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    Chapter 1 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    WARNING: This book contains light scenes fantasy violence and blood drinking, explicit sexual acts between one man and multiple women (all 18 or older), and sympathetic vampire characters that treat human thralls with casual disrespect. It also has the weirdest interpretation of Dracula since Hotel Transylvania. It is very light-hearted, particularly once the harem is assembled. You have been warned! 
 
      
 
   B eginnings are troublesome things—like a good suit on your brother’s wedding day, it can be hard to find the perfect one for the occasion. Does this story start with my birth? Too far back, and it would require far too much skipping over gaps in my memory to maintain relevance to this narrative. Should it, then, fast forward to my rebirth into undeath? That probably takes it a bit too far. Instead, I won’t start with a particular time, but with the person who changed my life more times than I could count: Demonika Darcy. 
 
    For all the years of my boyhood, I associated Demonika with the season of summer. When I thought of her, my mind called upon the strong sense-memory of a rich, honeyed vanilla aroma, like hydrangea petals—aptly nicknamed the summer flower. Perhaps the actual reason why she embodied summer to me was simply because it was the only time of year that I ever got to see her. 
 
    Beginning when I was in primary school, freshly graduated from kindergarten and proud of it, my mother drove me to a camp seventeen hours away from my childhood home and left me there for two months of the year, every single year. Camp Blackwood was what they called it, and it was nestled in an offshoot of upper peninsula Michigan’s Hiawatha National Forest.  
 
    Camp Blackwood was a special place. You would never find its visitor center or lodgings on any map, nor any GPS navigation system. You wouldn’t find the camp in brochures or travel magazines or blogs on the internet. Your most outdoorsy uncle would never have heard of it, even if he dwelt year round in the heart of the upper peninsula. I’ve come to understand that that’s because Camp Blackwood is hidden away on cursed ground. 
 
    I fully realize that at this point you are doubting me, questioning wholesale the veracity of my claims, and I welcome it. I invite your skepticism, and indeed, it does me no disservice should you decide that this tale is merely the ramblings of an overactive mind. I am confident in the story I have to tell, and I am of the opinion that it need not be believed to be enjoyed. But you should believe it if only because it’s true. 
 
    That first time I was shooed out of my mother’s station wagon, kissed once on the forehead, and swatted on the rump to urge me to step toward the camp counselor, I didn’t comprehend what was going on. It would be many years before I truly understood the purpose of Camp Blackwood, but even as a boy, there was one thing I understood with certainty: Demonika Darcy was perfect. 
 
    “Hello!” she said, her bright, sunburnt cheeks radiant with the warmth of her welcome. Hers was the first face to greet me upon my arrival at camp. “I’m Demonika!” She welcomed me with a hug—the first hug I ever received from a girl. Remember, at this time, she and I were both scarcely seven years old. In a slack-jawed stupor, I struggled to respond, feeling my hand tremble as I tried to maintain a steady grip on my toiletries bag. 
 
    “Hi,” I blurted out. “Do you like rocks?!” 
 
    Yes, that was really what I said. Again—I was on my way into first grade, and, in my defense, my charms worked. 
 
    She let out a musical giggle, covering her mouth demurely with her tiny palm. Then she used that same palm to take my hand. “Is this your first time at Camp Blackwood, too?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Are you the greeter?” 
 
    “No,” she replied, and I recall her voice sounding a bit sad, even as that perfect smile remained a fixture on her face. “I just haven’t made any friends yet.” 
 
    “I’ll be your friend!” I promised her, far too eagerly to be considered suave by any stretch of the imagination, but it was what she wanted to hear. She beamed at me, favoring me with the gentlest smile I’d ever known or would ever know as she squeezed my hand tightly in hers. 
 
    “Good,” was her answer. “And no, I don’t like rocks, but maybe you could teach me about them?” 
 
    I still recall that blissful summer, and how I spent most of it making up facts about rocks to impress her. Every individual rock suddenly had a unique name, spoken in fake Latin more often than not, but I somehow managed to keep them all straight.  
 
    It was a perilous web of lies I constructed for myself, however. The very next summer she came back, and the first thing she did was pinch her face into an angry pout and smack me on the arm. 
 
    “You jerk!” she shouted, much to my confusion. 
 
    “What did I do?!” I asked, frazzled by the sudden aggression. I had been expecting another warm hug to be my greeting that second year. 
 
    “You lied about all the rocks! I told my science teacher about what you said and she laughed at me!” 
 
    I apologized profusely, and though at first my efforts to reconcile with her were met with resistance, she didn’t stray from my side that entire first day. When I finally had a moment to myself, I used it to steal some hydrangeas from Camp Blackwood’s greenhouse, which I wrapped with letter paper into an improvised bouquet and presented to her. 
 
    “Are you giving me flowers, Barrett Bradshaw?” she asked in her melodic voice when I presented the bouquet to her, my cheeks no doubt red with an unmanly blush. At this point, I was eight years old, and not particularly versed in the ways of wooing women, but I still give myself some credit for the effort. 
 
    “If you want ‘em,” I muttered, still holding them out like it was no big deal. 
 
    She took them from me at last, and her scrunched up and annoyed face melted into that familiar smile—a welcome sight if ever there was one. “You’re sweet.” 
 
    “Are you still mad about the rocks?” I asked, my voice still dripping with anxiety. 
 
    “No,” she said, “but never lie to me again, Barrett Bradshaw! Promise it!” 
 
    “Uhh, okay.” 
 
    She snarled, and for a moment I thought I saw her eyes change—they almost inverted so that her sclera went pink and her pupils black, but it had to have been a trick of the light, of course. “Say the whole thing: cross your heart and hope to die.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t lie to you again,” I said, performing the childhood gesture signifying the crossing of one’s heart. Upon my completion of that gesture and the speaking of those words, I felt my breath go from warm to ice cold, so cold that I watched the air exit my body in a thick white vapor, like it was the chilliest day of the year. “What just happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she replied, grinning ear to ear with all the smug satisfaction of a little girl with a secret. That wasn’t the last time strange things happened at Camp Blackwood, either, or even the last time that she was connected to them. 
 
    Camp Blackwood, as I mentioned before, was a special camp. It was no simple summer daycare option for parents at their wit’s end, nor was it a place for boisterous brats to earn merit badges for Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts achievements. It was a proving ground, and from one year to the next, fewer people returned. But each year, without fail, my closest friend remained a constant in the place, and so did I. We passed every test—physical or mental, survived every trial, and for most of our childhood, we were oblivious to the unusual nature of the camp. At least, I was. 
 
    After a time, I made other friends. There was Jonathan, a blonde boy who was one year older than Demonika and me, but he stopped coming by the time we reached sixth grade. Replacing him was a girl who’d only recently moved to America—an olive-skinned half-Japanese girl with short, chin-length hair named Mako Takahashi. 
 
    She didn’t seem to get along with most of the other kids, owing probably to her fiery personality. She ended up gravitating toward Demonika and me for one reason or another—mostly because we were the most welcoming and agreeable people at the time. 
 
    “Makos are a kind of shark,” she proudly told me on the evening of the first time we met. 
 
    I recall chuckling at that, not intending to offend her, but her face distorted in irritation anyway. 
 
    “What are you laughing at, dumbass?” she asked, jabbing me in the shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing,” I told her. “It’s just that you’re a lot cuter than a shark.” 
 
    Mako’s eyes flashed open wide, so huge that they instantly dilated. “I’m...cute?” 
 
    “Sure,” I told her. “And I dig your fashion sense.” 
 
    Mako tended to dress like a punk rocker, with torn jeans, studded belts, chain collars, and chokers—one year she even had a mohawk. Thankfully that didn’t last, but it was a fun change of pace for a while. 
 
    “Well, Bear-Boy, I—you’re...I—uh—I don’t give a shit what you think. I’m not trying to be cute. I’m going for badass.” 
 
    I grinned at her and shrugged. The three of us were sitting together around a campfire outside the girls’ cabin, roasting hot dogs or something like that. “I don’t think cute and badass are mutually exclusive,” I muttered thoughtfully. “Think about Pikachu. Case in point right there.” 
 
    Demonika nudged me with her lip jutting out in a pout. “Am I cute too?” she asked, her face a stormy abyss, her eyes narrowed in jealousy. In truth, I loved it when she got like that—it fed my ego. But I tried not to inspire that feeling in her on purpose. 
 
    I chuckled and let my pinky brush over her knuckles. “Definitely. I’m a lucky guy, friends with the two cutest chicks at Camp Blackwood.” 
 
    “Yuck,” Mako grunted, even as she blushed and whipped her head away. “I don’t want to be given that title by you.” 
 
    Demonika glared at Mako skeptically. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    After each summer ended, I would go back to my life, and Demonika and Mako would each go back to theirs. We were forbidden to talk about those lives with each other while at camp, but most children probably did anyway—which is why we had memory hexes placed on us, hiding the more unusual details and activities of the camp until we returned the next year. I never knew about that until I became an adult, but it explained a lot in retrospect. We seemed to only recall enough to make us want to return. 
 
    Demonika’s godmother, who always dropped her off at camp, was supposedly studying to be a teacher. I assumed at some point she must have crossed over into teaching as a career, but I only ever heard about her preparing for it. I’d met the woman several times whenever she came to pick Demonika up at the end of our stay at camp, and they were apparently fairly close.  
 
    Mrs. Drake was a genuinely classic beauty, with long, wavy brown hair that hung down to the small of her back, though she held it out of her face with a pearly white headband. She always wore clothes too formal for the occasion of shoveling a child into the back of a minivan, but she looked good doing it. 
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Drake!” I said, waving at her as she arrived to pick up Demonika—for some reason she always showed up in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Hello young man,” she replied, bending down to boop me on the nose. She, too, smelled like my own personal version of heaven—lavender and sage, with the hint of a mint on her breath. “Did you take good care of my beautiful goddaughter this summer?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said, nodding seriously. 
 
    “Did you get her flowers again?” she asked, this time with a suspicious glint in her eye. 
 
    I squirmed a bit. “Oh, she told you about that, huh?” 
 
    “She did,” she said. “Well, I hope you’ll be back next year to keep her happy. I have a feeling it’d be impossible to get her to come without you.” 
 
    That turned out not to be true. We grew up. On our seventeenth summer, I announced privately to Demonika on the last day of camp that I likely wouldn’t return to Camp Blackwood the following year. My mother had been diagnosed with cancer, and she would likely die in the coming months. I would have her emancipate me before she passed and get a job, leaving me no time to finish my last year there. 
 
    I remember how her expression fell in slow motion as I told her my plan. “No!” she said, almost screaming it as tears flung off of her face onto mine. “You have to come back! Your mother would want you to!” She had grown older with me, but was just as perfect as the first time I’d seen her, and it broke my heart to see her cry. 
 
    “I know that,” I admitted, though I didn’t fully understand why. She got dodgy whenever I brought it up at home. “But this is just a summer camp. I’ll need to get a job to survive, and taking the summer off of it to go to Camp Blackwood makes no sense. I’d lose the job.” 
 
    “No, Barry,” she said in that same stern voice that she had used a decade before to scold me for bullshitting rock facts, “it’s more than that! It’s an audition!” 
 
    “An audition for what?” I asked, but she got tongue-tied after that. As much as I wanted to return and see her again, I knew I couldn’t. It just didn’t make sense. 
 
    I pleaded with Demonika to visit me someday, slipping her my address and asking her to write me a letter. I promised I’d write back, and we could stay in touch until after she finished the next camp. We’d both be eighteen then, able to meet each other on our own.  
 
    When the next summer came, I didn’t go to Camp Blackwood, just as I had warned her. I got a job and sold my mother’s house, building up the life that I daydreamed I might one day share with Monika. But it was more complicated than I imagined to make that life come into being. 
 
    Demonika did mail me—a dozen times, actually—and each letter contained a similarly desperate plea to get me to come to Camp Blackwood. She promised she knew something that she couldn’t tell me about, but that I would want to be there for. She needed me to be there. She underlined the word needed and signed her name with a heart dotting the i—something she’d never done before. A small detail, maybe, but I obsessed over it. 
 
    I almost went. I almost quit my library job and abandoned my new apartment for two months just to see her again. But in the end, my good sense got the better of me, and I sent one last letter letting her know that I was indeed skipping that year, but I would visit her soon, or she could come visit me. I also wrote this in the postscript: 
 
      
 
    Don’t think that this means I’m setting you aside. I’ve always cared about you, ever since you hugged me on our first meeting. I will find you, Nika. Or you’re always welcome to come find me. 
 
      
 
    The next letter was one that she sent from the camp. I could still recall it in exquisite detail. I remember that the mailman had apparently let it get wet in the rain, so it had that unique texture that paper has once it’s been moistened and dried. I remembered that, despite that, I could still smell her summery scent on it. It made my throat close up with longing as I carefully opened the envelope, praying I didn’t damage her words. I stood by my mailbox, puzzling over the unexpectedly short message scribbled in some messy, frantic version of her handwriting, and how the letter was addressed directly from the rest stop nearest to Camp Blackwood. 
 
    Stay put, the letter said. I’m coming for you. Forever yours, Demonika Darcy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
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   T he musty smell of old books, while an allergic trigger for some, might as well have been therapy for me. In truth, that’s why I took a job at the Chippewa Creek Public Library. 
 
    When you think of libraries, you probably, like me, conjure up the mental picture of a baroque, rustic wooden structure with polished oak shelves and rows and rows of leather-bound books. Of course, the bitter reality of such places is very different. Libraries aren’t like that anymore, if they ever were like that, and most modern folks who used them didn’t even bother to check out books. They went for free wifi, free DVD rentals, cheap coffee, and city records. 
 
    In any case, if you’re a person of a certain quality threshold, you’re probably thinking something along the lines of, “Wow, working at a library—that’s pretty amazing!” Indeed, it doesn’t sound like a bad gig at all. Helping people find the book they’re looking for, discovering new stories every day as you’re organizing shelves, acquiring an accidental education as you page through dusty tome after dusty tome—it seems rather appealing, doesn’t it? 
 
    But what if I told you I was a custodian? Yeah. I mopped the vinyl floors and dusted the metal shelves, cleaned up messes left behind by snotty kids, and basically did everything except work with the books. The job loses some of its luster once these details are clarified, but I still loved it anyway. Just being in the cool, comfortable atmosphere of a library, surrounded by books and other book lovers—we happy few—was enough for me. As a matter of fact, I enjoyed it so much I sometimes had to stop myself from whistling while I worked. Always be quiet in the library: that was the rule, after all. 
 
    “Oh, Barrett?” Tara called out to me. She was the youngest of the librarians and the one my shift overlapped with most frequently. Her tortoise shell frame glasses and paisley turquoise blouse brought out the vivid blue of her eyes as she caught my attention from the opposite side of the stocking room. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up?” I said, grinning back at her, pushing my glasses up the bridge of my nose. 
 
    Tara was a dainty woman in her mid-twenties with long brown hair that had just a tinge of cinnamon-red. She was petite compared to my general type, but she had such a cute freckled face that I could hardly hold it against her. 
 
    “Would you mind staying late tonight? There’s going to be a city council hearing at seven about alternate side parking, and they’re doing the town hall in the big meeting room.” 
 
    I nodded at her, smiling patiently. “Of course. Are you expecting a big mess or something?” 
 
    “Not really—but I heard a rumor they were bringing snacks, and I don’t want to risk there being anything left in there in the morning. I’ll make sure you’re covered for the overtime.” 
 
    I shrugged limply. “It’s not a big deal for me anyway. I’ll just read a book outside the room until the whole thing is done, if that’s okay. I live right across the street from the library, so it’s barely an inconvenience.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bear, you’re a lifesaver. I can only imagine what Cathy would say if she came in tomorrow morning to a mess in that room.” 
 
    I chuckled at the thought of the silver-haired witch of a woman’s irate face. “Between you and me, I don’t mind the thought of her upset.” 
 
    “She’s not all that bad once you get to know her,” Tara uttered with a sigh that indicated even she had trouble believing her words. “She sometimes buys pizza or Chinese takeout for the lunch staff.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I work in the afternoon,” I pointed out. “I haven’t seen any indication of magnanimity from her, but hey, I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    I strode across the room as she ruminated on that for a moment. I crouched low and pressed my rag against a table that had been drawn on with crayon. A bunch of kids had come through that day for a school field trip. Those were exceedingly rare nowadays, but it struck me that they shouldn’t be. Then again, schools have their own libraries, but still—there was something to be said for showing kids what a public library could do for them. 
 
    Tara let out a sigh. “Anyway, thanks for agreeing to cover. I’ll make sure to update your hours in the spreadsheet before I head out. Just remember to punch out when you leave.” 
 
    I nodded at her, tossing a smile over my shoulder. “Absolutely. Don’t even mention it. If I went home I’d just be reading anyway, so it doesn’t make much difference to me.” 
 
    “Is that all you do?” she asked skeptically, her eyes lowering to my biceps. 
 
    It’s true, I kept in shape—I wasn’t doing anything nuts to maintain my fitness, either. Pushups, pullups, planks, squats, and lunges—alternating between them for about an hour a day as I listened to books on tape, borrowed from this exact library. Sometimes I added a bit of weight with dumbbells or my barbell, but for the most part, I rarely felt a need. 
 
    “To be honest, yeah, that’s basically my life,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You’ve got a fairly adonic physique for a self-proclaimed bookworm,” she mused with a skeptical lift to her sugary voice. 
 
    I shrugged. “You wanna see my credentials or something?” I joked, earning a rich laugh from her. 
 
    She let her eyebrows dance in my direction. “I wouldn’t mind taking a look at your bookshelf sometime.” 
 
    “I’ll take a photo and text it to you when I get home tonight.” 
 
    Tara giggled under her breath. “Or you can invite me to take a look in person. It’s just across the street, right?” 
 
    Hairs raised on the back of my neck, and my heartbeat elevated as well. Was she flirting with me? “Oh...Hell yeah, we can do that sometime.” I felt a guilty feeling in my stomach as I thought back to Demonika’s letter. It had been a month since I had received it, and I hadn’t heard anything since, but—what would she think if she knew I was flirting with coworkers? Not that we were official—her godmother never allowed that, but I had my wishes for the future. 
 
    “Maybe after the summer’s over,” she suggested. “You know—when we’re not on the same shift and won’t have to see each other at work the next day?” 
 
    Whoa—this was more than cute flirting. My eyes darted back over to her, considering her as a potential lay with sincerity for the first time. Not that I hadn’t thought about it, of course, but I had never dwelled on the possibility much because, well, someone else had always been paramount in my mind. I’d had a few girlfriends and hookups over the years, but they had always been simple distractions, and I always broke up with them whenever summer started to approach. 
 
    “Sounds good,” I grunted, trying to keep my voice sounding confident and natural, but she probably sensed my discomfort growing because she didn’t say anything else for the rest of her shift—until she left, anyway. 
 
    It was a few hours later, just as the city councilmen and women were starting to file in through the front door, that Tara departed. “See you tomorrow, Bear!” 
 
    I liked that little nickname from her. My name is Barrett Bradshaw, so “Bear” wasn’t exactly an uncommon pet name, but she was the first coworker I’d ever had that had decided to take the liberty to call me it. In fact, there was one person who called me Bear—well, Bear-Boy, come to think of it. I tried to summon up her name and face, but all I could come up with was the place I knew her from—Camp Blackwood. 
 
    The thought of that place triggered a surge of doubt and regret. Demonika had begged me to go, but I had stayed. If I went, I’d be broke when I got back, with no apartment or job to return to. I had honestly looked for options throughout the year, but… 
 
    “G’night, Tara,” I said, beaming back at the beautiful brunette as I banished that mental tangent. “See you tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    Actually—I would not see her tomorrow afternoon, nor ever again. At least, not while I was alive. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Those city council bastards sure know how to party,” I grumbled to myself as I cleaned up the spilled punch and pastry crumbs that had littered the big conference room. The meeting participants had come and gone, and the mess they left behind defied anyone’s expectations. 
 
    I swept, mopped, scrubbed, and sighed my way through the evening, staying a full hour later than I thought I’d need to. Knowing Cathy, I probably wouldn’t even get the last thirty minutes of the overtime approved since it had gone over Tara’s estimation. It was pushing ten-thirty at that point, and my dreary eyes showed it as clearly as the clock itself. 
 
    Ultimately, though, I did finish. I decided to take a quick look around the library one last time, just to make sure everything would be perfect for when Cathy arrived early in the morning, and I was glad I did. Apparently, some of the people who came to the meeting had abandoned half-eaten pastries and drinks on the front desk and a few other tables on their way out, rather than act like civilized folks and properly toss their trash in the bin. 
 
    As I was scrubbing off ring-shaped fruit punch stains from one of the tables, I heard a rapping at the library’s front doors, which triggered the alarm sensor in my pocket. I started walking toward the door, my shoulders tensing as my phone started ringing. I grimaced as I saw the name, though I wasn’t surprised. 
 
    “Hey Cathy. I’m still here. Don’t worry, I’m checking it out.” 
 
    “Thank goodness you’re there,” she muttered. “And thank goodness I upgraded our security system last month. Call the cops if you have to, and let me know who it is as soon as you’re done.” 
 
    “Will do. Leave it to me,” I said, hurriedly hanging up on her. 
 
    When I headed to the front door, I was surprised by what I saw. The doors were transparent glass, and the person waiting outside wasn’t at all what I’d expected—though, to be fair, I wasn’t sure what exactly I had expected. 
 
    I squinted and shined the flashlight function from my phone onto her face, causing her to draw back. Yes—it was a woman, and by the shape of her, a damn pretty one, too. 
 
    I turned off the light from my phone, strode up to the door, and pushed it open. “Hey,” I grunted, “Sorry, we’re closed. Are you alright?” 
 
    “No, I’m not alright, Barrett Bradshaw!” the uncannily familiar voice said back to me in a high, irritated tone. “You should be at home by now! I waited for you for almost an hour! You had me worried sick!” 
 
    My eyes had already adjusted to the flashlight, so now that it was off, it took me a few seconds to see her properly, unblurred by the glare of the doors. I squinted, narrowing my gaze until the frame of her perfect face came into focus. “Demonika Darcy?” I grunted in disbelief. “Is that you? Holy shit, you really came!” 
 
    Before she could answer, my phone rang again. Growling, I picked it up and raised it to my ear.  
 
    “Yes, Cathy, I’ve got it under control. It was a false alarm.” 
 
    “Is that so? Because I’m checking the feed of the security camera now and I can still see someone on the front step—and you opening the door for them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I recognize the girl. Turns out it’s an old friend checking in,” I explained. “She was waiting for me is all. From out of town.” 
 
    Cathy wasn’t calmed by that. “So she rattles the front door of a public library after closing? Tell your friend at once that she is not welcome, or I’ll have Roger take your hours for the rest of the month.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, shooting a silent apology at the gorgeous woman tapping her foot as she watched me take the annoying phone call. “I promise I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry, Cathy. My apologies for the misunderstanding.” 
 
    I hung up on her again and then ignored the onslaught of angry texts that began to pile up as a result. 
 
    “Demonika, you can’t—” 
 
    “Why haven’t you hugged me yet?” she asked, pouting, her gaze going vicious. I could just barely make out her features, but by the distinctive perfection of her gorgeous face, it had to be her. 
 
    “The security camera can see us.” 
 
    She let out a meek sound of offense, like a cross between a squeak and short sigh. “Blah blah blah, none of that matters anymore. I’m here now, Barry! Hugs!” 
 
    I shook my head, chuckling a bit at that. Truth was, I enjoyed seeing her riled up and clamoring for my affection, but it was best to give the girl what she wanted. At times, irritating Demonika could be a bit like shaking a jar of hornets and opening it up—except instead of stinging you, the hornets just angrily try to hold your hand.  
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled, and I reached forward and threw my arms around her. She giggled and squeezed me so tightly that it literally left me breathless. “You’re a lot stronger than I remember.” I pulled back from the hug and was a bit relieved to see she let me go. 
 
    “I’m a changed woman.” She raised a finely sculpted eyebrow. “Can I come in?” 
 
    I laughed. “Not if I want to keep my job.” 
 
    “You don’t,” she said, smirking. “Not after I’m through with you tonight.” 
 
    That got my attention. I shifted my weight onto my other foot and tried to eye her up and down, but she was mostly covered by a heavy black coat and shrouded in the night’s darkness. “What’s this about, exactly, Demonika?” I asked. “Why were you so desperate to get to me?” 
 
    “Call me what you always call me,” she whimpered, fluttering her lashes at me. “Starting with that summer when you held my hand under the picnic blanket by the lake—do you remember?” 
 
    “Nika,” I chuckled at the memory of her many protests to that moniker. “I thought you hated that.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I only said I hated it in front of the other girls. I’m done pretending.” 
 
    “I was just leaving, though.” I gestured at the darkened library interior behind me. “I live across the street. How about—” 
 
    “I know where you live, Barry,” she laughed bitterly as though offended by the notion that I might doubt her. “We exchanged letters. I already told you I was waiting at your front door for an hour, remember?” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “Always so clingy.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “It’s important, I promise. Also, wow—I’m a bit offended that we’re not still hugging, if I can be entirely transparent.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry—you caught me by surprise, and I’m a bit anxious about being on the security camera. You know I’m happy to catch up, and I’d love to have you stay a few nights at my place. You said it’s important—is everything okay? Is it your mom?” 
 
    “Godmommy’s fine,” she said with a grin. “She says hi, by the way.” 
 
    “Tell her I say hi back.” 
 
    “Tell her yourself. You’ll see her soon.” 
 
    My brow further creased in confusion. “You’re being a little bit weird, there, cutie.” 
 
    “Am not!” she replied, rolling her eyes as if I was the obtuse one. “It’ll make sense as soon as you come with me.” 
 
    I winked at her. “Demonika Darcy making sense—there’s a novel concept. Step back, there, I’m going to walk out onto the step with you and lock up. Then we can talk this out at my apartment, if that’s cool.” 
 
    She nodded, taking half a step backward, making just enough space for me on the front stoop. I joined her there, then turned around, put my key in the door, and clicked it locked with a turn. To my surprise, I felt her body pressed against my back, her arms reaching around to clutch me and hold me close. 
 
    I hadn’t gotten a good look at her a second ago, as she had been standing in the shadow under the library’s front awning, and I had gone in pretty fast for the hug—too fast to see her face. I could only make out enough of her to identify her, really, and the long black overcoat she wore obscured much of her shape even further. But now, as full, soft mounds pressed against my back, I realized that I wasn’t the only one who’d become an adult since the last time I had seen her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I grunted hoarsely, taken by surprise by the gift of her affection. 
 
    “I missed you so much,” she whimpered. “Didn’t you miss me?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” I confessed, closing my eyes as I let the softness of her body push against me tighter and tighter. Her arms wrapped around me desperately, and I allowed my hand to brush over the top of hers. “Shit, you’re cold. Why are you so cold?” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem for us soon,” she cooed up at me, her head angled so her lips were just brushing my ear lobe. 
 
    I almost shivered. “Are you...flirting with me?” I asked. 
 
    She gasped and released me from her grip, taking a step back. I instinctively turned around to face her, finding her fuming with irritation. “I’ve been flirting with you since we were seven years old, Barrett Bradshaw!” 
 
    I smirked. “I know,” I chuckled. “I’m just teasing you. But it sounds like you’ve got something to talk to me about—” 
 
    “Something very important,” she said, nodding. 
 
    “Something that didn’t merit a phone call in advance?” 
 
    “I don’t have a phone anymore. It’s too much of a hassle for our kind.” 
 
    I cocked my head at her. “Our kind?” 
 
    “Soon you will be included in this ‘our,’” she squealed excitedly, sighing breathlessly and fluttering her lashes. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    I was internally growing more and more cautious, but I knew Demonika, and while this was weird, it still sounded like her. It wasn’t the first time she had spoken cryptically to me, I was sure of that—though as I tried to recall an example of similar behavior, I couldn’t. Turned out I couldn’t recall much at all from Camp Blackwood, come to think of it. At the time I had no idea why. 
 
    We crossed the dead midnight street, and I couldn’t help but succumb to an open grin as she hugged my arm tightly while we walked together. The suppleness of her nubile figure made itself known to me once more, even given the thick coat that she was wearing.  
 
    Next thing I knew, we were standing in front of the door to my first floor apartment. I unlocked it, clicking and pushing it open as she followed me inside. I turned on the light switch, then pivoted to face her as she walked in behind me. 
 
    “Come on in. So, it’s not much but—holy shit!” I gasped as I saw her face under fluorescent lighting for the first time. What I saw was, right away, obviously not human. 
 
    Her skin was pale to an extreme, with blue and red varicose veins faintly visible beneath her cheeks. She had the pure, white complexion of a porcelain doll, with exaggeratedly perfect skin, unnaturally long eyelashes, and gorgeously wavy dark chocolate hair. 
 
    But none of those things were particularly new features. The ghostly paleness was new, perhaps, but she had always been beautiful and clear of complexion. No, the thing that caught me most off guard was her eyes. 
 
    The sclera in each eye was as black as the ink from a fountain pen, cradling blood-red irises and eerily slitted pupils. She recoiled at my shock, whimpering and drawing back as I regarded her with a look not unlike horror. 
 
    “That’s just mean,” she said, jutting out her lip. “I don’t think I look that bad.” She took a step forward, I took one backward. 
 
    “Your eyes—changed,” I blurted out, staring at her in disbelief. I felt my skin grow goosebumps and a chill settle in the pit of my stomach as I stared at her unearthly beauty. “What—what’s going on?” 
 
    She took another step toward me and bit her bottom lip—and that’s when I first saw fangs. 
 
    “Ohh, don’t be such a baby, Barry,” she groaned, rolling those monstrously beautiful eyes. “You haven’t even heard me out yet.” 
 
    “Heard you out?” I repeated, bumbling, taking a step backward for every step she gained on me. “What are you, some kind of vampire?” 
 
    She grinned. “That and more—just like you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Well—sort of. That’s why I’m here. Do you remember the summer camp we used to go to?” she asked, grinning deviously. 
 
    “Uhh, yes,” I muttered. 
 
    “You remember how you stupidly skipped Camp Blackwood last summer?” 
 
    I nodded. “My mom was sick. We went over this many times, Nika.” 
 
    “Your mom wanted you to go,” she whimpered, leering at me, annoyance scrunching her cute nose. “Your mom begged my godmother to have me beg you. She knew what you are.” 
 
