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            Chapter 1

          

          LORANNA

        

      

    

    
      The headlights struck the steel doors of the old bunker, jutting out of a dirt mound long since overgrown with grass and tangled vines. Magic put in place years ago to keep this place concealed, except from those who knew of it, wafted over them in gently flowing blue waves of light.

      It was in the middle of a small clearing surrounded by thick woods, two sectors over from the hideout. The dirt road to get here had been bumpier than the last time I’d been out this way. The recent storms hadn’t helped. My head was still pounding. I put the car in Park and turned off the engine. Beside me in the passenger seat, Bowen texted on his phone. He had been for most of the drive. Horace, it seemed, had made his calls to those back in Tennessee, and Bowen was now helping play coordinator.

      “All good?” I asked.

      He set his cell in his lap, his head falling back against the headrest. “Hmm. Could be worse.”

      “Do you know who’s coming?”

      “Horace swears it's only Gigi and Sycamore. For now.”

      “And the others you’re worried about? Mercy and Rafael?”

      “So far, they remain in the dark. We’ll see how long that lasts. Mercy can be quite persistent when she wants to be.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose, hissing. He was still paler than normal, his skin practically glowing in the dark vehicle. It’d been less than a day since I got him back to the hideout, weak from so much blood loss.

      Weak because he’d been taken by Duskrenders, bled nearly to death, and tossed in a cage. Nothing I did removed the image from my mind, the one of him covered in gore and chained in silver, waiting to be thrown into the fighting ring. Waiting to be killed by those sick bastards.

      “Loranna?”

      Bowen’s voice startled me out of the nightmare quickly unfolding in my mind’s eye. “What?”

      “I can feel you staring.” He rolled his head to the side, red eyes latching onto my gaze. “I told you before we left that I was fine. I’m still fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      “Yes, well, nearly being drained of all my blood will do that.”

      I growled until he caught my hand and brought it to his lips. The reassuring cool touch against my skin eased the rage building inside me. “If it gets to be too much in there⁠—”

      “I’ll tell you, and I swear I’ll let you take me straight back to the hideout.”

      “Will you?”

      He winked, and I was back to growling. “Come on. Horace can’t hold those reapers forever.”

      Fucking reapers. They were only in our custody because the renders had gone after Bowen. Having this little time with them was a gift, but gods damned if it wasn’t a struggle for me to imagine ripping their throats out the second I saw them for whatever part they played in Bowen’s agony.

      We exited the vehicle and strode toward the metal doors. They opened right as we reached them. Erik held the left one open, his watchful gaze observing the area behind us as we slipped inside. Satisfied we weren’t followed, he shut the door and grabbed the lever, working the locking mechanism. With a hard jerk, he moved it in place, sealing us in. He turned around, taking us both in.

      “You look like shit,” he told Bowen, then hurried down the long stone corridor lit by recessed lights. The floor sloped, taking us deeper into the earth.

      “Feel like it, too, don’t worry,” Bowen replied.

      I growled at the back of Erik’s head, but I couldn’t be too pissed at him. He helped me rescue Bowen. Put his life on the line after it had turned from a simple rescue mission to a full-on fight. Whatever his feelings might have been surrounding Bowen's being in my life, Erik had risked himself to get my vampire prince back to me. I wouldn’t hold it against him if it took time for him to come to some sort of understanding over his feelings for me and how they’d never be returned, not in that way.

      “Have they said anything yet?” Bowen asked, interrupting the staccato beats of our booted steps inside the bunker.

      “Not a damn word,” Erik replied, “though one of them seems to have a thing for your siren friend. Hasn’t stopped staring at her since she entered the room.”

      The corridor reached a four-way intersection. We veered to the left, walked another twenty yards or so, and came to another metal door. Erik banged his fist on it. A heavy metal lock clicked, and this door was opened by Jenson.

      The three of us entered the large, square room with two recessed lights on the ceiling. In the middle was a simple table and a scattering of matching metal chairs. Gabrielle stood near the back wall with Horace, Iris, and Vincent. Kara, I knew, had been outside keeping watch over the bunker from one of her special hidey holes way up in the trees. And Vera had already made it back to the hideout before Bowen, and I left.

