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“WAR COMING TO SANLOW, and I’ll do anything to prevent it.”

Only a short while ago, Bastian was under the impression that he had one notorious parent. The revelation that his mother, Amate, was the monster that all monsters feared—the vampire who singlehandedly took over the city of Sanlow and decimated entire cities just to wipe out any vampires hiding within—was a blow he’s still struggling to comprehend.

He has no time to accept the fact before the foretold war between vampires and witches breaks out with the introduction of an entirely new monster—a Forsaken. With the capabilities of a witch and the strength of a vampire, they pose a threat to the witch city of Dawnhaven. 

At the same time, one of the old coven leaders of Sanlow is launching an attack on Amate out of revenge.

With the help of friends new and old, he must save both cities before too many lives are lost. The odds are overwhelmingly against him, but one thing is certain: Bas is the only one who can stop the war. 

Cursed is the man who dies, but the evil done by him survives...
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AS IF HAVING ONE EVIL parent wasn’t enough, now I had two.

My father was a powerful coven leader who ruled alongside three others over an entire vampire-run city that kept humans and witches as slaves—well, he used to. 

My mom killed him. She was human when he took advantage of her—resulting in me, a half-blood—and was Turned so he could be with her forever. But she was consumed with so much rage and vengeance, that she took revenge.  

And not just on him, but on the entire city of Sanlow. In just a few hours, she burned it down and reclaimed it in her name—her new name, Amate. That day became known as the Bloody Liberation. 

Hundreds of lives had been uprooted—whether they died, were freed, or were forced out. It all depended on who you asked. Humans? They were set free. Vampires? They were very unhappy to have their human cattle system abolished and their home destroyed.

Cirillo Kaladin, the Black Lord of the Moros coven, was dead. Maer Whisler, a former human, was technically dead. Amate, the Bloody Liberator, was very much alive.

The kicker was that the rest of the world already knew all that, while I hadn’t until a few weeks ago.

To protect me, my loved ones gave me the fake last name of Hayes. After a bloody whirlwind of a first encounter with my mother-turned-villain, I chose to honor Maer’s sacrifice to give me a better life than the one she had lived by taking her last name (which also happened to be the key to unlocking a spellbook that could change the course of history).

I was now Bastian Whisler.

But I had to admit I wasn’t taking that well. I was pretending Maer and Amate weren’t one and the same. How was I supposed to come to terms with the fact that she killed dozens of people—human and vampire alike, though the humans were mostly unintentional—and didn’t even know—or care—that her son was alive and well? She refused to acknowledge me altogether. She orphaned Tess. Egan lost his father. Zaria’s brother turned evil. She used Rhetta as a spy to steal Galen’s spellbook.

I was just being hypocritical. How could I honor and resent the same person?

I was suppressing my emotions, too. When anyone would ask if I was okay, I couldn’t help but respond, “Why wouldn’t I be? I know who my mother is now. She doesn’t want anything to do with me? Fine. I’ve lived my life without her, and I’ll continue to do so.”

“But you’re still taking her last name?”

Irrationally, I would nod. “Of course.”

After a short while, everyone just accepted it. Maer used to be loved; they wanted to honor her, too.

Knowing who I was from the start, no one thought less of me. No one expected me to become evil. They still all expected me to be the one to stop Amate’s reign of terror and end the vampire civil war.

Okay, sure.

“You’re moping again,” Emalyn noted on my left, elbowing my arm.

Sloan clicked her tongue in admonishment. “No moping at the dinner table, Bastian. You chin up, too, brother.”

I blinked out of my thoughts to look at Koen across the table. He was definitely moping. We both had reason to. 

Where her scold didn’t do the trick, Sloan’s heavy sigh of exasperation did. Koen and I went ramrod straight, totally alert and present. The sigh was a precursor to a smack upside the head. It was full of love and care, of course, but it still hurt.

On my right, Tess leaned close to press her shoulder to mine and murmur, “Want to go for a walk after?”

My friend’s voice dashed away my brooding mood entirely. We hadn’t seen each other since this morning, with her researching at the White Tree Library and me practicing spells in the field outside of Dawnhaven’s walls. With night approaching, the field would be blue-hued and speckled with light bugs. A peaceful walk was earned for both of us.

I tilted my head toward Tess, meeting her pale blue eyes with my blue-gray ones. The affection in them made me feel giddy. “Yes, please.”

“No flirting at the table, either,” Piroska added with an edge of annoyance.