    It was true that I defied my dying mother’s wishes, choosing instead to take care of her, unwilling to leave her alone in hospice care. After that, I had to support us both for a while, so I dropped out of school, passed the test to get my GED, and started working. Demonika was always part of the plan, but I didn’t want to factor her in until I knew how I’d support her.  
 
    But what she said was true. My mother insisted every day on the importance of Camp Blackwood, but had no response for me when I pointed out that I would be homeless and broke when it ended. Eventually, though, for some unclear reason, she stopped pressing about it seemingly overnight—after taking a particularly long phone call one evening. I always wanted to ask who was on the other line and what they told her, but I never had the chance to do so. She died soon after. 
 
    “What’s your point?” I asked after a pause. 
 
    “What do you remember from that camp?” she asked, batting those long eyelashes at me. My back hit the wall as I took one final retreating step, and she took the opportunity to place both hands—ice cold—on my chest. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, trying to recall the details of my stay there once again. Camp Blackwood was a very special camp for special kids. That’s the slogan I recalled. Try as I might, I couldn’t conjure up much of anything else save for isolated memories about people there—mostly Demonika, to be totally honest. I probably only remembered her because she was the whole reason I agreed to go to the camp year after year. 
 
    “I mean,” I grunted, shrugging, “weirdly, I can’t remember all that much.” 
 
    “It’s not weird—it’s magic,” she said, her eyes widening with excitement. I couldn’t help but stare into the black and red pools as they seemed to never tire of looking at me. 
 
    “Magic?” I muttered with obvious doubt. 
 
    She nodded fervently. “And more. You and I—we were chosen, raised from youth for this destiny, Barry.” 
 
    “What destiny?” 
 
    “Magic, immortality, eternal youth, power—love,” she said, drawing out that last word more than I thought was strictly necessary. “This is our destiny.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m going to need you to be about seventy percent more specific than that.” 
 
    She grinned. “Nosferatu Academy. We’re going there. Tonight.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You missed a lot last year at Camp Blackwood, Barry. They almost abandoned you, but I wouldn’t let them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Dark Lord—he almost let you go and live life as a—a mortal,” she groaned, spitting out the last word with vitriol. “You! Barrett Bradshaw!” 
 
    “I told you to stop calling me by my full name,” I murmured, staring hungrily at her inviting lips. 
 
    “I was doing it for effect,” she sighed, her fingers curling, stroking my chest. She smelled sweet, like hydrangea petals, the same as always, and she looked sweeter still. “Anyway, long story short, they gave me permission to bring you to orientation week—but you’re my responsibility.” 
 
    I eyed the door behind her, looking for the opportunity to get away. Something was about to happen. I could feel it. 
 
    “Which means what?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow at her. 
 
    She grinned, two fangs extending as she looked up at me with unhidden affection in her eyes. “Which means I’m the one who gets to turn you.” 
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    ika, buddy—” 
 
    “Don’t call me buddy,” she pouted. “Call me baby. We’re adults, and we can be together if we want to—no one can stop us.” 
 
    I would have loved to hear her tell me that in other circumstances. “Sure. Baby, I don’t think I’m quite sold on the idea of becoming—whatever it is that you are.” 
 
    She blinked. “Oh, you aren’t?” she asked, apparently surprised, but to my great relief, not that disappointed. 
 
    I shook my head. “No—what you’re saying sounds pretty incredible, but what proof do I have that any of it’s true? How do I know this isn’t some trap?” 
 
    Demonika nodded understandingly and withdrew her hands from my pecs. “I really should do more to explain.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you for—” 
 
    By the time I started to mutter ‘understanding,’ Demonika had torn deep into my shoulder with her fangs, moving at lightning speed. The pain was incendiary, sharp like burning daggers ripping into my tender flesh. Soon everything around me was red—even her pretty face was splashed by my spurting blood. I screamed. 
 
    “This is as bad as it gets, I promise,” she said, frowning at me as she licked my blood off of her lips. As I felt the color draining out of me, I watched with gaping shock and horror as she lifted her wrist to her face and sank her own fangs into it, then raked them through her own arm until she opened up the artery. “Drink up, baby.” 
 
    Before I could say anything else, she shoved her bleeding wrist against my mouth, her other arm around my back pulling us close, almost motherly in her tenderness, but there was something feral about her eyes. Something took over me—I latched onto her wrist and started sucking the pumping blood out of her, feeling it fill my cheeks and run down my throat. 
 
    “That’s a good boy,” she cooed, kissing my cheek again and again as I drank from her, “This is all it takes. Blood taken unwillingly, blood given willingly—this is what makes a vampire. To tell the truth, I was relieved to find you so hesitant when I started to explain—otherwise it can require some creative workarounds to get from Point A to Point B.” 
 
    Her lips no longer felt cold to me as she continued to dote them upon me—they were warm, natural, and right. My mind went empty and blank, and my racing heart slowed and slowed until...it stopped. 
 
    “It’s almost done now,” she whispered, her voice as gentle as the last rain of spring. “You’re such a good boy. You’re going to be so, so strong. You have no idea. Even the Dark Lord has no fucking idea how amazing you’ll be.” 
 
    I also had no idea...No idea even what she was talking about, but as my nerves calmed, I noticed quite a few changes happening in my body all at once. 
 
    First of all, and this was the biggest adjustment, I could tell I was technically dead. My heart was absolutely not beating, and my blood was no longer coursing through my veins. I looked at my hands and saw them as pale as Demonika’s perfect face. 
 
    No, my blood was no longer pumping inside me, but something else was. There was something ancient and powerful running in these veins now, centering itself into my heart. “What am I—what am I feeling?” I asked. 
 
    Demonika pulled me down onto the floor with her, and we sank to our knees. We were surrounded by mundane objects that no longer held any meaning to me—a computer, a toaster, a television, a phone. Before I even understood what I was, I knew how far outside of the realm of those things I had become. My understanding of my place in the world and my position in the food chain readjusted all at once. 
 
    “Shhhh,” she cooed, running her fingers through my hair. “I’m going to explain everything I can now.” 
 
    I nodded, looking at her and realizing she was weirdly out of focus. She sensed it too, and reached up and pulled my glasses off of my face and chucked them aside. I could see perfectly without them. 
 
    “How did I—” 
 
    “You just relax your pretty little head,” Demonika said, kissing me on the forehead and stroking my cheek. “I’m so proud of you—you’re going to change everything someday, I just know it.” 
 
    I looked at her, waiting for her to go on. She took a moment to grin at me and let out a lovesick purr. 
 
    “Camp Blackwood wasn’t a simple summer camp. It was a proving ground for a new program created by the legendary Vladimir Tepes himself—Dracula. For the last few decades, the monster hunters have been fighting back against Night Creatures like us, and our kind almost went extinct. But the Dark Lord came up with a brilliant plan to ensure our survival. 
 
    “The problem is that vampires, while powerful, still have vulnerabilities. They need to learn sorcery to increase their odds of survival—and even then, we are too predictable, and our routines can damn us. Despite there being many kinds throughout history, most of us can be killed in similar ways, and our power sets became obvious once the hunters figured out how to identify our type. So, Dracula decided that for the new generation of vampires, turning mere humans wouldn’t be enough.” 
 
    “I’m not following,” I grunted. I reached for the bite on my shoulder and found it healed already. 
 
    She grinned wide, flashing those fangs at me again. This time, though, they didn’t scare me. “You and I—we weren’t human. We were hybrids. Demihumans. And that means that we will possess our own unique powers now that we are vampires, too. If we were full-blooded monsters, then we couldn’t be converted, but the human blood in us makes it possible—we’re the best of both worlds.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow in confusion. “I am human, though,” I said. 
 
    “No, Barry,” she whispered, giggling excitedly, “you aren’t. And you never were.” 
 
    “What am I, then?” 
 
    “I’ll let The Dark Lord tell you that,” she giggled, but then she whimpered, her lips tugging outward in a little pout. “Though I wish I could.” 
 
    “So you know?!” I murmured in shock. 
 
    She nodded, looking dejected. “I was forbidden to say. Or even give a hint.” 
 
    “Then,” I started, gesturing at her, “what are you?” 
 
    An eager grin appeared on her perfect face. “Do you wanna see?” 
 
    I nodded—but then I paused, catching myself. “Wait a second—first of all, yes, I do, but damn, this is a lot all at once.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about the underhanded approach I took,” Demonika muttered quietly, stroking my cheek down to my neck. “But I would do it again in a heartbeat, because now—” 
 
    “It all makes sense,” I said, nodding slowly. “I don’t understand everything just yet, but I feel...calm. Like still water, without a single ripple.” 
 
    She grinned. “Feels good, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded, raising my brow. “It does.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she giggled, grabbing my hands with hers. I let her squeeze them affectionately. 
 
    I stared into her black and red eyes. “I have a lot of questions—but yes, let’s start with what exactly you are if you aren’t human.” 
 
    She beat her chest proudly. “I’m a half-succubus. And a vampire. A succubus is a demon—” 
 
    “I know what a succubus is,” I chuckled. “I’ve seen porn.” 
 
    She laughed her luxuriously girly laugh. “It’s a bit more complicated than ‘sex demon.’ My powers are amplified by the vitality that I can take from people when they’re aroused in my presence. For mortals, this would typically kill them, but for demihumans and vampires, just a little borrowed energy can multiply the potency of my magic and abilities several times over.” She frowned. “But I do have some limitations.” 
 
    “So you just make dudes horny and get powered up?” I asked, cocking a brow at her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Obviously I’ve been saving myself for you, dummy,” she said, swatting my shoulder playfully. 
 
    I probably would have blushed if I had blood running through my body anymore. “You—okay,” I muttered, caught by surprise at that. “Umm. Onto the other questions.” 
 
    Demonika bounced her eyebrows at me. “Ohh, so inquisitive. Go on, I’ll answer anything I can, and because we’re linked, you’ll know instantly if I’m lying or not.” 
 
    “That was my question, actually—if you turned me, does that make me your thrall? Like, am I now your slave?” 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I was an unranked free vampire of low level, despite my unique powers. Turning you actually made you my master and gave you the rank of Noble, with some catches. That’s the way it works when you take the risk in turning someone before you yourself are a Noble. It’s a built-in natural disincentive to keep vampires from multiplying too fast—few people would willingly give up their freedom to the uninitiated.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “You—why would you do that?! Your turning me made me into your master?” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t look the least bit sad. “It’s alright. It’s the price I paid to get them to agree to allow you to enroll at Nosferatu Academy.” 
 
    I felt dizzy with the epiphany. “What does me being your master mean? Can I free you?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “Then you’re free. Be free,” I said, swishing my hand. 
 
    She giggled. “You’ll need to become much stronger before you can do that.” 
 
    “So many damn rules,” I muttered. 
 
    “Actually, it’s not so bad. Basically, being my master means you’ll always be able to find me, you can send me psychic messages with some practice, you can read my thoughts if you try, and you can tell when I’m lying to you without having to check. Also, I will always feel compelled to follow any direct commands you give me—but I know you’d never use that against me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “First command: don’t directly address me master. I don’t need any weird shit like that in my life—at least not from you.”  
 
    “Yes, baby,” she cooed. 
 
    I chuckled in response to that. “That is definitely better than master, but maybe not in mixed company.” 
 
    Something else came over me all of a sudden, like nausea. I shook my head as though trying to reorient myself after a bout with vertigo. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked, placing her hands on my cheeks. 
 
    I nodded. “Why am I—accepting all this so much faster now that I’ve turned?” 
 
    Her long lashes fluttered at me as she regarded me with a bitten lip for a few seconds. “Probably because you know intuitively that every word I say to you is true—and there’s definitely some degree of mental and moral recalibrating that happens when you first change.” 
 
    That had to be a part of it, at least, I decided. I stood up, and she rose with me, grabbing my hands.  
 
    “We should celebrate,” she suggested excitedly. 
 
    I grinned. “I can think of a few ways to mark the occasion.” I tossed my gaze over at the couch. 
 
    She let out a little moan. “Ooohh, I’d love to do that more than anything, but I’m afraid I’ve been told there are some tricks to making love with a half-succubus, and we should be focusing on feeding you now. And getting you a full day’s rest, of course.” 
 
    A full day’s rest. Oh, shit. I suddenly realized something crucial—vampire lore was likely going to affect me. I gritted my teeth at the brutal epiphany. “I’m never going to see the sun again, am I?” I asked, suddenly solemn. 
 
    She shrugged. “Probably not, no. To be honest, I don’t know what your limitations will be. It’s different for all us demihuman vamps. But yeah. That one seems to be more or less set in stone for our kind.” 
 
    “Will I be afraid of garlic? And crucifixes?” 
 
    Demonika’s lips turned downward in a frown. “Yes to garlic—because all of us vampires turned for Nosferatu Academy—Wallachian Vampires—descended from Dracula, and he has an awful allergy to garlic that was only heightened when he gained his powers. We inherited it through our link to him.” 
 
    I winced at the weirdness of that trivia. “Seems legit, I suppose,” I mumbled. 
 
    “As for crucifixes, most of us have bad reactions to them, but some are totally fine with them—and on hallowed ground. It’s a crapshoot, but,” she looked me over with a cute smirk, “I’m going to make a guess and say you’re probably going to be fine around crosses and holy water.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh...you’ll see.” 
 
    My head raced with a dozen more questions, but at the moment, there was one in particular that seemed prudent. “You mentioned I need to eat,” I said with some obvious trepidation. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “So—how does it work? Do we drink out of blood bags stolen from blood banks?” 
 
    She made a face, twisted in disgust. “Blech! Cold blood? That’s guaranteed to poison us. It won’t be fatal, but it will give us a few bad nights in a coffin at least.” 
 
    “So we need fresh blood,” I noted, nodding solemnly. My throat tightened with worry. “Are, like, rats cool to drink?” 
 
    “If you never want to grow stronger, sure,” she said, smirking at me. “Look at you—so squeamish. It’s cute. But that’s all the more reason for us to head to the Academy. The surrounding village is full of willing donors. They get enjoyment out of it too, you know...when we spare them.” 
 
    “Have you killed people?” I feared the answer less than I should have. 
 
    “One,” she noted without a hint of emotion at the confession. “I was just too hungry. I’ve only been a vampire for about a year, you know, so I haven’t messed up too many times yet.” 
 
    I nodded, eyeing her with a scrutinizing gaze. “And what’s the general attitude toward accidentally killing a human when you feed?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s sad,” she said, clucking her tongue with a tsk tsk. “But they’re only people.” 
 
    I looked at her, expecting to be disgusted by what she was saying, but there was a part of me that already accepted it, already seemed to know her words were true. “Alright then. So I need to feed, correct?” 
 
    She nodded excitedly, her eerie eyes lighting up. “Yes. And in order to do that, we need to get to the Academy. And in order to do that, I’ll have to shed the rest of my human disguise—if it’s alright with you.” 
 
    I grinned despite myself. “Knock yourself out. Shed away.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and clasped her hands together as though she were a nun about to offer a sincere prayer, but what resulted was anything but holy. After a moment of quiet, she reached for the shoulders of her coat and stripped it off. As she shed the heavy fabric, spiraling ram horns jutted from the sides of her head, and a long devil’s tail spilled down between her legs, beginning at her tailbone. 
 
    The outfit she was wearing was a black dress that would have seemed at home in a nightclub. A generous helping of cleavage was suddenly on display, and for the first time, I noticed the sleek perfection of her legs and the impressive high heels she wore that only elevated her to the height of my nose. 
 
    Last but not least, two small bat-like wings erupted from her back, the same purplish color as her horns and tail. 
 
    I gawked, my jaw hanging like a blubbering fool. “Nice,” I managed after a moment. “So, show me how we get to where we’re going.” 
 
    She reached inside the cleavage of her dress and pulled out a tiny blue rock, glowing with the crudely etched symbol of a bat with a wolf’s head. “You can think of this as the key to your new home,” she said, grinning so wide that her fangs came out once more. 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “When I hold it in my palm for thirty seconds, it opens a rift into the Netherveil—the dimension where Castle Drakul is located, along with the surrounding villages I mentioned.” 
 
    I shrugged. This sounded unreal, but I detected no lie. “Cool,” I mumbled. “Why not?” 
 
    She laughed a bit, then leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. I felt the saccharine taste of her swell against my tongue as she darted hers briefly into my mouth. 
 
    Before I could pull her in for more, she withdrew. “I just had to do that,” she sighed. “Before anyone else gets the chance. I wanted to be your first kiss at the Academy.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, not knowing exactly how to respond. Instead, I watched as the thirty second mark was crossed and, sure as shit, a black crack in the middle of the room floated in the air like a fissure in reality. 
 
    “Deschide porțile,” she shouted, catching me by surprise. 
 
    “Was that Romanian?” I asked. 
 
    Before she could answer, the crack opened to a swirling black vortex that looked rather unwelcoming. There wasn’t any opportunity to get cold feet, though. Without another word, Demonika grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me through. 
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   T he swelling vortex consumed us, drawing us into its tortuous folds. We tumbled through something unnamable, colorless and yet simultaneously vibrant. I heard a thousand screams ringing in my ear, and a hundred more whirring susurrations rustled the emptiness around me, giving off the impression of blades of grass wavering in a windy prairie. 
 
    But we did not appear in a prairie. 
 
    The dark portal expelled us from its mouth, spitting us out inside a crusty, dry underground chamber that seemed carved from brownish, dusty stone. As I gazed around, seeing the inset openings in the old walls, each with its own coffin, I realized where we were. 
 
    “Is this...a catacomb?” I muttered. 
 
    There had to be a hundred coffins here, but they were dry, worn by time, and covered with a thick sheet of dust and spiderweb. 
 
    Demonika nodded as she placed her stone back in her cleavage, dusting off her black minidress. “I really need to get some fucking pockets,” she whined. Her eyes, which had been glowing when she opened the portal, had since settled. They were still the same malevolent color, but the ethereal light that previously emanated from them was mostly gone. 
 
    She turned to me and tossed me that sexy fanged grin, a tiny bit of my dried blood still upon her chin. “Welcome to the Netherveil, Barry. This is the Catacomb of Fallen Ancients.” 
 
    I took in my surroundings keenly, my eyes adjusting to the light of a hanging lantern suspended above us like the world’s least impressive chandelier, swinging from a rusty chain. 
 
    “It’s rather drab, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s been untouched for centuries—people only come in and out for interdimensional transit, and there are few of us who get permission to do so. The first rule of this place is ‘don’t touch anything.’ The Lost Ancients are dead, but their spirits are said to still linger here.” 
 
    I was ready to accept just about any premise at this point. If she told me my runaway father had been a rainbow unicorn, I’d nod patiently and take it at face value. 
 
    “Look,” she said, ringing one arm around my back and pointing to a gray sarcophagus covered in cobwebs, “That coffin contains the dust of St. Peter.” 
 
    “St. Peter was a vampire?!” I blurted out. 
 
    She nodded. “Not the same sort as us—the Ancients are predecessors with their own bloodlines and traditions, but once they were killed, their whole legacy died out—all their underlings became dust at once.” 
 
    “And all the Ancients’ coffins are in here?” I asked, my voice trembling with wonder. The stale air in the room seemed unusually offensive to my nose. Perhaps some new powers setting in? 
 
    “Many of the remains of vampires they sired were, too,” she explained. “If you look back in history, there is varying lore for vampires and similar creatures predating Dracula. This is because the Ancients were themselves unique, so their followers took after them. Though there are similarities between them—like many only operated nocturnally, and most drank blood—there were far more differences.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, trying to make sense of it. “So why does this place exist?” 
 
    “To honor them and bring their remains away from where humans might find them and learn of us. They may be different, but they were our kind,” she explained, grabbing my hand. “Dracula took great measures to keep this place as a shrine to them. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “Wait—but why here? Why did the portal lead here, of all places?” 
 
    She grinned. “Because the vampiric magic of this realm is strongest here. Their souls are still with us, like I said, blessing us with their powers, keeping the Netherveil together. This is the nexus, the core of this whole little world of ours.” 
 
    Satisfied for now, I nodded and squeezed her hand, letting my fingers lace with hers. “Lead the way, Nika.” 
 
    She giggled and stepped forward, extending one of her dainty fingers in front of us and uttering some words under her breath. A ball of gray light appeared there, lighting the way ahead. “We can see in the dark well enough, but your powers will still be new to you and not fully realized or developed.” 
 
    I nodded, admittedly relieved. To me, that darkness was still just that. Her orb of light was essential to me as far as I could tell, because before it had lit up, the corridor seemed pitch black. 
 
    We made our way down its snaking passages, walking past many more sarcophagi in complete silence. When I did try to speak up, posing a question, my hostess shushed me with a finger to my lips. 
 
    “We can talk when we’re outside,” she whispered. “It’s rude to speak in the Dark Halls.” 
 
    The only sound from that point on was our soft footfalls. The tapping of her heels in particular echoed in the corridor, bouncing off the stony walls. The echo reverberated powerfully enough that it caused me to look up and see just how high the ceiling was. 
 
    I nearly gasped. The walls in the corridor extended upward almost endlessly to the heights of a medieval cathedral, inlaid with cyclopean bricks and faded murals on the ceiling that I couldn’t quite make out due to our dim, gray light source. 
 
    I bit my tongue, fighting back the questions that flooded my head, following my beautiful half-succubus vampire hostess to where we reached the base of a flight of stairs that seemed to spiral upward forever. 
 
    Groaning, I took the first step with her. By the hundredth or so, I realized that I simply wasn’t going to tire out from this. That revelation was profound. I could do this all day. 
 
    But we didn’t have to do it all day. Despite the dizzying heights of the staircase, we practically sprinted up them once I found my stride. 
 
    At the very top, we came upon a giant stone doorway hewn from white marble with gold inlays in the natural cracks. Again, Demonika pulled out the magic stone and held it in front of us, one arm still clinging to me possessively. 
 
    She said the now-familiar Romanian words again, and the doors opened with a slow, thunderous groan. 
 
    Silver moonlight spilled into the chamber where we waited, with muted stars of faded gold offering their own weak sparkle. 
 
    We stepped outside, and my eyes quickly adjusted to the night—night which I saw as clearly as day. Ahead of us, there was a lush, fertile valley with a riverside village. Most of the notable foliage around were pines of some kind or another, save for some fruiting trees I spotted in an orchard at the base of the mountain. Behind us, the doors moved, grinding low and long until they shut with an earth-shaking commotion. 
 
    I looked at the doorway and nodded silently as I noted the exact same symbol carved on it in bas relief as what Demonika’s so-called key to the Netherveil displayed. 
 
    “That’s the symbol of the Netherveil?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “And the same symbol used by Nosferatu Academy.” 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked. “The academy, I mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Our first day is in just a few days from now. But I suspect it’s there.” 
 
    She pointed off to a distant peak on the opposite side of the village before us. Atop that peak was a gray castle postured proudly against a cliff’s edge. 
 
    “That’s Castle Drakul,” she explained. “Since Dracula self-exiled from Earth after creating the Netherveil, he has adopted that as his home.” 
 
    “How do you not know where the academy is?” I asked. “Is it not common knowledge?” 
 
    “We are the founding class—there will only be one new class for the remainder of this decade—we can’t afford to expand our numbers too quickly. In our class, there are fewer than two dozen people, and only four professors are responsible for all of us. The Dark Lord himself is one of them.” 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head. 
 
    “What?” Demonika giggled at my reaction. “Why are you laughing?” 
 
    “Count Dracula is going to be my professor. It’s absurd.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, smirking. “It is funny when you first hear about it. Almost cheesy, but it’s true.” 
 
    “Have you met him?” I dared to ask. 
 
    She nodded firmly. “Oh yes. I met him when I first came here, and again when I campaigned on your behalf. He’s a very intense man—if you can call him a man, I suppose. He’s been inhuman for so long, but he’s surprisingly sweet when you get to know him.” 
 
    Dracula? Sweet? That didn’t sound quite right...but who was I to say? I shrugged and neglected to comment further. 
 
    The valley below was not colorful. It was like looking at a gothic landscape painting through a gray lens. The colors were still faintly present beneath it all, but the ethereal light of the huge moon above coated the world with a silvery gloss. 
 
    “Now what?” I muttered, still staring down at the outstretched valley. 
 
    “Now we get you a bite to eat,” she said, rubbing my tummy playfully, though I doubted vampire digestive systems worked that way. 
 
    A tiny bit of human sympathy and worry clung to the back of my brain. “Can we avoid killing someone?” I suggested. 
 
    “That would be for the best,” she sighed agreeably. “But I’ve planned ahead. I’m going to make it fun for you. I really need so badly for you to enjoy your life as my vampire master—it means everything to me that you don’t regret what I’ve done to you.” She pouted at me, batting her lashes cutely. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Can you...turn into a bat or something? Can you find your beastmorph?” she asked, lifting a brow at me. 
 
    Blinking, I shook my head. “Is that something I should know how to do?” 
 
    “The Dark Gift comes differently to us all. Some of us notice no powers without being taught how to use them. Some of us feel a few of them innately—I was able to transform into a wolf and a bat as soon as I became a vampire, but most people start getting powers much more slowly.” 
 
    I frowned, closing my eyes for a moment as though trying to gaze within myself, but nothing came to me. “Sorry,” I muttered sheepishly. “I don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    “And maybe you never will. Like I said, the Dark Gift manifests itself uniquely in everyone. But—I know for a fact that you will be powerful,” she promised, grinning. 
 
    I smirked at her skeptically, favoring one hip as I regarded her pretty face. “And how do you know that? Sounds like you’ve just got a crush on me.” 
 
    She grabbed the collar of my bloodstained shirt and simpered up at me. “Of course I do, but I’m part succubus—I can read latent energy in people and see their potential. And yours? Off the fucking charts, baby. Plus, there’s the juicy stuff Dracula told me.” 
 
    “Is that why you insisted on turning me?” I asked. “You knew I’d be some kind of hot shot?” 
 
    She tittered sweetly and licked her lips. “It’s why I had an easy time making a case for you...But I turned you because I’m into you.” 
 
    “So what was your plan? Fly down the mountain together as bats and head into the village to grab a bite to eat?” I asked. 
 
    “More or less—but it won’t be that much slower to go on foot if you want to.” 
 
    I did some exaggerated stretches like I was about to run a race to the bottom. “You’re on.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Slow down there, hot stuff. Follow my finger.” She pointed down the valley at a fixed spot in the distance. “You see that little peasant cabin with the log roofing?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    “That’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    Before I had time to respond, she literally dissipated into the air, turning into a thick fog that hung over my head for a moment before leaving me behind. She headed down the mountain far faster than any single cloud should ever be allowed to travel. 
 
    I started sprinting. Again, I was quickly struck with the renewed understanding that I wasn’t about to tucker myself out. I felt as though I could run all night. Whether or not that was true was something I’d have to put to the test eventually, but for the time being, my energy seemed boundless. 
 
    I was a bit awkward on my feet, though. Running downhill, even as a vampire, was difficult. I was going fast, whizzing past trees at a dangerous speed. With one false step, I might collide into one of them. A mental image of me running into a pointy branch and staking myself through the heart popped into my head. It was as though the growth of my physical powers had outpaced the development of my perception and senses. 
 
    But I kept gaining speed. Rapidly. Faster and faster, I blazed a path down the mountain, weaving through the trees until I ended up at a cliff with no obvious trail continuing downward. A broken bridge seemed to be the culprit, so I jumped, clearing the gap, soaring through the air like a sexy vampiric bird. I landed on the opposite side, and something like adrenaline surged through me. 
 
    “Ha!” I shouted triumphantly, feeling awash with my own power. This new world was my playground. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I was in the valley, charging at ungodly speeds through a peasant village that was mostly inactive due to the late hour. I ran through it in a hurry, feeling a throbbing in my veins. I understood intuitively that that was my body’s new way of telling me one thing in particular: I was thirsty. 
 
    Damn, was I thirsty. Exerting myself like this didn’t tire me out, but it did drive that hunger home. I gritted my teeth as the log cabin came into sight, growing larger and larger in my view.  
 
    I stopped a safe distance from it, trusting my senses to help me find Demonika. Sure enough, she was inside—I could sense her. That much was probably because she was my devoted minion. 
 
    My eyes darted around anyway, taking in all the sights I could. A pumpkin patch lined the perimeter of this property, and a penned area also held a few sheep and a dog house. It was a peasant home, alright. 
 
    Not sure what else to try, I felt rather silly walking up to the front door and knocking, but that’s what I did. Least intimidating vampire move ever.  
 
    The door opened with a low creak, and it was Demonika’s face, freshly painted with a bit of blood, that waited for me there. “I helped myself to the mother,” she cooed. “She’s fast asleep. I hope you don’t mind that I started without you, baby.” 
 
    I cocked a brow at her and smirked, trying to walk through the doorway, but as my hand passed beyond the threshold, it burned as though I’d dipped it in battery acid. 
 
    “Fuck!” I grunted, clutching it. 
 
    “Whoa, hang on,” she said, soothing me, cupping my face in her soft hands. “You need to be invited in. This is a human’s home. Girls?” 
 
    Another door opened behind her, and two young women with blonde hair appeared, wearing sheer white sleeping gowns that hung loosely over their bodies. Their nipples and the shapes of their curves were made visible through the fabric by the light of the candles they both carried as they walked together up to the front door. 
 
    “Please, come into my home, my lord,” the one on the right bowed, smiling anxiously. The one on the left seemed far more eager about the whole affair. 
 
    “My Lord is right,” I murmured as I eyed their comely figures. Again, I felt my insides throb as my eyes honed in on the pulsing veins in their slender necks. “Nice,” I noted. I shot an approving look at Demonika. 
 
    “Do you like them?” she giggled. “I got them just for you.” 
 
    “I do,” I replied, “but what do you mean you ‘got them’?” 
 
    The nervous one stepped forward, shaking almost uncontrollably, but she put on a brave face. “We were neighbors, my lord, with birthdays only a week apart. We just turned twenty, so our flesh is unclaimed. My mother wants to make sure I am taken by a vampire who will treat me well and provide for me ensuring a long, long life…Perhaps a master that might see fit to move me out of lycanthrope territory. So, Lady Darcy arranged to have me sworn to you as your bloodthrall and servitor.” 
 
    “And you?” I asked the other one. 
 
    The smile fell from the other girl’s face for a moment, and she adopted much of her counterpart’s shyness. “My mother and father both passed. I’ve been staying here the last few months and it’s impossible for Maria’s mother to support us both much longer. I…have nowhere else to go.” 
 