      Sitting in two chairs placed against the wall were the two reapers, hands cuffed behind their backs. Neither was gagged, but not one of them made a sound as Bowen and I stepped forward. The one on the right had long, lanky blonde hair that draped over his shoulders. He was dressed in a three-piece suit. His narrowed eyes remained fixed on Horace while he strained against the cuffs.

      The other one, with short black hair and a scar marring the whole right side of his neck, appeared far calmer. His blue-eyed gaze was relaxed. Either he wasn’t concerned about being held captive, or he was plotting to make a move. Just like Erik had said, he appeared fascinated by Iris. He didn’t so much as glance our way, too enthralled by the siren.

      “So, how long do you think we have with them?” I asked.

      Horace glanced at Iris, and she shrugged. “A few hours, give or take,” Horace answered. “The Wanted slips we faked say they’re to be delivered to a person who doesn’t exist. I’m sure the rest of their lot are already working to prove they were taken illegally.”

      “Which means, we need to hurry this along,” Iris said, not taking her eyes off the reapers. When the one with the blue eyes smiled, she arched her brow at him in a silent challenge for him to make a move. All he did was keep staring.

      “Anyone know how to get a reaper to talk?” Erik nudged the blonde with his boot.

      A blue aura pulsed around him, but only for a split second before the magic in the cuffs reacted, preventing him from using his life-draining power. “I’ll fucking feast on every last one of you,” he seethed, tugging harder against the cuffs. “All of you.”

      Vincent opened his mouth wide, flashing his fangs and hissing. “Not if I drain you first.”

      The reaper leaned out further, eyes narrowed. “You, I recognize you.” The sneer that crossed his face made my blood boil. When his gaze flicked to Jenson standing behind Vincent, he scoffed. “I know both of you. Saw you fight not too long ago. It was a godsdamn bloodbath.”

      Jenson’s eye twitched.

      Vincent’s hiss turned into a snarl. “You keep your mouth shut.”

      “Or what? You need me. Your friends aren’t about to let you touch me. I can say whatever I damn well please.” He tilted his head. “Yeah, I remember watching you two tear your way through ten supes that night. Gods, was that a sight. I’ve been around for a long while. Never seen two vamps be more feral. Like damn wild beasts in that cage. More like rabid shifters.” His eyes glinted. “The last supe you killed that night was another vamp, if I recall. Young one. And you just ripped him⁠—”

      Jenson lunged before I had a chance to realize he had moved. His hands were around the reaper’s throat, squeezing hard enough that he was going to snap his neck if we didn’t get him to stop. Erik was the first to snag his arms, but it was like Jenson was possessed by demon rage. His eyes flared red, and with more strength than I thought possible, he threw Erik aside and was right back to throttling the reaper. It took Vincent wrapping his arms around him, frantically whispering in his ear, while Bowen and I pried his hands free.

      “Take him out of here,” Gabrielle ordered Erik, nodding at the reaper cackling like a maniac even as he gasped for air. “Now!”

      Erik hauled the reaper off the chair. Jenson fought to break away from Vincent and get to him, but the three of us managed to hold him back. The door slammed shut, but Jenson kept hissing and pushing against us.

      Vincent finally cupped Jenson’s face in his hands. “Look at me,” he whispered fiercely. “Jens, look at me.”

      Jenson’s eyes finally latched onto Vincent’s, and he froze.

      “We made it out,” Vincent told him, voice firm. “We survived because we did what we had to do. Don’t let that bastard take anything else away from you. We made it out. We’re here together. We’re alive.”

      I held my breath, watching. Waiting. In the few years I’d known them, it was usually Vincent losing his temper. Not once had I ever witnessed Jenson losing it like that. Bowen and I stepped back, giving them space. Vincent whispered something else, too quiet for me to make out. Whatever it was had the red glare in Jenson’s eyes dissipating.

      “Vincent?”

      “I’m right here. Right here.”