Tess and I jerked apart and protested together, “We’re not flirting.”

“So are,” Em muttered wryly, pointedly ignoring Egan’s doe eyes from a few seats down.

He’s hopeless, I thought, feeling bad for my adopted brother’s unrequited affection toward Em. Egan was enamored with her, but Em had no interest in anything romantic. She was soul-bound to her witch and vampire-hunting mandate and nothing else—besides familial love.

I turned my gaze to Sloan and Wren Roland, who were more in love than ever, scooted close together. Koen Blackwood, however, was adrift without his wife, Rhetta. Or Letti—whatever she wanted to be called, she was still a betrayer to the Kairos’s cause to hunt and kill vampires.

On the other hand, Zaria, my adoptive mother, seemed perfectly content. She lost her husband to the Bloody Liberation and missed him dearly but was happy to be surrounded by close friends.

And then there was Piroska Niran, the ancient coven-less pureblood vampire who could scheme her way in and out of any situation. She wasn’t known for showing any hint of affection for anything or anyone just like Em, but all the couple-y issues going on was snubbing her in the face because her former husband—or mate, as vampires called their partners—was the one housing our motley crew.

I tuned in my hearing to the kitchen behind the main room’s wall. Serkan—he didn’t have a surname—hummed in shameless amusement, earning a glare from Piroska he didn’t see but obviously knew he was receiving.

Serkan was even more ancient than his ex-mate and the most interesting creature I had ever met—not that I had met as many humans and vampires as the adults in the Kairos. He was odd in the sense that he was very unorthodox. He became a healer after spending time with humans and witches countless years ago; he knew all about the mortal ways of healing through herbs and things instead of the easy way of smearing vampire blood on the skin or consuming it to heal whatever ailment was going on inside.

Even odder, as a pure-blood, Serkan chose to strictly drink animal blood. He refused to drink human blood.

Which was great for sustaining me but not great for Piroska.

Her age luckily granted her great patience to not lose herself to bloodlust—the state where a vampire got so hungry that they went on a rampage to attack and drink from the nearest food source. But she couldn’t hold out forever. 

The witches selflessly donated their blood. Koen, Sloan, Wren, and Zaria seemed to have no qualms about taking turns bloodletting just enough to sustain Piroska’s cravings. When healing wounds was just a blood exchange away, it was a win-win situation. Meanwhile, Serkan took me out on hunts to a forest not too far away to stock up on our needs.

Honestly, it was a peaceful life.

But couple drama was the least of our worries when there was a war on the horizon.

At least...that was what everyone predicted.

Three of the former Sanlow leaders led an attack on Amate that failed miserably. Aeros Adelio of Rhidian was very dead. Agana Kirsi of Bloodfrost was somewhere with her son, Arik, aka Aspen—we hadn’t seen claw nor fang of either of them—and Tanith Taran of Elarian was in hiding.

Without their leaders, their covens—whatever was left of them, since most perished by way of sunlight—were surely in chaos. Would they scramble to find a new leader? Would they break off into nomads or create smaller offshoot covens?

And then there was the threat of “experiments” that had been mentioned more than once.

And then there was the stubbornness of a whole city of witches who refused to believe any of it.

Dawnhaven was the walled-in mini-kingdom where a great many witches lived. They refused most outside contact and almost never offered sanctuary to anyone who wasn’t a pureblood witch with no ties to anyone with vampire blood.

I knew that they were a civilization ruled by an oligarchy—a small group of people who ran the city instead of a single person—that consisted of ten elected witches. They were simply called the Ten.

And Tess should be one of them.

The Ten hadn’t even peered over the ramparts to see us. Despite Serkan happily living just outside the massively tall wall, they wanted nothing to do with the Kairos and our warnings. The only reason they let Serkan stick around was that he was an excellent intruder-deterrent.

The neglect hurt Tess, though she wouldn’t admit it. She was at the doorstep of the city that her ancestors had helped find. It was her destiny on the other side of the wall. Tessia Akeso of the Akeso dynasty risked her life more than a few times to survive and one day reclaim her birthright. When we finally made it here, all she received was a big, fat nothing.

Tess was good at not moping. She funneled all her frustrations into action—reading and learning and training. I was lucky to have her force me to do the same. 

And maybe we flirted a little in between sessions. Maybe kissed once or twice... Over the past few weeks, we had gotten to know each other better. We liked and hated a lot of the same things. We both had the drive to hope for a future where we didn’t have to risk our lives every day to hunt vampires and prevent wars. I made her laugh. She filled me with awe just seeing her.