    I turned to my escort. “How did you arrange for this? I’m no one.” 
 
    “You’re a new vampire, true, but you’re part of the first generation of Nosferatu Academy’s students. And you’re technically a Noble! There are far less wholesome monsters out there that would prey on two beautiful women who just reached adulthood. Some of the feral ones wouldn’t hesitate to kill them for fun. But with your mark, all other vampires will feel compelled to stay away. It’s like insurance. They have to pay the premium, but they’re protected.” 
 
    I nodded. “So—it’s for their own good, too?” 
 
    Demonika grinned. “Pretty little things like these wouldn’t last a year without a master or some kind of protector. You wouldn’t want them to be eaten up by a big bad wolf or a nasty stray vampire, would you?” she said, mock-pouting. 
 
    “Do you have any bloodthralls?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “You have to have at least one vampire thrall in order to have the power to take any—due to our unique situation, you qualify on day one. I don’t.” 
 
    “Please, sir,” the shy girl, Maria, whimpered, setting her candles down on a table behind her. “I may seem anxious, but I don’t want to die. What Lady Darcy says is true. It would only be a matter of time before someone kills us or claims us unwillingly.” 
 
    “Bite us, my lord,” the other one giggled, chewing on her own bottom lip as she also set her candle aside. “Make us yours.” 
 
    I’d done my due diligence. Instinct took over, and all moral questions were set aside. My lips moistened as I stared hungrily back at the pair of beauties. I took a step forward, closing the gap between myself and the human women, feeling their perfumed scents fill my nostrils with hints of sweat and floral fragrances I couldn’t name. 
 
    Maria looked away and pulled her shoulder straps down, letting her nightgown tumble into a heap upon the floor. She looked up at me with anxiety, yes—but I sensed a yearning in her, too. 
 
    Her friend was the opposite. There was almost no dread in her as I approached, and seeing what her counterpart had done, she followed suit with a giggle. Two naked, blonde peasant girls stood before me, proffered like a gift to a pagan god. Their lissome bodies tempted my eyes away from their open necks. 
 
    Maria pulled her hair back to expose more of herself to me—namely the shoulder and throat. “My lord,” she whimpered, looking up at me expectantly. 
 
    I looked back at Demonika, who nodded with an excited grin. She seemed...proud. 
 
    “How do I mark them? As opposed to just feeding?” I asked. 
 
    Demonika giggled. “I was going to tell you when you finished—but it’s very simple. I read it in a book.” 
 
    I arched a wary eyebrow at her. “Not an Anne Rice book, I hope?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes playfully. “No, silly—a book from Dracula’s library. Once you finish feeding, you kiss them on the lips and say their name afterward. If they’re truly willing, your mark will appear a few inches below their navel.” 
 
    “And if they aren’t willing?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, then some other vampire comes along and eats them in a week or two,” she shrugged. 
 
    Maria shivered at that. 
 
    I turned to the other girl—the excited one. “And what is your name?” I asked her. 
 
    “Eliza—but you’ll probably have to say Elizabeth, as that’s my birth name,” she said, licking her lips. 
 
    I leaned in, my fangs extending. Eliza gasped. I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close. 
 
    “Do it,” she urged me breathlessly. “Please.” 
 
    I bit into her, careful not to go too hard or too deep. I treated it like a gentle kiss, sucking her blood out gingerly through the fresh holes I’d punctured into her neck. She moaned as though the act were brazenly sexual. 
 
    “You see that, Barry?” Demonika giggled. “It doesn’t even hurt. Nothing to worry about at all.” 
 
    I wanted to respond to her in some subtle way, but my head was spinning. The taste of this peasant girl’s blood was sweeter and richer than any food I’d experienced in my life, more potent a flavor than chocolate. A part of my soul tugged at me to drink deeper and longer, but I didn’t want to risk killing the girl. When I felt about half-sated, I pulled back. 
 
    Some of the color had indeed drained from her face, but an expression of unabashed ecstasy greeted me when I looked at her. Her legs quivered, and a bit of drool dribbled down her chin as her eyes went heavy-lidded with desire. I leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    “Elizabeth,” I whispered against her lips. 
 
    Another moan came back to me as she returned my kiss with an adventurous spirit. A light crept into the bottom corners of my eyes, and I pulled back from her face to look down at its source. 
 
    There it was—a strange symbol appeared on her navel, glowing pink. It was a flaming sword with feathered wings and some other patterns around it that couldn’t be easily described but reminded me of celtic tribal tattoos. 
 
    “There it is,” Demonika whispered in awe. “Your mark on her flesh.” 
 
    “Please, sir,” Maria pleaded one more time. “Don’t forget me.” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t forgotten you,” I growled, and I pulled her against me with the other arm as Eliza started kissing my cheek and grinding herself on my leg. I bit down into Maria’s slender neck, quickly succumbing to the madness-inspiring bliss that was the taste of her blood. 
 
    She squirmed and whined in my grasp but threw her arms around me like a lover. Soon she yielded to her pleasure, and I heard the same amorous sounds her friend had let out moments before—no, that she was still letting out as she needfully ground her sex against my thigh. 
 
    I pulled back from the bite, feeling myself reach fulfillment. I turned my focus on her pretty face, watching her lick her lips and nod, inviting me in for the completion of this sacred act. 
 
    Our lips connected, and I was almost shocked at the forcefulness with which she pressed her body into me. She made no sound but bit my lip and sucked on my tongue as confidently as though it was our hundredth night together. 
 
    I finished the kiss, staring into her eyes as we stood nose to nose. “Maria,” I whispered. 
 
    And it was done. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   A s I stepped outside, leaving the human women behind in the dark safety of their humble cottage for now, a new power throbbed inside me. My senses became more pronounced, and my muscles seemed to swell with unfamiliar strength. 
 
    “I feel it,” I grunted as Demonika and I stepped back into the dark of night. The trees around us seemed to welcome me like a warm blanket. 
 
    “Describe it,” she urged me. She started walking at a leisurely pace, so I followed suit, keeping myself beside her at all times. 
 
    I dizzily shook my head, my sight darting around and neck bending as though I were looking at the world through brand new eyes. I realized then that I probably was. For all I knew, my sclera and irises were now the same colors as hers. 
 
    “The world is filled with colors I’d never noticed before,” I started, inhaling the cool night air. It was like taking a breath in a walk-in refrigerator, but it wasn’t unpleasant. “I can see further, and I can—I can hear things, too, if I focus.” 
 
    “What do you hear?” she asked. “Practice listening.” 
 
    I nodded at her and chewed on the inside of my lip as I tried to draw in the sounds of the night around me. It wasn’t that any of the sounds were new to me per se, but I had never been able to process so much at once. I could hear crickets, wolves, the wind, even the women whispering back at the cottage now far behind us— 
 
    “I can hear them,” I murmured, closing my eyes. “I can hear those girls I drank from talking to each other.” 
 
    “That’s likely because they’re your bloodthralls,” Demonika explained. “You’ll be more tuned in to their voices—and mine—than any other thing.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because we belong to you in the same way,” she said, daring an amorous look in my direction. “But they won’t be half as devoted as I am.” 
 
    “Is what I’m experiencing normal?” My body shivered and shook violently without warning or permission, like I only had half of it under my control. 
 
    She nodded. “Extremely. The things that make you unique will become clear to you later.” 
 
    “You mentioned different kinds of vampires led by leaders called Ancients,” I noted. “But I also got the feeling that most vampires are fairly similar.” 
 
    She beamed at me proudly. “That’s correct. There used to be many different types of vampire. Now, as far as I know, there is only the Wallachian Vampire.” 
 
    “That’s what we are?” 
 
    “Yep. But long ago, there were many different bloodlines that were spawned from other Ancients—like Bloody Mary, or whoever created the Jiangshi from China.” 
 
    “And they had different powers?” 
 
    “And weaknesses. It’s possible some of them still exist, but not here in the Netherveil. This is his realm.” She punctuated that sentence with a nod to the castle in the distance. 
 
    “What can you tell me about him?” I asked after a pause. 
 
    “Well—” she started to say, but then she froze perfectly still and held up a hand for me to do the same. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and followed her example. I didn’t say anything—turns out I didn’t need to. 
 
    Werewolves, she said—except she didn’t say it. It was like I heard her voice broadcasting itself into my brain. 
 
    I tried to send a psychic message back to her but struggled with it. Where? 
 
    Stay behind me. You don’t have control of your powers just yet, she instructed me. 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about. At the moment, my senses were pretty damn good, and I couldn’t hear a single thing. 
 
    Wait. That was the tell, wasn’t it? The night air had been rife with audible activity only seconds before—and now it was as quiet as death. Only the wind persisted, howling softly around us. 
 
    Then there was another, different sort of howl. 
 
    I saw them right after I heard them—three black hulks of fur and flesh, roughly shaped like something between a man and a wolf. The trio of them were all identical as far as I could tell. They appeared without explanation from behind trees that seemed much too thin to conceal them. It would have been funny-looking if it weren’t so terrifying. 
 
    Stay calm, I urged myself. I struck a defensive stance, showing my fangs to the one I thought might be the leader as it appeared right ahead of me, just off the trail. 
 
    “We have been summoned by the Dark Lord,” Demonika called out. “We will be through your domain shortly.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” rasped the big one—male, I decided. He started lumbering toward us, standing taller than me even on four legs. “This one left his filthy mark on two of the humans in our territory. That is a sin that cannot go unpunished, as it is against our rules.” 
 
    I swallowed audibly. “I don’t think we understood your rules—” 
 
    “Your territory?” Demonika said, her voice lit with disgust. “I am sorry, but you are here entirely by the grace of the Dark Lord’s mercy, and you’d do best not to forget it.” 
 
    I shot an anxious look at her, which she ignored.  
 
    “This land is ours whether you accept it or not,” the wolf countered. The other two were slowly closing in on our flank. “We don’t need his permission to stake our claim to the fringes of the ‘Veil. These are our hunting grounds.” 
 
    “Well, forgive us for not knowing you were plotting treason against the master who gave you a home,” Demonika bit back with a snarl. 
 
    The Alpha wolf grinned ferociously, showing all his fangs at once. “An interesting perspective. I’ll spend some time thinking about it after we’ve picked our teeth with your bones.” 
 
    “Last warning,” Demonika goaded him. I found myself wondering what the hell her game was at this point. I had no idea how to handle myself in a fight with three werewolves, so I certainly hoped she was more capable of throwing down than I was if she was going to talk so big. 
 
    The werewolves were apparently not about to back down either. Her confident smile withered as that became clear, and we noticed the Alpha begin a leap in my direction. 
 
    “Wait!” Demonika shrieked. The world proceeded forward in slow motion. I watched with captive awe and terror as my beautiful guide threw her body in front of mine, moving just as fast as the wolf in ahead of us. 
 
    But there was more than just the Alpha, and the two monsters at our sides were also lunging, making their attack. 
 
    The Alpha landed first, colliding with her, shoving her body into mine. The three of us hit the ground at once, tumbling backward, and the other werewolves were set to land at exactly my location. 
 
    Sure enough, they did. One chomped down on my shoulder while the other went for my face. Dark blood oozed from the shoulder wound, and I felt my hands puncture as I caught one of the other wolves by the jaws and tried to hold his mouth open. I extended it as far as I could, surprised, maybe even horrified by my own strength. A moment later, a popping snap sounded out, and the werewolf shrieked as I broke its jaw. 
 
    It withdrew, falling back as the other wolf seemed set to rip my arm off with its chomping maw. I punched it in the face a few times, but to little avail. Even worse, the wolf whose jaw I’d broken was popping it back into place like it was a minor injury, eyeing me with beady yellow eyes that didn’t waver from their hateful focus on my face. 
 
    “Get the fuck off of me!” Demonika shouted with the Alpha pinning her to the ground. He was snapping at her perfect face with a single mission—to rip it off of her. 
 
    I wasn’t about to stand by and let that happen, though. I punched the wolf on my shoulder directly in the eye, digging my fist into the socket so deep that I forced an impact against its brain. That would probably have killed most things, but for this literal son of a bitch, it was just enough to get him to let go of me. 
 
    Bleeding profusely but out of time, I dashed toward Demonika and her hideous opponent and dropkicked him in the side, launching the wolf off of her body. He flew through the air and collided with a tree. His two lackeys—both just at that moment finished with their regenerative timeouts—howled shrilly in acknowledgment of their Alpha’s pain. 
 
    As the three of them barreled down on us, I reached out and grabbed hold of Demonika, wrapping my arms around her from behind, pulling her against me and taking her to the ground with me.  
 
    I covered her with my body as the wolves bore down on us. Just as they were mere inches away, I felt a strange sensation running down the two sides of my back, like something was trying to burn its way out of me. 
 
    “Stop this at once!” came a powerful, throaty feminine voice, followed by a crashing sound like adjacent thunder.  
 
    I waited for fangs to bear down on me, but it miraculously didn’t happen. After a few more seconds, holding the shuddering form of Demonika in my arms...nothing happened at all—even the feeling in my back subsided with all the urgency gone. There was silence soon after, but I caught the smell of a familiar perfume on the wind, one that had been burned into my sense-memory years before—lavender and sage. With that, the sensation in my back disappeared. 
 
    Cautiously and slowly, I raised my head, my eyes darting around. The first thing I saw was a pair of blue, scaly high-heeled boots that became a rather shapely pair of legs the further I followed them upward. Eventually I realized that the comely figure in front of me was a woman I’d known in childhood—and she hadn’t aged a day since the moment I met her. 
 
    “Mrs. Drake,” I grunted, my eyes wide as I took in her true form. 
 
    Her creamy, pale legs were as perfect a pair as ever I’d seen, giving way to generous hips and a trim, tight midsection. Her narrow ribcage transitioned boldly to a plump pair of breasts that I’d always been more than a little curious about. The outfit she wore was skintight, made of the same scaly blue material as her boots. It took me a moment to realize that she had dragon-like wings and a long, thick reptilian tail coming out of the back of her dress as well.  
 
    There was more, though. She also possessed the same vampire eyes as Demonika—black on red, glowing with fury as she regarded us groveling on the ground in front of her. Her snarling face showed similar fangs to her goddaughter’s as well. 
 
    “Godmother!” Demonika gasped as she looked up at the beautiful woman standing before us. “Ohhh, you’re gonna be mad, aren’t you?” 
 
    I stood up cautiously, casting a wary look at the woman in front of me. I’d known Mrs. Drake all my life, but never before had I seen her in such a revealing dress—or with such monstrous features. Fuck, she even had straight black horns and a forked reptilian tongue. 
 
    Mrs. Drake’s angry face gave way to a tired sigh and a wild roll of her eyes. She regarded her goddaughter—not me, I noted—with a disgusted look: the classic look of a disappointed mother figure. “Demonika Arianna Darcy, you are in so much trouble, young lady.” 
 
    Demonika cringed, leaning against me. “But—I did what I said I would. I fulfilled Dracula’s requirements.” 
 
    “And then some, I’d venture,” the older woman added bitterly. Well, she was older than Demonika, as her godmother, but she looked more like an elder sister at this stage, maybe early thirties at most, with Demonika having been turned once she was eighteen. “Tell me, why would a pack of werewolves be bold enough to attack two young vampires?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “It sounded like they didn’t appreciate the fact that I took two bloodthralls on their territory.” 
 
    “You did what?!” she gasped, raising her voice in anger. Her eyes quickly went back to her goddaughter. “Never mind the absurdity of the notion of them having territory. What have you done?! Bloodthralls? How is this possible?!” 
 
    Demonika shrugged. “Because of the unusual way he was turned by a non-Noble, he became my master, which gives him the ability to take thralls.” 
 
    “I see. Yes, that is a curious loophole that hasn’t been exploited much in history,” Mrs. Drake noted, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Even so, being converted into a Noble shouldn’t carry with it quite that much power by default. Are you certain it worked?” 
 
    “Dracula himself told me about the loophole—and yes, we saw the mark over their stomachs,” Demonika explained. 
 
    “And did Dracula tell you to have him take those women as thralls, young lady?”  
 
    Demonika bit her lip. “Well, no—he didn’t. But why else would he have mentioned the possibility if he didn’t want me to?!” 
 
    “This is outrageous, Demonika. Frankly, I’m surprised at the Dark Lord as well. What else did he tell you?” 
 
    Demonika straightened herself up but laced her fingers in mine, holding my hand like we were on a picnic date. Her godmother lifted her eyebrow to signal her noticing that fact. 
 
    “Godmommy, I’m sorry—I’m not supposed to say.” 
 
    Mrs. Drake let out a grating groan. “What is that man thinking, entrusting you with such a delicate mission?” she said, shaking her head. “Honestly, I knew you’d mess it up somehow or another.” 
 
    “Hey,” I grunted, surprising myself by coming to her defense when I didn’t even know the facts of the situation, “she clearly was looking out for my best interest, whatever she was scheming.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Mrs. Drake admitted, her stern face going soft as she looked at me. She took a step forward and smiled. “It’s so good to see you—look at you.” She put a hand on my cheek. “So handsome and strong.” She pinched my face the way she used to all those years ago, making me chuckle. If I had blood actively flowing through my body, I probably would have blushed. 
 
    “Alright, cut that out,” Demonika said with an irritated scowl. “No touchy.” She swatted her godmother’s hands away. 
 
    “My my, Demonika, already so possessive, and against me of all people?” Mrs. Drake chortled. “That’s going to be a big problem for you very soon.” 
 
    Demonika’s resulting glare seemed to catch Mrs. Drake by surprise. 
 
    “Why is that going to be a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh—I just have a feeling you’ll be in very high demand. Most of the initiates for Nosferatu Academy’s founding class are beautiful women—purely by chance, mind you, but it’s going to make for an interesting dynamic.” 
 
    I looked over at Demonika and broadcast my first definitely successful psychic message to her. You didn’t seem too jealous about the human girls a few minutes ago, I noted. 
 
    She looked up at me in surprise, then jutted out her lip in a pout. She spoke her reply aloud. “That’s different. They’re just humans.” 
 
    I shrugged and turned to the older woman. “What happened to the wolves?” I inquired. “One second they were here, and the next they were gone.” 
 
    “Banished—they’ll have to find their way back to the Netherveil on their own.” Mrs. Drake paused in thought for a moment, crossing her arms in front of her. “They probably never will.” 
 
    I arched my brow at her, clearly impressed. “Is that magic?” 
 
    “Magic you’ll learn someday soon enough,” she assured me, then turned her face to Demonika, “assuming your stunt doesn’t get him sentenced to a decade in a coffin.” 
 
    I cringed. “Is that a possibility?” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Demonika replied, squeezing my hand. “I promise, I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    Mrs. Drake let out a throaty laugh. “I don’t imagine it’ll come to that, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he considers it.” 
 
    I sighed, suddenly feeling rather nervous and impatient. “Okay—I’m not getting any straight answers about anything else until I meet the big guy himself, so if it’s all the same, I’d like to get moving.” 
 
    Demonika made puppy dog eyes at her godmother. “Can you please teleport us, Godmommy? We’re already slightly delayed.” 
 
    Mrs. Drake nodded, casting a neutral look at us both. “Very well.” She placed a palm on each of our foreheads. “Parcurge distante mari,” she intoned as her eyes lit up. As the world around us seemed to disappear, I heard her voice add one more thing: “Good luck.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   T he next thing I knew, I was in a cave with hundreds of candles hanging from the walls. My head throbbed, and I glanced down at my feet and saw a chalky white seven-pointed star with Latin and Romanian inscriptions written along the edges of the shape’s lines, their words originating at each of the vertices. 
 
    The smell of murky water permeated the air around me—mud and stone. There was, of course, one other smell...Demonika. 
 
    I turned my head and saw my companion standing next to me, a pensive look on her face. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I’m just worried I got you into trouble.” 
 
    “Why did you do that?” I grunted, shaking my head. “First you trick me into taking two thralls, then you practically pick a fight with those werewolves.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I still don’t understand why they attacked us. They shouldn’t have tried it—it’s forbidden to harm vampires of Dracula’s direct line. They should have been able to smell that on us.” 
 
    “Isn’t every living vampire technically his direct line?” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted, cocking her head to one side, “insomuch as they were created by vampires created by him—but he sired me directly, and I sired you. I’m a second generation Wallachian Vampire, and you’re a third.” 
 
    I looked around the cave—there was a door behind me. “This is a grotto, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. It was carved out of the same mountain upon which Dracula built his castle.” 
 
    Nodding, I let out a long, cold breath. It amused me that I still felt compelled to breathe even though I technically didn’t need to. “I suppose we shouldn’t keep the big man waiting much longer.” 
 
    We exited the grotto in silence, walking through a stone door that was so heavy I realized only a vampire or another monster would have the strength to push it open. Demonika seemed to think she might be stronger than me, so I let her have a go—but when she struggled, I grabbed the base and lifted it up easily, drawing an airy note of surprise from her lips. 
 
    When we were outside, I immediately felt the silvery light of the moon upon my skin again. I looked down at my hands, noticing just how pale I’d become. 
 
    There were two cobblestone paths ahead of us. One path headed up the side of the mountain, leading into the castle. Another led down into a different settlement at the base of the mountain. The village—if it was a village—had a very oddly structured design. There were four large manor-like houses with fenced-in yards and room for crops and plenty of space. The four plots were organized in a square, with each plot and its manor making up one of four corners. 
 
    We headed up the mountain, and though my body worked differently from how it did before I became a vampire, I still noticed a familiar sensation pitting in my stomach: dread. What would Dracula say? Wasn’t it insane that I was about to meet such a legendary being? I was well past the ‘this is a prank’ territory at this stage, so all I could do was accept the inevitability of what was to come. For all I knew, Dracula might be able to control me with a snap of his fingers. 
 
    I wouldn’t let that happen, though. Not if Demonika was in trouble. I had to go ‘mind over matter’ here. Demonika Darcy had been my friend for too long, and as much as she apparently had been crushing on me over the years, I had always held her in a similarly romantic regard. I couldn’t forgive myself if she got harshly punished for the crime of trying to spoil me. 
 
    Maybe her methods were a bit problematic and disobedient to the boss, but all she wanted to do was help me. However misguided she might be, that kind of love and loyalty had to be protected or I couldn’t face myself in the mirror. Well, I couldn’t do that anyway, being a vampire but… 
 
    I looked inside myself, trying to understand what abilities there were at my disposal, but nothing came to mind. I was fast, sure, but I wasn’t even as fast as Demonika as far as I could tell. I was stronger than her, probably—that much had become clear with how easily I opened the grotto door and her gasping reaction to it. Still, I was willing to bet Dracula was faster, smarter, stronger, and overall just way more in control. Not to mention he had magic. 
 
    I didn’t see any way for me to beat Dracula if it came to blows. I’d have to find some other way. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Demonika asked. 
 
    I grinned at her. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “Read my thoughts,” she suggested, smiling sweetly up at me. 
 
    “What?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Try it. You did it before when I sent them to you directly, but if you focus, you should be able to dig inside my head at any time since I’m your thrall, even if mind-reading isn’t your gift.” 
 
    I swallowed a big gulp of nerves and nodded, staring at her as we continued to walk our way up the path. At first I had trouble finding my way into her head, but the longer I focused, the more I started to hear something. 
 
    She looked up at me with a wide, fanged grin, giggling sweetly as the words started to become clear. I love you I love you I love you I love you I love you… 
 
    I let out a laugh of surprise and shook my head. “Okay, that’s enough of that, Nika.” 
 
    Demonika sulked, crossing her arms. “You’re no fun.” 
 
    “You have no shame.” 
 
    “If I were interested in being coy, I don’t think we’d have gotten quite this far,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I grunted as we crested the top of the mountain, “there it is.” 
 
    “Castle Drakul,” she whispered in awe. “You know, I’ve only been inside one other time—when I made my appeal to the Dark Lord on your behalf.” 
 
    “And then you killed me and turned me into the living dead.” 
 
    “Aaaaand you’re welcome.” She stuck out her tongue at me playfully as she walked up toward the front gate. Two men in shining black plate armor with crossed spears stood in front of a lowered drawbridge. When they saw her, their posture adjusted immediately.  
 
    “Lady Darcy is back,” one of them shouted. “The little goddaughter. Raise the portcullis!” 
 
    The iron gates went up, clinking slowly. The guards did not address us directly except to raise their spears in invitation.  
 
    “The little goddaughter,” she seethed, balling her fists at her side. 
 
    “You are a bit of a shortstack,” I noted. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Drake isn’t that much taller.” 
 
    “How exactly did she become your godmother?” I asked. I was curious about this ever since finding out she was a half-succubus and her mother was clearly a demihuman too. 
 
    She shook her head. “She was a friend of my mother’s. My father raised me to adulthood since Mommy was never around. I never heard the whole story, but Cordelia visited me a lot as a kid and always brought gifts. Every summer, she was the one who insisted on shipping me off to Camp Blackwood—but of course I always wanted to go to see you.” 
 
    “Is she married?” I asked. 
 
    Silence filled the air as we stepped toward the front gates. She shot me a murderous look. “No. Why do you ask?” she said at last. 
 
    “Just curious,” I murmured defensively. “She goes by Mrs. Drake, which implies she’s married, but I’ve never heard of her husband.” 
 
    “I think the title is just her way of scaring off unwelcome advances.” 
 
    I thought back to her forked tongue and horns and shuddered. “I think she could find easier ways.” 
 
    We walked through the front gates together, ending up in the castle courtyard.  
 
    “Which way do we go?” I asked. 
 
    “Ahh, leave that to me,” said a handsome voice belonging to a tall, thin man with gray skin and white hair but oddly youthful features. I turned my head to size him up. The bastard was tall—taller than me by a lot, and I was six feet and four inches. Still, he was so skinny that I probably weighed substantially more. 
 
    “Arthur!” Demonika cooed, clapping excitedly. “I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “I wish I could say the same, Lady Darcy,” he said, bowing low. “The Dark Lord knows of your...shenanigans, and I don’t think I’ve seen him this irritated since the incident with the vampire hunter in 1847.” 
 
    Demonika’s jaw dropped. “You’re bluffing! That’s a long time.” 
 
    “As I understand it, he feels you tried to make a fool of him. But I’ll leave that for the Dark Lord to explain himself. As for me? I couldn’t be more delighted to see your lovely face.” 
 
    “Well,” I muttered, offering my hand, “I’m Barrett Bradshaw. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Instead of taking my hand, he gave me a hug, which caught me by surprise. “My dear boy—what a day you’re about to have.” 
 
    He guided us down winding passageways and into the throne room, ominously lit with lurid yellow torchlight. We followed a red carpet lined with floral-patterned golden trim until we were greeted with the sight of a dapperly dressed man in a black suit and long coattails over a red undershirt. 
 
    He was intimidating just to look at. His broad-shouldered frame spoke of confidence and strength that was unmistakable from even the slightest glance, and his long black hair hung down to his shoulders, sleek and straight, framing a gaunt, chiseled face. His eyes were blood red, and a well-maintained and pointy goatee lent extra sharpness to his chin. Sitting down, I couldn’t quite guess at his height, but he was at least as tall as me, if not taller.  
 
    He raised his head and regarded us sternly, his furrowed brow enhancing the predatory glow of his eyes. They were fixed on Demonika, never even sparing a single look in my direction for that first minute. 
 
    “Leave us,” he said, his voice thick with a muddled Eastern European accent that seemed oddly anachronistic, like an accent that might no longer exist on Earth today. 
 
    Our friendly escort bowed low and shot me a sympathetic look before dramatically spinning on his heel and making his way out the door we had come through. 
 
    “Demonika.” 
 
    She stepped forward, bowing low. “Dark Lord, please—” 
 
    “Don’t waste my time with petty excuses. I could read your mind if I wanted to and cut through your deceptions. I already know what happened.” 
 
    I wanted to ask how he knew, but I sensed that we did not possess that sort of leverage at the moment. 
 
    Demonika nodded, still staring at the floor. “Dark Lord,” she started, pausing to see if she was interrupted again. When she wasn’t, she continued. “Barrett is very dear to me. After everything you told me about his parentage and your plan for him, I wanted to make sure he had a comfortable start in his new life as a vampire. So, I searched the outer villages for young women in need of a master’s protection, knowing that due to his unique situation—” 
 
    “I understand why you did what you did. In fact, I’m not…unimpressed by it,” he admitted in his deep, commanding tone. “It shows good initiative, to be sure. What vexes me is that you didn’t run this plan of yours by me. Do you think you’ve outsmarted me, Demonika?” 
 
    “No, Dark Lord!” she squeaked, clearly horrified at the notion. “I—I thought it was your idea!” 
 
    I cleared my throat and bowed. “If I may—” 
 
    “I’ll get to you, don’t you worry,” the vampire lord growled, not even glancing my way for more than half a second. “Demonika, I expected better from you. I thought I could trust you given how passionate you were to receive this task.” 
 
    “You still can, Lord Dracula,” she protested, tears of blood trickling down her face—that was messed up. Is that how vampires cried? “Please believe me—I was desperate to look out for him. I felt responsible for him. I care about him.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” he observed, nodding. “I don’t even need to read your thoughts to see that.” He sighed, looking over at me for a moment. “Very well. What’s done is done. He will have a bit of an unfair advantage compared to the other students at Nosferatu Academy, but there is nothing to be done for it now, aside from killing the human girls, and I’d really prefer not to gain that sort of reputation among the villagers.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dark Lord!” Demonika gushed, falling to her knees and kissing the ground. 
 
    “Still, an example must be made,” that powerful voice said. 
 
    I frowned, my face twisting with indignance that I managed to keep to myself. “Whatever punishment you are planning to give her, give it to me instead,” I told him, bowing again. 
 
    He looked at me with an arched brow. “You don’t know what punishment I was going to offer. It might be extremely painful or psychologically taxing. Are you certain you would endure anything for her? She is your servitor. She will be loyal to you regardless.” 
 
    “Anything up to and including death,” I said. “Go ahead and try to call my bluff if you want to.” 
 
    “Very well,” he grunted. “I have already decided on the appropriate consequence.” 
 
    “My Lord?” Demonika squeaked, her voice gone cold and shaky. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “A year in a coffin, sealed shut with silver chains. That is my judgment. Do you accept it?” 
 
    “Dark Lord, please!” Demonika shouted, tears flooding down her face again. She pounded the ground. “No! Then lock me up with him!” 
 