      Jenson let out a sound like a wounded animal, and it was a stab straight to my heart. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “I know. It’s alright. You’re alright now.”

      “Vincent, take Jenson and get some air,” Gabrielle said softly. “We’ve got it from here.”

      He nodded and took a second to rest his forehead against Jenson’s. Then, he led the way out of the room, keeping a tight hold on Jenson’s arm. None of us moved or said a word until the door shut behind them. The two vampires might’ve been with us for years, but it was more than clear we hadn’t been told the whole truth of how horrible their time in the underground fighting rings had been.

      “I’m sorry for your friend.”

      I jerked around, glaring at the reaper with the blue eyes. “Are you really?”

      He nodded, glancing at all of us before his gaze returned to Iris. “I would’ve told Peters off, but I can’t risk it.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Horace asked.

      “I’m talking about the reason I didn’t fight back harder to get away at the hotel. I’ve had my eyes on certain things too. Certain people.”

      Iris’ eyes narrowed. “You’ve been watching us?”

      “Don’t feel too special, love. I’ve been watching anyone stupid enough to stick their nose in the reapers’ business. You think you’re the only ones who care about what the reapers are doing? What they’re planning behind closed doors?”

      “What you’re doing, you mean.” I stalked toward him, my hand falling to the blade sheathed at my hip. “You were at the hotel with the others. You had a fucking front row seat to those fights just like everyone else there.”

      “Yes, let’s blame every reaper alive for what the others are doing. Sounds so progressive of you.”

      I drew the blade a few inches from its sheath, but Gabrielle’s hand on my arm stilled me. “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Rath,” he replied immediately, confusing me. He must have noticed it on my face because he laughed. “I told you, I couldn’t risk speaking while Peters was here, but he’s gone, so I can now. Don’t look so surprised that I want to be helpful.”

      “Helpful with what?”

      Rath’s gaze flicked to Iris. “Bringing down the reaper houses.”

      “You’re a reaper,” she stated.

      Rath rolled his eyes. “Wow, really? I had no idea. Thanks for letting me know,” he said, his tone mocking. “For fuck’s sake, do you want help or not? We’re after the same thing.”

      “And how do you plan to help us?”

      “There’s a movement happening within the reaper houses,” Rath said, lowering his voice as he peered at the closed door. “It’s being led by three others. We’ve been trying to dismantle the houses from the inside, but we aren’t getting far. It’s slow going.” The sarcastic tone he’d taken earlier shifted into something far grimmer.

      When his eyes glinted, I didn’t have to ask to know he’d already lost people he cared about. Over the years, I witnessed how brutal the vampire masters were to those who betrayed their own kind. I couldn’t even imagine how the reapers would react. What tortures they would put one of them through if they were found to be a traitor.

      The weight in Rath’s glare told me I didn’t want to try.  “We’re running out of time, and I won’t lie. We’re desperate for allies, and if you lot happen to be, well, so be it,” he warned.

      I thought back to what we knew so far, which sadly wasn’t much. The reapers had a plan that involved the Duskrenders. We still had no idea if it was the same plan or something different. Something worse.

      “Why should we trust you?” Iris asked.

      “You’re a siren, aren’t you? You tell me if you can trust me,” Rath shot back.

      Iris’ lips thinned, studying him. Rath didn’t seem old to me, but a reaper’s age was hard to judge. The older the vamp, the easier they could resist a siren’s power. Were reapers the same? It wasn’t merely about age. Depending on how willing the target was to speak, how strong-minded they were, her magic might not do anything.

      Iris stood directly in front of Rath. The air around her took on the faintest shimmering glow. When she spoke next, her voice was smoother but edged with magic that hummed through the room. “Tell me your truth, Rath,” she said, the command sounding like a sweet request.

      The reaper stiffened on the chair. “I want to bring down the reaper houses. I want to stop them before it’s too late.”

      “Do you know what they’re planning?” she asked.

      He nodded. As he opened his mouth to speak, Kara’s panicked words crackled through our coms, but they were too garbled to make out what she was trying to tell us. The ground violently shook. Bowen moved toward me, pressing his back to mine.

