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      BOWEN

      The neon signs on the walls cast a blue and green glow over the scattered patrons of the hole-in-the-wall bar. I hadn’t even caught the place’s name before walking in. I didn’t care to. I didn’t care about much these days. The stench of old vomit and smoke mixed with stale beer assaulting my senses did little to improve the night. Not that I had come here for the atmosphere. 

      It took me seven months to find the two vampires sitting at a table in the far corner, not far from the bar. Seven months of wandering through one Underground after another, weaving my way through seedy bars and nightclubs, looking for any scrap of information on not only my targets but also the assassin guild that was supposed to no longer exist—the guild they now seemed loyal to.

      I was out of practice more than I realized, for it to have taken me this long.

      Now that they were in my sight, I hissed quietly, slowly turning my tumbler filled with blood-spiked whiskey before I raised it to my lips. I leaned further back in my seat, staying out of the neon glow. I may have been out of practice, but they were worse if they didn’t sense the presence of their prince.

      Thinking they had once been part of my personal guard was laughable now. But they hadn’t been loyal to the Vorigan bloodline for quite some time. Jerik, the blonde on the right, shifted on his stool, the light catching the tattooed brand visible when his short sleeve was tugged up.

      At the sight of the three twisted vines woven around the black sword with a sapphire set in the pommel, my fangs lengthened. It was a mark I never expected to see again, and certainly not so far from the East Coast.

      Then, a little over a year ago, dead vampires started popping up in Sector 21 in Nashville. Dead vampires, killed in a very specific way, with a chunk of skin carved off their corpses. The place where those in the guild always put that brand. News trickled in from other federal offices across the state with identical murders.

      If not for the troubles stirred up by the remnants of Shuval’s magic and her damned hybrids, I would’ve caught up to these traitors far sooner. It was curious that they had been so close to me.

      Even more curious was that it was others like them who had been the murdered victims for once and not the other way around. Usually, they were leaving bodies in such a grisly state.

      Jerik and Cass, the other vampire with him, leaned toward each other, keeping their voices low, but not low enough for me not to overhear them.

      “They changed the meeting location again,” Jerik whispered.

      “For fuck’s sake, why?”

      “Why do you think? They found another body this morning.”

      Cass ducked his head with a curse. “Who’d they get this time?”

      “One of the new recruits. Doesn’t matter. We’re heading to Sector 16 instead.”

      I wasn’t as familiar with Ohio's sectors as I was with Tennessee’s, but it only took a second of search on my cell to check. Sector 16 was on the coast of Lake Erie, situated between Toledo and Cleveland. Being close to a large body of water, it had a higher population of sirens and fairies. Lovely. Two of my least favorite races to interact with. One always believed they were far more charismatic than they were. The other never knew when to stop being happy.

      “We don’t have to head out until tomorrow evening. Gives us time to take care of some errands tonight,” Jerik said, his red eyes flaring. Errands probably meant hunting. I very much doubted he had a willing donor to slake his thirst.

      “Great. I gotta take a piss.” Cass climbed off his barstool and headed for the short hall leading to the restrooms.

      I closed my fist around my glass. Who would I go after? I could wait until they left and follow them to Sector 16. But I had yet to better grasp how many of the Duskrenders were still active in what was meant to be a dead guild.

      Thanks to working for the feds all those months ago, I knew of a handful that had their lives snuffed out. But that meant little when I ran into six of them in the Underground. What had started as a polite conversation about why two of my old guards were there to begin with quickly dissolved into a brawl after I spotted the brand on Jerik’s arm. If Rafael had not come along that night because he was following me, I wouldn’t have let them take off.

      There had been no point in involving the fed or Mercy.

      This was my fight. They had been through more than enough. And letting them help me would mean telling them everything about the past I tried so damn hard to keep tucked away in the back of my mind, where it was never meant to see the light of day.

      They did not need to know Prince Bowen of the Vorigan bloodline. They certainly didn’t need to know that my maker, Lysander, was not only the head of my coven but held a seat on the Royal Council.

      None of my new family back in Tennessee needed to know anything about my past.

      No one knew except these fanged traitors who shouldn’t even exist.

      So, which one should be killed first? I drained my glass of whiskey and decided to join Jerik near the bar. I swung by the counter first, pushing my empty glass across and waving at the old warlock bartender for a second one.