    The vampire lord smiled at her softly. “That entirely defeats the purpose, my child. This is his sacrifice to make—don’t ruin it.” He turned his attention to me. I was shaking, and I was sure he noticed. “Are you certain that you can commit to a year in a pitch black box for your minion?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “If I say no, she’d have to endure it for me, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then I accept.” 
 
    “Very well,” he muttered, nodding with a respectful look in his glowing red eyes. “I owe you some answers first, though, do I not?” 
 
    “You do.” I felt a sensation like my veins tightening throughout my entire body. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you something,” he intoned thoughtfully. “Believe it or not, I’m not omniscient, and there are things I simply shouldn’t say.” 
 
    I just stared, waiting for the answers to come. He seemed to be waiting for something, too. After a moment, he nodded at Demonika, who was still sobbing on the floor. “Tell him what you know, Demonika, my child.” 
 
    She looked up at me and wiped a bloody tear from her eyes, streaking the stain of it across her cheek. “You’re an angel.” 
 
    “A half-angel—though we don’t know what kind. But you’re the first recorded Nephilim of this type since people were writing the Bible,” Dracula clarified. “It’s impressive, and very intriguing.” 
 
    My jaw dropped, and I shook my head. “My dad was a—” 
 
    “A truck driver—yes, your mother told me the story she told you when we recruited you to Camp Blackwood. She also told me the real story—which I made her swear never to share with you.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, my fists balling at my side from sheer anticipation. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the story is more explicit than it is interesting. The most important detail is that the man who is your real father appeared to her with golden wings and a halo. She claimed his voice alone possessed power beyond imagining.” 
 
    I froze as I took in the information. “It makes no sense,” I grunted at last. “I’ve never once felt signs of power suggesting anything like that.” 
 
    “Others did. Your more aware campmates did. Those who grew up in touch with their supernatural sides were able to sense something different in you from day one. These things take time to manifest in some, but in others, they can be present from birth. Now that you will be learning magic—in a year,” he added darkly, “I imagine you will begin to manifest angelic traits soon. Mrs. Drake will aid you with getting in touch with your angelic nature.” 
 
    I blinked in disbelief. The room fell so silent that the only sounds were Demonika’s soft yet unrelenting sobs and the crackle of flame from the torches ensconced on the wall behind Dracula’s throne. 
 
    “Tell me more,” I said at last. 
 
    “You know, more or less, what I know,” he said, grinning. He was lying. He was definitely holding back. 
 
    “Mrs. Drake expressed disbelief that I could take bloodthralls. She seemed to think that it was highly irregular, even being aware of Demonika and my situation.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Interesting,” Dracula noted, crossing his legs. 
 
    “And you told Demonika that it would be possible.” 
 
    He yawned. “Goodness. Did I? I don’t remember saying that. In any case, it worked out that way. We’ll be sure to study it as your new powers come in.” 
 
    I felt indignance grow inside me. “Why are you bullshitting me right now?” 
 
    He stared at me with an unflinchingly cold look. “Careful, boy. I’ve killed more demigods than you’ve smelled daisies.” 
 
    When I failed to respond, Dracula extended his hand, and the wall behind his throne opened into a small alcove where three coffins waited. “The middle one is for you.” 
 
    Demonika jumped back up to her feet. “Nooo!” she shouted, “Please! I just got him back!” 
 
    “You’ll have him again in a year, and think of all the things you’ll have learned that you can teach him,” he gently reassured her, taking on a softer tone. “Why, he’ll have only missed the first part of his schooling, and voracious reader as he is, I’m certain he’ll catch up.” 
 
    “I—I won’t forgive you!” Demonika shouted. 
 
    “Nika, don’t make it worse,” I cautioned her. 
 
    Dracula frowned. “Don’t say that, Demonika. Listen to your master. He is both brave and wise to remain calm in the face of this. Respect his gesture.” 
 
    I didn’t feel all that brave in the moment as he pointed to the coffins behind him. Demonika physically tried to stop me, even going so far as to attempt to force her own body onto the coffin, kicking and screaming the whole time. Dracula, to his credit, treated her gently and with incredible restraint as he picked her up by the shoulders as though she were a feather. 
 
    After setting her down, he snapped his fingers, and the coffin lid flung open. “Honestly, boy, time flies in a box. I once slept in one for fifty years, and I only intended on forty.” 
 
    I nodded. Shit had really escalated in the last few minutes. What the fuck was I doing? This was insane. Why would I do this for a childhood crush who admittedly fucked things up herself? I was in this situation entirely because of her, wasn’t I? 
 
    But as I looked at her crying face and felt her throw her body against me one last time, it all made sense. She was worth it. I was lucky to have her, and even if it were a hundred years, I would sleep soundly knowing that she’d be there waiting for me the second my time was done. 
 
    She kissed me—her lips found mine with such longing that I was left breathless from them...which was fine, because I technically didn’t need to breathe. Still, the taste of her love for me was the perfect final memory to bring with me as I prepared to step into the coffin. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting here,” she sobbed. “I’ll—I’ll try to work out some time every day to visit.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure just how easy that would be to arrange given that this was the throne room, but I nodded at her anyway. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I climbed into the coffin, and to be fair, it was cushioned and didn’t smell bad at all. I thought for a moment that maybe this would be no big deal. Demonika waved down sadly at me as Dracula threw the lid shut—and then the darkness settled in. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time soon lost all meaning as I sat in that box. Had it been a year yet? A dozen? I couldn’t tell. The pitch black darkness choked out my sanity, making me reel in thoughts of despair, with only the memory of Demonika’s soft lips waiting for me. I wondered what would become of my human thralls, separated from me for so long. Would they worry about me? Would they end up dead? Would someone else find a way to claim them when it became clear that I was gone? 
 
    And then the day finally came. The lid slid open, and the dimly lit throne room was so bright by comparison that I hissed as it pierced my eyes. I shielded my face, but soon adjusted. Opening my eyes, I looked up and saw Demonika, beautiful as ever, standing there with Dracula. 
 
    “Has it been a year?” I asked, my voice hoarse. 
 
    “What?” Dracula grunted tersely. “No, it’s been four days. She wouldn’t stop crying—I couldn’t bear it. You’re free to go.” 
 
    I sat up. “Oh,” I muttered, wiping my eyes. “Seemed...longer.” 
 
    Demonika grinned at me. Her face was still stained red with recent bloody tears. She threw her arms around me, and I reveled in the plump softness of her bosom pressed into my chest. “Hurry, baby, we need to get ready!” 
 
    “Get ready for what?” I asked, entirely out of the loop—and feeling rather loopy, too. 
 
    She helped me to my feet and hugged me tightly, nuzzling her face into my chest. “The whole reason we’re here. Today is opening day at Nosferatu Academy!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
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   I  didn’t think it was a coincidence that I was let out on the day of the opening ceremony. Though it made me smirk to imagine Demonika throwing a fit on my behalf, I expected I was freed from my confinement at least partially because it just made practical sense to Dracula that I should be there for orientation if he was going to relent sooner or later. 
 
    Still, I had to confess I was shocked that she got away with that outburst. The idea that motherfucking Count Dracula could be persuaded by a weepy lovestruck girl was an odd thing to come to grips with. He looked every bit as badass as I had ever imagined him, but...well, I won’t go so far as to say I was disappointed, but I was definitely shocked by the reality. 
 
    I had been expecting something grandiose and showy for the opening ceremony, given that the legendary Count Dracula was the individual hosting the event. I quickly adjusted my expectations, though, when I realized just what an intimate affair this would be. 
 
    Not that the room itself wasn’t grandiose. The dining area was set in a black marble hall, where crystal chandeliers loomed over our heads, landscape paintings of the sun over various settings adorned the walls, and a long rectangular table suited for over fifty people was the centerpiece of the room. The room itself was nothing to sneeze at. 
 
    However, the so-called “school” had turned out to be far smaller than one might have imagined it in terms of the size of the student body. Demonika and I were provided with dress clothes more befitting of a fancy evening out than the opening of an educational institution, with her dressed in a form-fitting red evening gown bedazzled with black diamonds along the collar. She also wore a sleek black choker with a steel ring—something I’d never seen her with before. 
 
    “What’s that about?” I asked her, gesturing at the new neck adornment. 
 
    She grinned at me and batted her eyelashes innocently. “It’s a symbol.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “It’s a traditional declaration of devotion to one’s master.” 
 
    I nodded as I listened, my brain taking half a second longer than it should have to put together the implications. “Oh—that’s me.” 
 
    She giggled and bit her bottom lip playfully. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    As for me, I was dressed in the same black suit as all the other men, save for the male teachers and Dracula himself. Dracula’s attire featured a few more embellishments than ours but was otherwise comparable. It had longer coattails, silver buttons to our black, and a crimson shirt beneath the suit jacket instead of the white one we wore. He also wore high boots and red gloves, and his hair was swept back into a ponytail. The other teachers all had their own unique looks. 
 
    “He looks pretty badass,” I noted, leaning in to whisper. 
 
    “He’s Dracula, so that’s to be expected. I’m surprised you don’t feel salty at him for sticking you in a box for four days, though,” Demonika noted with a lip that quivered at the fresh memory. “I definitely do.” 
 
    “He did what?” another female voice rang out. A red-skinned oni girl in a black two-part ensemble sat down on the other side of me, one horning protruding from her forehead. “He put you in a box?! Like, a coffin?!” 
 
    “In his defense, it was a nice coffin,” I chuckled, extending my hand to her. “I’m Barrett Bradshaw. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Her left eye twitched as her lip curled in a disgusted snarl. “You have got to be fucking kidding me. I will fucking knock you out, Bear-Boy.” 
 
    “Bear-Boy?” I grunted. My whole life, only one person had ever called me that. 
 
    “Mako, he won’t recognize you,” Demonika whispered. 
 
    All around me, other students were filing into the dining hall, but there weren’t that many of us in total. As far as I could tell, I was the most human-looking one in the crowd, save for one other girl, but I couldn’t help but notice that some of them did indeed look vaguely familiar. 
 
    “Wait—Mako?!” I blurted out in surprise. “Mako Takahashi?!” 
 
    The Mako I remembered from Camp Blackwood was a rail-thin Japanese-American Tomboy with chin-length black hair. The woman sitting beside me now had skin as red as Dracula’s gloves and hair as white as snow. As mentioned, one horn jutted straight upward from the center of her forehead, and she had far more ear piercings than I remembered. She was also a lot more strongly built than before—still petite, but stacked with lean muscle. Yet, as I looked her over, I realized that this was indeed the same person...or some version of her, anyway. 
 
    “Someone has to tell me what’s going on eventually,” I groaned. 
 
    Mako looked past me at Demonika. “How is he so clueless?” 
 
    “He was turned less than five days ago,” the half-succubus explained with a limp shrug. “I did the best that I could with the time we had, but he spent the last four days confined in a coffin behind Dracula’s throne, so—” 
 
    “How did you fuck up so bad on your first day that that happened?” Mako asked, smirking impishly. She eyed me expectantly as she twirled a strand of her hair, now almost long enough to fall down to her shoulder. 
 
    I sighed, noting Demonika’s guilty look out of the corner of my eye. “You know, it’s complicated. Or so I gather.” 
 
    I looked around and tried to place the other familiar faces, but only a handful of them were actually people I knew. Granted, my memories of Camp Blackwood were still foggy, but I felt very little as I scanned the throng as everyone was escorted in by the tall, pale, butler-like albino I knew as Arthur before he found his own seat close to the head of the table. More tellingly, only a few of them seemed to view me with any recognition. 
 
    “This is so weirdly laid back,” I noted, as people were all mostly seated by this point and making small talk. 
 
    Mako nodded slowly. “Dracula is...well, he’s very different from how I first imagined he would be.” 
 
    “He’s a total sweetheart. Pout in front of him long enough and he’ll do whatever you want,” Demonika giggled, cozying up to me. 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “Classic case of ‘never meet your heroes.’” 
 
    “Do you feel let down?” Mako asked with a smirk. She leaned forward with her elbows on the table and her chin resting between her laced fingers. I once again noted the impressive definition in her arms and shoulder muscles as she peeked back at me. 
 
    I laughed under my breath and shrugged heavily. “Well, not exactly—but it sure is weird.” 
 
    “Be careful what you say and think,” Demonika cautioned me. “He can probably hear us talking, at the very least.” She nodded sideways at the so-called Dark Lord as he sat in his cushioned wrought-iron chair at the head of the table, looking out at the crowd of young vampires with an oddly goofy grin. I recognized pride in the expression, though I doubted many of us had accomplished all that much yet worth being proud of. Mostly there was an almost childlike excitement in his face that he hadn’t shown me in our tense first encounter. 
 
    Sitting beside Dracula, at the position to his left, perpendicular to his seat at the head of the table, was a beautiful woman. Now, that alone said virtually nothing—almost everyone in the room except for myself, Dracula, Arthur, and only several other men was a beautiful woman. What separated this one was that she looked mostly human, like me. 
 
    I leaned against Demonika’s shoulder, and she responded by pressing her cheek against mine. “Uhh, I was just going to ask who that chick is.” 
 
    “Next to the Dark Lord?” she clarified. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Ohh. Stay away from her if you can. That’s Rhapsody Tepes, Lord Dracula’s daughter,” she grumbled, her face becoming a dark curtain of irritation. 
 
    “How is it possible that Dracula has a daughter?” I asked. “I thought vampires couldn’t conceive children.” 
 
    “It’s rare, but legends exist. She was supposedly one of his experiments,” Mako said, grinning as she joined our covert huddle. “He never revealed the details of her birth to anyone, but she’s what they call a dhampir—half human, half vampire, but more powerful than us in certain ways.” 
 
    “Weaker in others,” Demonika added. “For one thing, she’s a little slower to heal and theoretically easier to kill.” 
 
    I nodded, my gaze still lingering on the gorgeous woman. She was short and petite—shorter even than Demonika, and thinner than Mako. While Mako’s slender frame was mostly owed to a fit physique that she must have worked hard for before becoming a vampire, Rhapsody’s body was just small-framed in general. 
 
    “Is she between eighteen and twenty like the rest of us?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s nearly fifty years old,” Mako whispered. “Rumor has it Dracula’s success in creating her inspired him to start Nosferatu Academy.” 
 
    Rhapsody certainly looked to be the same age as the rest of us. She wore a high black ponytail with long, parted bangs and a frilly but tight black and white dress that made her look a bit like a doll. A big red ribbon was tied around her narrow waist, and she wore red gloves that matched her father’s. 
 
    Before I could ask for more details, Dracula stood up, and the room fell so silent that a part of me wondered if magic was involved. But that wasn’t it. As my eyes flitted around the room, I realized that his sudden movement inspired the same automatic attention in everyone else that it had in me. Despite his strangeness, this figure still commanded uniform respect from us all. 
 
    “Welcome, children, to the founding dinner of the institution where you shall spend the next few years of your life: Nosferatu Academy. Many of you I have known of this secret for years, while others I watched from afar, only to invite you when you came of age.” 
 
    I noticed that he seemed to look over at me when he said that. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, but before he started speaking again, I realized that Rhapsody was staring at me, too. 
 
    “You have no doubt all wondered what a school for demihuman vampire hybrids would look like, and I puzzled over this question myself for almost four decades. There were certain things to keep in mind during the planning process—first of all, I needed to recruit my most trusted advisors and sell them on the concept.” 
 
    He gestured to the side of the table where Demonika’s godmother was sitting, along with two previously mentioned men dressed in their own individualized outfits, different from the suits the male students wore and the party dresses worn by all the girls. I recognized one of them as Arthur—the tall and gaunt gray-skinned vampire that had escorted us to Dracula when we’d first arrived at the castle. The other one was a stranger to me—another man, with a long white beard and flowing black robe with pauldrons and a hood made from bear or wolf fur. 
 
    Dracula continued. “Unfortunately, I could only find and train three suitable teachers—the only three living vampires I would entrust with the sacred task of ensuring the quality of your education and taking the necessary steps to keep you all safe...and under control.”  
 
    With that, he eyed Demonika for a moment, who shrank against my shoulder. He also glared at a pink-haired boy with pointed ears and fairy wings across the table from me. The young man noticed me looking at him and narrowed his eyes back at me after Dracula’s glare let up, scowling at the sight of Demonika leaning against my arm. 
 
    “So, you will have four instructors at Nosferatu Academy. I shall be one of them. In addition, you will be taught by the highly capable Cordelia Drake, the very first non-human vampire I ever created.” 
 
    Mrs. Drake stood up and nodded with her fingers folded in front of her, then curtsied at the audience, generating some light applause and whispers. I couldn’t help but notice that, as beautiful as everyone in the room was, she was among the best looking, and certainly the most full-figured.  
 
    “Cordelia is also a close family friend of Miss Demonika Darcy, who is joining us as a student. Some of you know Demonika already. Please do not bully her for the suffering her dear godmother is sure to put you through.” 
 
    To that, there were some sniggers and chuckles, and to my relief, even Demonika giggled—but now, even more eyes were on us. Everyone stared at that point, starting with me, but then glaring at Nika—mostly fixated on the choker around her neck, I noticed. 
 
    “The man in the frilled white suit is my longtime assistant and friend, Arcturus Roman. He is a gentle and patient soul—far more gentle and patient than the rest of us, anyway.” 
 
    Arthur—or Arcturus, apparently—stood up and bowed low. Light applause greeted him, along with a few students hooting and hollering. Apparently he was already popular among those who knew him. It didn’t surprise me with how enthusiastically Demonika had greeted him when we first crossed paths. 
 
    “Finally, we have Lou Orlok, the greatest vampiric sorcerer I know—greater even than myself. Two guesses what he shall be teaching you.” 
 
    Some polite laughter rang out. The bearded man merely nodded, not standing at all, but a goofy smile was fixed on his face as he did so. Students clapped their hands, as did the other teachers, but it was short-lived noise because it was clear that the Dark Lord had more to say. 
 
    “The way your schooling will work is like this: there are nineteen of you in the first class of this institution. You will be divided into groups of five students, based upon your familiarity with each other and what we believe is best for you. Some of you will likely prove to be woefully incompatible with others in your house—should that happen, we are happy to move people around if there is a need. Hopefully it won’t come to that. 
 
    “At the end of tonight’s festivities, you will be informed of your class allocation and escorted by your Host Teacher to one of four houses just outside the castle grounds at the base of this mountain. You are likely to have noticed them when you came here. 
 
    “I will be the Host of House Raven. Mrs. Drake will take House Dragon, while Mr. Roman and Mr. Orlok will take House Viper and House Wolf, respectively. There is no difference in your curriculum. Regardless of where you end up, you will be taught the same lessons by the same teachers but at different times. You will usually have two classes per week.” 
 
    “That seems a bit low,” I whispered to Demonika. 
 
    Dracula whipped his head to face me, and the rest of the room followed suit. “You’re right, Mr. Bradshaw, it is rather low—but that is by design.” I cringed at my own lack of caution, feeling the heaviness of every creepy eye in the room focused solely on me. “This is because your Host Teacher, the one responsible for your house, will spend time every day privately tutoring each of you in areas related to your own interest and aptitudes.” 
 
    I nodded but made no apology—nor did he ask for one. 
 
    “Actually, there is much more to say, but the rest shall be clear soon enough. Tonight, we dine!” 
 
    He clapped his hands. I looked down at the table, sensing some commotion beneath it. What I had taken for a silver platter placed upside turned out to be a little door. It opened up on a hinge, and out from the hole, a slender arm appeared, poking through the opening. 
 
    I looked around, my brow cocked in confusion, but that confusion was dispelled quickly enough when I saw everyone else at the table taking the arms and raising them to their lips. There was a living, breathing person under this table, separated from us only by a thin wooden barrier, and I was supposed to bite them. 
 
    “Rhapsody, sweetheart, you’re draining her too fast,” I heard Dracula say in a soft, careful voice to his apparently ravenous daughter. Blood squirted from the many bite marks she left in her victim’s arm, covering her chin and neck. Meanwhile, I was still working my way up to my first bite. I was hungry, though, and it did look good. I could sense the veins pulsing, and could practically see the blood flowing through her as I stared down at my meal. 
 
    Demonika rolled her eyes and broadcasted a psychic message to me. She could be more delicate, she noted as she bit into her meal as though it were no big deal. I presumed she was talking about Rhapsody. 
 
    I tried to keep my mind blank, sensing lots of eyes on me for some reason or another. It could have been simply that I was one of only a few men in the room, which naturally made me more interesting by default—but even the teachers seemed to steal occasional looks my way. 
 
    When am I going to find out what kind of powers I have? I asked silently, staring into Demonika’s eyes as I took my first bite. It was good, almost as good as the bloodthralls I’d taken before I ended up in the box. I made a mental note to check on them as soon as I could. They must be rather worried, with me disappearing for four days without notice. 
 
    Demonika finished up and tapped the hand of the girl whose blood she was drinking. It sank through the hole, and moments later, a new one appeared. If I had to guess, I’d say he might be helping you develop those in your one-on-one sessions. 
 
    That only makes sense if he ends up as our Host Teacher, though, right? 
 
    She shrugged and took a big chomp out of her second course, and I thought I heard a little whimper from under the table. “Try this one,” Demonika cooed. “She’s really good!” 
 
    The meal continued like that for a while, the sound of roughly two dozen mouths sucking at wrists while humans moaned in a combination of pleasure and pain under the table. I knew it should have been disturbing, but the vampire part of my soul responded instinctively, and I took to the setting just fine. 
 
    “So, Mako,” I said, licking some blood from my lips, “I’m really curious where you’ve been since I last saw you.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow at me. “You mean two years ago, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “When you stole my first kiss?” 
 
    I laughed as the memory came back to me at her mentioning it. “Another way to frame it is I gave you my first kiss.” 
 
    “Fucking bitch,” Demonika murmured under her breath. I was positive Mako could have heard her, but she didn’t acknowledge it. 
 
    “Well—that is one way to say it.” 
 
    The whole thing was pretty dumb, as I recalled it. It was truth or dare or some nonsense like that—I think a deck of cards was involved. At the time, I wasn’t really all that attracted to Mako. She had been rather tomboyish in her personality and looks the last time we’d met, but she had a crush on me that resurfaced every summer at Camp Blackwood. 
 
    “I like the new look,” I noted, and it was true. There was definitely an ugly duckling scenario here. She’d become a lot more femininely figured, and the longer hair looked great on her too. I was also shamelessly curious about the abs I could sense under her tight outfit. The more I looked at her, the more gorgeous I realized she’d become in her own right. 
 
    She looked away, her lip quivering. “You mean my hair?” 
 
    “She grew it out last year when she heard me mention that you like girls with long hair,” Demonika said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Th-that’s not true!” Mako said, though she whispered it, trying not to summon more attention on us. Thankfully, everyone else seemed more wrapped up in their own business, anyway. 
 
    “Actually, I was also referring to the red skin and horn, but the hair is cute for sure,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well...thanks, I guess,” she said, blowing a wisp of it out of her face. “It’s not like I care what you think or anything.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I replied with a low laugh. 
 
    She tried to hide her smug little smile by turning her head away, but I caught it. “For your information, I’ve always been able to like this, but Camp Blackwood’s rules were to keep our true natures hidden from each other.” 
 
    I whipped my head to face Demonika, catching her leaning in with puckered lips, apparently about to attempt a sneaky cheek kiss. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yep!” she said cheerily, then planted the kiss on me anyway. 
 
    “Not in front of everyone,” I warned her, casting an anxious look around the room. No one seemed to notice or care—in fact, in one corner of the room, the pink-haired fey guy and a girl with similar hair and fairy wings were making out and looking like they might start taking off each other’s clothes any moment now. 
 
    “No one cares about public displays of affection here, especially when there’s top quality blood to blame the mood on,” Demonika said, bobbing her eyebrows suggestively. “Vampires are very carnal creatures—in more ways than one.” 
 
    “I’m with him, though,” Mako noted, gesturing at the pair of lovers in the corner. “That’s a little bit weird. I’m used to it by now, but still.” 
 
    “Who is that guy?” I asked, nodding at the pink-haired man. 
 
    Demonika looked over at him more carefully. “Damian Feyheart. He’s a troublemaker. I’ll immediately protest if he ends up in our House.” 
 
    “Our House? How do you know we’ll be in the same House?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned, blood still painting her lips red. “Because I told the Dark Lord I wouldn’t forgive him if we weren’t.” 
 
    “Well, what about me?!” Mako growled, crossing her arms. “Did you think about that?!” 
 
    Demonika place her hand over her heart. “Of course I did. I couldn’t get him to promise, but he said he’ll see what he can do.” 
 
    As I leaned in to take another bite of my meal, I suddenly felt a small hand on my shoulder. I turned around and my eyes went wide as I saw the slender figure of Rhapsody Tepes looking down at me with her other hand on her hip. Oof, she was cute. 
 
    “Can I help you, Ms. Tepes?” I asked, deciding to take a formal tone with the proverbial principal’s daughter. 
 
    She leaned in and pressed her nose against my forehead, drawing the gazes of almost everyone in the room and earning a big horrified gasp from Demonika. “What are you? You are interesting.” 
 
    I shrugged, wincing and trying to pull backwards, but she kept her nose pressed against me. To make matters worse, her entire face and neck were totally covered in blood. “I—uhhh—I’m just starting to understand the answer to that question myself.” 
 
    “Mm. Would you like to be my thrall? I bet if I ask Daddy to transfer possession of you to me, he will.” 
 
    “Uhh, no thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t say no,” she replied simply, finally standing back up straight and crossing her arms. “That’s troublesome.” 
 
    I looked over at Dracula, whose eyes were wide as he watched us with a big dumb grin on his face. What’s his deal? I wondered. 
 
    “I’m going to have to pass.” 
 
    “I reject your rejection,” she replied, narrowing her eyes. “There’s something strange about you—valuable. I want it.” 
 
    Demonika cleared her throat. “That’s been established.” 
 
    At this point, though, I was intrigued. “What do you sense in me?” I asked. 
 
    “Something golden and brilliant. Your smell is entirely alien to me—I can’t describe it.” She grabbed my hair and pulled me to my feet. I loomed comically tall over her, but she wasn’t intimidated by that fact in the least. She took a step forward and stood on top of my boots, then dared a big, long lick of my neck—like, a proper slurp. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Demonika shrieked, her hand grasping at the air, not quite daring to lay hands on Rhapsody. Instead, she ultimately grabbed my hand and, for reasons unknown, placed it on her boob. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Mako added, her face twisting into one of confusion. “This is—” 
 
    “His taste is very curious,” she added in her cute, high-pitched voice, taking a step back. “Very well, it’s settled.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at her. “What’s settled exactly?” I squeezed Demonika’s boob, because why not? 
 
    Rhapsody’s voice was oddly cold and devoid of emotion, but her words were loaded with intent. “You shall become my mate, and I your mistress. Do you accept?” 
 
    “What the—no, I mean—” 
 
    “Reconsider at once,” she said, furrowing her brow. 
 
    At that moment, the Dark Lord himself appeared behind his daughter. I didn’t notice him move into place. It was almost like he simply teleported from the head of the table. Dracula to the rescue? I hoped. 
 
    “Now this is quite interesting—what exactly has my beloved little princess so excited?” he asked, placing his hands on Rhapsody’s shoulders. 
 
    She pointed at me imperiously. “I want him.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I muttered, but as soon as I said it, everyone within earshot winced. 
 
    “Ohh—honest mistake, but we don’t say that here,” Mako chimed in. “Some people have bad feelings about that.” 
 
    I blinked, trying to process that. Made sense, I figured. “Noted,” I grunted. 
 
    Dracula seemed unoffended, though. “Sorry, am I to understand you are attracted to Mr. Bradshaw here, Rhapsody?” 
 
    She looked up at him, her facial expression changing for the very first time—to a pout. “Please, Daddy, can you give him to me?” 
 
    “Well, for my princess, I don’t see—” 
 
    “Dark Lord!” Demonika protested, standing up in a huff. “But—he and I—” 
 
    Mako cleared her throat, looking just as flustered as Demonika, but less on the verge of tears. “I think what she means to say is that Barrett has the right to choose his own lover. Or lovers.” 
 
    Dracula patted Rhapsody on the head as he remained fixated on her quivering lip. “Well, what’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “Nothing, my lord,” Demonika said, her fists shaking at her side. “She’s...lovely. But Barry’s freedom is very important to me.” 
 
    “And me too, incidentally,” I added. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dracula started to say something, his eyes shifting over to the half-succubus. Suddenly a confident expression appeared on his face, the look of a self-satisfied schemer. “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. I’ll let you all work it out on your own—in House Dragon.” 
 
    I blinked and exchanged looks with Mako and Demonika. “House Dragon? You mean—we’re all in the same house?” I asked. 
 
    “What a coincidence!” he shouted out, throwing up his hands and wiggling his fingers. “You’ll all get to know one another soon enough, and who knows? Maybe you’ll fall in love with my daughter!” 
 
    “So I can have him?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, dear—consensually,” Dracula added, booping her on the nose. “For now. If he puts up too much of a fight, let me know.” 
 
    “Lord Dracula!” Demonika squeaked, stomping her foot on the floor. “Did you just change our House assignments on the fly to give your daughter more time to seduce Barry?!” 
 
    Dracula put his hand over his heart and faked a look of offense. “What?! No. No. Scandalous. No. Yes. Hmm. Oh, I think your godmother is flagging me down, Ms. Darcy—have fun, you four!” 
 
    He waved and almost instantly appeared back at the head of the table where he hastily struck up a conversation with Mrs. Drake. Demonika let out a shriek like she was at her wits’ end. I just sat my ass back down and grabbed a fresh wrist to suck on.  
 
    “At last, I shall have my first sex tonight,” Rhapsody said, smiling very slightly as she stared at me. 
 
    Mako looked at her and growled. “Only if you’re planning to go fuck yourself.” 
 
    *** 
 
    At the feast’s conclusion hours later, we were brought outside the castle’s portcullis and lined up without any explanation. It was obviously meant to be a big reveal, but when I was lined up in front of Mrs. Drake with Demonika, Mako, and Rhapsody in front of me, I was pretty sure I knew what this was about. 
 
    “Fuck, he really did it,” Demonika groaned. “He put her in our house.” 
 
    “Be thankful that he did,” Mrs. Drake whispered, looking crossly at her goddaughter. “The alternative was him.” She eyed Damian, the pink-haired bastard who gave me bad vibes. As I looked over at him, I spied him staring at me with obvious derision. 
 
    For the first time in a while, a minor expression of relief washed over Demonika’s face. “Oh. Well then, I suppose that’s—fucking hell, Rhapsody, stop licking him!” 
 
