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​CHAPTER ONE
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I sat in the front pew of South Side First Baptist Church, watching my twenty-four-year-old daughter, Tara Lee, walk up the steps to the altar. She carried a microphone in her right hand and looked a little nervous, especially when she turned around to face the congregation, but I flashed a reassuring smile to her. She noticed it, because she flashed a grateful smile back and seemed to relax a little. Tara had been singing in the church ever since she was old enough to speak, but she still suffered from stage fright, especially whenever she was doing a new song like she was about to do this morning.

Sometimes I thought her stage fright was a bit silly, given how everyone in our congregation—ranging from ninety-year-old James McCoy to six-year-old Reynold Jake—loved her and always loved hearing her sing. I always told Tara that she should focus on singing to God, not to whoever happened to be listening, though that was easier said than done, given how you could see the people but you couldn’t always see God.

As the pianist shuffled through the pages of her hymnal to find the song that Tara would sing to, I could not help but be reminded of my vampire hunting days when I was young. Seeing Tara—all grown up and happy, if a bit shy and timid at times—was all the confirmation I needed that I had made the right choice to retire from vampire hunting years ago in order to raise her. It had been a difficult choice to make at the time, and sometimes I still missed it, but any time I doubted the wisdom of that decision, I always looked at Tara. I just wished that my wife and her mother, Jane, was still alive to see Tara today. She would have been just as proud as me, I was sure.

But just because my vampire hunting days were long behind me did not mean I had given up my old ways entirely. I nonchalantly felt the gun with the silver bullet concealed under my shirt suit, where I could easily draw it if I needed to. I wasn’t the only member of the congregation to carry to church, but I was fairly certain I was the only one whose gun had silver bullets capable of killing a vampire in one hit.

Killing a vampire in one hit ... that sent my mind back to a day twenty-four years ago, when Tara wasn’t even six months yet and when I was still a young man in my prime, facing the last—and most dangerous—vampire I would ever fight in a battle that determined not just my own life, but the fate of the world itself ...
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Panting and sweating, I held my silver sword, Domination, at my side, staring at the beheaded vampire which lay on the ground before me. Like all vampires, it stank of death and decay, and not just because I had cut off its head, either. Its head lay a little off to the side, leaking the strange black blood that all vampires had, its face frozen in an expression of blood lust and confusion. Clearly, this particular vampire had not known who it was attacking when it jumped me when I entered this mansion a few minutes ago. If it had known who I was—Richard Lee, son of the Supreme Sorcerer, better known to vamps as the Hunter—it would have run away in terror.

Frankly, however, I didn’t feel as badass as the title ‘Hunter’ would imply. I glanced at my shoulder, which had a bad gash from where the vampire’s claws had gotten in a lucky hit, and cringed. It was bloody and open, and if I didn’t close it soon, it would attract more of its friends. Vampires could smell fresh blood from a mile away, sometimes even farther away in the case of particularly strong vampires. While I wasn’t afraid of fighting multiple vamps at once, it was never wise to fight with an open wound.

I raised my hand and passed it over the wound. As my hand passed over the wound, it slowly closed up, until soon my shoulder looked good as new. I wiped the blood away with a cloth, which I then tossed away, because the last thing I needed was something with my blood on it on my body. Vampires relied more on their scent of smell than humans did. If you had even just a little blood on you, they would smell it and you would never be able to sneak up on them. You couldn’t always avoid getting wounded by a vamp in battle, but there was a reason why most vampire hunters usually wore some kind of armor to protect themselves. I knew of many good hunters who got themselves killed because of paper cuts on their pinky finger. I would not let myself die in that same way.

Of course, vampires were very good at sneaking up on people. Most vampires were cowards. Instead of fighting head on, they choose to sneak around in the shadows and strike only at the right moment, either to kill or convert their target.

But most vampires couldn’t sneak up on me, like this one tried to do. My blood sense—a unique ability to sense the presence of nearby vampires even among sorcerers—meant I could sense vampires sneaking up on me from any direction, as this poor sap found out to his dismay.

And right now, my blood sense was telling me that I was about to walk into a veritable nest of blood-thirsty vampires who would like nothing more than to suck my body dry of every last drop of blood. And I was going to kill every last one of these bastards before they could reproduce.