      I drew my blade but never had a chance to use it. The protective magic surrounding the bunker shattered, a loud boom resounding throughout the cement tunnels and echoing back to us. Shadows exploded out of the walls and the ceiling. The shrieking that accompanied them stabbed into my ears. My hand fell from my blade, slamming against the side of my head instead. Agony tore through my skull. Bowen’s pained hiss became a snarl as he thrashed behind me.

      The shrieking cut off sharply at the same moment the darkness was sucked out of the room like it had never been there.

      The chair where Rath had been sitting was empty.

      “Damn it,” Iris snapped, rushing to it. “What the fuck was that?”

      Shouts came from outside the room. The door flew open, and Erik was there, Vincent and Jenson behind him. “The other reaper is gone,” Erik blurted.

      Iris kicked the empty chair. From the frown marring Bowen’s forehead, she wasn’t one to lose her temper like this. I gently bumped his arm with mine, but he shook his head, not looking away from the siren now pacing the room. It was Horace who went to her, snagging her arm and holding on even when she attempted to break away.

      “We got some decent intel,” he tried, but she barked a laugh.

      “What did he tell us that we don’t already know? All we got was confirmation that the reapers are, in fact, planning something terrible. But we still don’t know what! And that magic? What the fuck was that? Reapers can’t just create clouds of screaming shadows like that.”

      “It could’ve been an artifact,” Bowen suggested. “Or an enhanced spell of the dark witches. We know they have them on their payroll.”

      “Gigi and Sycamore will be here soon enough,” Horace reminded her. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Iris glowered at the wall. “The feds will still want to talk to them.”

      “Well, on the bright side,” he added, “we don’t have to lie when we’re asked if we have the reapers in our custody after they find out the Wanted bills are fake.”

      “So what are we supposed to say?”

      “That they returned home. You know who took them as well as I do,” Horace said.

      He wasn’t wrong. I doubted anyone else would take the reapers. What was slightly troubling was how the hell they had tracked them down in the first place. “Do you think it’s the same as with the vamp we questioned? That they knew Rath was speaking with us? Had a magical tracker on him of some kind?”

      “We better hope not,” Iris muttered. “This Rath might be our only way to get an idea of what they’re planning. If they kill him…” She didn’t have to finish the thought.

      If we couldn’t figure out what Rath spoke of when it came to the reapers, we would have no way of knowing what they planned or how the Duskrenders were involved. Or why we were running out of time to stop them.

      Beside me, Bowen’s eyes fluttered, and I watched him sway on his feet before he caught himself. We were damn lucky the reapers hadn’t shown up en masse to take back Rath and Peters. He was in no shape for a fight.

      “We should head back,” I suggested, knowing he needed more time to recover despite whatever he said about being fine.

      “No reason to stick around anyway,” Horace said, shaking his head at the empty chair.

      We left the bunker and returned to our vehicle. Bowen held my hand on the console as I drove us back toward Sector 26 and the hideout. My thoughts became tangled, wondering if we made the right decision to switch our full focus to the Duskrenders all those months ago. Whatever Radomir was plotting was probably a damn nightmare. But was it the same as what the reapers were after? How much worse could this get?

      Bowen squeezed my hand before bringing it to his lips. The familiar touch of cold touch eased some of my growing ire. But not all of it. He kissed my knuckles a second time before letting our joined hands rest on the console.

      There was so much we had missed. What if that was what cost us in the end?

      What if that was how I lost Bowen for good this time?
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          BOWEN

        

      

    

    
      Loranna’s snarl bounced around the gym. Erik’s cut off the second his body slammed into the mat for the third time. They’d been up here sparring for the last hour. In the car on the ride back to the hideout, I sensed her rage rising. We had barely entered the building, and she was asking Erik to spar with her. I had tried to volunteer, but the look she shot me took me back to the last time I had been hurt in her presence and pushed myself too hard after.

      She had scolded me for a week straight. It might’ve been over fifty years ago, but I remembered those days vividly. There was no need for a repeat.

