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“YOU ARE THE KEY TO either ending the war or starting a new one.” 

When his home is attacked and an old friend returns, Bastian Hayes has the chance to become what he always wanted to be: a vampire hunter. But his new life comes with a price; an ancient mystery, hiding an even darker truth. One that runs in his very blood...

Bastian quickly discovers, that he is about to be targeted by half the vampire world—not because of anything he did, but for whatever his parents did almost twenty years ago. Who were they, and what could they have done that so many vampires wanted him dead out of revenge?
Together with two witches, Tess and Emalyn, Bastian has to escape hordes of vampires, battle in a gladiator arena, save innocent humans from a power-hungry coven leader, and resist the instinct to drink human blood—all while trying to keep a spell book that can turn the tide of the decades-long war between vampires and witches out of the wrong hands.  

Cursed is the man who dies, but the evil done by him survives...
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I HIT THE GROUND THINKING I would always live a peaceful life. 

It was dusk, the sky a gradient from a rosy orange to a peaceful blue, and the wheat field seemed to stretch forever. I stared up at the slowly appearing specks of stars, distracted for the briefest moment as I remembered the last time I had been flung several feet through the air. The battle cry and the incoming axe blade toward my head jerked me back into action.

Just as my opponent sank the axe into the soft earth, I was already hauling him by the shoulders as if he weighed nothing to slam him onto his back. He grunted in pain but didn’t waste a second, throwing out his hand and yelling, “Penagrum!” 

I cursed under my breath and leaped back far out of reach to avoid the trapping spell. I snatched the axe and muttered, “Imb.” The wooden handle thrummed with power, vibrating through my fingers. “Cinis.” Heat waves warmed my face as blue flames appeared along the edge of the axe’s blade. 

They were witch spells I’d been practicing since the time I could lift the wood-chopping axe—which was around seven years old, thanks to the super strength lent by the vampire blood running through my veins. 

But my opponent had been learning since then, too, and he had purer witch blood than I did. It didn’t let him move faster than me, so he tried to carve another trap beneath my feet. Part of me wanted to let him get away with it just to give him a break. Poor guy was exhausted; we’d been at this for a while. At the same time, I couldn’t allow my winning streak to break. So I cheated.

As I saw the fiery circle start to draw itself, I put on a burst of speed, getting behind him in the blink of an eye. He shouted in surprise when I had him in a headlock, the handle of the axe at his throat, the flaming blade near his ear. It couldn’t burn him, though; a witch’s magic couldn’t turn on its caster. 

Me, on the other hand... The flames licked a little too close to my skin. 

“Gotcha again, Egan,” I crowed. “Yield?”

Egan was indignant, patting my arm to tap out. “We agreed no vampire speed, Bas!”  

I released him, tossing the flaming axe to the ground; the flames dispersed midair. That magic was strictly for killing vampires. Maybe someday I’d make use of it instead of just training. 

Doubt it, I sighed to myself, not for the first time. Not much happens on a farm in the middle of nowhere. 

“You’re sweating buckets,” I snorted. “I wanted to end it so you can take a breath.”

My brother—not by blood, but in all the other ways that counted—scoffed, but there was no malice behind it. He gave me a playful shove before wiping his forehead with his arm. 

“We have been at it for at least an hour,” Egan admitted. “One of our longest sessions.”

I hooked my arm around his shoulders as we started the trek through the wheat field back to the house. Night had finally fallen, and I felt more in my element. Full-blooded vampires would burn up in sunlight, but I was only half, so I could bear it, but only for so long before my skin started to peel. 

“You’re getting pretty fast,” I complimented him. “You knocked me on my tail pretty good.”

“I did, didn’t I?” Egan beamed smugly. 

“Maybe we could try speed training tomorrow. We don’t do it often...” I trailed off as we passed by the barn. The cows, pigs, and chickens had all settled for the night, so the only sounds were the crickets. Normally, their little legs’ songs were lulling, but tonight, they just sounded lonely. 