      I casually picked it up after the warlock dropped it off, then went and sat down hard on the creaky wooden stool right next to Jerik. He flinched, nearly spilling his drink all over his hand and the table.

      Vodka from the smell of it, though the booze did little to cover up the stench of days-old blood on his breath and under his dirty nails. How many bodies had he left in his wake this week alone? When had he become such an utter bastard who gave himself over to his baser instincts?

      “Prince Bowen,” he spat my name like a curse.

      “Letting yourself go a bit these days, aren’t you?” I mused.

      His eyes narrowed, and his hand closed tightly around his glass. “Why are you here?”

      “I thought it was time we finished our chat. You remember the one we started back in Nashville before you ran off like a coward. You didn’t think that was the end of it, did you?”

      The thought had crossed my mind more than once to do just that. Forget that I saw the brand on Jerik’s arm. After all, I’d been banished. Vampire affairs weren’t, technically speaking, my business anymore.

      Hadn’t been for over fifty years. Perhaps I would have gone on about my life. Kept working for the feds. Enjoyed being a part of my makeshift family. Watched over little Damian as he grew. Let myself finally move on and live like I’d been trying so damn hard to do.

      But my past, it seemed, was not as content to leave me alone.

      Seven months ago, two assassins showed up on my estate. Assassins bearing the mark of the Duskrenders. Neither was willing to talk during their attempt to stab me through the heart and take my head. I was so close to letting my past stay in the past, but they had to drag me right back in. That’s why I wrote the letter to Mercy and left the next day. If I had stayed any longer, she would’ve gotten involved. I couldn’t do that to her and Rafael. I couldn’t put their lives at risk now that they have a child.

      Now that they had finally found some peace.

      “Did your boss truly believe two would be enough to kill me?” I asked, flashing my fangs. “I may have been exiled, but I am still a Vorigan.”

      “I had nothing to do with that,” Jerik whispered with a hiss.

      “I find that amusing, considering the mark on your arm. You told someone you ran into me in the Underground in Nashville.”

      His shoulders tensed, and his eyes flicked to the hall leading to the restrooms.

      “Cass can’t help you now,” I whispered.

      “What do you want, huh?”

      “I want you to answer the questions you refused to answer last time.”

      “Why would I do that? You’re not my prince anymore. You’re nothing but the disgraced son of Lysander. His precious son, whom he once loved so dearly, gave everything to, and you went and stabbed him in the back. You ruined him and left a stain on our coven.” He spat on the floor between us.

      I glowered at the glob of spittle. Was it too much to ask that he keep the conversation civil? Then again, the chance to spill his blood would be quite satisfying. “No, it would appear you answer to someone else,” I said, unable to keep the venom from my hissed words. Jerik flinched, sloshing his vodka over his hand. “Tell me, is Prince Radomir giving you orders now?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The blood I drank sat heavily in my gut. I had no actual proof that Radomir was behind the Duskrenders returning to power. Only half-whispered rumors and the expression on his face from a horrid day I longed to forget but never could. It was his maker who had started the group centuries ago. It would make sense that his prodigy decided to take up the mantle, even after the Royal Council ordered them disbanded.

      “Then you’re telling me the brand on your arm means nothing?”

      Jerik’s lips twitched.

      “You became a Duskrender. I would like to know how that’s possible, seeing as that group was deemed illegal by the Royal Council, with its members forced to give up their positions within it and return to their covens. Alas, that order seems to have been ignored,” I went on. “If Radomir does not lead you, then who?”

      “Why would I tell you anything? Why do you even care?”

      In a flash of movement, I had the thin blade I had concealed within my shirt sleeve held against Jerik’s leg, right over the artery, prepared to cut deep. To anyone else sitting around us, it would simply appear as if I’d moved a little closer. Jerik froze, his eyes drifting down, trying to glimpse the blade.

      “You know damn well why I care,” I whispered, pressing the dagger in. “Who’s giving you orders, and why were you in Nashville all those months ago?”

      “Piss off. It’s not my fault you lost your shit over a fucking demon and were exiled. She’s dead, Bowen. She’s been dead for fifty fucking years. I suggest you run back to your new home and stay out of it.” His lips pulled back in a sneer as he added, “Unless you want to join her in death, of course. I’m sure that could be arranged.”