    “But this is pleasant,” Dracula’s daughter stated as she dragged her tongue over my knuckles. I had long since given up on trying to stop her. I wasn’t exactly into it, but at least she was cute. Seeing two women fight over me, and a third looking on like she was about to get involved at any moment, suddenly made me realize why that Damian dude was shooting me dirty looks. 
 
    We parted with the rest of the student body at the base of the mountain, escorted to our houses like schoolchildren in short, single-file lines. Our manor was the only one with four students—so that was kind of nice, I figured. It meant more individual contact hours with Mrs. Drake, our tutor, so we’d probably develop a bit faster as a result. It also meant fewer people to have roommate drama with. 
 
    We arrived at the iron gates of our new home, and with the sweeping gesture of Mrs. Drake’s elegant hand, they opened for us. Together, we walked forward with Demonika clinging to one of my arms and Rhapsody on the other, while Mako glowered at us from behind. I flashed her an awkward look or two, as much a plea for help as it was an apology. 
 
    Once inside, Rhapsody finally broke away from my arm to have a look around. “Which room is ours?” she asked. 
 
    “Ours?” Mrs. Drake repeated questioningly. 
 
    “Barrett Bradshaw and I shall share a room.” 
 
    “The fuck you will, you—” 
 
    Mrs. Drake interrupted Demonika with a sigh and a raised hand. “I’m afraid that won’t be happening. Mr. Bradshaw already has two human thralls waiting in his room, which he will be entirely responsible for—as such, his room is already crowded.” 
 
    Demonika whimpered. “B-but—” 
 
    “What you arrange when I’m gone is your own business—but I suggest you tend to your charges regularly, Mr. Bradshaw, and figure out further adjustments to your arrangements well after you’ve helped them settle in. Now come. The sun will be up soon.” 
 
    She gestured to the window, and indeed, the sunrise was threatening to peek over the horizon. Mako went to the windows and started closing all the drapes, just to be safe. 
 
    Mrs. Drake continued, her gaze mostly focused on me. “Now, I will show you to your rooms, and I suggest you save exploration for tomorrow evening. Classes will begin two days from now. Tomorrow your only task is getting to know your housemates and familiarize yourself with your new home.” 
 
    Demonika and Mako shot snarling looks at Rhapsody, who seemed entirely oblivious to their distaste for her. 
 
    One by one, Mrs. Drake dropped us off at the rooms that were supposed to be ours. Demonika cast a sad smile my way as she obediently walked into hers, wishing her godmother and the rest of us goodnight. Next, Mako entered her room, then Rhapsody retreated into hers, looking back at me for a moment as though she thought I might follow her inside after all. At the end of the hallway, my own room awaited me. 
 
    “Your girls are inside. They will need food and assurance for their safety.” 
 
    “How do I feed them?” I asked. 
 
    She shot me a cockeyed look. “That’s an odd question coming from someone who was human less than a week ago.” 
 
    I laughed, scratching my head. “Sorry, I meant where can I find food for them?” 
 
    She nodded. “There are apple trees out back that are ripe, as well as a loaf of bread that they were given when they arrived—but may have chosen not to eat without your permission. For the next few months, we can arrange for some food to be sent in from the nearby villages, but eventually, your thralls should learn to work the fields enough to provide for themselves.” 
 
    “Okay,” I grunted. “I’ll figure it out, thank you.” 
 
    She looked at me as she turned to leave, and I realized that her gaze was lingering longer than I expected it to. “You have grown into a rather strapping young man,” she noted with a smile. “Goodnight, Barrett.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered, smirking at her. “You’re also hot, Mrs. Drake.” 
 
    She tossed one more look over her shoulder in my direction and grinned. “Call me Cordelia when we’re alone.” 
 
    I blinked. “Yes, ma’am,” I grunted. “Uhh, Cordelia.” 
 
    With her gone, all that was left was to deal with the human women and get some sleep. What were their names? I opened the door. “Maria, Eliza, I’m—” 
 
    They gasped and shot up out of bed. Apparently, they had been lying there, waiting for me, but the moment I arrived, they got up and then fell to their knees, bowing. It was getting dark, so they wore the same negligees as they had been when I last saw them. A couple of peasant dresses were neatly folded atop a polished oak armoire in the corner. 
 
    “Whoa,” I chuckled, “you definitely don’t need to react like that every time I come in.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, master,” Maria said, her voice shaky. “I know we shouldn’t have been lying on your bed, but we were so tired after standing all day.” 
 
    “Standing all day?” I asked. 
 
    “They told us to wait for you in here,” Eliza said—at least, I thought it was Eliza because she seemed a few degrees less nervous than her counterpart. The last time I saw them, my full night vision hadn’t settled in, so I wasn’t able to distinguish between them perfectly just yet. They were both hot and blonde—that was the extent of my impression before. 
 
    I frowned at them. “Oh, please, make yourselves at home in this room. You can totally sleep in the bed—in fact, isn’t it weird for vampires to sleep on beds?” 
 
    “Oh, well—there’s a wooden box underneath it. A coffin?” Maria told me, brows askew. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. So there you go. I think the bed was for you the whole time.” 
 
    Eliza nodded. “Would our handsome master perhaps...want to try sleeping in the bed? With us?” 
 
    “And—would you like a drink?” 
 
    I shook my head at the second question. “I already drank my fill this evening—but the bed seems like it might be a fun experiment,” I noted. 
 
    “You can...you can bite if you want,” Maria offered, her voice as soft as silk. 
 
    “It feels good,” Eliza added. 
 
    I looked down at my symbol over their wombs—throbbing, pulsing with pink light and the glowing quality of an ember. “Do those marks always do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Only when we yearn for you, master,” Eliza whimpered weakly as her cheeks flushed and her breath grew hot. 
 
    I nodded, staring at the two blondes in front of me, begging me to take them into my bed. I reached for my shirt and pulled it up over my head, coaxing gasps of delight from the pair of women as they saw my chest and abs for the first time. “Well, you already know how good I am at sucking, so—” 
 
    The two of them got down on their knees in front of me. “Say no more, master,” Maria moaned as she reached for my belt. 
 
    The two gorgeous blondes undid the buckle with a feral urgency, looking up at me with desperate, doe-like eyes. The moment my cock appeared, they let out harmonizing groans of delight, and Eliza eagerly pressed her pursed lips against my turgid cockhead. 
 
    She kissed my tip a few times, playfully teasing me, then pulled back with a look of worry on her blushing cheeks. “I’m sorry, master—I’ve never done this before, so tell me if I do something wrong.” 
 
    “So far so good,” I growled, running my fingers through her golden locks, dragging them down to the end of her braid. I undid the tie at the end that held it together, and she shook her mane free, letting it all flow down and over her shoulders. 
 
    “Do you like our hair down, master?” Maria asked as her tongue started shyly darting against my balls. She reached for her own hair tie and quickly undid it. 
 
    “I think it’s sexier in this context. But you always look great.” 
 
    The two of them blushed and bit their lips, exchanging giddy looks. They descended on my cock then like hungry wolves, kissing and sucking and licking, the action loud and wet. Eliza closed her eyes, occasionally half-opening them so that I could see that they were rolled back in her head as she worshiped at the altar of my manhood. Maria, somewhat unnervingly, kept hers wide-open and unblinking, looking up at me with a pleading need. 
 
    “Master,” she whimpered as she bestowed a hickey on the base of my shift. “Master, master, master, I live to serve you.” 
 
    My hips bucked, stabbing Eliza in the back of her throat. She gagged a bit, her eyes watering, and Maria took it as an excuse. 
 
    “Looks like you need a break,” she hissed, elbowing the choking girl out of the way. “I’ve been practicing, master. I bought a thick sausage earlier today from the Hushcreek butcher, Mr. Tumkins. I had no intention of eating it.” 
 
    “We certainly shouldn’t eat it after the things you did to it,” Eliza added, recovering from her gagging fit. She regarded Maria briefly with a look of betrayal, but submissively took on a new task. As Maria bobbed on my cock with quiet fury, Eliza stood up. She pushed the straps of her nightgown down, exposing her chest, then slowly slipped out of the rest of her dress.  
 
    A pair of simple white panties were all that was left to obscure her from me, and she discarded those as well. I eyed the little blonde tuft of hair that rose up from her slit, and for a moment she covered herself in embarrassment, her cheeks pinkening to an extreme. But soon she found she craved my look and instead parted her swollen pussy lips. 
 
    “Do you like it master?” 
 
    I just stared, but she took it for a yes, I could tell. 
 
    “That’s enough,” I groaned, pulling away from them both, taking my cock back from Maria’s noisy, slurping mouth. “I think it’s time I stick this thing somewhere else.” 
 
    The girls made brief eye contact that went from mutually excited to bitterly competitive in just one moment. 
 
    “Me first, master!” whined Eliza. “She shoved me off of your cock! You shouldn’t reward this petulant behavior.” 
 
    Maria gasped and flicked Maria in the nipple, eliciting a squeak. “Master, I am the perfect warmup for her sloppy pussy. You’ll want something tight before you move onto the loose one.” 
 
    Eliza tossed back a look that was almost lethal. “I’m a virgin too! And I didn’t fuck myself with a sausage in master’s coffin earlier today, either!” 
 
    Maria’s jaw dropped. “You promised you’d never speak of it!” 
 
    “Enough of this,” I growled, biting back a laugh. I reached for Maria’s negligee and tugged it downward, exposing the soft mounds of her breasts, making her gasp. “I think Eliza’s right. I don’t want to encourage bullying, so if she wants to be first, that works for me. But Maria, strip off the rest of that gown for me because your turn will come soon enough.” 
 
    “Yes, master! As you wish!” Maria took off her clothes like there was a hive of bees inside them, frantic and graceless, but it was hot anyway. Meanwhile, Eliza chewed on her lip, and I picked her up by the thighs and carried her over to the bed, where I deposited her with a rough toss. 
 
    “Light as a feather,” I teased. 
 
    “Only because you’re so strong, master!” she cooed, pinching her nipples. She brought her knees up, planting her feet on the mattress, then reached down, spreading her pussy lips with two dainty fingers. “I’m giving this to you, master, alright? You and only you, for as long as I live.” 
 
    “Offer accepted,” I muttered under my breath, and I found a place between those spread legs and pressed my cock against the moist heat of her slit. “One thing I can say for you humans is that your pussies and mouths are insanely warm.” 
 
    With a gentle thrust, I pushed the tip inside. She was so tight and so goddamn wet. I felt a tremble through my shaft, and then my hips started rocking back and forth, almost on their own. 
 
    “It’s all right, master,” she murmured. “Just relax and take your time. I want you to enjoy it.” 
 
    “I am enjoying it,” I gritted. “Fuck, you’re so hot.” 
 
    “Oh master,” she moaned. “It feels so good to hear you say that.” 
 
    I was referring to the temperature, but didn’t bother to clarify. I leaned forward, sucked a nipple into my mouth, and teased it with my tongue as I thrust into her again and again. I could taste every delicious shudder from her body as I pulled out and slammed back in. I felt her hands on my hips, squeezing tightly as she moaned and called out my title, repeating it like I might not have heard it the first few times. “Master, master!” 
 
    Maria threw her own body onto the bed next to Eliza and watched with a jealous look, her eyes fixating on my cock going in and out of her partner’s pussy on repeat. I continued railing her friend, and eventually her irritated expression gave way to one of wanton lust. Her legs spread, and her fingers sought her own vulva. Before I knew it, she was fucking herself, watching me fuck Eliza. 
 
    “Good girl,” I muttered, winking at her as I gifted Eliza’s body with another powerful thrust. 
 
    “I’m going to come, master! I’m going to come all over you!” 
 
    “And then it’s my turn!” Maria shouted, sitting up straight. 
 
    Eliza’s moans got louder, and her hands dug into my hips as I plowed her hard and fast. We fucked like animals until she came, shaking and whining, making noises I didn’t know her voice could make. 
 
    I leaned forward, kissed her on the lips and the forehead, and pulled out. “You did a good job,” I encouraged her. 
 
    “Thank you, master,” she said breathlessly, a drunken smile on her lips as she stared up at me. 
 
    “And now it’s time to punish the naughty one,” I growled, turning my attention on Maria. 
 
    She didn’t look at all worried about the ominous statement. “Yes, master! Spank me! Choke me! Correct my terrible behavior!” 
 
    I grabbed her by the waist and spun her around, then gripped the back of her neck. I forced her face into the mattress, then positioned her ass up in the air, her knees resting on the bed. My cock found her slit easily, and I drove it home right away, slamming in there nice and rough. 
 
    “Yes, master!” she shouted. “Like I’m an animal! Baaa! Baaa!” 
 
    I cocked my brow over at Eliza. “Baaa?” 
 
    “Her mother keeps sheep. It’s the one animal she’s seen having sex.” 
 
    I slammed into Maria again and again, and she bit the bed sheet and curled her fingers up in it. I pulled out and rammed back in, harder than ever before, and I could feel Maria’s body starting to give way from the shockwaves of impact and pleasure. “Yes!” she gasped. “Yes! Fuck me hard, master! It feels so good to be yours!” 
 
    Ever the people pleaser, I fucked her as hard as I could, watching her breasts bounce and jiggle underneath her in the throes of passion. Soon she was gasping out my title in a desperate tone of voice as she neared her climax.  
 
    And then I felt it.  
 
    She started shaking even more intensely, and her pussy gripped me tight in several waves. She was really close—I could feel her body gripping me possessively as it drew nearer to release. 
 
    “Unnghhhh!” she cried out as she came around my cock. She arched her back so far that it looked vaguely bad for her spine. It took a few moments before she finally relaxed, but when she did, I could hear a loud purr of contentment coming from her as I pulled out. 
 
    I lay between the two women, still stroking myself off. “Eliza,” I said, “Get your mouth back on this. I’m close.” 
 
    She didn’t bother to respond. She just took to the task, wrapping her lips diligently around my cock, bobbing and bouncing on its swollen length as I helped to pull back her hair. Her beauty and the pleasures it brought—it proved to be too much. At last, I was a dam about to burst. 
 
    I came hard, right in her throat, shooting a load down her gullet that made me dizzy from the force of the orgasm. She struggled not to choke or gag, keeping her pace like a sexy little soldier. I watched as her cheeks chipmunked and her eyes rolled back as she sucked out the last drop. She pulled herself off of my cock, swallowing with a hand over her throat, but her other hand still idly pumped my shaft. Maria, ever the greedy one, rolled over and licked the tip, hoping to snag a taste for herself. 
 
    “Master is delicious,” she cooed, pressing her naked body into my side. 
 
    I grinned at her, showing fangs. “Then that’s one thing the three of us have in common.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I  lay in my bed, staring up at the ceiling as daylight came. My blonde thralls clung to me, and they were naked except for the bed sheets tangled around their bodies, their supple breasts and perky pink nipples pressing into my sides. They slumbered as peacefully and quietly as mice in a pizza box, but I didn’t. 
 
    If I had to psychoanalyze myself, I supposed the insomnia might be because I was excited. I had a lot of time to myself lately to think about things, the longest such stretch being the four days I spent in the coffin, but after just a few hours at the banquet, and after reuniting with Mako Takahashi and meeting the extremely awkward Rhapsody Tepes, I suddenly had even more on my mind. 
 
    There was a lot to unpack. First of all, I seemed to be getting myself into a little bit of a harem situation, if I was reading things correctly. There was no denying that Demonika was into me; she made no secret of her intentions to literally anyone. I also had no reason to believe that Mako had given up on her crush. Come to think of it, I vaguely recalled her saying something about me having the right to choose my own lovers: note the plural. 
 
    As to the viability of a harem, I had very little idea about vampire culture, but I figured that at least Demonika had grown up among humans like I had. Therefore, I had little reason to suspect that she was going to enjoy the concept of sharing me with other women, at least beyond my human thralls who she seemed completely unthreatened by. Mako appeared to be a little bit more flexible overall, but I was just guessing that based on very little time actually spent with her.  
 
    Then there was Rhapsody. I almost shivered when I thought of her. She was a weird one—but she was cute as hell and seemed very, very eager to get to know me. I’ve once heard the adage that a man should never put his dick in crazy. Personally, I had never subscribed to this rather boring-sounding lifestyle. The crazier the better, I say. An unhinged door is more welcoming—that’s what I believe. 
 
    Still, I didn’t quite have a read on Dracula’s little princess just yet. In any case, I would have to play it by ear with her, but I was at the very least certain that I wanted to explore the possibility of courting her. Plus, how many dudes can say they’re dating Count Dracula’s daughter? 
 
    I was still awake a few hours later when Maria and Eliza roused from their sleep, letting out soft, sleepy moans as they nestled against my cheeks and chest. I let them kiss me and rub their hands all over me, but I pretended not to be awake, hoping they would quickly leave me to think on my own.  
 
    Maria tried, bless her heart, to get me to notice her, sucking on my lips and nibbling my ear lobe, and a part of me did want to reward her genuine show of affection. Just as I was about to give in, though, she let out a final sigh of disappointment and sat up. 
 
    “Come on, Eliza,” she whispered. “Maybe he’ll be in the mood tonight.” 
 
    Eliza mumbled her agreement, and the two of them dressed and left the room—no doubt to perform the various chores and tasks that I had assigned to them to get them ready for their role in managing the manor and creating a sustainable food supply for themselves. 
 
    I was amused and relieved to find that once I was alone—and had slipped into my coffin—I did fall asleep rather quickly. I napped peacefully through the afternoon, and it was a good thing, too, because my first full night with my housemates was sure to be an interesting one. 
 
    *** 
 
    I got up and instinctively smelled my breath, but was surprised to find it didn’t seem to stink at all. Not only that, but what clothes were left on my body had seemingly cleaned themselves. All bloodstains and other stains were gone—the suit even seemed like it was freshly pressed and ironed.  
 
    I was still wearing a suit, or the bottom half of one. I walked over to the wardrobe upon which the girls had hung their own dresses. Those dresses were gone now, replaced by the sheer nightgowns I knew so well. I opened the wardrobe up, turning a key that was already inserted into the lock. 
 
    I didn’t expect to find much, but a full array of outfits was already hanging there in just my size. My eyes glazed over as they stared at my options. I ultimately settled on a pair of black slacks and a formal white long-sleeve shirt which I left partially unbuttoned. I rolled up the cuffs to my elbows and chuckled as I noticed my skin was distressingly similar in color to the fabric. Finally, I grabbed a black cloak and clasped it around my neck, draping it over my shoulders. 
 
    A gentle knock sounded at the door as I looked in the mirror, amused to find that I had no reflection—but my clothes did. 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s meeee,” Demonika called out in an adorable sing-song voice. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Do you need my invitation?” 
 
    She giggled, her voice muffled by the oak door that was still closed. “No, baby, I’m just being polite. You’re not human.” 
 
    “Come in,” I said with a chuckle, looking toward the door. 
 
    Today, Demonika was wearing an all-black ensemble made of thin fabric that was almost sheer. It seemed to be more or less just a spaghetti strap summer dress, but it looked great on her, fitting her ample curves deliciously. 
 
    “Getting an eyeful?” she asked teasingly, pressing her elbows in to give me a better view of the sumptuous valley of her porcelain-white cleavage. 
 
    “Hell yes,” I grunted, turning to face her. 
 
    Her eyes went down to my chest, noting that I’d only partially buttoned the shirt so far. “Woof. That’s nice.”  
 
    I scoffed in mock offense. “You’re eyeing me like I’m your prey.” 
 
    She whimpered a bit at that, her head lolling to one side as she continued to ogle me. “I am literally a predator. You’re gonna make me beg like a doggy, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Beg for what?” I asked, greeting her eye contact with an askance eyebrow. 
 
    “My good evening kiss,” she said, tapping her lips demandingly. “Hop to it.” 
 
     I stretched my arms, milking her lecherous gaze for all it was worth as I drifted across the room toward her. I punctuated the final step by unbuttoning one more button on my silk shirt just to tease her. “Hmm, that’s odd, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What’s odd?” she asked, her lips still half-puckered. 
 
    I grinned at her deviously. “Remind me which of us is technically the master.” 
 
    “Y-you are.” 
 
    I nodded and lifted her chin up by my knuckle and forefinger, my touch triggering a desperate look in her eyes. “And yet, you’re the one giving me commands.” 
 
    She sulked a bit, looking away bashfully. “Well, I just—” 
 
    I cut her off with the kiss she was waiting for, descending on her lips like a mongoose on a snake. 
 
    “Mmph!” She gasped excitedly, her eyes going wide as she stared into mine. As she succumbed to the smooch, she practically melted into me, her body losing its own power so much that she fell forward, becoming limp in my arms. Her eyes grew heavy-lidded, as though managing to open more than halfway was simply beyond her capability at that point. 
 
    After a minute of supporting her as she leaned weakly against me, receiving my lips as eagerly as any woman ever had, she finally straightened up and pulled away from me for a moment—just to look up at me as though in disbelief. 
 
    “What?” I chuckled, smirking at her sweet, loving face. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for that kind of kiss from you since I knew what kissing was for,” she sniffled, crimson tears forming in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    I looked at her with an expression that spelled out my confusion. “You’ve already kissed me a couple times since you turned me into a vampire,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I kissed you,” she reiterated, her voice as soft and solemn as a deathbed prayer. “This time you kissed me—and you meant it.” 
 
    Shrugging, I closed my eyes and reflected back upon each time we’d kissed so far. It was true, so far as I could recall. Every contact between our lips had been initiated by her. Still, I chuckled. “Seems like an unimportant distinction to me.” 
 
    “It’s not,” she said, pouting with a stormy look in her vampire eyes. “It’s the difference between giving love and receiving it.” 
 
    I ran my fingers through her hair, smirking as I studied the luster of each strand as it fell between my digits like sheets of fine silk. “If you say so. Have you thought about what you’d like to do today?” 
 
    “I already went outside and asked Kelcier from House Raven what he knew. No one has gotten any instructions more than ‘get to know your housemates.’” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds like we have free reign, then.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she agreed tentatively, her eyes still lingering on my lips. “Or maybe it’s some kind of test. In any case, I think it’s not a bad idea to set up some boundaries and rules we can all agree on. I’m not too worried about Mako, but—” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” I chuckled, cutting her off as my finger stroked the curve of her ram-like horns. “I am positive we’ll be hearing from her shortly.” I lowered my hand to her waist and copped a firm feel of her ass. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You’d better not,” she moaned as her lip quivered. “It’s too risky right now.” 
 
    “Why’s it risky?” I asked, honestly as impressed as I was caught by surprise that she didn’t immediately throw herself at me the second I put the moves on her. 
 
    “My succubus abilities—if we do it with just the two of us before my powers mature, it’ll be too intense. I need another girl around to absorb some of our energy, or we’ll be knocked out or even killed from the pleasure my powers bring. I’m not a full-blooded succubus, so my threshold is lower, and you’re simply too strong for me to handle on my own.” 
 
    I frowned at that at first, but my face betrayed me in the end, redirecting the corners of my lips into a grin. On the one hand, it sucked to think that I might not be able to have sex one-on-one with Demonika anytime soon. On the other hand, hey, that’s one more point in favor of the harem contingency. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” she asked, her eyes slitting with irritation as she looked up at me. 
 
    I shrugged. “Just happy to be with you.” 
 
    “You’re thinking about a threesome, aren’t you?” she sighed. 
 
    I threw up my hands in defeat. “Well, I mean it’s the only way.” 
 
    She giggled. “You pig.” 
 
    “Damn, calling your master a pig,” I said, feigning insult at her tease. 
 
    Demonika’s eyes drifted toward the door. “Mako knows my condition. And she likes you, too, though she’d never admit it. That’s the tricky part with her.” 
 
    “There’s also the new girl,” I suggested. 
 
    “Your humans would probably be a better option,” Demonika replied. She drifted her hand across my chest, slipping it underneath the fabric. 
 
    “Would they be powerful enough to handle your powers being filtered through them?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “They’re just humans either way. Let’s say we lose one—you still have the other.” 
 
    “True,” I grunted awkwardly, “still—I can’t help but feel a bit attached to them. Responsible for them, at the very least.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me again, this time with a look of worry. “Don’t catch feelings for human thralls. They’re just pretty bags of blood.” 
 
    I considered it, but shrugged and frowned at her. “That’s all I was a few days ago.” 
 
    She shook her head so wildly that some of her dark hair came free from the loose ponytail it was tied into. “That’s never been true for you. You just didn’t know it yet. You are so, so far beyond humans and you have no fucking idea.” 
 
    I took a step back from her, taking her arms and pushing them away. She pouted. “Tell me what you know,” I commanded. “Anything Dracula held back from me.” 
 
    Her eyes glowed in response to the command, but she pouted with a look of disappointment in herself. “I would if I could, but there’s nothing else, baby. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Dammit,” I blurted out, balling my fists at my side in frustration. I felt a cold rush ripple through me, but quickly quelled it. One benefit of lacking classic human adrenaline and the need to breathe was that I found I was in a surprising level of control over my emotions. “I need to figure this out soon. The whole angel story is just so...I don’t know. I feel so far behind everyone else. I don’t know my vampire powers or my angel powers, meanwhile you are fully aware of your succubus heritage and can turn into animals and mist and stuff. I feel so vulnerable compared to everyone else.” 
 
    “It’s going to be Dracula himself or my godmother who teaches you,” she told me. “I think originally Dracula planned on teaching you privately, but now...I believe since he moved you into House Dragon and under my mother’s direct authority, there is a bigger chance it could be her helping you. I think she’s supposed to be teaching a class on demihuman ability cultivation, anyway.” 
 
    I nodded. That seemed about right. “Alright. Let me tell you what I’m thinking, then.” 
 
    She looked at me expectantly, surreptitiously taking baby steps to bring herself gradually closer. As I was still talking, she reached out and took my hands, which almost made me laugh at how sweet it was. 
 
    I lowered my voice to just above a whisper. “I can hear Mako in her room right now. I imagine she’s probably getting up, too. More importantly, I can also tell that Rhapsody is outside my door, waiting for me to come out.” 
 
    Demonika’s eyes went wide. “You can sense other vampires that well?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You can’t?” 
 
    The half-succubus squeezed my fingers. “Vampires have trouble detecting each other, but some are like you. Some have that gift, which makes them hard to sneak up on. See?! Your other powers will start to become clearer soon.” 
 
    “What’s taking them so long?” I asked, abandoning my original train of thought for the moment to indulge in this morsel. 
 
    “You’ve only just started drinking blood recently. The more regularly you do it, the faster your abilities will make themselves known.” 
 
    I refocused. “Anyway—sorry to drag us off track. Demonika, can I be on the level with you about my plans without you freaking out?” 
 
    She nodded, though a look of concern washed over her for a moment. 
 
    “Hearing what you said about your succubus powers, I’ve decided to double down on my gut feeling.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand. “Follow your gut, baby. Always.” 
 
    I smiled softly, leaning forward and planting a kiss on her forehead as a reward for her eternal support. “I am going to try to turn House Dragon into my own personal harem.” 
 
    Her eyes bulged. “What the fuck is up with your gut?!” she squealed, throwing her hand against her throat. “Holy shit, where is this coming from?” 
 
    I smirked as I noticed that she didn’t back away, even after I dropped that bomb. Despite the vocal outrage, she kept at least one hand on me the whole time. 
 
    “Think about it,” I said, stroking her cheek. “Rhapsody wants me and isn’t going to stop until she has me. Mako is our long-term friend, and she’s going to be miserable if I end up with either you or Dracula’s brat. Hell,” I leaned in, whispering the next part to her, “even your godmother was flirting with me last night.” 
 
    Demonika’s eyes went huge. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yes fucking way,” I assured her. 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “I–I need a moment,” she said, huffing and puffing—even though she really didn’t need to breathe. She withdrew her hands from me and crossed her arms, then closed her eyes and scrunched up her pretty features, muttering something under her breath that was too poorly articulated for me to make out. 
 
    “I realize this is a bit of a shock,” I grunted. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” she whined, though her face didn’t release any of its apparent tension. “I saw this coming a mile away.” 
 
    I blinked. “You did?” 
 
    She sighed, finally relaxing a bit. She looked at me softly, even offering a half-smile. “There’s just something about you. To be honest...this is the reason why I was so eager to become your thrall. I wanted to be bound to you, so you wouldn’t dream of...discarding me when other girls started throwing themselves at you.” 
 
    “I would never,” I said, my voice solemn and even a little hurt by the notion. I could understand that someone looking in on the situation as a third party might be puzzled by how quickly I’d come to prize her—but she had changed my life, and the truth was I’d prized her since I was a kid.  
 
    I almost shuddered as I remembered where I’d been and what I’d been doing just a week ago—cleaning up kids’ messes in a public library. How far she had brought me out of that situation in so little time, all the while completely open-hearted with unerring devotion.  
 
    “Never in a thousand years would I think of letting you go,” I told her, and I meant it. 
 
    She let out a heart-melting giggle at that. “Maybe you’re right. Anyway, I don’t regret what I did. At least I was your first kiss as a vampire.” Then her brow creased anew as she apparently thought about my actual first kiss. “Fucking Mako.” 
 
    I laughed at that and pinched her cheek. “So, we need to be careful how we play this. I don’t think Mako would accept it if I just strolled out into the parlor and spelled out the harem agenda.” 
 
    Demonika shivered at the thought. “No, I can’t imagine that going over particularly well.” 
 
    “Yet Rhapsody is just weird enough that I can’t really predict what she’ll think. She might be fully onboard, but she perhaps more likely will try to monopolize me herself. We need to get to know her first—but having Dracula’s daughter on our team has got to be a good thing, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Demonika agreed. “That’s a hell of a connection we walked into by virtue of your sex appeal alone.” 
 
    My face sobered up as I recalled the whole initial interaction with the petite ponytailed dhampir the night before. “I wonder what she sensed in me that made me like catnip to her.” 
 
    “We should go out there,” Demonika gestured toward the door. 
 
    I grunted my agreement. “You’re right.” 
 
    Taking one more look out the window, to me, the moon lit the Netherveil as brilliantly as any sun I’d ever seen. I gathered it probably wouldn’t have been the case if I were still human, but now with my vampire powers settling in slowly but surely, night was day, and day was forbidden. It was one more thing to adjust to. 
 
    When we opened the door, we were greeted to the sight of Rhapsody Tepes, just as I foretold. Her hair was still up in a very high ponytail, and I noted for the first time that her ears were slightly pointed like her father’s. She tapped her foot and puffed her cheeks as she waited for us with crossed arms and half-slitted eyes. 
 