I knew that barn like the back of my hand because it was the only barn I’d ever seen, so why did I have a dream of another one? It was a faded red, much thinner, and in a vegetable field instead of our wheat field. I could even smell the carrots. My dream self-approached it, slowly lured in by the sadness and fear radiating off it like a rotten stench. What was inside—

I didn’t notice Egan trying to get my attention until he snapped his fingers an inch from my face. “Sorry. Did I daze off again?”

Egan’s brow was furrowed with worry. “Definitely. It’s kind of disconcerting. You had another dream, I’m guessing?”

“Yeah. About a barn.” I recounted exactly what I experienced. “I just don’t understand this power,” I sighed, feeling frustration start to coil in my gut. “These dreams—visions, whatever—can’t be my own, right? I’ve never seen that barn before. And why was it so...sad?” 

Egan was the reason to my feeling. He always approached things less with emotion and more with rational thinking. “Well, this is your fourth dream, right?”

“Within two months, yeah. The first one was on my birthday.” It had been a horrifying nightmare to dream about an entire city up in roaring flames, silhouetted vampires screaming as they burned. In the second one, I was trapped in a covered carriage as it raced through a blazing-hot desert. In the third one, I was in a huge arena being attacked by silhouettes wielding swords and double-headed axes. 

“It has to be your vampire power,” Egan said. “Which is both amazing and scary, considering only full-blooded vampires get powers. My theory? Whatever you’re seeing... They either have to be someone else’s memories... Or you’re seeing into the future.”

“Neither is very comforting,” I muttered. 

“I guess that my next theory that the burning city you saw was Sanlow isn’t going to help, either.”

Egan’s wry tone coaxed a laugh out of me. “No, not at all.”

Sanlow, the vampire city legendarily sacked seventeen years ago—just days after I was born. In just a few hours, the biggest vampire stronghold was burned to the ground. There was no telling the amount of vampire lives lost, much less humans, considering the weaker race was caught in the crossfire. 

It became known as the Bloody Liberation. Why an event resulting in nothing but fire and death was called a liberation was beyond my knowledge. 

Zaria and Koen weren’t exactly willing to spill all their secrets.

We reached the house, and I plucked the wheat scythe off the ground and propped it back against the wall. That was tomorrow’s chore. “You don’t think Zaria would tell me if I asked about the city again?”

“Doubt it,” Egan said sympathetically. “Especially since she knows your next question will be about your parents.”

“But what if Sanlow is the key to knowing who they are?” I pushed, annoyed at myself for sounding just a little deranged.  

Even though I valued my adopted family beyond words, I still wanted to know who and where I came from. I was half-human (with distant witch ancestors, giving me the same powers as Egan and Zaria) and half-vampire. All I knew was that my mother was human, and she died giving birth to me. My heart sank every time I thought about it. It was my fault that she died.

I always had to remind myself that it wasn’t entirely my fault. Since my dad was a vampire and humans never willingly had kids with vampires... Well, that was too sad a story to talk about. I knew nothing about my parents other than that, but I did know that my father was not a good guy, and my mom deserved better.

Egan dropped a hand on my shoulder—it would have been more impactful if he wasn’t a full foot shorter than me; I probably got the height gene from my father—and sighed dramatically. “All I hear is you taking me, Mom, and Koen for granted. We took your ugly mug in, and this is the thanks we get?”

I laughed again and swatted his hand away. “Hey, don’t put words in my mouth. You know I don’t think that.”

Egan’s grin was crooked, his brown eyes gleaming with encouragement. I was suddenly struck with gratitude. He was right; Zaria had raised me alongside her son since I was a baby. If my mom died and my good-for-nothing dad was going to be impossible to find—if he wasn’t dead, at least—then why keep hoping for answers when the only family I needed was right in front of me?

“Boys?” came Zaria’s voice from the front porch. “The table isn’t going to set itself.”

Egan’s smile turned mischievous. “Race you.”

“You really want a second defeat on the same day?”

“Give me a ten-second head start.”

“Deal. Loser cleans dishes?”

“Deal!”

Egan took off as fast as his human legs could carry him. I counted slowly to ten before using my vampire speed to run around the house, zip through the open front door and down the hallway, and careen around the corner into the kitchen—all in three seconds. Lucky for Egan, it only takes twelve seconds to get to the kitchen. 

