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      The white is brilliant even in the dead of night.

      I step away from the window glass, my gaze on the sprawling landscape—mountains as far as the eye can see. Thick snow covers every square inch of the prevailing miles like a blanket, marred only by the brushstrokes of wind. This high in the mountains, the snow is the only thing that stays constant: waves of undulating white pushed this way and that at the whim of Mother Nature. Even my home is always changing, though I’d argue that is for the better.

      The castle is nearly as old as I, but the upgrades have turned it into a palace. If we must live in this place of wind and solitude, the amenities make it well worth it. We could spend our lives toiling over books, doing scientific research to save humanity, but my life has had no flavor since I lost my daughter. So, instead, we enjoy our frivolous luxury.

      I blink and catch the reflection of my face in the glass. Less than a fraction of a second, too quick for any human eye to see, but I’m not human—never was. Dhampirs are not made as other vampires are, with teeth and venom. We are born to human women. We tear our way out of them when we are ready, creatures born in blood, murdering the woman who carried our bodies within theirs, safe and warm until the day we trade their lives for ours. There is no more violent act than the slaying of the one who loves you most of all.

      We all start our lives this way. And we never stop.

      It is no wonder the world wants us dead, though there are some who deserve death far more than we do.

      I stalk from the front window through the foyer, the striated marble tiles gleaming more brightly than the snow outside. My footsteps echo against the high stone walls. The basement stairs are equally noisy, but it matters little if the other dhampirs hear me—they will not help me with this. But they will not stop me, either.

      I open the door at the base of the steps.

      The screams begin immediately.

      The stone T at the back of the room was brought in specifically for this purpose, the restraints a lackluster brown. It does not seem strong enough to hold a vampire, but dark magic is good for many things, not the least of which is keeping all manner of creatures exactly where you need them. And I need this creature spread-eagled with his hands and legs and teeth utterly useless. He’s lucky I didn’t crucify him.

      He screams again, a wail that degenerates into a sob. The vampire hanging from the restraints now is barely four feet tall, with curly blond hair that reaches his cupid bow lips. He’s new—it’s only been a week since he turned. He won’t make it to see week two.

      “I want my mother. I can’t see! Please, mister, I’m scared!” His lip trembles, and, in this moment, he looks every bit like a frightened child.

      That childlike appearance, his humanness, would have faded if given a chance, but I need fresh meat for this—fresh blood. New vampires are best for my purposes, and it’s much better to kill them before they realize the extent of their power. Sometimes, you can catch them before they figure out that they have a power at all. Dhampirs don’t have powers to speak of, not above and beyond our hyper-strength, our acute hearing, our tough flesh. As a race, we are powerful but not magical. But I am.

      I am.

      I smile at him and head for the far wall—for my supplies. “You’ll meet your mother again soon enough,” I say over my shoulder.

      I lift the pumice bowl from its place on the table—at two feet high and three feet wide, it’s more of a large vase. Vampires are difficult to drain if you can’t find a way to keep the blood flowing, but that isn’t a problem that I have. Dark magic solves many problems when you aren’t constrained by the laws of gods or men or your own kind. What good are boundaries if you cannot protect those you love?

      “Please,” the boy says.

      Tears flow freely down his cheeks and drop off the end of his chin. It’s a trick, and one I know well—vampires have many tricks. But I did not expect the deep-seated manipulation exhibited by the beasts who have my daughter now.

      That will not do.

      She was taken from me once. I’ll not let those animals keep her from me again.

      I’ll kill them first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “One will rise. And she will be forged of bone and flesh, a love like no other—inamorata. And she alone shall force the heavens wide. Then shall the race of vampires fall. By their own hand, by their own blood, they shall splinter from the inside, brother against brother, none left standing but the guilty. And when our kind spills her blood, so the race of vampires will finally end.”
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      “How long have you known?” Markula demands.

      His voice is a growl of thunder that rolls through my bedroom and vibrates my marrow, but Era does not appear intimidated. He sits beside Silas in the wingbacks along one side of the bed, Kain on the other side of the mattress.

      Markula glowers from the foot of the bed, his ruby eyes bright with rage, his big arms crossed. The jagged scar down the middle of his chest, partially obscured by the red tattoos that snake over every inch of him from neck to ankle, remains a constant reminder of the time we almost lost him.