    “You took too long.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t knock,” I noted. “Good evening, Rhapsody.” 
 
    “Good evening. She smells like you.” She was referring, of course, to Demonika. “You embraced her.” 
 
    I laughed, already making guesses in my head about how this was going to play out. It was true that I had to be careful not to break the heart of Dracula’s daughter, but she seemed pretty well-distanced from her own emotions, so I thought I could be forgiven for not shaking in my proverbial boots at the prospect. 
 
    “Demonika and I have been friends for a very long time,” I explained. 
 
    “And now we’re lovers,” she gloated, striking her own cross-armed pose. 
 
    “Hmm. A complication. Give me your hand.” 
 
    I blinked but obeyed purely out of curiosity. Rhapsody took it by the wrist, holding my fingers in front of her face, and took a whiff so deep I thought for a moment her eyes crossed. 
 
    “How’s that going for you?” I asked, holding back a sigh and an eye roll. 
 
    “Perfectly,” she replied, then she lifted my hand and placed it onto the top of her head. “Thrall, I shall teach you the proper way to administer headpats. This is a centuries-old method practiced by my father, the Darklord Vladimir Tepes-Dracula himself. Bear witness, my minion-to-be.” 
 
    Demonika’s jaw dropped and her eyebrow quivered as she watched Rhapsody guide my hand back along her scalp as though this were some precise science. 
 
    “I know how to pat someone on the head,” I said. “Your ponytail makes it a bit awkward, though.” 
 
    “It can be undone, if you prefer,” Rhapsody offered. “But first—let me test your mettle.” 
 
    She removed her digits from around my wrist, and I took my hand back and dropped it to my side, figuring that she had some task in mind that she was going to explain. I wasn’t really committed to doing precisely as she wanted, but I was intrigued. Curiosity was the chief response that this girl inspired. 
 
    “What cowardice is this?!” she hissed, curling her fingers into diminutive fists which she flailed by her ghost-white cheeks. “Show me your technique if you are such a master of this art.” 
 
    “Oh,” I muttered. I looked at Demonika, and she just rolled her eyes. Harmless enough, I figured, so I put my palm back on her head and guided my fingertips through her tresses, massaging her scalp and temples until her eyes went akimbo and, weirdly enough, her tongue fell out of her mouth. “Aaand that’s enough of that,” I murmured. 
 
    She scowled at me. “Touché, but I respect it. Teasing me with such a prodigious talent only to withdraw at the pleasure’s apex—not only a master of headpats, but of manipulation and seduction as well. You are no mere thrall. I understand now why you already have minions of your own.” 
 
    “Uhhh, sure,” I grunted, shrugging my shoulders. Suddenly I had the strong temptation to sniff my hand, but I didn’t give in. I suspected that even the vampire princess of awkwardness herself might cock an eyebrow at that. 
 
    “We should check on Mako and survey the property together,” Demonika suggested, surely eager for this bit of weirdness to be concluded. 
 
    I had to agree. “Yeah,” I said. “Let me fetch her. I think I still sense her in her room.” 
 
    Rhapsody and Demonika went to the parlor without me, finding books to read until I moseyed my way back to them with Mako in tow. 
 
    “Knock knock knock,” I said as I lightly tapped on the oni girl’s door. There was no response, even though I could make out activity inside. “Mako, are you in there?” 
 
    “Uhh...ummm. Don’t come in!” 
 
    My senses flared, and at that moment, the main one that came back to me was smell. I detected the scent of sweat, and something not that far removed from the dew of a woman’s arousal. Was she… 
 
    “Well—sorry to interrupt whatever you’re doing,” I grunted, “but the rest of us are up. Join us in the parlor and we’ll talk about our plans for the day.” 
 
    “Ungh—okay!” she blurted out, followed by a soft moan that I probably shouldn’t have been able to hear. “Mm...Bear-Boy.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I confidently filed my guess for what sort of activity she had self-engaged in. I made my way into the room where the other two women were sitting by a lit fireplace, reading dusty old books with strange occult symbols and diagrams on almost every page. 
 
    “Hey baby,” Demonika said, looking up from her book as I stepped into the room. “Where’s Mako?” 
 
    “Here!” The red-skinned oni herself wandered into the room, wearing black shorts, a spiked collar, and a black and white striped crop top. Her six-pack was on display, and I helped myself to a generous look at it as she settled into the group. “Sorry—I was just writing in my journal.” 
 
    Rhapsody perked up and closed her book. She leaned forward and offered a rare smirk. “She’s lying. Why are you lying?” 
 
    “Wh-what?!” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s important,” I muttered, trying to preserve Mako’s dignity as long as I could. “Everyone has private habits—” 
 
    But Rhapsody moved so quickly that she was like a blur, ending up right in Mako’s face. She took a long sniff. “You were engaging in a sex.” 
 
    “I—I was not!” 
 
    “You were self-sexing,” she added, the smirk still present. 
 
    Mako’s red cheeks somehow seemed to get even redder. “What?! No—I, uhh…” 
 
    “Who cares?” I said, shrugging. “Everyone does it.” 
 
    Demonika blinked a few times, her face scrunched in a bemused half-grin. “I’m still stuck on ‘self-sexing.’” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
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   T he parlor lacked any modern comforts that would have made it something like a living room from twenty-first century Earth. Indeed, it seemed that in the entirety of the Netherveil, no one had bothered to figure out electricity. A brassy candelabra hung overhead, lit with black candles that emanated an eerie green light that was somehow unaffected by the breeze that blew through the open windows. 
 
    An immense rug fashioned from the hide of an impossibly large black bear adorned the center of the room, while half a dozen similarly oversized wolf heads of varying colors hung over the fireplace. The embers burned a soft, persistent red, sparks erupting as the wood crackled and popped in the hearth bed. 
 
    There were five chairs and something not unlike a loveseat, all the same deep red color. Starlight twinkled brilliantly through the window, casting a silver glow on Demonika’s face as she sat and skeptically sipped a goblet of blood. “Are you sure this is safe?” she asked. 
 
    “The container is enchanted,” Rhapsody explained as she watched me unblinkingly. “That blood remains fresh. It will fill you, but it will not contribute as much to the growth of your power as blood you claim from a victim or donor.” 
 
    Mako scowled. “Then it’s dead calories, basically. We should optimize every meal to make sure our power grows faster than the other houses.” 
 
    “No need to get that competitive from the start,” I chuckled. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Dummy. They divided us into groups. This is already a competition. If you think they won’t be comparing us from day one, you’re a fucking dumbass.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re just how I remembered you.” Then my eyes drifted to the horn. “Well, almost.” 
 
    “And you’re as stupid and lazy as I remember you,” she said. “Hmph.” 
 
    Demonika giggled. “Mako, I thought for a minute last night that you had matured, but now I see you’re the same stubborn girl as before.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “The ill-mannered red woman is right,” Rhapsody chimed in, still staring at me with unwavering intensity. “This is part of their game—even today. They want to test us, to see how badly we want to prove ourselves.” 
 
    “To what end?” I asked. “Are they planning to punish the losers?” 
 
    Rhapsody shrugged. “I can’t pretend to fully comprehend my father’s design. He keeps many things from me.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell from her face if that fact bothered her, but the way I had seen Dracula doting on her the night before, part of me wondered just how guarded the man could be. “You can blink anytime you want, you know.” 
 
    Rhapsody gasped. “What a waste of sight that would be,” she growled at the hateful idea. “That simply wouldn’t do. I perceive things very quickly. In the span of a single blink, it would be like going ten full seconds without looking at you. Do you feel silly now?” 
 
    I traded looks with the other two girls. “Yep. Super silly.” 
 
    “Well,” Demonika muttered, sitting up straight and leaning forward in her chair, “I think the direction of this conversation comes down to just how badly we want to win whatever unspoken competition there is.” 
 
    I shrugged. “We’re going to win regardless,” I chuckled, winking at her. “The question is how far do we want to leave the other three houses in our dust?” 
 
    “Your confidence is endearing—but perhaps misplaced,” Rhapsody noted. “In each house there is at least one standout student who has been training for this day for the entire year. Damian the fey-blooded will be the rival we most want to keep abreast of.” 
 
    I nodded. “I got bad vibes from him last night.” 
 
    “He is ruthless. There are those who said he once drank ten women dry in one night.” 
 
    “Sounds like my original plan for last summer,” I grunted. When no one laughed or even seemed to get the joke, I just leaned back in my seat. 
 
    I looked over at the wall at the base of the stairs. There was a shelf loaded with hundreds of books, all leatherbound and arranged in different colors. They had peculiar names, like ‘The Mad Witch-Hunter’s Guide to the Occult’ and ‘Spirit Speech’ and even a book titled ‘History of the Vampire’ apparently penned by none other than Van Helsing himself, or at least someone in the legendary monster hunter’s bloodline. 
 
    Most suggestively, there were five copies of each book. “I’m guessing that those are our textbooks or assigned readings for the year,” I said nodding at the shelf’s contents. 
 
    Mako groaned and rolled her eyes. “Fuck, I hate reading. You’re going to have to do the homework and give me the cliffnotes.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely be reading ahead,” I said. “Frankly, I can’t wait to start paging through those.” 
 
    “Barry was a librarian,” Demonika giggled, beaming proudly. “Since we’ve been kids, he’s always been a speedreader. He used to bring a book for every day that we attended Camp Blackwood.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “I was a janitor at the library. And I don’t remember doing that. Most of my memories are still fuzzy from those days.” 
 
    “That’ll wear off in time,” Mako assured me. “It took Demonika months to fully remember everything.” 
 
    “Ahh—Blackwood initiates,” Rhapsody said, nodding as though it all made sense to her now. 
 
    I turned my attention back to her, noting her prim and proper posture, legs crossed as she posed demurely in her seat. “Does Camp Blackwood mean anything to you?” 
 
    “I’ve only heard the name, but my father mentioned it frequently. Something about narrowing down his options,” she answered with a shrug that caused her ponytail to sway in an endearing way. 
 
    I smirked at her. “Well, I don’t know about you all, but if this is indeed a competition, then we may as well win. At the very least, we should give our best attempt.” 
 
    “If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right,” Demonika agreed. 
 
    Mako rolled her eyes and brushed a wispy lock of white hair back behind a pointed red ear. “You’re such a fucking loser.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s why you’re in love with me,” I teased, flashing her a wink. 
 
    She immediately got flustered. Her shoulders raised up to her ears and her eyes shot wide open. “Wh-what?! No—I—It’s not like you’re hot or something. Tone down that ego, you smug dumbass.” 
 
    Rhapsody finally looked away at me for a moment to study Mako’s embarrassment. “What game is this? She clearly is attracted to you, but she acts as though she isn’t. Isn’t this counterintuitive?” 
 
    “Your mouth to you-know-who’s ears,” I muttered. I shifted my attention to Demonika and stood up. “Your godmother suggested we get to know each other—fortunately, three out of four of us are already very familiar, so that just leaves Rhapsody.” 
 
    “Well, and she needs to get to know us, too,” the half-succubus pointed out. “Isn’t that our goal for today?” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s still only just after sundown. We have all night. I say we spend some time getting the new girl up to speed for a while, and then we crack open the books and prepare for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do we have to be here for the first part?” Mako asked with an exasperated sigh. “Figures that the fucking nerd would want to stay in all night and read books when we could be tearing shit up.” 
 
    “By all means, if you have somewhere else in mind that we can go—” 
 
    Rhapsody finally blinked. “The parameters of Lady Darcy’s instructions implied that we were meant to stay in.” 
 
    Mako grinned wickedly. “I listened as carefully as anyone else. There were no instructions not to go out. She just said something like ‘familiarize yourself with your new home.’” 
 
    “I’d say we’re fairly familiar with the parlor and our rooms,” I chuckled. “If you have stomping grounds in mind, I’m all ears.” 
 
    Rhapsody’s blinking graduated to a full-on wince. “I believe this is a bad idea.” 
 
    Mako shot an annoyed look at the dhampir with cold feet. “There’s a potion bar run by Granny Greentooth underneath the tavern wine cellar two villages down. It’s in the little hamlet known as Riverwood. I say we go there, huff and chug a couple of alchemical brews, then head back here a few hours before sunrise so Bear-Boy has a chance to nerd out over the books and take his pets out to pee.” 
 
    It took me a second to realize she was talking about Maria and Eliza. “I’m fairly certain they are capable of peeing on their own,” I muttered. 
 
    Demonika frowned at the suggestion. “I’m not sure I like this plan either, but if that’s what you both want to do, I’ll go along.” 
 
    “Well,” Rhapsody began, her face tightened and clearly doubtful, “as long as we all go together, I suppose it will be clear at least that we were focusing on the primary objective.” 
 
    I couldn’t contain a laugh at that. “I think you’re taking the instructions too literally. What if Cordelia just said it like a platitude? Like, hey, make sure to get to know your housemates. It doesn’t have to be some huge mission, does it? I didn’t get any certain sense that it was intended that way.” 
 
    Mako nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    “Did you just call my godmother ‘Cordelia?’” Demonika asked with suspicious eyes. 
 
    I shrugged. “Anyway, it sounds like we’ve got a plan. Shall we head out?” 
 
    Rhapsody stood up and held out a hand to stop me as I turned toward the door. “Wait,” she said. “Just one moment.” 
 
    I looked at her and nodded. “Yes? What is it?” 
 
    She scrunched up her nose and tapped her chin. “Tell me one thing first—what exactly is pee?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “How did you even find out about this place?” I asked as I held a particularly noxious blue concoction to my nose. I had imagined a tavern under a tavern for the atmosphere, but it really was just a musty wine cellar with a simple bar and a few tables and chairs.  
 
    To be fair, the decor probably beat whatever was going on upstairs by a lot. The tables appeared to be hand carved with dark polished oak, stained to perfection, with floral-patterned inlays edged along each side. Each one had a fancy rug beneath it, and a row of vials filled with many liquids of different colors resting on a tray on top of it. The vials had labels, but the names were well beyond anything I could make sense of, having been written in some variant of Romanian. 
 
    Mako grinned. “I’ve been here since the last day at Camp Blackwood. I’ve picked up a few secrets in my time in the ‘Veil.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Is that what the cool kids call this world?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “so it’s off-limits to you.” 
 
    I feigned offense, squawking with a hand over my throat like I was indignantly clutching pearls. “Ouch, Mako,” I grunted. “Just when I was starting to think I was fitting in.” 
 
    “Please—loser like you—” 
 
    “I do not understand the nature of this banter,” Rhapsody interrupted us, frowning deeply. “I feel a strong urge to smite you for your venomous words, but he laughs. I can smell your arousal when you look at him. What is the meaning of this facade? Is it some coquettish game?” 
 
    Mako looked as though she’d just been slapped in the face with a phallic fish. “Wh-what?! No! Please, are you fucking kidding me? A nerd like him? As if!” 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself from rolling my eyes, and apparently neither could Demonika. 
 
    “You two—what was that thing with your eyes you just did?” Rhapsody asked, leaning in so that her nose touched mine as she studied my face. 
 
    “It’s an eye roll. You do it when someone says something ridiculous,” Demonika explained. “You can please give him some space now. Now. Please!” 
 
    Rhapsody eventually did pull back. By that time, I observed that Mako’s face was hidden in her hands. 
 
    “You okay, Mako?” I asked. “We’re just teasing.” 
 
    Mako responded by grabbing a random potion from the center of the table and chugging it as fast as she could. She slammed the vial down on the ground, shattering it, then stuck out her long pointy tongue triumphantly. “Blaah!” she shouted. “Drank it all down. Your turn, unless you’re scared.” 
 
    I scoffed. “I’m terrified. I think I’ll watch and see what happens to you first, this being my first time and all.” 
 
    “Hell, I’ll drink,” Demonika murmured, grabbing a blue potion and sucking the fluid out of the vial. I winced as I still held mine in my hand. 
 
    “I have never had a potion of this sort. Is it safe?” Rhapsody asked, eyeing Mako. 
 
    “Totally,” the oni girl replied, dismissively waving her hand. “It’s just like booze is for humans. It’s the only way to get a vampire properly buzzed.” 
 
    “I heard that if you drink too much, you can turn into a frog,” Rhapsody noted. 
 
    “Or a sheep,” Mako replied, nodding grievously. “Just...drink in moderation.” 
 
    “Awww,” Demonica cooed, pinching Mako’s cheeks. The half-succubus was already leaning against the table, grinning a silly grin from one ear to the other. Her eyes were dilated, more red than black at this point, and she laughed an unguarded laugh that filled the room and got a few other vampires to look our way. “Next time I have trouble sleeping, I’ll count wooly little Mako Takahashis! Hicc!” 
 
    I laughed. “Wow, it takes effect quickly.” 
 
    “She’s just a lightweight,” Mako noted, patting Demonika playfully on the head. 
 
    “Is the feeling pleasant?” Rhapsody asked, her face unchanging as events unfolded around her. 
 
    Mako nodded, but Demonika curled her lips in a lusty pout, turning her attention on me. “It’s making me horny,” she said in a weirdly cute voice. 
 
    “You are always horny. You have two horns. This is your nature,” Rhapsody noted, cocking her head to the side. 
 
    “She means she wants to self-sex,” Mako explained with a smirk, raising another potion to her lips. This one was yellow. 
 
    “I want to Barrett-sex,” Demonika giggled. This pronouncement did nothing to please the oni girl, going by the sudden twitch in her eye. 
 
    “That’s impossible—it is I who shall have the sex with Barrett Bradshaw tonight,” Rhapsody corrected her. “However, you may be present—I will need instructional support.” 
 
    “Okay, first of all,” I grunted, “yes to all that, but—” 
 
    “Yes?!” Mako blurted out. 
 
    I shrugged. “I am just a man—with a man’s courage.” 
 
    “Is that a reference to Flash Gordon?!” The one-horned oni slammed her palms down on the table. “You don’t get to just quote Queen songs and fuck whoever you want!” 
 
    “It’s a free country,” I retorted with an impish grin and a bounce of my brow. Then I turned over to Rhapsody. “I mean—is it?” 
 
    “No, it’s not—but it’s certainly freer for vampires than it is for humans.” 
 
    Demonika not-so-sneakily started rubbing my inner thigh. “Technically it’s—hicc!—not even a country. It’s just a tiny demiplane with a few dozen villages and one big castle.” 
 
    “There’s a little more to it than that,” Mako noted as she eyed Demonika’s hand angrily. “Do you really think you should be doing that here?” 
 
    “It’s just a warm-up,” the half-succubus giggled before letting out another hiccup. 
 
    “I mean, go as far as you want. I’m not shy,” I noted, putting my hands behind my head to signal just how relaxed I was about the unfolding developments. 
 
    Rhapsody leaned forward in wonder, eyeing Demonika’s tender touch. “Allow me to see the penis.” 
 
    “Okay!” Mako shouted, suddenly looking panicked. “That’s enough of that, right?! We can stop now—you don’t really like Barrett that much, do you? Come on, he’s gross!” 
 
    Demonika looked at her friend with lip-biting mischief on her face as she slipped her hand down the front of my pants. 
 
    Mako turned her head and looked at the bar, where the witchy proprietor, dressed in a frumpy black gown and bonnet, brewed more potions in the corner. “Hey! Granny Greentooth! They’re gonna fuck over here!” 
 
    She looked up from her task, clearly displaying very little concern over the matter. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “They might get—cum on the floor!” 
 
    The witch shrugged. “Would be more interesting than last night.” 
 
    Mako looked like she was losing her mind. “You—you’d better not get hard, Barrett Bradshaw!” 
 
    “That ship has long since sailed.” 
 
    “Sweet sassy molassey, was it always this big?” Demonika asked, her voice in hushed awe. “I wanna taste it!” 
 
    “I—I—I won’t allow it!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Look, this place was your idea. Might as well—” 
 
    My restated offer was interrupted with the sound of new patrons making a scene as they wandered down the steps—five of them. Two men, three women. 
 
    “House Wolf,” Rhapsody whispered. “Damian is here. Demonika, unhand his penis.” 
 
    “Oh thank the Dark Lord,” Mako sighed out her relief, wiping imagined sweat from her brow. “That was close.” 
 
    Demonika whimpered and rubbed her thighs together as she buttoned my trousers back up. “So close,” she whined. “It would have been nice.” 
 
    Rhapsody nodded in agreement. “It would have been very informative too. But we should go.” 
 
    I shook my head, though, and stood up. “Not so fast,” I grunted. “I want to meet this guy myself.” 
 
    “You’re going to get into a fight,” Rhapsody warned me. “He will destroy you. He has more experience with his powers and hails from a powerful archfey family.” 
 
    “I’m just glad I don’t know what any of that means, then,” I chuckled. Demonika tried to pull me back by the wrist, but I broke away from her and strolled over to the bar where Damian and his housemates were ordering their potions. 
 
    I took up a spot standing next to him. “Hey there,” I said, extending my hand, “I’m—” 
 
    He smacked my hand away like an insufferable bitch and stared straight into my eyes. “I don’t give half a fuck who you are. Here’s your first and only warning—run back to your little squad of sluts and—” 
 
    I decked him in the face. Gasps rang out from my table and his friends as he went soaring through the air, smashing two tables into debris until he finally collided against the wall. His body left a vaguely Damian-shaped crack in the cobblestone cellar wall, and I watched with grinning satisfaction as he slid down it and landed on the floor in a heap. 
 
    “You wanna say that again?” I asked. 
 
    The feeling that surged inside me when he called my girls sluts—it was beyond adrenaline. It was supernatural, divine, wrath burning inside me and turning my veins into flowing streams of righteous fire. The power with which I smacked the fucker in the face was unlike anything I’d ever felt. 
 
    “Hell yes!” the witch shouted behind the desk, tossing a potion over her shoulder to start clapping all the faster. “Nice!” 
 
    A group of vampires at another table cheered too, but I hardly noticed them. All my focus was on the pink-haired punk. 
 
    I felt a hand land on my shoulder—one of the other men in Damian’s entourage. “I’m going to warn you to take that hand off of me, or you’re going to lose it,” I said. 
 
    “Barrett!” Demonika shouted, “Look out!” 
 
    The hand was just a distraction. In the time that I had taken to look back, Damian had gotten to his feet and barreled into me at superhuman speed. I felt his fangs bite down into my throat and rip out a chunk of gore, causing the women at my table to utter noises of surprise. 
 
    Now it was an all-out fight. It was hard to make sense of the chaos as it unfolded in real time, but Mako lit the blue-haired girl on fire with her breath while a fairy girl leapt on her back and screamed like a banshee, clawing at her eyes. Demonika strangled one of the other men with her tail, and Rhapsody literally ripped all the arms and legs off of another one. After that, they rushed to help Mako, pulverizing the pink-haired psycho fairy into submission. 
 
    I was the only one underperforming at the moment. I bled out on the ground, finding my strength and that surge of power withering away as I tried to fight Damian off of me. 
 
    “You fucking dare to lay hands on me?!” he shouted. “I am the prince of the Winter Court!” 
 
    “Lick my ass,” I gurgled out at him as my throat tried to heal itself. He clawed me in the face again and again until I was sure it was unrecognizable. Pain took control of my body, and I lost strength in my hands, letting go of his neck and shoulders as he laid into me on repeat. 
 
    “I’m going to rip your fucking head off,” he growled as he reached over and grabbed the leg of one of the broken tables and held it menacingly against my chest. “Right after I stake you in the heart.” 
 
    He didn’t have time to do that, though, because all three of my girls descended on him at once, biting his throat and tearing it into messy ribbons. It was Rhapsody who kicked his broken body in the chest when that was done. 
 
    I sat up, feeling my veins pulse and throb independent of my still heart as that feeling like adrenaline brought me back from the edge. Demonika knelt by my side and immediately inspected my wounds. “Poor baby! But…you heal quickly,” she noted. “Thank the devil for that.” 
 
    I looked up and saw the proprietor standing on the bar, hollering in excitement. “Aww yeah!” she cackled. “Finish him!” 
 
    I looked over at Damian and met his gaze as he clutched his own throat, slowly healing. A look of pure hatred was fixed on his face. 
 
    “We cannot kill him,” Rhapsody cautioned me. “And he cannot kill you, unless he wishes to be banned from the Netherveil and Nosferatu Academy forever. Don’t waste this chance.” 
 
    I looked down at him, still feeling weak, but faking strength. “You and I are far from done. You insulted me, and that’s one thing. But you insulted my House,” I growled, gesturing at the girls as well, “and that means I will make it my one mission to make your life a living hell until we finish our time here—and then I’ll kill you.” 
 
    To my surprise, he grinned at me and nodded. “Is it true that you’ve only been a vampire for a week?” he rasped. 
 
    “Less than a week,” Demonika hissed. “You’ve been warned.” 
 
    “I can tell you’re like me,” he said as he sat up, leaning back on the table and studying the broken bodies of his friends who were themselves still recovering. “Watch yourself. You are going to make many enemies here.” 
 
    I tried to remain cool, even though every fiber of my being wanted to start the fight over. “Is that another threat? Be careful slinging those around all willy nilly.” 
 
    He smirked. “Just a warning. You’d better not let anyone else kill you—that is a joy that only I get to experience on the day of our commencement.” 
 
    I spat out some black vampire blood—or whatever. “I can’t fucking wait. Expect me to kick your ass weekly until then, though.” 
 
    He laughed and stood up, picking up one of his friends’ arms and tucking it under his armpit. “We shall see about that, Bradshaw. We shall see.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
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   B y the time we arrived back at our manor, all my wounds had healed, and any lingering traces of pain were at most minutes away from fading. I had very little basis to assume anything about how normal or unusual that kind of recovery speed was, so I went entirely by the girls’ reactions. 
 
    Demonika broke down into tears as soon as we left the potion cellar—right after Mako settled the tab with the excitable crone, Granny Greentooth. She seemed eager for another round of fighting to begin, even offering a free round of drinks to give us time to recover. Apparently she hadn’t been getting a lot of entertainment down there lately. 
 
    “What about them?” I asked, looking at the badly beaten bodies of House Wolf’s members on the floor. They were recovering, too, but they looked in worse shape than I did by the time I was walking and talking again, most of them still eking out anguished noises of complaint. 
 
    One of the girls that was among them was a winged fey girl I took for Damian’s girlfriend. She was the same one I had seen him get to second base with the night before in the great hall of Castle Drakul. She frantically scooped up the body parts of Damian’s friend—the one that Rhapsody had unnervingly easily dismembered until he was just a torso with a head. As we walked out the door, I noticed her placing his arm against his socket. 
 
    “There’s no way that’s going to work, is it?” I grunted as we made our way through the cellar door and out into the night again. 
 
    Demonika was still crying softly as she studied my face, but Mako and Rhapsody had calmed themselves when it became clear I would survive. Rhapsody didn’t show any emotion resembling worry at my state, per se, but her actions had spoken loudly enough when she had come to my defense. 
 
    “Vampires have powerful healing factors. It’ll be a long night for House Wolf, but the next time we see them, they will be back in one piece,” Rhapsody explained. She was no longer staring at me. In fact, she seemed to be avoiding looking in my direction altogether, staying focused on the trail ahead as we briskly made our way through the village and back in the direction of our shared residence. 
 
    “I feel like we got off on the wrong foot with them,” I chuckled—but laughing made my body throb with renewed pain. I coughed, causing Demonika to overreact, shrieking far louder than any grunt of discomfort I made. 
 
    “We need to get you home and back to bed,” she murmured. “My poor baby.” 
 
    “Stupid baby,” Mako muttered. “What kind of fucking idiot picks a fight with the one dude everyone says to avoid the day before classes even start?” 
 
    I laughed at that, my hand covering the one small hole left in my neck that hadn’t fully closed. “Yeah, well, fuck you too, Mako.” 
 
    “Hmph!” she squeaked. “Probably should have let you taken a beating a bit longer before we rescued your ass.” 
 
    “Don’t be a bitch,” Demonika scolded her, her brow furrowed so intensely that Mako seemed to shrink as she felt the heat of the half-succubus’s glare. “You know just as well as I do how you’d really feel if he got any more injured than he did.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the oni girl said, pouting and crossing her arms. She stubbornly blew a wisp of her silky white hair out of her face and made a performance out of rolling her eyes. “Why should I care what happens to him?” 
 
    Rhapsody turned her head to look at Mako, studying her from head to toe. “If you are truly so ambivalent to the survival of our housemate and the man you love, does this not make you an unappealing option for a romantic partner? How do you intend to attract him?” 
 
    “Wh-what?! You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” Mako hissed. “Sh-shut up!” 
 
    Rhapsody watched Demonika roll her eyes again, then apparently got the idea to try it out for herself. She attempted it bravely, perhaps putting a bit too much effort into it, rolling her shoulders and rotating her eyes in their sockets so violently that she looked a bit uncomfortable afterward. 
 
    We soon arrived back at the manor, entering through its stately gates and then the front door. It was still early in the evening, but by the way everyone collapsed on the furniture as soon as we’d made our way into the parlor, one might assume it was much later. 
 
    “I suppose you should get into your coffin,” Rhapsody suggested as she finally brought herself to look at me now that I’d fully healed. 
 
    I shook my head. “Hell no. I want to crack open these books.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Demonika asked as she seated herself on my lap and ran her fingers affectionately down the side of my face. “You don’t need to strain yourself. We can play catch-up tomorrow.” 
 
    “I don’t see the point in doing that,” I said. I eyed the bookshelf against the wall, studying the titles written on the various bindings. “We got back early. It should be enough time for me to read every book.” 
 
    Rhapsody blinked. “You are mistaken. Your mind is sharper than it was when you were a human, true—but your mental faculties haven’t quickened so much that you would be able to read at such a pace with that level of comprehension. These are tomes with esoteric knowledge requiring close study.” 
 
    “They’re in English, right?” 
 
    “Your copy of each book will be in your first language—this arrangement has been made for everyone.” 
 
    I nodded, looking at Demonika. “So, English for us.” She nodded a quick confirmation. 
 
    “What are you thinking, nerd?” Mako asked, her face far more interested than her words suggested. 
 
    “There’s a reason I took a library job when higher paying ones were offered,” I started to say. “I read fast and at a very high level. Multiple books a day. If I focus, in the next six hours I should be able to get through at least most of these tomes.” 
 
    Rhapsody crossed her arms. “You boast convincingly. It almost seems as though you believe the insane words you speak.” 
 