At some point, Tess had loosened her grip on her dream and pushed me away to prevent developing feelings. It still didn’t sit that well, knowing she was giving up her destiny just for me to call her a close friend, but selfishly, I wasn’t complaining.

A meal was prepared for all ten of us—Serkan, with his handy, future-telling ability, handcrafted a table big enough before we arrived—that Sloan and Zaria prepared. Serkan came out of the kitchen to place large glasses of blood in front of me, Piroska, and himself. As a half-blood, I was lucky enough to have the delicacies of both blood and human food.

“No moping in my household,” Serkan said in his deep, preternaturally smooth voice. It was out of place just like the rest of him. While everyone had unflawed skin, Serkan’s was crisscrossed with scars so brutal they were beyond healing. It had taken a moment to get over my shock when I first saw him. 

But when he told me that he was the one who saved me from the river that my psychotic half-sister, Ciel, threw me in, I immediately grew attached. He didn’t appreciate me calling him a savior, nor did he want me owing him a life debt, so I kept my mouth shut.

Sloan straightened proudly at the spread. “Eat up, everyone.”

No one seemed to have manners except for Sloan, Wren, and Zaria; the rest of us inhaled the dinner as if it was the last thing we’d ever eat. The trio didn’t seem to mind as long as everyone was safe and healthy. It was such a rarity these days.

After the kids cleaned up and washed all of the dishes while the adults lounged in the couch room, we got permission to venture out of the cabin. 

While Em had no intention of a relationship with Egan, she still wanted to be friends. They got along very well, too. If she had wanted something more, they would have been the perfect couple. 

They gave Tess and me a wave as we went our separate ways. Double E—as Egan called himself and Emalyn—went out into the field toward the distant hill to stargaze. I followed Tess to the wall, matching her pace.

We walked in companionable silence for a bit, our shoes scuffling the tall grasses and weeds. Clearly, the witches couldn’t care less about the outside of their city. But at least the air was open and sweet with the wildflowers that also grew.

“Want to talk about it?” Tess asked softly after a while.

Her knuckles brushed mine as we drifted away from the wall to go into the grass field to look up at the starry blue sky. My heart skipped a beat. Two months ago, Tess was the least touchy person I knew. Now, she seemed totally comfortable initiating small touches like this. And I wasn’t complaining at all.

Not unkindly, I asked, “What’s there to talk about? It’s just the same stuff.”

“It still helps to talk it out.”

“What if we talked about you instead?”

Tess gave me a stern look that didn’t get lost in the low lighting. Her choppy blonde hair was limned with moonlight, and her pupils almost swallowed the blue of her irises. 

She’s so pretty even when she’s annoyed with me, I thought, pleased.

“What?” I asked innocently. “I open up, so you have to, too.”

She rolled her eyes, but it was good-natured. “All right, fine. Let’s sit.”

Side by side, we settled in the grasses stirred by a faint breeze. It wasn’t the most comfortable arrangement, but it was easy to dismiss with the distraction of good conversation.

“I would take itchy plants over sandy, sunny desert any day,” I said, flattening a section out that kept brushing up Tess’s back. “This reminds me of the farm a little bit.”

Tess’s voice was gentle. “Do you miss it?”

“Sometimes,” I admitted. My attention was on her instead of the stars. “There was a lot less blood and death there. I also admit I was bored a lot. I know I took that for granted. Things are nonstop now.”

“Would you change anything if you had the chance?”
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I BLINKED IN SURPRISE at Tess’s question, more surprised by the mix of sadness and defiance in her tone. 

“I wouldn’t change anything,” I assured her. 

She was too smart to miss the unspoken but. “Except?” she coaxed.

“Except...” I sighed and dropped my chin in my palm. “I wish to un-wish my wish. I wanted to know who my parents were my whole life. Now, I kind of want to not know who they are. I guess I’m moping because I finally understand why everyone kept it secret. Everyone withheld the truth because of how devastating it would be to me.”

“Hey.” Prickly-as-a-cactus Tess had officially retired to make room for Nice Tess as of a few weeks ago. Prickly Tess, apparently, was still hiding somewhere; she made her presence known when she elbowed my arm so hard that I tipped over. “I thought Sloan said no moping.”

Coughing from the puffed-up seeds, I protested weakly, “It’s not like I want to. I just need a big enough distraction from my misery.”

“You’re so dramatic.”

I smiled wryly. Tess looked away quickly as if embarrassed by it. I preferred to call it charmed. “You like me dramatic, though, right?”