My brother slid into one of the table chairs and nearly toppled over. I whooshed past Zaria at the counter, making her bountiful black hair fly back, but she didn’t flinch—she was more than used to our shenanigans—to skid into the chair next to him. 

“Ha!” Egan laughed. “Scrub, scrub, vamp boy.”

I stuck my tongue out at him, but when I saw Zaria in the corner of my eye giving me the dreaded eyebrow raise, we both snapped to the perfect and prim sons she’d raised. “Sorry,” we mumbled together.

“Set the table—after you shower, Egan. You’re not sitting here smelling like sweat.” Zaria’s voice was stern, but when we stood to get plates and cups, she hooked an arm around our necks to pull us into a hug. “Oh, my boys.”

We hugged her back. Zaria Davian was soft-voiced and motherly, raising Egan and me to be smart in thinking and action to see life as a gift to protect. But she was also fierce and powerful. She could be stern, but it was out of love, and so was the source of her witch abilities—she would do anything to defend the people and places she loved. I hadn’t seen the extent of her powers beyond what she showed in training sessions, but my gut feeling told me that if there were ever a time that called for her to give it her all, she would come out victorious. 

We pulled away, but Zaria cupped our faces in her hands, looking between us with brown-gold eyes glossy with held-back tears. Panic skittered down my spine. Zaria rarely got emotional. Had something happened in the few hours we were in the field? 

Egan tensed. “Mom, what’s wrong?”

A tear escaped and streaked down her brown skin. Then I noticed the dried trails of tears on her cheeks. Her lower lip wobbled. “Egan... Bastian...”

My senses narrowed to the scent that wafted to my nose. It wasn’t a good smell. Beyond the layers of Zaria’s cooking, their blood pulsing in their bodies that called to the vampiric need to drink it, the sweat on Egan’s brow, and the lingering aroma of wheat on my own person...was the stench of dying.

“Galen,” I whispered, my voice cracking.

“Bastian, wait!” called Zaria, but her grab for my arm wasn’t fast enough. 

I ran to the second floor to Galen’s room. I heard her vitals, but they were slow and weak. The old woman was lying in bed, her eyes closed, but when I knelt beside her, she roused and turned her head to smile faintly. 

Her light brown skin was as wrinkled as burlap, and her eyes were hazy; she was half-blind. Unlike vampires, witches weren’t immortal, but they did live to extraordinary ages. Galen Shayla was extraordinary in that and wisdom. Something about her made you want to reveal every deep, dark secret you knew. Something that coaxed you to believe that you could trust her no matter what.  

But she was going to die tonight.

I clasped her hands in mine, but before I could plead with her to live, she rasped, “Whisler.”

Whisler? Was that a name? Whose?

“Gran, I don’t...”

Galen closed her eyes and released one last breath before she joined her ancestors.

Downstairs, someone knocked on the door.
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MY HEART WANTED TO break into pieces, but both Galen and Zaria would be ashamed of me if I just let myself wallow in sorrow. 

Only one person ever knocked on the front door, and that person was Koen Blackwood, but despair refused to let excitement bubble in my chest. I rose to my feet, covered Galen with her quilt, and wiped away the single tear that was trying to drip onto my cheek. Full-blooded vampires couldn’t form tears, but half-bloods could.

Zaria had already let Koen in and was leading him to the kitchen. They were talking so softly that even my vampire hearing couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Egan was leaning in the door frame across from Galen’s. He allowed himself to cry, his eyes puffy, his lower lip trembling. Zaria was Galen’s great-niece, but Egan called her Gran just as I did. I yanked my brother into a hug. He hugged back fiercely. We didn’t say anything for what seemed like a long while. 

Though we cursed her name, death was a foreign concept. At least, it had been up until two minutes ago.

“Bastian?” Koen asked from downstairs. “Egan?”

Egan hastily wiped his tears away and hurried to greet our father figure. I followed close behind, feeling numb. When we rounded the corner into the kitchen, Koen caught us in another hug. 