      Red flooded my vision. The flash of a face I desperately tried to forget appeared in my mind’s eye. Jerik tried to move out of my grasp, but I was quicker. With a quick pull of my arm, I sliced through his leg and plunged the blade through his heart before yanking it right back out. His eyes bugged, and he gasped, struggling to form words as the wound in his heart left him partially immobile. Sheathing my blade under my shirt sleeve, I climbed off my stool and draped my arm around Jerik. I muttered to the bartender that my friend had one too many, and I was merely helping him to the restroom.

      I moved him there quickly enough not to let any of the blood leave too obvious a trail across the floor. The bathroom door opened, and Cass started to walk out. I shoved Jerik into him and forced them both into the small room, locking the door behind me. My fist connected with a confused Cass’s face. Jerik lunged for me, but I drew my blade again, slashing through his throat deep enough to cut off his furious hissing. Hands to his bleeding throat, he staggered into the far wall and slid to the floor.

      I turned my blade on Cass, digging it into his chest right over his heart, stilling him. “Answer my questions, and you’ll have a chance to save him. Don’t, and watch him bleed out in this dingy bathroom,” I said, digging the blade in a little deeper.

      Cass bared his fangs but stayed against the wall. “Ask.”

      “Why were you in Nashville seven months ago?”

      “Been there longer than that,” he replied, his red eyes glowing angrily.

      “How long?”

      “A few years. We have business there.”

      “With whom?” When he took too long to answer, I let the blade slip in further.

      “Fuck! Wait, we were meeting with the reapers. Then all that shit went down with the dragonborn and that Shuval bitch. It was better for us to lie low.”

      “The reapers? What are the Duskrenders doing working with the reapers?”

      Cass clamped his mouth shut.

      “Vampires were being murdered in Nashville. They were killed in a very specific way. Throat sliced,” I said, running a finger along his neck. “Staked in the heart. Their limbs were chopped off. The same style of killing that the Duskrenders use to carry out their assassinations. Were you killing off your own?”

      “Are you crazy? No. We don’t know who’s hunting us down. Part of why we finally left.” His eyes darted away from me. He was lying, at least partly. He knew more about who was leaving a trail of dead renders behind. “That and the reapers from Sector 13 moved out of state.”

      “And is Prince Radomir still the one giving you orders?”

      “No.”

      Another lie. I smelled the deception in his stench and felt it in the way his body tensed a hint beneath my hand pressing against his shoulder. “You should be truthful with me, Cass. For both your sakes.”

      “I’m no longer one of your guards. I work for someone who is worthy of his title and name. You never were, not after all you did against our kind.”

      I laughed darkly. “Against our kind? Please, enlighten me.”

      Cass’s face twisted into a disgusted snarl. “As if you don’t know. You used your name, your influence, to force us to aid others who did not deserve it. You insisted on working with the dragonborn even after all they’d done. You also assisted others, using us to carry out your missions. Worked to clean up the demon slums. Stop the goblin clans from raging all-out war a few times. That was never any of our business, and yet we were forced to step in. To risk our blood. Our lives.”

      Gods, he sounded like half the royals I used to know. “You’re cursing me for helping those in need?”

      “They were beneath us. Are beneath us,” he snapped, pushing against me until that threatened to drive the blade deeper into his chest and closer to his heart. “Then you went and gave yourself to a demon. Expected us to treat her as one of our own.”

      Clenching my jaw, I pushed the dagger deeper. From how he stilled, it must’ve pierced his heart just enough. “Do not speak of her.”

      “She deserved her death for dragging you further away from us and our purpose. You had such promise. You could’ve done great things, but you let yourself be blinded by what you thought was love. Fucking pathetic.”

      I removed the dagger from his chest and slashed at both his thighs, slicing through the artery before I placed the tip of his blade beneath his chin, forcing his head back. Blood gushed from the wounds, staining his jeans and dripping to the floor with a gentle splashing sound against the tiles.

      “What’s in Sector 16?” I asked, barely keeping a hold of my fury.

      “Why would I tell you anything?”

      “If you do, I will get you and Jerik somewhere you won’t bleed out. I swear on the Vorigan blood in my veins.”

      He stared at me long and hard before he finally muttered, “We’re meeting reapers there as well as a few others to pick up a shipment.”

