. Gods, so many were dead.

      I forced myself to keep walking, not wanting anyone to find me standing numbly in the hall. I didn’t make it far before turning the corner and pausing. Zalatar, the enforcer we had saved from Radomir’s control, sat on one of the wide windowsills lining this hallway. He had his head resting against the glass, eyes shut, with a bottle of champagne clutched in his right hand. He let out a growling sigh and raised it to his mouth, only to snarl when he found it empty. He finally opened his eyes, startled at the sight of me.

      “Prince Bowen, I’m sorry,” he said in a rush and started to stand.

      I motioned for him to stay seated. “I’m not a prince anymore, remember? And there’s nothing to apologize for. I figured you would’ve been in the ballroom with the others.”

      “I was for a little while.” He set the empty bottle on the floor beside him. “It’s just too loud for me. Everything still feels too loud. I didn’t want them worrying about me, so I figured I’d drink in the New Year alone.” He nodded at me. “Looks like you feel the same way.”

      “That I do.” I glanced at the empty bottle and started to speak, but he shook his head.

      “That’s the last of it for me tonight. Don’t worry. I’m going to fall into bed here soon, and I pray I don’t have nightmares for once.”

      “I’m sure Gigi or Vera could whip something up for you to help with that.” I would’ve suggested Sycamore, but he’d been sitting with Gabrielle almost around the clock since we came here. None of us wanted to distract him while he took care of the demon who was hanging on to life by the thinnest of threads.

      “Maybe, but not tonight.” His eyes flared red, and he turned to gaze out the window again. “Not tonight.”

      Leaving him be and making a note to swing back by to check on him again in a bit, I continued my walk. I turned left at the end of the hall. Soft voices filtered out of one of the sitting rooms down here. It sounded like Horace and Fennis were still up, too. Not wanting to disturb them, I intended to slip past the doorway quietly, but Horace happened to turn. Catching my eye, he quietly told Fennis he was going to grab some more blood for him, then joined me in the hallway.

      From where I stood, I had a decent view of Fennis, who was lying on the couch, staring at the fire crackling in the small hearth. The physical wounds from his time in captivity had faded. It was the mental and emotional wounds that worried us. A vacant look appeared in the vampire’s eyes before he hissed and closed them.

      Horace motioned me further down the hall, and I went with him.

      “How’s he doing?” I whispered. “I see you finally got him to leave his room.”

      “Barely.” He leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “He talked today, but it didn’t last long.” A distressed growl rumbled through him. “I know I was fucked up after what Shuval put me through. Whatever those fuckers did to him was worse. It had to have been.” When he met my gaze, his was so lost that it chipped away at me. “What do I do, Bowen? What the hell am I supposed to do? I thought I saved him, but I don’t think I did.”

      “It took time for you to heal,” I reminded him, laying a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You just need to be there for him. It’s all you can do right now.”

      His jaw clenched. “I want to rip Radomir to pieces. Him and Belor.”

      “We will. I swear to you we’ll get revenge.”

      He patted my hand, then pushed off the wall. “Do you mind staying with him for a few minutes? I don’t want to leave him alone. I’m worried about what he might do.” He choked on the words.

      A few days after we arrived here, Horace and I came across Fennis toying with a dagger. The look in his eyes was one I wouldn’t soon forget. He hadn’t outright said he would use it on himself, but he hadn’t handed it over right away when Horace asked for it. We’d been careful not to leave him alone since. I told Horace I would stay, and he headed toward the kitchen on the other side of the mansion.

      I slipped into the study and sat in one of the chairs by the couch. Fennis didn’t even open his eyes. I settled in, content to watch the fire and simply be there for the vampire. My thoughts drifted to Loranna, and I wondered where she had decided to spend the evening. The last I saw her, she had been saying she was checking supplies. There wasn’t a need, but I understood the desire for distraction. I’d find her soon enough.

      “Bowen?” Fennis whispered weakly.

      Sitting up, I eased to the edge of my seat, resting my arms on my legs. Fennis was still lying on the couch, eyes closed, and face set in a tight frown. He looked as if he wanted to curl up in the smallest ball possible and disappear. “Horace only stepped away for a few minutes.”

      “I know. I heard you both. I might be fucked up, but my hearing is just fine.” Fennis’s eyes opened, reflecting the fire’s flickering flames. A flash of anger crossed them, but only for a second. “I shouldn’t do this to him.”

      “Do what?”

      “Put him through all this. I don’t know…I don’t…” He trailed off with a hiss. “It’s not fair to him. None of this is.”

      “You think he cares?”

      “He should.” He tugged at a loose thread dangling from the couch. “You know, the first time I met him, I knew he was flirting with me to get information. Knew it, and instead of getting pissed off at him, I flirted right back. I didn’t expect it to go anywhere, you know? But the more I talked to him, the more I realized how charming he was. Being funny and handsome helped.”