“I’m sorry, boys,” he murmured, his voice thick. “She saved all our lives more than once. Her loss will be felt by the witch community deeply.”

Normally, the four of us would be up chatting until dawn, but tonight, sadness and silence thickened the air so much that it was hard to even take a breath. But I still breathed, and I breathed in Koen’s earthy scent—like damp rock and moss—to anchor me before I lost control and broke something. 

Then my senses narrowed to the blood pulsing in Koen’s neck, and my throat tightened with thirst. My lengthened canines—the first of two physical indicators that proved I was a half-blood vampire—burned with a cold sensation, the venom they were coated in.

I pulled out of Koen’s grasp and snatched the pigskin flask off the counter, drinking the pig’s blood within to the last drop. Vampires could survive off animal blood, but it never satiated them. Being only half, I could live on human food and grew up on animal blood. It wasn’t the tastiest, but I would rather drink it for the rest of my immortal life than feed from people I loved. 

Koen and Zaria had taught me to control my bloodlust. It was a vampire’s natural diet, and they would eventually die without it, but I couldn’t let it control me. I was the master of myself; I wouldn’t become a slave to the curse of my blood.

“Drink this, too,” Zaria said quietly as she stood beside me. She was holding out a vial of blood—her blood.

I shook my head. “It will only invigorate me,” I told her. “I’ll be fine for now.”

She wanted to argue that I needed to keep up my strength regardless but then nodded, returning to the table where Koen and Egan already sat. I joined them. None of us looked at each other for a while.

Then Koen inhaled deeply. On the exhale, the vampire hunter said, “Zaria notified me a few hours ago. I came as soon as I was able. It seems I was...too late.”

I hated to admit Galen had been dying for a while, but I just didn’t expect it to be tonight. I didn’t even get to ask her about my dream.

I looked up at Koen because his hazel eyes were burning a hole in my forehead. His dirty blond hair was tussled by wind and humidity, and his jaw had a few small specks of blood. He’d come from a nest raid. 

I couldn’t ask an ancient witch, but I could ask a witch vampire hunter. “I had another dream,” I blurted.

Koen and Zaria’s eyes widened, but that was their only indication of shock. 

Koen leaned his forearms on his knees, giving me his undivided attention. If there was anyone who knew anything, it was Koen Blackwood, an escapee of the inescapable Sanlow, wielder of scythe, killer of vampires, practicer of witch magic—and one hell of a teacher of both. “That’s your fourth one. What happened in it?”

I knew Koen had the answers to my dream-visions, but he was withholding them. It felt like he was just entertaining my new and unfortunate talent but not helping me understand it. For as much as Koen could joke and tease with his naturally cheerful personality, he sure had a lot of secrets.

“I was walking toward this old barn...” I told my parental figures the same thing I’d told Egan earlier. 

“Hm,” was all Koen said, exchanging a glance with Zaria when I finished.

I couldn’t be happy at Koen’s arrival, but I could get mad.

“You did it again,” I pointed out stiffly. 

“Did what?”

“The thing where you’re both thinking the same thing but can’t say it aloud—but won’t say it out loud. What is it you’re not telling me? I deserve to know if it has something to do with these dreams. Do you think it’s my vampire power that I inherited from my father?”

Koen’s expression gave nothing away at the mention of my dirtbag dad. Well, it was worth a shot. “It’s definitely your power. Not to say it’s the same one your sire had. Rarely do vampires get any ability. You’re one of a kind,” he said with a wry grin. It faded quickly when he realized that I was so unlike myself in grief that I didn’t want to process it yet. Koen sighed. “I’m sorry, Bastian. Only time will tell about the workings of this ability. You could be someone else’s eyes just as much as it could be your own, just in the future. Or maybe something else entirely, but no one can be sure right now. What I do know,” he continued in a gentler voice as he rested a comforting hand on my shoulder, “is that you’ll master it in no time. You’re a prodigy at everything I’ve taught you, Bas.”

Normally, I would have basked in the praise, but it was hard to coax your ego when a family member had just died. “And I’m thankful for that,” I said, “but if they’re my future experiences, that means I need to leave the farm—”

Koen’s and Zaria’s hearts skipped a beat. In...what? Guilt? Fear? 