      “What’s the address of this meeting?”

      He rattled it off and the time, and I committed them to memory. “What’s the shipment?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “No, I’m not. We weren’t told. We never know until we get there. The reapers have always been annoyingly sneaky, paranoid bastards. We get whatever they decide to give us. That’s the deal. At least for now.”

      Across the room, Jerik let out a weak moan, slumping to the floor.

      “You gave me your word,” Cass reminded me, pushing against my hand.

      Hissing, I pressed the tip of the blade until it broke through the skin beneath his chin. “Why would you trust the word of an exiled prince?”

      His eyes widened, but it was too late. I buried the knife in his heart, twisting it and shredding the muscle. His body went limp in my grasp. I yanked the blade free and let him slide down the wall. Crouching before him, I wiped my blade on his shirt before sheathing it. Weakly, he tried to raise his hand, but it dropped back to the floor. I waited until he and Jerik stopped moving, the slow beating of their hearts stuttering to a stop. Then, I took a different blade from my boot and went about the messy job of ensuring they wouldn’t be able to regenerate.

      Less than five minutes later, I exited the bathroom and slipped further down the hall through the rear exit. It wasn’t until I was three streets over that the first scream came from the bar.

      I blurred the last ten blocks to my hotel, also in the Underground of Dayton. Staying here put me closer to the hangouts that renderers were most likely to visit. I used the stairs to reach the fourth floor and my room. I would be checking out once I had a few hours to rest and check my gear before making my way to Sector 16 for this meeting that Cass had informed me of. It was his mention of the reapers that had me pondering over what I had stumbled into. Taking down the Duskrenders was one thing.

      Dealing with the reapers, well, that was likely to land me in a world of torment I might not be ready to face. Then again, I had gone into this mission of mine assuming I wouldn’t come out the other side. As long as my targets went down with me, surviving another day didn’t matter.

      As I grabbed my duffel off the floor and tossed it onto the bed, the conversation I had with the recently deceased caught up to me. White-hot fury surged through my veins that not even their deaths could quell.

      Hissing, I launched my duffel across the room, watching the contents spill free. I nearly sent the bed with it but stopped myself at the last second. Taking my anger out on the room would only get someone called to investigate. Clenching my hands at my sides, I shut my eyes and willed myself to regain control.

      A name whispered through my mind, taunting me. As did the last time I saw her face, those soft brown eyes turned red as she told me she would see me in a few hours. The way the firelight had danced across her short, onyx horns, her black hair dragged back in a bun with a few strands hanging loose to frame her face. Noted the small scar that cut through her left eyebrow from a hit she’d taken the same night I received a scar on my left shoulder. I had never forgiven myself for her wound, though she had reminded me time and again that it wasn’t my place to worry. Too bad I always had.

      I felt her hand in mine as I drew her back to me for one last embrace before I had to attend another horribly boring ball with the other royals on Samhain.

      She said she would see me soon.

      But she didn’t.

      I never saw her again.

      My heart ached as if I had been the one staked this night. A soft buzzing sound infiltrated my thoughts. Without looking, I reached for my cell in my pocket and answered the incoming call. “Yes?”

      “Holy hell, you are alive.”

      My eyes flew open at the sound of Mercy’s irritated and relieved voice. “Technically, undead.”

      “Listen, smartass, it’s been months,” she snapped. “What the hell is going on? Where are you?”

      “As I said in the letter, I have business to take care of that does not concern you.”

      “You’re family, Bowen. Like it or not, that means it does concern me.” She sighed heavily, and I could picture her pacing wherever she was, toying with a dagger as she did so. “I need to know you’re alright. Can you blame me?”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I moved over to the bed and sat on its edge. This wasn’t the first time she had called. At first, it was daily, then followed by texts that ranged from worried to annoyed. I replied a few times, just enough to show I wasn’t coming back yet. Talking to her like this was too risky; I might slip up. The last thing I wanted was Mercy and Rafael showing up here, especially after what I learned tonight. Neither of them needed to be around reapers if the renders really were doing business with them.

      “No, I can’t,” I finally said. “But I’m still not telling you where I am.”

      “You know Rafael works for the feds, right?”

      “It won’t matter if he tracks me. I’ll be moving on in a few hours.”

      “Told you,” Rafael’s voice came through the line from somewhere nearby.