      I smiled along with him. “When you find your person, sometimes you just know,” I mused, thinking of the first time I saw Loranna and the day we had our first real conversation.

      “It’s true. I think it hit me first when he was so damn worried about me going off on my own for answers. It hit me even harder to see how furious he was at the Vorigan Estate when I was on the floor, bleeding at Radomir’s feet, and to see the rage in Horace’s eyes. For me.” He shut his eyes again, scrunching his face as if in pain. “They broke me, Bowen. I don’t know how they did it so fast. But it felt like I was trapped with them for years. Decades. They broke something inside me, and I don’t know if it can be fixed.” Crimson tears leaked from his eyes.

      I rested a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve already survived so much. You’re stronger than you think, Fennis. You are. And you’re far from alone. Horace is here for you. We all are.”

      “I’m never going to be the same again,” he whispered, his voice breaking.

      “No, you won’t be. Violence changes us. Pain changes us.”

      “Which is why he should leave me be.”

      “No. It’s exactly why he should stay. To help you find those pieces of yourself that are still there. Mend them back together.” I squeezed his shoulder, and finally, his gaze shifted to me. “They tried to steal everything from you. Don’t let them.”

      Footsteps sounded in the doorway. Horace entered the room, several bottles of blood clutched in his right hand. Fennis sat up, and I moved back, letting him have space. He tried to speak, but all that came out was a raspy hiss. Horace set the bottles down and rushed to him, sitting on the couch beside him and pulling him into a firm embrace. Fennis fell into him, and quietly, I slipped from the room, pulling the door shut behind me.

      I lingered for a moment. Dragging a trembling hand through my hair, I shut my eyes, fighting to regain control of the anger churning in my gut. It would do Fennis some good to speak with Vincent and Jenson at some point. They might be able to help him work through this darkness. He was right, though. He would never be the same. Nothing would be the same for any of us.

      My anger gave way to a need to find Loranna. I set off for the armory, figuring she would be there. When I reached the heavy steel door, it hung half open, and the faintest sounds of blades being sharpened echoed from within.

      I entered what was essentially a massive vault and spotted Loranna near the back wall, setting aside a perfectly sharpened dagger beside a row of others. She must’ve been in there longer than I’d thought. I stepped back, watching as she picked up another dagger, meticulously cleaned the hilt, then worked it against the whetstone.

      The rhythmic sound was soothing, taking me back to all the other times I’d found her like this at the Vorigan Estate. Then it had become stolen moments, tucked away in the armory, out of prying eyes.

      Those memories were tainted now. The Vorigan Estate was no more. The line of vampires who built it, turned it into a name to be proud of, was nearly wiped out.

      The longing that had drawn me to her pushed me to act. I slipped my arms around her waist, and she set the dagger aside, sinking into me.

      “I wondered when you’d come to find me,” she murmured with a soft growl.

      I kissed her neck. “I needed some time to think. Check on the others, too.”

      “Everyone going to make it through another night?”

      I thought of Zalatar drinking alone in the window and Horace and Fennis tucked away in the sitting room. “Gods, I hope so. What about you?”

      She sighed, tilting her head to the side to meet my gaze. “Better now.” Her eyes flicked to my lips, and then she spun all the way around, kissing me as she fisted her hands in my shirt. She pushed me back into the table, and I hugged her as close as I could, losing myself in the natural heat of her body pressed against mine, a warmth intense enough to keep the cold of my grief at bay.

      I had just slipped my hands lower, ready to lift her off her feet and whisk her upstairs to our room, but a scuff of a shoe against stone came from the doorway.

      “Shit, sorry,” Rafael said, amusement in his voice.

      “Hot damn, snogging in the armory. Yeah, we’ll give you two a minute,” Mercy chimed in.

      Breaking the kiss, Loranna and I stepped away from the table of daggers. Mercy and Rafael stood in the armory doorway. “You’re back already?” I asked.

      Mercy’s smirk faltered, and Rafael immediately took her hand. “If we had stayed any longer, we never would’ve returned. Trust me,” she said softly.

      They had left a few days ago to spend time with Damian, their son. I hadn’t expected to see them for at least another day. I had tried to convince them to stay home. That conversation had gone nowhere and ended with Rafael asking me if I remembered who I was talking to.

      “Thomas and his pack are going to watch him for a while,” Rafael told us.

      “You left him with the shifters?” I said, laughing. “Gods, that kid is going to howl like one of them when you pick him up.”

      “Probably, but we figured he’d be safe with them.” Rafael’s eyes shimmered red, and he clenched his jaw. “We didn’t interrupt you just to let you know we’re back. Nor called us with news. We said we’d find you both so he could tell us all at once.”

      I failed to hide my irritation that Nor was also back far sooner than I expected. I didn’t deserve to have any of them as my second family.