I already knew I was never supposed to leave the unnamed farm in the middle of nowhere, only the two Davians to keep my company. We were out here for a very specific reason. What reason? They’d never tell.

“—which means you might someday take me on a hunt with the Kairos?”

I couldn’t hold back the hopefulness in my voice. Koen’s hand slipped off my shoulder as he sighed. He was a broad, muscular, and scarred man in his early forties, but he always seemed younger, thanks to his infectious grin and humor. He made it easy to think killing vampires with the infamous hunter-slash-revolutionary group, the Kairos—whose mission was to rid the world of vampires and save the human race from being used as nothing more than a source of food—was easy, the most rewarding job out there. But it obviously took a toll. Being in that field for almost two decades... He’d seen and learned things he wished he’d never experienced. 

But it was adventure. What was the rest of the world like beyond the wheat fields? Koen told us stories about infinite deserts and depthless forests, about magic rivers and the pearly witch city of Dawnhaven. I wanted to experience it all. 

I looked at Zaria imploringly. “I love my life here, Zaria. I love training with you and Egan and Koen. But we’re training for something, right?” I turned to Koen. “Everything you two do has a reason behind it. So why are you hiding it from us? What are you preparing us for? Please. We deserve to know.”

Beside me, Egan mumbled, “Can we talk about this some other time, Bas? Gran...”

Zaria slid a chair over beside her son and tucked him toward her. “We will bury her at dawn. She needs to be moved to the basement, where we can prepare her body.”

“I’ll do it,” I offered quickly. “Before I do, please, Koen, tell me one truth—”

Koen shook his head, an odd calm suddenly about him. “No, Bastian. It’s too dangerous. I’ve told you that before—”

“A thousand times, I know.” I was itching to start an argument. I’d never argued with Koen before, ever. And Koen wasn’t the type to be angry ever, either. But I felt my emotions starting to swing like they were tangible things, and I wanted Galen back, and I was so sick of lies and withheld truths, and—“But you just said I’m a prodigy! I learned to master my vampire skills—hone my hearing, focus my sight, and control my bloodthirst. I know how to swing an axe, a scythe, and a sword! I know all the spells to kill a vampire. If I can have the tattoo, I can—”

“Enough,” Koen warned, his voice low, pulling his sleeve down his wrist to hide the mark branded on his skin. But I still saw the dark purple tattoo of three overlapping triangles overtop it—the imbricatis. They represented the three races—humans, witches, and vampires—and when tattooed onto a witch, gave them the ability to teleport from one place to another. The hunter’s mark was a gift earned and often chosen to be over the brand; if the receiver didn’t have a brand, they still got the mark on the wrist to commemorate those who did. 

Koen, Zaria, and Galen, like many of the Kairos, were survivors of Sanlow’s blood cattle system that had been run by four huge covens who marked their humans with cattle brands of their coven sigils. Koen and his younger sister, Sloan, had escaped before the Bloody Liberation happened, but Zaria and Galen managed to escape in the thick of it. Egan’s dad, however, wouldn’t get to see his son born just a week after the destruction. 

But I persisted. “I can fight! I’m strong enough! I want to hunt vampires like you and Rhetta and save humans from being sucked dry! I want to fight alongside the bravest warriors! I want to see the deserts and the forests and the rivers and Dawnhaven—”

Koen jerked to his feet, sending his chair slamming down. “Enough, Bastian!” he roared. “We’re doing this for your protection!”

I jumped up, too, though uneasiness coiled in my gut. This was my first time seeing Koen genuinely angry, and it didn’t suit him, but if I could just push his buttons a little more, maybe I could get some answers. “But why?” I yelled back.

“Bastian, sit down,” ordered Zaria sharply. “This is out of line!”

Egan grabbed a fistful of my shirt. “Yeah, Bas, calm down.”

I swatted his hand away, hating myself for being such a huge, completely out-of-character bastard, but I’d reached a boiling point and couldn’t hold it back anymore.