I paused and looked at my surroundings. I stood in the entryway of an old, abandoned mansion on the outskirts of the small town of Paths in east Texas. This particular mansion dated back to the 1880s, according to some of the townsfolk I had spoken to when I arrived, but had only gained a reputation as haunted in the last sixty years or so, when the first young children started disappearing around it. Most of the older residents of Paths believed that the Devil or at least some of his demons lived in this place, dragging curious visitors into the bowels of hell itself as soon as they crossed the threshold. It didn’t help that the mansion was located next to a graveyard, which itself was called the Gateway to Hell by the people of Paths due to the rumors that it was also haunted, though whether by demons or by the tortured souls of the people buried there, no one could seem to agree.

There was no doubt in my mind that the Devil and demons existed. Partly, that was because I was a Christian, which meant I had to believe in that stuff, but also because in my vampire hunting career, I’d seen more than a few things that hinted at the Devil’s existence. A few vampires I’d slain had even referred to themselves as servants of Satan, though funnily enough, that never stopped me from beheading them.

But this time, I was sure that the people of Paths were wrong. This mansion was haunted, but not by demons, but by vampires. I guess there really wasn’t much of a difference between the two when you really drilled down to it, but either way, I was pretty sure that I hadn’t stepped into hell itself when I opened the door and entered the mansion a few minutes ago. I was still very much alive and on Earth. Good news for me, bad news for the vampires I had come to kill.

Kneeling over the beheaded vampire, I checked its neck and saw two distinctive teeth marks, which looked a bit more like knife cuts than teeth marks. That the bite marks were still visible told me that this particular vampire must have been converted very recently, perhaps as recently as a day ago. That would explain the clumsy way in which it attacked me. It still wasn’t used to its new vampire form or powers. I found it odd that a Newborn vampire would be set to guard the front door, but that told me that the Vampire Lord I sought was either confident that the only intruders who might try to enter the mansion were the superstitious town residents who didn’t even know vampires existed or was so desperate for men that he was willing to conscript even Newborns in a desperate bid to ensure that his plans went off without a hitch.

Of course, I was neither of those. I was the Hunter, and tonight, I was going to do what I did best: Kill vampires.

Rising to my feet, I made my way down the hallway carefully and silently. My blood sense had not stopped going off ever since I came within a mile of this mansion. Right now, it was more of a general warning that there were a lot of vampires in this place rather than focusing on any individual vamps. While my blood sense was incredibly useful for hunting vampires, if I found myself in a particularly thick vampire area, it would never stop going off until they were all dead or I left the area. I could still focus it on individual vamps if I wanted, but for now, I would just have to trust that it would let me know if another vampire was going to get the drop on me like the Newborn I just killed.

I remained highly aware of my surroundings. Every open doorway could hold a vampire waiting in the shadows, looking to strike me down as soon as I passed their hiding place. My blood sense may have warned me whenever a vampire was nearby, but it was up to my own reflexes and fighting skills to save myself and kill the vamps. I had known another vampire hunter with blood sense even stronger than mine, but who got too careless and was killed because he didn’t bother to train his fighting skills. There was no way I would let myself end up that way, especially because I had a one month old daughter who would need her daddy to protect her as she grew up.

I paused at the foot of a set of rickety stairs leading up to the second floor. My blood sense was telling me that there were vampires everywhere, which didn’t help me decide if I should go up the stairs or stay on the first floor. I focused my blood sense, trying to hone in on the presence of the Vampire Lord I sought.

Bingo. My blood sense told me that the Vampire Lord—Lady Hisaria, who had been on my radar for a long time—was in the mansion’s basement. That didn’t surprise me. Vamps loved dark places. In particular, they loved caves and underground places. More than once, I’d had to head into a basement or cavern to kill a vampire. It made it easier to corner them, but at the same time, it also made them more likely to fight back, because they had nowhere to run.

I turned to head down the steps to the basement, but then I heard floorboards creaking behind me. I looked over my shoulder, but did not see anyone behind me. Perhaps I’d just heard nothing. Even without vampires or
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