She shook her head in exasperation. “I wouldn’t change anything about you, Bastian Whisler.”

The name sent a shiver down my spine—a good one. I said my thoughts aloud. “Even if it’s not how I imagined, I still know who I am now. I have to accept it and roll with it.”

Nice Tess returned by leaning her shoulder against mine and murmuring, “That’s what I like to hear.”

We enjoyed the quiet for a little while before I ventured, “Now that we’ve solved all my problems, how about we go back to yours? What ails your mind, heir?”

Tess winced. “I was hoping you forgot. And that title doesn’t feel right.”

“A vampire’s memory never forgets. Sorry. You are, though, technically. And so am I. We’re royalty.”

“I think we can both agree it’s not as glamorous as the Sanlow leaders made it seem.”

I snorted. “That’s for sure. They were swimming in money and all sorts of finery.” As confirmed by all the people who used to live in Sanlow. “We knew we wouldn’t be handed anything. We have to earn it.”

Tess looked up at me with a proud smile. “Indeed we do. How is your summoning spell going? You were supposed to be practicing today.”

“And I did,” I said defensively. “Watch.”

Aspen had collected many witch spellbooks over the years, so many that it was what kept the Kairos’s witches busy for days on end going through all of them. Tess came back from each trip with a new spell for me to learn and practice.

I kicked off one of my shoes as far as I could. Feeling energy simmering in my gut and spreading it throughout my body to my fingertips, I reached out and summoned it with my mind. My imbricatis tattoo of overlapping purple triangles on my right wrist glowed when I murmured the spell to attract the shoe back.

At once, the command worked. My shoe came flying toward us. I caught it just before it smacked me square in the face. “See? Expert.”

“I suppose that counts. Try being less forceful.”

I did as asked—and succeeded.

“Very good,” Tess praised.

“I have a talented teacher.”

“Don’t let Egan hear that.”

“Hear what?”

“Exactly.”

Our smiles faded a bit as our minds drifted back to reality. 

Tess’s voice was barely a whisper. “What if they never let me return? What if all this is for nothing?”

“They will,” I growled, upset by the insecurity in her tone. “It won’t be.”

She sighed. “But—”

“No moping! From now on, it’s outlawed. Self-doubt will be met with punishment.”

Tess played along, her spirits lifting with my childishness. “Oh, my. What’s the punishment?”

“Hmm.” I tried to think of something else silly, but all I could really come up with was to stargaze every night like this, holding hands. Stop being so mushy, Bastian, there’s a war coming!

“How about,” Tess began thoughtfully, sparing me from gaping dumbly, “we just say an affirmation.”

“About what?”

“A positive thing about ourselves. It could be a trait or an accomplishment or a hope... One for you would be...” Tess’s smile was as soft as night. I swore her eyes gleamed brighter than the stars. “Your easygoingness. It’s so easy for someone to be themselves when around you.”

I blinked. “Really? I hadn’t thought of anything like that before.”

“It’s true. It was hard to dislike you when you returned.” 

“Denarius didn’t have trouble with that,” I muttered.

“Don’t worry about him,” Tess said sternly, despite it getting us both to wonder what came of our fellow Kairos who conspired with Gideon. 

“Right. Easy.” I’ll even forget that you two almost had a thing. “Your turn—I mean, my turn. I think. Tess, you’re awe-inspiringly smart.”

With my heightened vampire senses, I heard her heart lurch in her chest and pick up its pace. “I am?”

I opened my mouth to agree, but Emalyn answered first. “You are.”

I’d been so focused on the conversation that I didn’t hear Em and Egan trudging through the grasses to meet up. I twisted around as they flopped down to join us, completely oblivious. Tess gave me a look that warned me not to get annoyed by the interruption, forcing me to keep my lips clamped.

“How dare you doubt yourself,” Tess’s adoptive sister scolded with mock anger. “You shouldn’t have a single hair of doubt in you, Tessia Akeso.”

“Funny you should say that,” Tess responded with a wry smile. “We have deemed moping and self-doubt are illegal. The punishment for both is saying a positive affirmation.”

Em clapped her hands once and Egan straightened in interest. I noticed that while they still seemed awake, tiredness flickered in their brown eyes—Egan’s were a lighter brown than Em’s, just a few shades different—to subtly signal that they wanted to return to the cabin. 

“That sounds wonderful,” Em said. “Let’s implement that tomorrow after we’re all well-rested.”