“Why?” I yelled again. Koen’s eyes flashed in rage. His heart was pounding, and his stance was tensed as if he were prepared to fight back if I lunged. I wasn’t angry enough to get physical, though. “You’ve been lying to me for years about who my parents are and why I can’t leave the farm! Why can’t you just tell me the truth for once?! Please! I—”

“I can’t tell you, Bastian, so just let it go!” snapped Koen.

I bared my fangs with a hiss. “No! Tell me why—”

Now Zaria was on her feet, forcing herself between us. “Bas, that is enough. Put those fangs away now—”

“Not until he—”

Koen slammed his hand on the table, startling all of us. “Because I made a promise to your mother!”
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I STUMBLED BACK INTO my chair. “You... You did know my mom.”

Koen sighed and covered his face with his hands before picking up his chair and sitting, too. He had never said a single word about my mom except that she died giving birth to me. But I always had my suspicions. Neither he nor Zaria would tell me the details of that day—not the place, and definitely not how I was delivered or by whom. Just that I was saved after she passed.

Now it was undeniable that it was Koen who saved me.

“I made her a promise,” Koen said, meeting my gaze, “to protect you until my last breath. I’m sorry, Bastian, but that’s all I feel comfortable telling you.”

“You can’t even tell me what she was like?”

Koen looked away. “You take after her. Especially tonight.”

I blinked in surprise and blurted, “Annoyingly persistent?”

“A little bit,” he admitted, cracking a small but familiar smile. 

All the fight that had built up inside me fizzled out. That happened sometimes—not the lashing out part, but the internal chaos. I’d let anger get the best of me, and it mingled with desperation to know my bloodline, and I’d just lost control despite years of learning to master it.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled to each witch.

Zaria tucked a piece of curly brown hair behind my ear. The emotion in her gold eyes was depthless. “We can’t blame you for the way you feel, Bastian. I know this is frustrating, but it’s for your own good. Believe us. Please.”

“I do,” I said quietly, and that was the truth. As little as I knew about the world, I knew what honesty and loyalty were. Koen and Zaria had their reasons; I just had to respect that, even if it involved my past and future.

Zaria nodded and returned to the kitchen counter, where dinner was growing cold. “The meat just needs reheating a little if—”

“I’m not really hungry,” Egan interrupted. “Good night, everyone.”

Even though it made Zaria’s shoulders sink in sadness, I excused myself, too. “I’ll take Galen to the basement.”

Koen stood. “Do you want me to accompany you?”

I was already walking out of the kitchen. “I kind of want to be alone for a while.”

“Oh. Okay.”

What a weird night. What a weird, sad, isolating night. And what a lonelier world it would be without Galen Shayla.

Little did I know her death would be a catalyst for a war.
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THREE DAYS LATER, KOEN was still a guest, and there was still tension between the two of us, but I was able to forgive him. We spent the first two days in mourning after burying Galen, but on the third day, we collectively decided that it was time to live for her memory.

After a quiet dinner, Egan and I went upstairs to get ready for bed while Zaria and Koen shared a bottle of wine that Zaria had fermented herself from the natural vineyard a few miles away, not far from the river. When you lived in the middle of nowhere with no neighbors, you had to pick up some hobbies that took a while.

I turned my ears into their conversation, but so far, they’d only remarked on how well my and Egan’s fighting skills had improved over the years. I hoped for more useful information, but they knew I could hear every word they said even if they didn’t suspect me of eavesdropping.

Egan and I shared a bathroom, and it was my turn to go first to wash up. After the typical routine, I found myself staring at my grayish-blue-eyed reflection. Were they my mother’s or father’s eyes?

“You finally accepting what any ugly bastard you are?” Egan asked jokingly.

I snorted and lightly elbowed him when he walked beside me to splash water on his face. “You wish. I’m definitely more the attractive one.”

“Well, whenever we meet a girl our age, we’ll ask her. Who knows, maybe gray is her favorite color.”

Gray. It was the second sign that I was part vampire. The whites of humans’ eyes were, well, white, called sclera. Full-blooded vampires’ sclera was black. A half-blood? They were a smokey gray.

“Do you think we’ll ever have friends other than each other?” I asked, suddenly wishing Koen and Rhetta had
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