      “Meet you in the study?” Mercy asked. The study that had become our war room of sorts since we’d returned to my mansion. Something I never thought the space would be used for. “We’ve got to snag everyone else.”

      I nodded, and they left the armory. “I wish they hadn’t come back,” I whispered.

      “They’re your family. Family doesn’t listen very well.

      “Don’t I fucking know it.” I hissed. “If anything happens to them, if they don’t make it back to Damian, his growing up without parents will be my fault. I can’t let that happen.”

      “It won’t.” She gave my cheek a firm pat. “I can talk to the others. If things get too bad, we’ll find a way to ensure Mercy and Rafael return to their son.” She kissed my cheek, then slipped her hand into mine. “We should head to the study to see what Nor has to say.”

      We didn’t hurry across the mansion. Whatever news Nor had wouldn’t be good. As we walked, my mind drifted from thoughts of little Damian, tucked away with a shifter pack, to a conversation Loranna and I had a few months before our world came apart.

      Born vampires were rare amongst our kind. Rarer still when the parents weren’t both of the same race. For centuries, I’d been content not to think about having children, at least not those born naturally. Even when I was with Loranna, I’d been more focused on just the two of us. Then one morning, as we were lying together watching the sunrise, she had dragged my hand to her stomach and smiled. She had asked if I ever thought about being a father.

      I had told her honestly that I hadn’t, not until that moment. The way she had looked at me as she said she wanted a chance to try had torn me to pieces in the best way. We hadn’t left my room for hours after that.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked now as we neared the study.

      “Nothing in particular.”

      “Really? Your eyes are glowing.” She pulled me to a stop and turned to face me. “I’ve seen that look on your face before, a long time ago.” A smile tugged at her lips, and she pulled me in for a kiss. “I still think about it sometimes, too. That chance we never had.”

      “Maybe we will,” I whispered against her lips.

      “Maybe we will.” We shared one more kiss and then entered the study.

      Nor was shrugging off his coat and hanging it from the coat rack near the door. He shook the snow from his hair, muttering under his breath all the while. “Bowen. Loranna.”

      “Wasn’t expecting to see you back here so soon either,” I commented.

      “I had hoped to be back sooner,” he replied gruffly. “It took this long to get some damn news. Before you ask, we’ll wait ‘til the others are here so we only have to go over all this shit once.”

      The rest of our small fighting force filtered in one by one. Vincent and Jenson were first, whispering to each other as they entered and took positions against the far wall. Kara and Vera weren’t far behind, nor were the remaining members of Loranna’s crew, whom I hadn’t met until we had to flee the Vorigan Estate. Matias and Lizzy had been with Gabrielle for about as long as Loranna had, demons both of them. Lincoln, also a demon, and Freddie, a fae, were the newest recruits to the team. The four of them were like the rest of Loranna’s crew—more than willing to help wherever needed and ready to put their lives on the line for their cause.

      For destroying the Duskrenders.

      I’d spoken with all of them here and there over the last couple of weeks. Each had their lives touched by the Duskrenders at one point or another. Each was more than ready for their chance at revenge.

      Mercy and Gigi arrived a few minutes after, laughing about something as they entered the study. I wondered what until Rafael and Erik joined us, the latter looking like so many of the younger recruits who worked on Rafael’s team. If I didn’t know any better, he’d just given Erik one of his don’t fuck up speeches, most likely pertaining to Gigi. He should’ve been happy it was Rafael giving him the speech and not Mercy. He got off easy. Though it was amusing to see a demon who had more than a few decades on Rafael looking so concerned.

      Nor clapped his hands, and the quiet talking settled. Several people were missing from our gathering. Sycamore was probably still sitting with Gabrielle, keeping the demon as comfortable as possible. I had hoped to see Iris return with the others, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      “Any word from our damn siren?” I asked Rafael.

      His lips thinned. “Not one that makes anyone happy with the crazy shit she’s doing.”

      “She’s with the wraiths?”

      “That’s the assumption, but where exactly, or what the hell she’s thinking, I have no idea. None of us do.” He crossed his arms, his eyes flaring red. “She’s done some stupid shit before, but this? This I don’t understand. We can’t reach her. We have to wait for her to reach out to us again.”

      “She will.”

      Rafael growled. “Only if she hasn’t already gotten herself captured or worse.”

      “Alright, everyone,” Nor said, glancing our way, “we were waiting on word about what Radomir’s next move was after he took over the Vorigan Estate. Well, we finally have it, and I wish I could say it wasn’t what we expected to happen.”

      “He took over the other seats,” I said, and Loranna’s hand found mine.

      “He did. Declared himself King over all vamps in this region. Only one coven put up a fight.” Nor dropped a stack of photographs on the table. Each showed a different angle of the same sprawling mansion, or what was left of it. A fire had ripped through it, leaving a charred skeleton in its wake. I bared my
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