    “I do believe them,” I insisted with a chuckle. “Demonika, sweety, get up and grab me any book off the shelf.” 
 
    Demonika kissed me on the forehead and stood up, her tail stroking my arm as she walked toward the bookcase. “Hmmm,” she muttered. “How about ‘Rituals of Blood’?” 
 
    “Sounds like an intense start, but bring it on.” I cracked my knuckles for dramatic effect. 
 
    Demonika handed me the book and took her place behind me, placing her hands delicately on my shoulders. She started massaging me, helping me to relax as I got to work. “I hope this helps you focus, baby,” she cooed. 
 
    “It probably won’t, but I just can’t turn down an impromptu rubdown.” 
 
    Rhapsody grabbed the same book for herself and sat down on the armrest of my chair. I looked at her with a raised eyebrow, trying to interpret her intention in the moment. 
 
    “You are puzzled by my desire to be in close proximity to you?” she asked. “Strange—you should know by now that you are soon to be my property. As such, my physical closeness is one way to clearly indicate my intent to possess you.” 
 
    “We’ll see who ends up belonging to whom,” I chuckled. 
 
    Now it was her turn to arch a brow. “My life follows a simple pattern. I desire, then I obtain. Now, I desire you. You shall belong to me.” 
 
    I opened the book and started scanning the pages, but kept the conversation going out of sheer amusement. “You said I’m special last night, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Undoubtedly special,” she agreed at once. 
 
    “Then maybe you’d better accept that I’ll be kicking your time-honored tradition of getting whatever the fuck you want from Daddy and replacing it with a new one.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Which is?” 
 
    I chuckled and looked at her with a cocky grin. “How about becoming my thrall and learning to call me Daddy instead?” 
 
    “Me? A thrall?” She blinked a few times as though she’d never considered the possibility. “I don’t think I like the notion. I think—wait, there is no way you’re reading that fast.” 
 
    She interrupted her own train of thought with that cute observation as her eyes settled on me and noted the rapid pace at which I turned the pages of the textbook. 
 
    Mako sighed. “Believe it or not, he really is a crazy fast reader. One time, at summer camp, he chose to bring three extra books instead of extra pairs of underwear.” 
 
    I winced at her. “Such betrayal. I told you that in confidence.” 
 
    She grinned at me and winked—a rare adorable moment from Mako, and I savored it. 
 
    “He cannot be this fast. This is a boast. He is gloating, attempting to arouse me by creating the illusion of an immense intellect,” Rhapsody said, crossing her arms. Her posture grew stern and hostile, but her face was still as blank as ever. The oddest contradiction was that she started to rub her ankle against my leg. 
 
    “Give me thirty minutes and I’ll finish this book, and then you can quiz me all you want,” I chuckled, not bothering to look fully up at her. 
 
    She shook her head resolutely, smacking me in the shoulder with her long ponytail. “These games are unappealing to me. I am ready to have a sex with you now. In fact, I demand it. There is no need to play at seduction tactics.” 
 
    I sighed and closed the book, looking up at her with an exasperated face. “Honestly, I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” I told her frankly. “I’ll happily sleep with you, though. Just not now. I’m reading.” 
 
    She let out a quiet gasp, her eyes widening as though in horror. “Rejection? Postponement of my advances? What sort of man do you think you are to deny the affection of a comely vampire princess?” 
 
    “This part of the book is really interesting,” I grunted. 
 
    “Surely not more interesting than penetrating my diminutive—” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Mako grunted, making a show of covering her ears, “Shut the hell up! No one’s fucking him!” 
 
    I could practically feel Demonika grin behind me as she continued to work her fingers into my shoulders. “And why do you care so much when and whom he fucks? Is it because you want to be his first vampire lover?” 
 
    “As if!” she shouted, sticking out her tongue in disgust. “Blech! Like I’d fuck a total nerd.” 
 
    “Well, he is hot, though, you have to admit,” Demonika giggled, tracing the outlines of my sculpted face with her delicate fingers. 
 
    “I—I don’t have to admit anything,” Mako huffed, puffing up her cheeks. 
 
    “And you’ve seen his muscles, Mako,” Demonika added. “They’re even tighter now that he’s a vampire.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “Like I care.” 
 
    “I felt his cock in my hands tonight at the Potion Bar, you know,” the half-succubus whispered teasingly. “It’s pretty fucking ideal.” 
 
    “I—like I care!” Mako repeated angrily. 
 
    “Aww, that’s too bad,” I chuckled, looking up at her. “You’ve gotten really sexy since Camp Blackwood. Guess I won’t get my hopes up.” 
 
    Her eyes shot open real damn fast at that. “Wh-what?! No—I just...Well it’s not—I’m not flat-out rejecting—Granted, you’re hot, but—” 
 
    “Ha!” Demonika giggled. “You admit it.” 
 
    “It’s not like I like him or anything, come on!” Mako squealed, standing up in a huff. “Don’t—don’t tease me!” 
 
    “If you’d just stop bullying me, maybe I’d do a lot better than that,” I chuckled, then let my eyes drift back down to the book. 
 
    Mako glared at Demonika and Rhapsody. “I’m going to my room. Don’t you sluts dare fuck him. Not that I care—just...don’t make our house filthy.” 
 
    “I promise the opposite,” Rhapsody said, still glaring at me in offense at my earlier rejection. “I will force myself upon him in his moment of weakness.” 
 
    “And what would that look like?” I asked. 
 
    “You shall know the second I see my opportunity.” 
 
    Mako let out a loud groan of sexually frustrated angst and stomped her way to her room, slamming the door behind her like a spoiled punk. It almost got me to break character and call her back to apologize, but the approach I was using was working, and I certainly had a lot more leverage over her than I ever had in my past life. 
 
    With the oni gone, Demonika leaned forward and hugged me from behind, ringing her arms around my neck and pressing her breasts against my back. “Well, now it’s just the three of us. Let’s not bicker and argue over who’s going to enslave whom,” she cooed. “All that silly nonsense is inconsequential at the moment. We have as much time as we need to get to that point. Let’s focus on what is important right now.” 
 
    I nodded. “Agreed. To be clear, what are you hinting at as being important, just so I can make sure we’re on the same page?” 
 
    “Well—I still need someone’s help if I’m going to fuck you...and she’s right here.” 
 
    I firmly shook my head, even as my flagrant erection protested. “Tonight, I’m studying. When I finally take you two to bed, it’s going to be a full night affair, and I won’t settle for anything less. But we’re going to have to wait.” 
 
    “How loooong?” Demonika whined right in my ear. 
 
    “Until I’m sure that we’re ahead of every other house,” I told her. “Once we’re the uncontested leaders in every subject, we can take a breeding break.” 
 
    Demonika and Rhapsody exchanged irritated looks. 
 
    “Rejected by my own master,” Demonika sighed like she was going to cry. “Who I turned into a vampire myself, sacrificing my own freedom. Who I pledged my eternal love to, and even offered a kinky threesome for.” 
 
    I chuckled. “What a guy. What an absolute badass he must be. Okay, in all seriousness—” I closed the book and looked at them both.  
 
    “I will not be quelled so easily,” Rhapsody said. She slid off the armrest and sat on my thigh, straddling it, and forcing me to pull my book closer to my face. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I muttered, narrowing my eyes at her for a moment. “This is the least efficient study session I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “I’m—what’s the word, Demonika? Horned?” 
 
    “Horny,” the half-succubus told her. “And I’m with you.” 
 
    Rhapsody started moving her hips, letting her dress ride up. I could feel the soft fabric of her dampened panties glide across my leg. “I shall relieve myself by giving him the same treatment I give Mr. Fur, my stuffed bear, when this mood strikes me. Do not protest, future thrall—I shall take my pleasure from you and will entertain no further discussion on the matter.” 
 
    “You screw your stuffed bear?” Demonika gasped. “Girl, get a toy.” 
 
    “The bear is a toy, is it not?” 
 
    I heard Demonika begin to stammer out something, but she gave up. “I guess I’ll be a good little minion and keep massaging my master’s back,” she whimpered, and she droned it out as sadly and pathetically as possible, really laying on the guilt trip. 
 
    “Good girl,” I replied, biting back a laugh. But she didn’t stop there. As her fingers probed my muscles, she delicately planted a series of kisses on my scalp, adventuring down to my neck and shoulder. Her cold breath felt delightful against my skin, almost coaxing a sharp inhalation or two out of me. 
 
    “Why can we breathe?” I asked. 
 
    “Huh?” Demonika muttered, obviously taken aback by the question. 
 
    “Why do we breathe? We don’t need to. Sometimes I notice I just stop breathing for a long time, but other times when things get intense, I breathe automatically.” 
 
    “How would we speak if we had no air in our lungs?” Demonika asked. 
 
    I blinked. “Ah. Good point.”  
 
    Demonika was really getting into the massage, pressing her breasts against the back of my head, and I was damned sure that was by design. Her hands were really finding a rhythm too, and I benefited immensely from the supernatural strength she had as a vampire. 
 
    Meanwhile, Rhapsody was noisily grinding on my leg, her eyes huge red moon-like circles as she watched me read and touched her chest over her clothes. Her voice was a constant stream of steady, girly whimpers and whines, and I had to confess I almost slammed that fucking book shut and railed them both right then and there.  
 
    But I was on a mission—nay, a quest. I was never one to shirk educational responsibilities, so I wouldn’t begin that trend now, despite the tantalizing temptations. This vampire pussy buffet would always be open to me, and delaying it would only make it sweeter when I finally sampled them all. 
 
    “Mmm,” Rhapsody muttered, still grinding desperately against my leg. “My big wave is coming soon.” 
 
    “Your climax, you mean?” Demonika asked, taking a short respite from giving me neck kisses. 
 
    Rhapsody didn’t respond except to cross her eyes and let out a series of high-pitched, sharp moans. Her hands reached out and gripped the collar of my shirt as if they had a mind of their own. “Ahh! Barrett! Barrett Bradshaw, ghahh!” 
 
    “Thanks for the shoutout,” I grunted, keeping my eyes fixed on the book. “I suppose I lent you my leg, so I’ll take the credit.” 
 
    When she finished, her panting stopped all at once—like she just remembered she didn’t need to breathe. She stood up and looked at my leg, blinking a few times at the long, wet streak she had left behind. 
 
    She took a long, deep sigh and paused for ten full seconds. “I am having a moment of clarity. That was rather beneath me. My mortification is indescribable, and my evening is ruined.” 
 
    I offered no comment. 
 
    Her eyes darted up at me, and though I didn’t meet her gaze, I felt it. “You have forced me to embarrass myself with your wiles. Therefore, you must take responsibility.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll have Maria and Eliza wash my pants, don’t stress over it,” I grunted. 
 
    “I don’t mean that,” she whined, her voice cracking for the first time. That got me to look up at her. Her brow was furrowed, and her lip quivered. “I mean—you’ve seen my shame. You must initiate courtship.” 
 
    “You wanna date? Sure,” I grunted, “I thought we were all already on that path anyway.” 
 
    She let out a quiet breath of relief. “Good. Then it is set.” 
 
    “You know what else is set,” I said, looking up at her as I tapped the book in front of me. “Study time. That’s set in stone.” 
 
    Demonika giggled behind me, and Rhapsody nodded at last. “Very well. I shall sit in my chair and watch you as you read.” 
 
    “You could read, too,” I suggested. 
 
    She shook her head, tossing that cute, overlong ponytail once more. “I am experiencing a fluttering, buzzing sensation inside me. All I yearn to do is look at you for now. Perhaps I will tire of this and join you in reading shortly.” 
 
    The excitement died out with that, and the girls mellowed out considerably. We spent the rest of the night reading in silence, but I have to admit that I enjoyed their company, even if Demonika did end up reading on my lap, which turned out to be a pretty impractical position. 
 
    I didn’t make it through all the books like I’d hoped. I conquered the book on blood rituals first, then Van Helsing’s vampire guidebook. After that, I was only able to finish two more tomes: ‘Merlin’s Magic Manual’ and the ‘Demihuman Index.’ 
 
    The amount of world-shattering knowledge I consumed would probably have been too much for my brain to handle if I were still human. By the end of the night, I had a strong foundational understanding of ritual magic, but I didn’t have time to put any of it to practice. I also understood more about the hidden world of non-human sentients, or demihumans, which I was hopeful would come in handy as I started interacting with the other students. I was also up-to-date on vampire lore. 
 
    Still, I had to assume that our classes wouldn’t be primarily text-book focused. It seemed far more likely that the textbook was meant as a launchpad for further discussion and inquiry, given the intimate class sizes and the educational model that Dracula had laid out for us at last night’s banquet. 
 
    As the night ended, I headed back to my room with both Demonika and Rhapsody following behind me. 
 
    “Do not go into your room,” Rhapsody instructed me. “Sleep in mine.” 
 
    “You don’t seem like a good snuggler,” I noted. “I’ve got two large-breasted, warm-blooded human women who are asleep and waiting for me. Plus a coffin that’s really only designed for one. 
 
    “I can adapt,” Rhapsody told me, furrowing her brow. “I am highly adaptive. Ask anyone.” 
 
    “Why don’t you sleep in my room? You know what a doting cuddle buddy I can be,” Demonika cooed seductively in my ear. 
 
    “It has real appeal, I’ll admit,” I chuckled. “Still, I was actually thinking about checking in on Mako.” 
 
    Rhapsody narrowed her eyes. “Mako Takahashi is already asleep. We are just outside her door. Can’t you sense it?” 
 
    I focused in on Mako’s room and felt assured that she was right. “I suppose so,” I grunted. 
 
    “Sleep with me,” Rhapsody muttered. “You are courting me.” 
 
    Demonika shook her head firmly. “No way. Sleep with me, baby,” she cooed, her voice sugar-sweet and inviting. “You know you’ll have a good time.” 
 
    “I can give you a good time, too, baby,” Rhapsody said—but her tone surprised me. She sounded sultry and gentle, and I realized that she was mirroring Nika’s voice the best she could. 
 
    I laughed at that. “Don’t do that,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t do what?” 
 
    “Don’t try to sound normal. Half your appeal is that you’re weird.” 
 
    She blinked a few times. “You—you find the way I speak appealing?” 
 
    “It’s endearing, for damn sure.” 
 
    “Then come to bed—” 
 
    “This has gone on long enough,” I chuckled. “I have a lot of information to digest, and I need to check in on my human thralls. They’re a lot more fragile than either of you. But despite how needy everyone was while I was trying to study, I still had a good time, and if our main objective was to get to know each other tonight, I think we nailed it.” 
 
    Demonika grinned. “Alright, honey,” she said, kissing me on the lips. “Goodnight. I love you.” 
 
    “Damn straight you do.” 
 
    Rhapsody’s lips twitched a few times in an erratic manner, and I realized that she was trying to figure out how to pucker them. 
 
    “Do you want a kiss, too?” I asked. 
 
    She stared at my lips. “Since you are courting me, making us a couple, it is only appropriate. I require guidance. Come quickly, future thrall.” 
 
    I laughed and leaned in, planting a much gentler kiss on her lips, lingering only as long as I thought she might be able to handle. When I pulled back, I realized she’d kept her eyes open the whole time. 
 
    “I don’t understand the appeal of the kiss. The sex seems far more interesting. But I am elated that you have chosen to give the kiss to me. I will lick you now.” 
 
    “What?! No.” 
 
    After Rhapsody had sampled enough of my flavor to help her fall asleep (her words, not mine), we split up and went our separate ways. It was almost sunrise, so my devoted bloodthralls were rousing from their own slumber just as I came in. 
 
    “We are like ships passing in the night, master,” Eliza cooed. They greeted me at the door, slipping off their nightgowns to offer full access to their bodies, wherever I might choose to bite them. “Did you have a good evening?” 
 
    I sank my fangs into Eliza’s neck, sampling just a bit of her rich flavor, then quickly moved on to her counterpart. “It was...interesting,” I sighed, managing not to laugh at how bizarre several of the events had been, beginning with the potion bar fight. “How was your day?” 
 
    Maria was the one to answer, because Eliza was still reeling in post-bite ecstasy. “We got much accomplished, my lord. We introduced ourselves to our neighbors and purchased seeds with the allowance Lord Arcturus left us.” 
 
    That was news to me. “Arthur gave you money?” 
 
    But they were soon beyond the point of holding a conversation, and the sun was starting to peek through the window. I let them recover. They got up and dressed while I slipped into my coffin. I reflected on the night, trying to correlate all the contents of the books I’d read neatly in my mind. What an intriguing night it had turned out to be. As I pondered it, though, I couldn’t help but think that tomorrow, things would probably be just as interesting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    An Interlude 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    y lord, I am certain you’ve received word from the potion witch’s raven about what occurred in her place of business tonight,” Mrs. Drake said. Her shoulders tensed as she anticipated the Dark Lord’s response. 
 
    “I have,” he confirmed, leaning back in his slate-black throne, inspecting his long, claw-like nails. “I must confess, I didn’t anticipate violence quite so soon among the initiates. It is...curious.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. What would you have me do? The instigator is my charge and my goddaughter’s direct master. I can’t help but feel responsible.” 
 
    Dracula looked away from his hands to see Cordelia Drake kneeling in shame. “My child, no, there is no need to burden yourself with guilt. I don’t see this as an issue in the slightest.” 
 
    Cordelia looked up at her master cautiously. “What do you mean? It feels rather egregious to me.” 
 
    “Tell me about this boy. You knew him when he was young, did you not?” 
 
    She nodded. “He and Demonika were friends from a young age. They attended Camp Blackwood together—them and Ms. Takahashi.” 
 
    “I know this. I too have watched him from afar. What was your impression of Mr. Bradshaw in his youth?” Dracula asked, sitting up straight. He placed his hands in his lap and smiled tenderly at Cordelia, which put her at ease. 
 
    “He is still young—as are they all. But when he was a child, he was gentle and sweet. Every year, he would find time to scurry off on his own and pick a bouquet of flowers for Demonika. I believe he once attempted the same thing for Ms. Takahashi—the oni girl—but she threw them on the ground and stepped on them, as Demonika tells it.” 
 
    “How vicious,” Dracula chuckled. “It’s curious that Mr. Bradshaw would choose violence so quickly. It was against my character assessment of him as well, and I’m rarely wrong.” 
 
    “I agree entirely. I was shocked by the news.” 
 
    Dracula smirked at his friend as she remained on her knees. “Please stand, child. It’s making me uncomfortable just seeing your kneecaps dig into the marble floor.” 
 
    Cordelia obeyed with anxious speed, nodding and rushing to her feet. It wasn’t that she feared Dracula—quite the opposite, actually. She was afraid of disappointing him. She paused before going on—”My lord, what do you suspect it means?” she asked. 
 
    “His uncharacteristic aggression?” Dracula tried to clarify, stroking his pitch-black facial hair. 
 
    She nodded, clasping her hands together in front of her abdomen, her shoulders relaxing. “Yes. Do you think there is a cause, or were we simply wrong about him?” 
 
    “You and I both know I’m never wrong about people. No, I suspect he has a gentle nature just as we read, but perhaps his vampiric powers have awoken bloodlust in him. It wouldn’t be unheard of. Everyone changes when they turn—the first thing that switches is their attitude toward humanity, and the way I heard it, he fed on multiple humans in his first five days as a vampire—four of those days spent in a box, no less.” 
 
    Cordelia’s face tensed and her lips pursed shut. “There is another possibility, my lord,” she muttered quietly. 
 
    Dracula quirked an eyebrow at her. “Go on.” 
 
    She lowered her head. “Perhaps his angelic nature brought out the aggression.” 
 
    The Dark Lord’s eyebrow remained raised as he stared into her eyes and considered it. “Unlikely. Of all the choirs of angels he could have descended from, Seraphim would have been the least likely. Only they are associated with wrath.” 
 
    Cordelia nodded. “We are reading too much into it. He may be a gentle young man, but even bookworms like him can be pushed beyond a breaking point.” 
 
    “And the fey prince of the Winter Court would be the one to do the pushing,” Dracula chuckled. “It should go without saying that I wasn’t surprised in the least to hear of his involvement in this altercation.” 
 
    Cordelia tittered, covering her mouth demurely with the back of her hand. “He has been quite a handful since he turned.” 
 
    The Dark Lord slouched forward, drumming his thumbs against his knees. “That boy tests my patience,” he growled, making a fist which he shook in the air. “Next time they get into a fight, I hope I’m there to teach them both how weak they are. I swear—at their level, it’s like watching two baby goats headbutting each other over and over until one falls down.” 
 
    “Now there’s a fun visual,” Cordelia commented with a smirk. “My lord, tomorrow morning, I have my first class with them. Should I bring it up? Or should I play dumb?” 
 
    Dracula pondered it, tapping his cheek with his monstrously sharp nails. “I see little point. If they raise the matter, then feel free to press for details. If not, then let it just be a spat between students. Sometimes these things work themselves out.” 
 
    “Like when I killed my own rival?” Cordelia asked. 
 
    “Precisely!” Dracula exclaimed, grinning. “Usually the right pupil wins in the end, anyway.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Cordelia bid her master farewell shortly thereafter and returned to her own quarters in the castle. 
 
    Her dwelling was in the uppermost level of the eastern parapet, but once she’d entered her room, she did not sink into her coffin. Instead, she made her way out onto the checker-tiled bretèche and placed her hands along the ash-gray baluster. The sun would be rising soon, and she made a point never to miss it. 
 
    As the deep blue horizon started to give way to pink, so too did her face give way to a smile. A single bloody tear trickled down her cheek as the light grew in the distance, slowly creeping in golden waves across the silvery landscape. 
 
    And then it reached her. She stared at the sun like a portrait of a long lost lover, even reached out for it. But the sun did not love her back. Its brutal rays bit and burnt her skin, starting with her fingertips, eventually charring her hand to black. 
 
    With a nostalgic sigh, she turned her back on the sunrise and made her way into her quarters. The cool comfort of her room greeted her as warmly as it could, but it wasn’t enough. As Cordelia opened the lid of her coffin and climbed inside, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever be able to truly enjoy the sunlight again. 
 
    In the end, she closed the lid and sank into a blackness even her adapted eyes couldn’t pierce. For the 40,109th night in a row, she relinquished the light and forfeited to the darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
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   E veryone got up early the next evening despite the fact that we hadn’t discussed it. More or less as soon as the sun slammed against the horizon, we were walking out of our bedrooms. In fact, I met Mako in the hall as the two of us stepped out at exactly the same time. 
 
    “Evening, fuckface,” Mako said, smiling at me with mock sweetness. 
 
    “Did you have a good self-sexing session thinking about me after you left us?” I asked, narrowing my eyes mischievously at her. 
 
    Her black and red orbs did the exact opposite, shooting open so wide that they looked as though they might roll out of her head. “What the fuck?! Who says that?!” 
 
    “That depends,” I started to say. “Who’s got two thumbs and is tired of your bullshit? This guy.” I pointed to myself with both aforementioned thumbs, then splayed my hands open, wiggling the digits like a jazz dancer taking a curtain call. 
 
    “As fucking if,” she snorted, rolling her eyes after faking a recovery. “You wouldn’t know what to do with me even if I let you try.” 
 
    “Wanna put that to the test?” 
 
    Right at that moment, Demonika’s door opened. “Put what to the test?” 
 
    “N-nothing!” Mako squeaked out, her voice stuttering with obvious nerves. 
 
    Demonika shot her a wry grin. “Is Mako being a little nasty brat again?” she giggled, sauntering right up to me and hugging me as though she were offering a sincere consolation. 
 
    I laughed as I stroked her hair with one hand while cupping her ass with the other. “Nah. She just doesn’t want to admit how bad she wants me to—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare finish that sentence, you cocky fuck,” Mako growled, balling her fists. “The day you get to fuck me is the day hell freezes over.” 
 
    “Who would’ve thought that’d happen so soon,” I teased with a shrug and a devilish smirk. 
 
    Mako stormed off to the parlor, and Demonika and I joined her there. I looked around as we entered and found the duo of blonde thralls dusting off the tables in the adjacent dining room. 
 
    I grinned broadly at them. “Good evening, girls. Did you have enough to eat today?” 
 
    Maria trembled as she looked my way, and I realized it was because of the hungry look Demonika and Mako were casting toward them. 
 
    “Look at them,” Demonika said, pawing at my chest. “So cute. Like little mice in a pit of vipers.” 
 
    “My lord, I—everything is fine,” Maria nervously assured me. “We made a stew and broke bread together earlier.” 
 
    Eliza cast a similarly anxious smile at me. “If—if you’re all up, master, I suppose we should be heading to the bedroom to get out of your hair.” 
 
    I smiled at them. “I suppose so, but don’t worry—as delicious as you both are, it would burn Demonika and Mako’s throats to taste your blood.” 
 
    Demonika looked up at me, clearly impressed. “My, my—where did you learn that, lover boy?” 
 
    “You may recall I did a fair bit of reading last night,” I retorted. 
 
    “My adorable bookworm,” she cooed proudly. 
 
    Mako made a gagging sound behind us. “If you kiss him, I’m gonna barf.” 
 
    Demonika hardly acknowledged her out of the corner of her eyes. “Why’s that? Jealous to the point of sickness, Mako?” 
 
    Mako crossed her arms and slumped violently down in the same chair she had sat in the previous night. “Screw you.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that to Barry,” Demonika giggled. 
 
    Rhapsody appeared suddenly, sitting on the fireplace as though she’d been there the whole time. Damn, she was fast. 
 
    “Your godmother is coming now,” Rhapsody noted aloud, staring at Demonika. 
 
    The half-succubus’s grin faded and she took half a step back from me. “I know. I can feel her, too.” 
 
    “How do we greet her?” I asked. “What’s the decorum for—” 
 
    A knock sounded at the front door, and we all traded nervous looks. It was happening—our first class was about to begin. 
 
    “I’ll get the door,” Demonika grunted, crossing the room to reach it. “She’s my godmother.” 
 
    The door creaked open, and Cordelia stood there looking down at her goddaughter with a neutral face that I thought seemed specifically designed to avoid showing her affection for the girl. In truth, Mrs. Drake had never been a cold person—not even to me. Every summer when she picked up and dropped Nika off at camp, she gave me the sweetest greetings, even occasionally kissing me on the forehead or cheek. 
 
    Now, though, she was playing the part of the stern taskmistress. Her arms were crossed, and she held a red leather-bound textbook under one arm. Tonight her attire was simple—a black dress that reminded me of the nightclub look that Demonika often sported. The main difference was that Cordelia’s was lacier and had sheer spiderweb-patterned sleeves and matching nylons. 
 
    Her blue wings and tail were out already, too, and I almost smiled when she struggled to get them through the front door. 
 
    “Good evening, godmommy,” Demonika said, smiling shyly at her own godmother. 
 
    “I’m not your godmother in this house. I’m your Host Teacher, and today I am your instructor. How was your first evening together?” she asked, upturning an eyebrow as though she already knew and was waiting to see how many of the beans we’d spill. 
 
    I looked around the room, making brief eye contact with everyone else. 
 
    “It was more than satisfactory,” Rhapsody stated matter-of-factly. “We drank potions and read books.” 
 
    “Well, I read books,” I said. “You three—” 
 
    Demonika elbowed me in the ribs. It didn’t hurt, but I got the message. Right. No talking about the girls getting needy and horny in front of Nika’s godmother. Made sense. 
 
    Cordelia cleared her throat. “Very well. Have you explored the entire property?” 
 
    We each looked at each other, and with the obvious exception of Rhapsody, all of our faces bore some hint of guilt. 
 
    “I see,” Cordelia murmured, her lip twitching in a quick snarl for a split second. “Well, I was thinking we could have class outside today, as the activity I have in mind for later might require some space.” 
 
    My mind instantly raced at the tantalizing prospects. “Lead the way,” I grunted, to which the girls all nodded in agreement. 
 
    We walked out the door together, Mako kicking me in the back of my knee and making me trip as my leg buckled, then made our way over to a fenced area I had assumed was reserved for the growing of crops. 
 
    “What are we going to do today, Godmommy—I mean, Mrs. Drake?” Demonika asked, cringing at having to call her godmother such a thing. 
 
    “Let me explain something to you that we’ve neglected to tell you all so far,” Cordelia began, her eyes drifting over each of us equally. “You have four teachers. You will have each of our classes twice per month. You will see me just about every day, however, as it is my job to tutor you and offer you individualized guidance. 
 
    “We teachers are each responsible for one specific subject as well, owing to our areas of expertise. For me, the class is titled ‘Demihuman Discovery.’ In this course, we shall focus on teaching you all about demihumans and Night Creatures of various types, but we shall do it with the objective of helping you understand and access your own individual powers.” 
 
    “Sounds very interesting,” I remarked, feeling an energy pulse through me at the possibilities. 
 
    “I knew it would be to you, Mr. Bradshaw,” she offered with a smirk. “And, if I may be transparent, I’m also quite curious to see what powers we are able to unearth from each of you.” She paused for a moment, her face twisting with the look of someone about to give bad news. “Unfortunately, we will have to subject you all to various tests of your limitations. Occasionally, vampires will have unique abilities that render them immune or especially vulnerable to some of the traditional Wallachian weaknesses. This does mean you will have to experience a degree of pain as we verify these aspects.” 
 
    Demonika and I looked at each other anxiously for a moment. 
 
    “Surely not on day one,” I grunted, wincing at the idea. 
 
    Cordelia shook her head. “No, not today. Today we start with a simple knowledge assessment before moving onto something more adventurous.” 
 
    “What will that entail?” Mako asked. 
 
    Cordelia extended her arm, and mounds of soil grew outward from the earth behind each of us. “Please, take a seat before we begin.” 
 
    Feeling a bit intimidated by that display of power, I obeyed, as did everyone else. Demonika and Rhapsody seemed less surprised than Mako and me, which made sense. They had vampire parents who likely used this kind of power all the time growing up—whatever growing up meant to them. 
 
    Cordelia continued. “I suppose I should also tell you what to expect with the other teachers. Mr. Orlok will join you later this week, and he will be focused on teaching you sorcery. Our Dark Lord Dracula will come after him, and he will be set on helping you understand and embrace your vampiric powers and natures. Finally, you will meet with Arthur, who will be teaching you history and lore, among other things.” 
 
    Rhapsody cleared her throat and raised her hand. 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Tepes, you have a question?” 
 
    “Will Teacher Arcturus also be covering courtship between vampires?” Rhapsody asked, setting her hand back down on her knee. “This is extremely important.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know that there are any standard courting rituals among vampires. I suppose it depends on the family and culture they originated from as humans.” 
 