      “Mercy, seriously, let me handle this situation alone.”

      “You know, every time I attempted to pull a stunt like that, you all would gang up on me,” she remarked.

      “This is different, alright?”

      “Why?”

      “This has to do with shit that happened before your time. And because I need to.”

      “That’s not an answer. That’s you avoiding the damn question.”

      Her annoyed tone dragged a brief laugh out of me. As much as I hated to admit it, I did miss my found family back in Tennessee. Maybe, once this was all over, I’d return to them without being weighed down by so much old hatred and guilt and anger.

      A baby cried, and I heard Rafael talking to their son, Damian. The cry turned into a loud shriek of laughter. He’d be a year old soon enough. My heart lurched, and I had to bite back a curse as feelings of longing I hadn’t had in decades surfaced. I rubbed my sternum, not letting myself remember those conversations I had with someone else once upon a time.

      “How is he doing?” I heard myself ask.

      “Getting himself into trouble. He moves so damn fast now.”

      “Sounds like his mother,” I mused.

      “Yeah, but gods, does he look like his father.” There were a few seconds of silence, then what sounded like a door opening and closing. “Look, I understand you feel like you have to face your past alone. And I don’t want you not to get whatever closure you’re after. But I need you to swear to me that, prince or not, if you get in too deep, you’ll call us.”

      I hesitated, knowing how dangerous what I was getting involved in might become. “Mercy⁠—”

      “Please, Bowen.”

      “You have your family, Mercy. You have Rafael and Damian. The last thing I want to do is put either of you in danger. You have no idea how lucky you are to have that. No idea.”

      “Yeah, I do, which is why I know that you making this promise is a big deal.”

      Gritting my teeth and praying I wouldn’t regret this, I muttered, “If it gets out of control, I will call you and let you know. I swear it.”

      “Thank you. So, you’re going to at least give me a hint as to what you’re doing?”

      It would be far too easy to tell her about the Duskrenders, the elite vampire assassins meant to be disbanded a century ago. Yet they had shown up in Nashville and were clearly very much active. As was the person hunting them down and murdering them. But telling Mercy that much would lead to why I gave a damn about them being around still. And why I had to find out if it was Prince Radomir of the Khalid bloodline who was giving them orders. Or why I wanted so desperately to know who was hunting them so I could offer my assistance until all the bastards were wiped out.

      “Bowen?”

      “Looking for answers.”

      “And hunting down a murderer?”

      “Something like that,” I admitted. “Listen, I need to get my things together and prepare to head out. It was good to hear from you, Mercy.”

      “Maybe don’t go so long without giving us an update? At least a damn text. These weeks without hearing a word from you are too long.”

      “I’ll do my best. Good night, Mercy.”

      I hung up, tossing my phone onto the bed beside me and falling backward. Staring up at the ceiling, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would see Mercy and Rafael and all the others again. The longer I lay there, the more my thoughts drifted from those I left behind in Tennessee to the one person I hunted for now. The twisted worm of a vampire who stole everything from me. Jerik’s and Cass’s deaths would look so peaceful next to what I would do once I caught up with Radomir and proved his involvement. I hadn’t been able to do it back then.

      But back then, I’d still been a prince. The son of a member of the Royal Council. Now, I was exiled. There weren’t eyes on me all the time. I could find Radomir, burn down his entire world while he watched, then kill him, and no one would be the wiser.

      And if the Royal Council did manage to catch me, it would be far better if I were working alone.

      I shut my eyes, thinking over my plan for when I reached Sector 16. I was going in half blind, unsure of what I would come across other than reapers and more Duskrenders. The notion that I’d be lucky enough to run into Radomir was too far-fetched, but I pictured it all the same.

      I pictured catching him off guard and ramming a silver blade into his chest, not deep enough to kill him but certainly enough to paralyze him. Keep him right where I wanted him while I paid him back in kind for what he stole from me. Peeling his skin from his body sounded like a good start, as did slicing off his ears and removing his fingers one by one. I’d open an artery, maybe two, letting the blood pump out of him while he watched his life slip away. Only then would I dig out his heart and crush it in my fist. I’d make the vampire suffer torment for my Loranna.

      If there was anything left of my soul afterward, perhaps I’d return home.

      If not, well, I never promised
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