      Instead of arguing that I was up for sparring and regretting it later, I stood near the windows, leaning back against the sill while I watched her and Erik go at it. She was right, of course. Despite the amount of blood I had consumed since escaping the renders, I still felt sluggish. With how badly she was raging, I would’ve been on my ass in seconds and probably stayed there.

      Beside me, sitting on one of the workout benches, Iris let out another aggravated sigh.

      “Maybe you should go a few rounds,” I suggested. “Work off some of that pent-up fury.”

      “What I need is a way to remove those damn brands from our current guests. They might know what Rath was talking about. He was telling the truth, and if that’s the case, then I need a way to get in contact with him again. He and whoever else is behind this so-called movement within the reaper houses. A movement that we somehow have heard nothing about from any of our contacts. Not a damn thing.” She threw her head back, glaring at the ceiling. “Why can’t anything ever be easy?”

      “I told you, we have help on the way for removing the brands, at least,” Horace said, sitting on the bench in front of hers. “The rest, you’re on your own. But I have a feeling if this Rath was telling the truth⁠—”

      “He was.”

      “If,” Horace emphasized loudly, “he was, then I’m sure he’ll find a way to contact you. He knows who you are now and that you’re interested in hearing more.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      “He will. Trust me on that. When I was with Shuval, if anyone had given me a chance to get out sooner by showing me that they were an ally, I would’ve jumped on it in a heartbeat.” His expression darkened. “Being surrounded by the enemy day after day, it’s not easy. Never easy. I’m sure it’s a hundred times worse when the enemy is your own kin.”

      Iris reached forward, squeezing his shoulder. “Then let’s hope he finds a way to find me again.”

      Horace nodded, then went back to typing away on his cell phone. He’d been on it almost nonstop since joining us a few minutes ago. “Gigi and Sycamore are working on gathering a few more supplies. I’ve been keeping them up to date on what little we’ve found out so they can adjust their game plan. Sounds like Sycamore might already have an idea churning. Merely needs a few more ingredients. It hasn’t been easy getting their shit together since they’re trying to avoid talking to you know who about what’s going on. She’s not making it easy.”

      I chuckled, knowing damn well the trouble Mercy was probably causing Gigi right now.

      “Are they the only ones you’re talking to?” Iris asked, her brow arched.

      Horace shrugged, a hint of red dusting his cheeks. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it’s the way you’re looking at your phone right now.” She gave his shoulder a playful shove. “Come on, spill. Who is it?”

      Horace finally set his phone down on the bench in front of him. The blush spread down his neck, and he had to clear his throat a few times before he could speak. “Fennis.”

      “You’re still talking to him?” I asked, pushing off the windowsill.

      “I am. I wondered if, after the debacle with the reapers and the Wanted slips, he’d hold it against me. He told me he’s never been one to mix work shit with, well…”

      “Pleasure?” Iris filled in for him, her brow quirking.

      The red in Horace’s cheeks became more prominent. “Something like that. He wants to meet up tomorrow night. For the date we originally had planned for last night.”

      From the way he was acting, I had to wonder who was flirting with whom more. Horace was supposed to be talking to Fennis Khalid to get information on Radomir. But that look on his face said this was turning into something more than a simple means to gather intel.

      “We’re going with you,” I announced.

      “I don’t need a chaperone.”

      “Maybe not,” Iris said, nodding along with me, “but it wouldn’t hurt to have backup. We don’t know what his angle is. He could be lying to you just like you’re lying to him.”

      “The only reason he’d have to lie is if he knew I was close to Bowen.”

      “And are you sure he doesn’t?” Iris pushed. “I asked around about him. He only transferred to the Cleveland office a few months back. That doesn’t seem odd to you?”

      Horace opened his mouth, then snapped it shut again just as quickly.

      “All I’m saying is I’d rather we be cautious. If anything happens to you because we weren’t, you know who will kick my ass.”

      She was right, too. Mercy had already lost Damian, Horace’s older brother and the person who’d basically been her second father. Despite
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