Not so subtle.

Tess and I exchanged a glance. “Tired yet?” I teased.

She lifted her chin. “Not at all.”

“Liar,” Em snorted. Leaning toward me, she muttered, “She blinks slower when she is.”

Grinning at Tess’s scowl, I muttered back, “Noted.”

Everyone except Serkan and Piroska—pureblood vampires didn’t need sleep—was dreaming away when we returned. They were in separate rooms, pointedly ignoring each other. While Tess and Double E went to wash up and cram into the bedroom that everyone shared thanks to stacked bedframes, I joined Serkan in the kitchen.

“You can’t ignore her forever, you know,” I said, knowing Piroska could hear. “Are you ever going to tell anyone what happened between you two?”

“No,” both vampires said stubbornly.

I withheld a sigh. “You don’t have scheming to do elsewhere, Piroska?”

“All of my scheming plans have pathetically fallen through.”

Serkan grunted and crossed his arms over his chest from where he leaned against the counter. “Always bit off more than you could chew.”

In a blink, Piroska appeared in the open archway, pinning her rich orange irises on him, the black sclera seeming to make them brighter. “And you never bite anything. Lazy set of fangs.”

Serkan’s blood-red and black eyes flashed at the insult. “You do too much; I do too little. So what?”

“Is that what made you two separate?” I asked tentatively.

They both glared and snapped, “No.”

I raised my hands in innocence. “Sure, sure. ’Night.”

Neither vampire returned the sentiment as I hunkered down in the bed above Egan. 

Sleep came easy. And I didn’t dream.
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THE NEXT FEW DAYS WERE repeats of the days before.

Breakfast, train, research, lunch, hunt, train and research some more, dinner, rest, sleep.

None of us could complain. It was much preferred to a stifling existence underground, preparing for missions to weed out vampire nests and wondering if their loved ones were going to return alive.

Our gang of ten had many powerful assets. I could view others’ memories as if I were dreaming about them. Piroska could control emotions. Serkan could see glimpses of an individual’s future. Sloan, Wren, and Em were excellent at healing spells. Tess and Egan were great with dual battle skills—using weapons and spells together, making them go hand in hand. Lastly, Koen was all brawn, superiorly skilled in bladed weapons and old-fashioned fists.

What could we do with all those skills? 

Certainly something when the time arose.

Right now, we just needed to hone them as best as we could.

“I wish we could throw something at those stupidly pristine walls,” Egan muttered as he and I walked along it. We hefted two piles of kindling each from the Reve Forest.

I grunted in agreement. “I can think of a few things.”

“What do you think it looks like inside there?” my brother mused, craning his neck to see the square ramparts. There were never any guards peering over them, but I heard them walking back and forth. “I’ve never seen a city before.”

“Hopefully nothing like Sanlow.” My voice was thankfully conversational and not bitter. “Current Sanlow, at least. The Blackwoods made it seem so nice before it was all destroyed.”

We crested the hill to see the cabin in the distance. It was around midday, Dawnhaven’s wall glimmering like a rainbow in the sunlight. Piroska and Serkan were hiding inside while the humans built a bonfire to roast meat over once it started to get dark. Besides being a fun activity, we hoped it would catch the attention of anyone within the city. 

Tess and Zaria sat on one of the logs chatting. They had bonded well over lost family and long legacies, and they were good sparring partners, too. 

I dropped the stick stacks beside the pit Koen had dug and waved to Tess. She broke out into a dazzling smile and waved back but continued to listen to whatever story Zaria was telling. I couldn’t help but listen in.

“...nosy, nosy vampires, always eavesdropping.”

I tuned right back out, guilty. Egan snorted and elbowed me, enjoying my embarrassment. Tess and Zaria laughed. “Very funny!” I called.

“Start building that fire, boys.”

Egan and I turned as Koen arrived with Wren, both of them up to their ears with armfuls of tallgrass. 

Egan whistled in impressment. “This is going to be the smokiest fire ever.”

“We just need those prideful recluses to acknowledge us,” Koen said with an irritable sigh. “We’ve been staked out too long. Now it will be a test of how obnoxious we can make ourselves before they have no choice but to confront us.”

Sloan, always an advocate for peace, was skinning the deer Serkan had caught last night, but she took a moment to hurl a small stone at her brother. Koen dodged it easily, looking amused rather than annoyed. “The point is to avoid confrontation! If we agitate them, it will only hurt our cause.”