      I’m still in shock. It’s all I can do to tug the crimson sheets around me as I sit back against the headboard. Draynor’s shoulder against mine is a welcome respite—maybe the only thing tethering me to reality.

      What Era is saying seems… impossible. I know I have hunter blood running through my veins—thanks, Mom. I also know my mother was part witch, murdered by vampires for using their blood to put a protective spell on me. I sometimes wonder how her parents found one another—whether they considered the implications of bringing a half-witch, half-hunter child into the world. Maybe they figured she’d be safe, and maybe she even was until she met my… dad?

      No, my father can’t be a vampire—it doesn’t make sense. Hunters and vampires are instinctively repulsed by one another. It’s weird enough that I’m here—that I can possibly be a fated match for any of them, let alone all of them. Well, all except Era. Our relationship remains to be seen, though I’ve grown quite fond of him in recent weeks.

      “He’s not a full vampire,” Era says. “Dawn’s dad is a dhampir.”

      Markula does not respond—he stares, waiting. Silas appears shaken, his blond hair mussed, his broody Sons of Anarchy vibe in full force, but no mortal man can match the intensity in his glittering violet irises.

      “Why would you keep this from us?” Draynor says, his bass rumbling against my back. I turn. He does not appear shaken or confused—he looks angry, as angry as any stereotypical movie vampire can. His black hair is so shiny it appears wet, and his charcoal eyes blaze with a fire brighter than the red of Markula’s ruby irises. “You knew from the beginning, didn’t you? Weeks now, and you didn’t tell any of us?”

      But I know what he really wants to say: How could you not tell me? Draynor and Era have known one another for centuries, were sired by the same vampire, which might be why they look so similar. Era’s jaw might be a bit more square, a little more Antonio Banderas, but either one would give Dracula a run for his money.

      “Many reasons. There was enough to deal with already,” Era says now. “You all needed time to heal. I wasn’t sure what the implications might be. And I wasn’t a fixture here when I came upon this information.” He meets my eyes. “I wasn’t a fated match like the others. It was better for me to build trust, ensure that you might believe me. If you’ll recall, the last time there was the slightest bit of upheaval, you threw me to the wolves to fend for myself. You’ll forgive me if I wasn’t yet ready to trust that this information would be met with belief and open arms.”

      He has a point there. Just a few weeks ago, Kain stole my blade in a fit of jealousy the same day Era came into the house. The others blamed him and nearly got him killed when the vampires who were after us ambushed him on his way home. He never should have been out there alone. It wasn’t fair.

      “It doesn’t matter when he found out,” I say before Markula decides to rip his head off—if the glitter in his gaze is any indication, he wants to. “I thought vampires couldn’t impregnate humans. How is this even possible?”

      Draynor’s eyes darken. “Unlike full vampires, dhampirs don’t have the pesky burden of hive leaders—they don’t need permission to procreate. They have no rules, no loyalties, no shame.”

      Silas nods. “Dhampirs are the worst of us. Violent. But most mortals don’t realize that they’re dealing with monsters until it’s too late—they don’t deteriorate the way we do, usually appear more human, and for far longer. I’d guess that he raped your mother without knowing she was a witch. She put a hex on herself to protect her from the birth, to keep you from turning and clawing your way out of her—to render you immune to his blood.”

      “But if I’m a vampire… does that mean I’m already immortal?” My brain is reeling. How is this possible? How?

      Era shakes his head. “The hex your mother put on you blocks everything—without the influence of his blood, you’ll live and die like a mortal. And dhampirs don’t live forever. They live longer than humans do, 200 years, maybe, but you’re only a quarter vampire. The more diluted the blood gets, the fewer vampire qualities you possess.”

      “So…” I blink, trying to wrap my head around all this. “If I want to stay with you, I still have to turn—become one of you. Otherwise, I might only outlive a normal mortal by fifty years, give or take?”

      Markula nods. “Yes.”

      “No wonder I never wanted to hunt vampires,” I say, forcing a smile. “No interest in killing my own.” But something else is bothering me. “Will removing the hex kill me? If I possess both hunter blood and vampire blood, it seems that my body might freak all the way out. My blood might start fighting itself like I have an autoimmune disease.”