“Can’t Tess just proclaim herself again?” Egan asked, arranging the sticks in the future firepit that I handed him. “We make everything smoky, they come out to yell at us, Tess tells them she belongs to the founding family. Easy.”

When we teleported to the outside of Dawnhaven after the faceoff in Sanlow, one of the first things we tried was knocking on the front door so Tess could announce her claim. But not a soul showed their face. If anyone within the walls heard, they probably didn’t bat an eye.

Nothing had changed since then. If it didn’t work then, it wouldn’t work now. 

“We will see what happens,” Sloan said passively, then raised her voice. “Emalyn, where are you? Help me with dinner.”

No one answered from within the cabin. At once, everyone stiffened. Em always made herself known, especially when her mother was addressing her. 

I strained my hearing beyond the walls. I made out Em’s voice in the tone of a question, but it wasn’t Serkan or Piroska who replied.
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“ASPEN IS BACK!” I GASPED.

Everyone’s tension immediately switched to excitement and relief.

Then my heart sank when I registered the sadness in his tone when he answered Em’s question. “Something’s not right.”

Koen and Sloan rushed inside first while the rest of us hung back. The Blackwood siblings had a close bond with the librarian. 

I gathered with Egan and Tess while Wren and Zaria huddled together.

“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Egan asked me.

I shook my head, feeling a spark of annoyance that my hearing wasn’t that good. “They’re talking too quietly.”

“It must be about Agana,” Tess said. “Do you think he...”

Killed her. That was the unspoken rest of the question. 

The unfortunately vast vampire community was not known for its wholesome family relationships. Sons killing fathers for titles, sisters banishing sisters for merely existing, mothers disowning sons because they preferred the company of books over anything else... 

Agana Kirsi was no model parent. Everything good that Aspen had, she destroyed, whether she meant to or not. I hadn’t known Aspen very long, but I knew the last thing he would do was act on vengefulness, no matter how strong he felt it—especially after Agana wrecked his library. The White Tree had been repaired, of course, but some of his books had been burned beyond repair. 

He would do anything to protect what he had left. Eliminating the threat was the only way to ensure the safety of what he cared about.

I heard Em’s footsteps and straightened. “She’s coming out.”

Em slipped out of the front door and approached her father, looking uncharacteristically somber. Wren tucked her against him in a one-armed hug as Em gestured us over.

“Agana’s gone,” she whispered. “Ash.”

It was messed up that the death of a Sanlow coven leader was a celebratory announcement. It was momentous for both vampires and mortals. With three of the four dead, the world was safer. With only Tanith Taran left...was a war even possible?

Em didn’t need to explain that she was feeling Aspen’s heartbreak. It didn’t matter how common familial corruption was or how miserable she made his life, nothing was harder than watching someone close to you just...fade away.

“He feels guilty,” Em said, resting her head on Wren’s shoulder. “But he says it needed to be done for more than just himself.”

Ash. Agana died by burning up in the sun. If Aspen felt guilty, then that meant he ensured she was somewhere sunlight could reach her and couldn’t escape.

Wren pursed his lips sympathetically. “Aspen is a selfless, kind soul.” He gave Em another reassuring squeeze and said, “We should continue our tasks. It’s better to let him grieve without our hovering.”

Despite the dampened mood, we returned to building the bonfire. Em and Egan worked on finishing the deer skinning while Wren and I positioned the wood and tallgrass tinder. Tess and Zaria practiced spells further out in the field.

Aspen, Koen, and Sloan emerged just as we finished up. They all emitted a somberness, but it was obvious they were hoping to go back to normal. 

The half-blood smiled charmingly. “Bas, Tess, get over here and say hello.”

Tess and I jogged over. Tess hesitated a moment before hugging him. She had been wary of Aspen when they first met, not trusting a half-vampire outside of the ones she knew in the Kairos. But now she sympathized with him. Now that he was an orphan just like her, she could empathize, too.

Aspen hugged her back. I had to admit it was a strange sight, but it was welcome. I was looking forward to Aspen being the eleventh member of our new team. 

After Tess stepped away and it was my turn to greet, I made sure the librarian hadn’t changed on the outside. His hair was still black, straight and long, a portion on the side shaved down. His eyes—icy blue irises, grey sclera—were still long and narrow. But the look in them was duller with grief and guilt. I had a feeling it wasn’t the fact of Agana’s death that upset him, but rather the concept of a son killing his mother. He probably thought he was no better than the rest of the Sanlow leaders’ families.

I just hoped he clung to the hope it brought. There was
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