      But Kain’s already shaking his head. “No, I think we can cross that concern off the list. In my research over the past few weeks, I located the case of a hunter impregnated by a dhampir. The infant killed her when it tore out of her at birth, but the hunter didn’t die from having fetal blood mixing with hers. And her hunter’s blood didn’t attack the fetus—that would be the biggest indication that the situation would end badly. For whatever reason, it appears that there’s some kind of protection when conflicting blood exists within one body. If we remove the hex, in theory, you should become one of us. Vampire blood is already in your veins, both from us and from your dhampir father, and without the immunity granted by the hex, your vampire side would likely overtake your human side.”

      I frown—that I’ll turn is all well and good, but I can’t help feeling that I’ve been lied to. I’ve only just forgiven Kain for holding things back about the prophecy. “So when you told me that hunters are always repulsed by vampires and dhampirs, that I was the first hunter you ever knew to be attracted to your kind… were you all lying to me? If dhampirs routinely procreate with humans…”

      Kain’s amber eyes darken—he’s the smallest of them, but still a foot taller than me and muscular in a Calvin Klein way. “There is no lust involved. The hunter I read about… it was forced. An experiment. One that has been repeated for certainty.”

      I blink. Repeated for certainty? “So, dhampirs are known to capture hunters and get them pregnant just to see what will happen?”

      “It still serves to maintain their bloodline,” Kain says. “And they might feel that they’re protecting themselves at the same time—destroying hunters at birth means fewer humans out there who know what they are… fewer people who might kill them if given a chance. They probably enjoy torturing hunters for the same reason, though they seem to enjoy hurting all humans.”

      Torture. Dhampirs and vampires alike tend to look down on humans—our hive is the exception.

      “We can only hope that our blood is stronger than the influence of the dhampir blood,” Kain goes on. “You can drink from us when the time comes and hope our influence is enough to avoid madness.”

      “Madness?”

      Kain’s voice is low. “Dhampirs are prone to violence, to certain emotional maladies, most notably an almost psychotic rage. Some will kill anything that comes near.”

      Ah. So this information, that I’m already part dhampir, is bad news. If I have dhampir blood in my veins… it might make me scary. It might make me insane. Psychotic. At my back, Draynor has tensed. He’s usually the calm one, the one who helps ease pain—if he’s worried, this is definitely a problem.

      “I need to meet him,” I say, though I don’t recognize my voice—tight, too high. “My father. I want to… see what he is. If he’s awful, if his blood will make me insane, maybe we shouldn’t risk it.”

      Era pushes himself to standing so suddenly that I jump, and I am not prone to startling. I must be more wound up than I realize.

      “Getting to him will not be easy,” Era says. “What I saw… it wasn’t pleasant. He has a level of rage in him I have not often seen, even in other dhampirs.” He meets my eyes. “The humans, your mother, hid his child from him. Our race killed her and forced you into hiding. I can’t see his life since your birth because there’s some kind of block, but if his rage has grown, if he’s let the wound of losing his child fester, it’s unlikely he’ll tolerate full vampires at all. He’ll likely kill all of us on sight.”

      Silas frowns. “And the alternative is letting Dawn age and eventually die because we can’t remove the hex without him?”

      “This is fucking ridiculous.” I push myself off Draynor, the sheets clenched in my fist so hard my knuckles ache. “How can he be the only one who can fix this? Isn’t there a book of magical spells somewhere that we can read?”

      We all look at Kain. As our resident Librarian, his specialty is translations—he’s a one-vampire reference section.

      “There are lots of books on witchcraft,” Kain says, “but dark magic is very specific to the user. It isn’t that he can remove the hex himself, but he likely knows what she did, and there’s usually a failsafe mechanism—a way to reverse it. Most long-term spells have one. And with a spell to protect a child, he would have had to be involved whether he recognized what she was doing or not. She’d have needed his blood. Which means we will too.” Kain meets my eyes. “If we want to remove the hex so you can become one of us, if we want to make sure the prophecy is null and void so we can live without worrying some new threat may emerge from the shadows… we need him.”

      Draynor’s hand on my back is a comforting presence, relaxing the muscles along my spine.

      “So, how do we find him?” I ask.

      Era’s eyes glitter. “I have one idea. But it will take power—connection. We must be sure… we don’t want to mess this up.”
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