    Rhapsody frowned. “Rituals are needed. I am being courted by a boy I appreciate and am extremely sexually attracted to. I would like to know what to expect.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that is quite possibly between you and the boy alone, Ms. Tepes,” Cordelia said with unerring patience. Ignoring Rhapsody’s furrowed brow, she pressed on. “Anyone else have any uncomfortable questions to get out of the way before we begin?” 
 
    Mako raised her hand. “I’ve got one. You’re supposed to teach us about demihumans, so what are you? Obviously you were never human.” 
 
    Cordelia grinned down at her. “Indeed, you are correct in your assessment, Ms. Takahashi. I am the granddaughter of a sapphire dragon.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Mako offered back, slumping her shoulders. “I’m just a half-oni. Suddenly I feel so weak.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t feel weak at all, Ms. Takahashi,” Cordelia said, smiling at her. “Remember that our Dark Lord was only human before he turned.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he was the first of the Wallachian Line,” I inserted. “Starting a line of vampires makes you stronger, and with each vampire that reaches roughly a century in age, he grows in power further. If Van Helsing’s guide is up to date, then there are at least twenty such vampires still existing outside the Netherveil. Their existence makes him far stronger than our demihuman powers could possibly get us.” 
 
    “My, my,” Cordelia cooed, arching a perfectly trimmed eyebrow. “Someone’s been studying.” 
 
    Demonika flashed me a look of pride and reached out to squeeze my hand.  
 
    Mako scoffed. “Fucking nerd.” 
 
    “Nerd or not, Mr. Bradshaw is correct. Being the founder of a Line does indeed give Dracula an unfair advantage in power. In truth, he could take on everyone at this school all at once and not even have to stand up from his throne to do it. But—that shouldn’t dissuade you. You are near-perfect creatures, as close to his image as any other beings in all of creation. Across all of human history, there will only have been a handful of individuals with powers to match yours when we’re through with you—and do not think you cannot grow in power in unique and interesting ways. You can. You will.” 
 
    I felt phantom goosebumps on my skin at those words. I raised my hand, and she nodded to acknowledge me. “Mrs. Drake, what are we learning today?” I asked. 
 
    She chortled softly at the question. “Very well—I’ll reward your impatience.” She opened the book in her hands and pulled a pair of circular black-framed spectacles seemingly out of thin air. I watched, entranced, as she put them on—and instantly looked even sexier. 
 
    Demonika detected the look on my face as I stared at her godmother. She squeezed my hand again, this time with a far less ‘proud of me’ energy. It helped me refocus. 
 
    “Although my area of expertise isn’t magic, I will be teaching you all a spell today. The spell has a psychological effect on its target, safely simulating the terror that precedes almost certain death. In humans, this often makes them cower in fear and wait impotently for their demise. In vampires, though,” she said, grinning and flashing her fangs at me, “it can be a catalyst that offers new growth.” 
 
    “New growth,” Rhapsody repeated, blinking many times in rapid succession. “Please expand, Mrs. Drake.” 
 
    “When humans are in extreme danger, they get an adrenaline rush—something that triggers a fight-or-flight response in their body. When this happens, their bodies become more efficient, allowing them to make tough decisions on the fly, pumping blood faster and distributing oxygen more rapidly. This makes them quicker and has, at times, allowed them to pull off otherwise impossible feats of strength or heroism. Vampires work in a similar way.” 
 
    I squinted my eyes half-shut as I processed her words. Something about them rang true, and I wasn’t thinking about the fight with Damian. No—earlier than that. After I first arrived here. 
 
    “What does that have to do with demihumans?” Mako asked, starting to sound a little bored. 
 
    “With the exception of Rhapsody, you are all freshly turned—you’ve been vampires for about a year, one of you less than a week. Your body has yet to embrace your vampirism and its instincts, so if we use this spell to trigger this response in you, your demihuman natures will likely take over.” 
 
    “So this class will not benefit me,” Rhapsody stated. 
 
    Cordelia smiled at her. “Oh, no, you will be doing this, too. Dhampirs like you are an entirely different breed of vampire with their own powers. I am confident it will work for you as well.” 
 
    Demonika stood up first. “I’ll do it,” she said. “I—” 
 
    “No, Demonika, I think we’d better save you for last,” Mrs. Drake grunted without offering an explanation. “Mako, please come to the front.” 
 
    Mako stood up nervously as Demonika sat back down, looking a bit embarrassed and worried at her godmother’s rejection. I wanted to comfort her, but it was so quiet, and everyone here could hear so damn well. 
 
    “What do I do?” the oni girl asked, blinking nervously and chewing on her inner cheek. 
 
    “All you have to do is stand there,” Mrs. Drake said. “You’re going to feel a terrible feeling once I carve the glyph in the air and say the magic words. Embrace it.” 
 
    Mako nodded, and I realized right away that she was the best possible first candidate to be the guinea pig for this spell. She was too proud and stubborn to admit that she was as terrified as the rest of us, so she just furrowed her brow and braced herself. Honestly, I respected it. 
 
    “Să se trezească frica de moarte!” Mrs. Drake shouted those words at the top of her lungs as her pinky finger scratched a glowing white light into the air, leaving a runic shape hanging in space. It clung there just a moment before fading away, and the second it did, the spell took effect. 
 
    Mako let out a horrible shriek. “Ahhhhhhhhh!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, her eyes dilating as she instantly crumbled face first onto the ground. Rhapsody, Demonika, and I instinctively stood up, ready to rush to her side at a moment’s notice, but we were scolded with a burning look from Mrs. Drake. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” she hissed. “You’ll ruin this for her, and she’ll have suffered it for nothing.” 
 
    I just stared, clenching my jaw. We stood back, watching in horror as Mako continued to howl her lungs out. But then...something happened. 
 
    It was subtle at first, and you could be forgiven for assuming that it was simply a matter of her flexing her muscles due to whatever pain she was experiencing—but it wasn’t that. Her muscles bulged and swelled, growing and expanding. When she finally stopped screaming, she spent a moment lying face flat on the ground. Then she stood up slowly, her face twisted, and she settled her eyes on me. 
 
    “Looking good, Mako,” I said—and it was true. She was fit before, but now she was downright Amazonian. I thought she might be standing a little taller, too, the more I stared. And I sure did stare. 
 
    “Sh-shut up,” she whimpered, looking away bashfully. “Don’t look at me. I look gross.” 
 
    “No you don’t,” Demonika disagreed, apparently sharing the same opinion as me. “You look hot!” 
 
    I nodded. “Damn straight.” I looked over at Mrs. Drake who was grinning smugly, raising her chin with pride. “How long will this last? Please tell me it’s permanent.” 
 
    Mrs. Drake laughed a sexy, throaty laugh. “She will gain better control of it with practice, but it will probably go away on its own within a few minutes.” 
 
    I pouted at Mako. “Please get control over it soon.” 
 
    “L-like I’d do that for you!” She crossed her arms and puffed out her cheeks. “B-but...do you really like it?” 
 
    “A ton,” I assured her, still gawking plainly. “Crack my head open with those thighs, shit.” 
 
    “Hmmph!” she grunted, once again whipping her head away to feign anger, but I saw a smile breach her face at the last second. “Fucking pervert.” 
 
    Mrs. Drake sighed. “Just a friendly reminder that this is still class, and I am both your lover’s godmother and your teacher.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and sat back down. “Apologies, Mrs. Drake.” 
 
    A moment later, only Rhapsody remained standing. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Ms. Tepes?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. This question is for Mr. Bradshaw, my suitor. Why did you want her to crush your head open with her thighs? This seems self-destructive.” 
 
    Demonika giggled, and her godmother threw her face into her palm. 
 
    “Let’s talk about this later,” I muttered, and Rhapsody nodded, sitting down, though she clearly seemed distraught. 
 
    “Actually, Ms. Tepes, don’t sit down just yet. Let’s have you go next.” 
 
    She stood back up, though slowly. “My father would not like to see me in pain. Perhaps we should avoid using this spell on me.” 
 
    “Your father knows precisely what’s going on. He signed off on my lesson plans for the whole year already,” Mrs. Drake said, tapping the book in her hand suggestively. “Come here. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    “That’s a fucking lie,” Mako whispered, but loud enough for everyone to hear. Mrs. Drake shot her a look that could probably kill small animals, and Mako shrank back into her mound submissively. 
 
    Rhapsody took the same spot Mako had stood in moments before. She looked down at the ground where Mako had lain, blinking way too much to appear calm and collected. 
 
    “You’ve got this, Rhapsody,” I said, grinning at her. “We all have to do it.” 
 
    She looked up at me, her eyes gone wide with surprise, and nodded. “To make my suitor proud, I will be brave.” 
 
    “Do it for yourself,” I chuckled. “But sure, whatever works.” 
 
    And then Mrs. Drake cast the spell. “Să se trezească frica de moarte!” 
 
    When the spell was cast on her, she didn’t scream like Mako, but she fell onto her hands and knees, whimpering and shaking. “I...am...the daughter of the Dark Lord!” she gasped, trying to sound strong. And then she went still. 
 
    We watched with no small amount of worry as she remained perfectly silent and unmoving for a full minute. 
 
    Demonika was the first to break the quiet. “Is she going to be—” 
 
    “Shhh,” her godmother scolded her. “It’s happening.” 
 
    Sure enough, Rhapsody’s jet black hair was the first thing to change. I watched as it faded to gray and then became white as the driven snow. When she finally lifted her head, her eyes had gone solid red and glowed in the same way her father’s did. 
 
    “Oh, shit, look at her fangs!” Mako uttered. 
 
    Rhapsody’s fangs—which had previously been a bit smaller than average—had grown to an almost impractical size, about half the length of my pinky. 
 
    “That...was not pleasant,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Excellent job, all the same, Ms. Tepes,” Mrs. Drake said. “You may take your seat. Try to focus on the way you feel now so that you will be able to summon this power on a whim after some practice.” 
 
    Rhapsody nodded, looking a little shellshocked, but she took her seat in her new badass form and stared at me intensely. I waved back at her and gave her a thumbs up. 
 
    “Does my appearance please you in the same manner that Mako’s does?” she asked, furrowing her brow slightly. 
 
    “You’re always cute,” I assured her. She nodded with satisfaction. 
 
    “And I’m not?!” Mako growled. “Fuck you. Not that I give a fuck what a nerd like you thinks about me, anyway,” she quickly amended. 
 
    I chuckled and looked back up at Mrs. Drake, who was rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I deserved that,” I said. 
 
    “And worse. And I’m about to do my worst to you, Mr. Bradshaw.” 
 
    “No, no, be gentle!” Demonika squealed, kicking her feet into the ground. 
 
    I rubbed Demonika on the head. “Don’t you dare be gentle, Mrs. Drake. I’m hoping I can make a breakthrough here.” 
 
    “Me too,” she giggled. “We’re all very curious, I’m sure.” 
 
    I took my spot and squeezed my hands a few times, then nodded. “Okay. Hit me with your best shot.” 
 
    “Let’s see how your bravado holds up against this,” Mrs. Drake said with a slight snigger. “Să se trezească frica de moarte!” 
 
    I fell to my knees pretty fast, but I didn’t succumb to all fours. As I knelt there, groaning in pain, gnashing my teeth, the agony of the spell was slowly but surely replaced by a familiar feeling in my shoulder blades. Something burned there, like it was trying to break through the skin. 
 
    I roared out in both pain and determination, raising my arms to the heavens. I felt something rip outward from my back, shredding my shirt in the process, leaving my muscular chest entirely exposed. 
 
    “Impossible,” Mrs. Drake gasped, her hand clutched over her mouth. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked out at my housemates. Demonika was grinning ear to ear, clapping excitedly already. She leapt to her feet when she saw me look at her, probably thinking about charging into me and tackling me to the ground right then and there, knowing her. 
 
    Mako’s eyes were so huge she looked like she was about to faint. Meanwhile, Rhapsody didn’t fare much better. For the first time, I saw her with her jaw slacked in pure shock. 
 
    I looked down at my chest—it looked the same, with maybe a bit more muscular definition because I’d been straining my muscles as I had screamed, but nothing to justify their faces. I felt my own face, rubbing my hands over my nose, my eyes, my lips—all the same. 
 
    “It’s your wings, you dummy!” Demonika squealed, jumping up and down, boobies bouncing distractingly. 
 
    I looked back behind me—black angel wings had shot out of my back, three on each side. “What the fuck,” I grunted, mumbling it at first, and then I shouted. “What does this mean?!” 
 
    Mrs. Drake’s eyes were still giving away her surprise, but her voice was calm. “Six wings. Mr. Bradshaw, it means you’re even more special than I imagined.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
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   I  won’t go into too much detail about what that spell unlocked in terms of Demonika’s powers. Rest assured, being a half-succubus, they did not disappoint. She didn’t exhibit any new form like the other two girls or myself, but she did release a shockwave of erotic energy so fierce that the women all had spontaneous orgasms, and I was stuck with a crippling erection for the next forty-five minutes. 
 
    I asked a lot of questions about my wings, which lingered for a while before painfully receding into my back, but Cordelia offered no answers. She had about a century or so more experience with lying than I did, too, so I honestly couldn’t tell if she knew nothing or was simply holding information back until she had a chance to run her discovery by the big man.  
 
    I was frustrated, but I wasn’t about to chew out Demonika’s godmother in front of her, and I was still battling a succubus-inspired boner, which took a lot of the proverbial wind out of my sails. 
 
    The remainder of class was significantly more awkward than I think anyone anticipated it would be—even Mrs. Drake succumbed to her goddaughter’s powers, but she controlled herself better than the rest of the women.  
 
    During the rest of the class, Mrs. Drake instructed us in a few additional spells that might be useful in more general situations, as well as drilled us a bit on the lore of each of our lineages. 
 
    “Now, Demonika is a half-succubus, as she very impressively demonstrated for us,” our instructor said, her voice still a bit shaky from the aftershocks of her own unexpected public climax. “Demonika, can you tell me from which circle of Hell your biological mother most likely hailed?” 
 
    My half-succubus bit her lip, her shoulders tensing up. She looked at me shyly, and I surreptitiously held up two fingers. “The Second Circle,” she answered with faked confidence. 
 
    Our teacher smirked at us wryly. “That’s correct. Excellent job, Demonika...or should I say ‘Barrett’?” 
 
    Demonika frowned and looked at the ground. “I’m sorry, Godmother,” she whimpered. 
 
    Mrs. Drake sighed. “I told you not to call me that.” 
 
    “It does not bother me. I will refuse to call my own father anything but Daddy when he teaches us,” Rhapsody piled on her support, her hands primly resting on her knees. 
 
    Mako had experienced the loudest, messiest response to Demonika’s powers. She hadn’t spoken more than a few words since it happened. Instead, once she recovered, she crossed her legs to hide the soaked fabric of her shorts as she sat in place, shuddering quietly, still internally reeling from her embarrassment. 
 
    I was in a similar predicament. I kept my legs crossed, too, trying to hide my own arousal, but it couldn’t have been more obvious. 
 
    “Now, Rhapsody—what lore is known about Dhampirs?” Mrs. Drake asked. “And no help from Mr. Bradshaw, please.” 
 
    I chuckled under my breath at that, but Rhapsody pressed on confidently without even glancing my way. 
 
    “Dhampirs can be made in two ways. A pregnant human woman can be turned into a vampire late in her pregnancy. Often, this will result in a terminated birth, but in the rare cases where the baby survives, it will be born a dhampir. This is the sort of dhampir I am,” she said. 
 
    I took a mental note of that. That was intriguing. “What’s the other kind?” I asked. 
 
    She turned her pretty face my way and stared at me intensely. “Impregnation of one vampire to another—or possibly a human woman. This is typically considered impossible, but according to my father’s own journals, it has happened twice in history.” 
 
    “Wallachian Vampires?” Demonika asked with an eager gasp, turning her body to face the petite dhampir. 
 
    “No. Apostolic Vampyrus and the Norse Draugr each have a recorded instance, but Wallachian Vampires descending from Daddy—” 
 
    “Dracula,” I grunted, blinking uncomfortably. 
 
    “—Descending from Daddy,” she insisted, “have never successfully produced a traditional offspring.” 
 
     “Apostolic Vampyrus—that’s the bloodline descending from St. Peter,” I noted. “Who was the Ancient responsible for the Draugrs?” 
 
    “He was a man known as Jarl Halfdan. Both his and St. Peter’s bodies are in the catacombs with the other ancients and those of their followers we could preserve,” Cordelia explained. 
 
    “That part wasn’t in the textbook,” I noted. 
 
    Cordelia nodded patiently. “Nathaniel Van Helsing wrote that book, and he has never been to the Netherveil. He is an ally of Dracula to some extent, but being a Van Helsing, his sacred lineage is barred from entry.” 
 
    “How does that make sense?” I muttered in confusion, a perplexed look on my face. “I thought Van Helsings hunted vampires.” 
 
    “That family did—for centuries, the Van Helsing family tree plagued Dracula and even was responsible for killing his wife and chasing him into the Netherveil. This domain’s creation was in large part owed to Cedric Van Helsing’s reckless pursuit of our kind, but his heir made peace with the Dark Lord and even married a vampire, so I’ve heard.” 
 
    I nodded as though I understood, but it still seemed odd to me. “Fair enough,” I grunted with a heavy shrug. My mind was still distracted by the burning I felt in my shoulder blades from when my wings had appeared for the first time. 
 
    “But—theoretically, if it’s possible for other kinds of vampires to have babies, then it should be possible for me—I mean, us, right?” Demonika asked, raising her hand meekly. 
 
    Cordelia considered it, even making eye contact with Rhapsody who admittedly was the resident dhampir expert. “I suppose it’s possible—if you could uncover and recreate the conditions of those other pregnancies.” 
 
    Demonika nodded solemnly, bunching her dress up in her fists. 
 
    I’ll be honest—it was hard to focus for the rest of the lesson after that for some reason. I started zoning out, thinking more about my angelic heritage and what it might have meant. Among other things, it seemed to indicate that my mother boned an angel of some kind—or did she? Was I the fruit of a virgin birth? That...didn’t seem right. I was no messiah, and I had never exhibited that many signs of divine heritage up until now. 
 
    There were a million other intrusive thoughts in my head—what would I have become if I had remained human and discovered these powers later? Had I made a mistake in becoming a vampire? 
 
    But as I snuck a look over at Demonika and caught her grinning back at me with that honey-sweet smile, hearts practically dancing in her eyes, I realized I had no room for regret. I even felt guilty for having the thought. 
 
    No, I was here for a reason. Not any reason dictated by fate, to be clear—I was here for my own reasons. This was a classic case of life dealing a strange hand. Not a bad one. Just a weird one. All that was left to do was embrace the weirdness. 
 
    It started with Demonika. Although we hadn’t exactly made it official, she was essentially my first harem girl, human beings aside. Counting them, though, I was already up to three. 
 
    Rhapsody was another piece of low-hanging fruit. She was so eager to be with me already, and even Dracula seemed to offer his blessing. I suppose when you have an adorable oddball like that as your daughter, you’re just happy when she falls for anyone. 
 
    And then, of course, there was Mako. Now, she was a challenge. She probably wouldn’t be that hard to get into the sack when the chips were down, but so much of her whole brand seemed entirely dependent on convincing me she didn’t like me that I wondered what it would be like when we crossed that bridge once and for all. Would she change afterward? I almost hoped she didn’t. I kind of loved the bitchy attitude. It used to intimidate me or weird me out back at Camp Blackwood, but now it was hot in the weirdest way. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Mr. Bradshaw?” Mrs. Drake asked me, stirring me out of my unfocused mental meanderings. I shifted on the patch of raised earth she’d improvised as my chair, feeling a bit guilty for letting my mind go astray from her lesson. 
 
    “Sorry. A lot on my mind, as you can imagine,” I grunted, pointing at my back. 
 
    She nodded warmly. “I think this is a good spot to end the lesson for today. You have all made satisfactory progress. I recommend you keep practicing these powers on your own time throughout the week—except for you, dear,” she said, frowning at Demonika. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Demonika rasped ashamedly, kicking the ground with obvious embarrassment. 
 
    “Get more in touch with your demihuman powers. They may end up interacting with your vampiric abilities and magic in unexpected ways.” 
 
    “What about your powers?” I asked, nodding at her outstretched dragon wings. 
 
    Mrs. Drake grinned. “Someday I may give a little demonstration of my full power, but not anytime soon. Besides, you’ve had enough excitement for today, I think. Everyone—I am assigning you some reading. Please make sure to have read chapters one through five in your textbook ‘The Demihuman Index,’ before our next lesson.” 
 
    “When will that be?” Rhapsody asked. 
 
    “Two weeks from today, barring anything unexpected.” 
 
    I sighed and slapped my knees before standing up. The others all followed suit. “Thank you, Mrs. Drake,” I said. “I’ve already more or less memorized the textbook, but I’ll find time to repeat those chapters just in case.” 
 
    She giggled. “Ahh, so you’re going to be one of those students,” she commented. 
 
    “One of what students?” 
 
    “Nothing. See you tomorrow for your first tutor session, Mr. Bradshaw—and I’ll do yours afterward, Demonika.” 
 
    Nika nodded. “Okay Godmommy—I mean, Mrs. Drake.” 
 
    We headed back inside together, except for our teacher, who took off into the sky with a few powerful flaps of her wings. I couldn’t help but watch with childlike wonder. The thought of a half-dragon woman existing was already surreal enough. The reality that she was my de facto girlfriend’s godmother made it even more bizarre. 
 
    Once we got inside, I sat on the chair that I had more or less claimed, leaning back and closing my eyes. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing with the rest of the evening?” Rhapsody’s voice rang out as I felt her pert little rump predictably park itself on my knee. 
 
    “What the fuck! No sitting on his lap in the common area—do you want me to gag to death?” Mako asked. 
 
    “You lost your gag reflex when you became a vampire,” Rhapsody stated. “Also, you’re already undead. You contradicted reality twice in the same sentence.” 
 
    “You’re just being jealous,” Demonika added as she pushed her chair right next to mine and sat down. “I think I’m going to borrow your thralls when they wake up and practice using my powers on them if that’s okay, baby,” she cooed, turning her attention to me. 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure. Be gentle, though. Don’t rough them up or anything. And make sure they have enough energy to spare afterward for their daily chores.” 
 
    “You should get them on a nocturnal schedule,” Mako commented, puffing up her cheeks and furrowing her brow as she sat opposite me and the other girls. “It’s super inconvenient to have them sleeping while we’re awake.” 
 
    “Why do you care?” I asked, amused at that. 
 
    “We could have servants—maids running around and taking care of us.” 
 
    Rhapsody shook her head. “They’d just get in the way.” 
 
    I considered it, though. “Seems tough on them—they would have to rush to handle all their business in the short span of time that other humans were still awake to trade and bargain with. It would be lonely.” 
 
    Demonika shrugged as she reached out and held my hand just as I was considering bringing it to Rhapsody’s waist. “Livestock are more resilient than you think. Cows can survive a lot of stress and isolation and still produce milk once they adapt.” 
 
    “Maria and Eliza aren’t cows,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Did you name them yourself? Or are those the names they had when you met them?” Rhapsody asked, looking back at me with a cute blank expression. 
 
    “You girls really have no empathy left towards humans, huh?” I chuckled, though it did appall me a bit. 
 
    “Oh, give it a year,” Demonika giggled, leaning against my shoulder. “Once what’s left of your humanity has time to fall away, you’ll be talking the same way.” 
 
    “Daddy says empathy is one of my general struggles,” Rhapsody muttered. “Shall we do a sex tonight?” 
 
    I blinked at the jarring subject change. “Well, hang on—tomorrow is our last class for the week, and my first tutor session. We’ve got the rest of our immortal lives to have all the nasty, unprotected vampire sex we want, but first impressions mean everything.” 
 
    Mako leaned forward, nodding. “I agree. Let’s stay far away from the topic of sex with Bear-Boy for the foreseeable future and focus on putting our best foot forward academically.” 
 
    Demonika actually coughed as she tried not to burst out laughing. “Please. You giving a shit about academics? Don’t make me throw up. You’re just afraid of losing him to one of us.” 
 
    Mako’s face immediately screwed up in embarrassment. “What the fuck?! No! I’m not—It’s not like that. He’s a fucking nerd—” 
 
    “I see no reason for this fear,” Rhapsody commented, “but it explains your impetuous behavior. When Barrett is my thrall, you can become his thrall—that way, you will be bound to him in the same way as Demonika, and even I won’t be able to stand in the way of your occasional coupling.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “Gee, you’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?” I said with a snicker. 
 
    “Why do you laugh? Is this not the trajectory of our courtship?” 
 
    “Why does he have to be your thrall, though?” Demonika asked. “Why couldn’t you be his? Or why can’t you just be equal partners?” 
 
    Her brow creased as she considered it, staring intensely at me. “Now that I know what he is, it may be worth entertaining the idea.” 
 
    “What am I?” I asked. 
 
    “A half-angel, of course,” she said, finally blinking at the question, which she clearly found strange. 
 
    “Do you know anything beyond that? I got the feeling that Mrs. Drake was holding back on me.” 
 
    She nodded. “I imagine that she expected you to be a lower order of angel. With a display like what you showed tonight, I suspect she was caught by surprise and forced to report back to Daddy before she revealed what she knew.” 
 
    “How can I learn more?” I asked. “Even when they report back to me, I suspect they won’t want to tell me the whole story.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes with the look of a schemer. “We could retrieve a book from my father’s library, if you’d like.” 
 
    I rewarded her with a hand on the small of her back, which she didn’t react to. I should have seen that coming—except for sitting and grinding on my leg, she never showed much physical affection. Thankfully, I had Demonika for that. “Is that okay? Your dad won’t mind?” 
 
    “Don’t worry—it may be complicated, but I can get us in.” 
 
    I narrowed one eye at her and raised the opposite brow—a look of plain skepticism. “And what exactly is the price of your expertise in this case?” 
 
    Mako groaned, exasperated. “I know you aren’t really considering stealing from Dracula’s library.” 
 
    “If you want my help, then you will give me a sex tonight.” 
 
    “When we’re done,” I said. “When we’ve successfully retrieved the book, we’ll see if there’s time.” 
 
    She frowned. “Fine. It will have to be just you and me on this mission. Taking more than the two of us will be an unnecessary complication and offer more opportunities for things to go awry.” 
 
    I nodded. “That checks out.” 
 
    Demonika pouted. “But—you’re leaving me alone with Mako?” 
 
    Mako snarled at her. “He’s leaving me alone with you?” 
 
    “You used to be such good friends at Camp Blackwood,” I sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, well—that changed when she cheated at Truth or Dare to steal your first kiss away from me,” Demonika hissed, glaring at the oni girl across the room. 
 
    “Nika, what the shit?! You said you wouldn’t—I mean, whaaat?! No I didn’t. Like I would ever want his dumb, smooth, soft lips to—” She cut herself off, her voice going dreamier by the second until she caught herself. “Shut up!” 
 
    “I didn’t even say anything,” I protested, exhausted already. I looked back at Rhapsody, who, throughout the whole exchange, never stopped staring at me. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    She paused for a few seconds, gathering her thoughts. “We shall go to my room. At that point, I shall undress you, and you shall undress me simultaneously. Mechanically speaking, my understanding gets somewhat fuzzy after that, but—” 
 
    I cringed and held up a hand to beg for her to stop. “I meant the plan for getting the books we need.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said, nodding without a hint of embarrassment over her mistake. “Very well. Let’s begin.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
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   A  few hours later, we were sneaking into the castle. Well—sneaking was honestly an overly generous way to characterize what we did. To be frank, we traipsed openly through the front gates, even going so far as to address the guards. 
 
    “Lady Tepes.” One of the men regarded my companion with a deep bow. “You are an absolute vision this evening.” 
 
    “I don’t know your name,” she spat out, a bit too curtly. “I am here to see my father.” 
 
    The guard was clad in black armor that shimmered from head to toe under the silvery light of the moon, so I couldn’t see his face. I like to think he took her abrasive response well, but I could tell from the deflated tone of his voice that he probably didn’t. “Of course—shall I alert him as to your presence?” 
 
    She shook her head, whipping my back with her long midnight-black ponytail. “No. He already knows of our plan to visit.” 
 
    That was a lie, but she was damned good at lying due to the fact that she tended to deliver every sentence she spoke in the same flat, matter-of-fact manner. Still, lies would only get us in the door. We had to be a lot more careful once inside. 
 
    To my immense relief, they let us through without any more interrogation than that. If I were with anyone else without a confirmed appointment, I imagine it would have been a different story altogether. After that, though, there was a hitch—we really did have to go see Dracula, and I wasn’t a big admirer of the reason why. 
 
    I followed the familiar route to Dracula’s throne room, and then we stood behind those massive double doors, carved from darkly polished walnut. The portals opened for us automatically, as surely as any Wal-Mart door I’d ever known. With a long, low groan, the throne room seemed to welcome us, and the brilliantly gleaming light of its ink-black torches and decadent candelabras added an overlay of yellow and red hues to our features as we stepped inside. 
 
    Dracula was sitting on his throne, but he wasn’t sitting idly. Another figure stood beside him, tall, pale, and gaunt, sharp-chinned with a chiseled jawline. He was having council with Arthur by the looks of things. The aquiline albino leaned against the Dark Lord’s chair as they discussed one topic or another in rather relaxed tones too soft and muted from across the hall for me to make out. When we strode inside the open chamber, both of their heads turned together to see us, their expressions lighting up at the sight of us standing together. 
 
    “Rhapsody, my darling,” the Dark Lord said in his deep, resonant voice. He stood at once to greet his daughter, with the warmth he clearly felt she deserved as his flesh and blood. “What an unexpected surprise. Why did you not alert me that you were coming? I would have prepared a proper meal for you.” 
 
    Dracula closed the gap and embraced her tightly, and to my surprise, she received it well, though I suppose it made sense. It must have been more or less a routine for her. She probably expected it. Hell, she might have been upset if it hadn’t happened. 
 
    The raven-haired vampire princess grimaced all the same, though not at the hug. “Father, I am certain I told you I don’t want handouts. I am to do my own hunting from this point on.” 
 
    “Of course,” he conceded, his palms extended outward apologetically. “I meant nothing by the offer. I simply feel like a terrible host, receiving your most beloved company with nothing ready.” 
 
    “It is I who has come to offer a gift to you, father,” she said. She placed a cool hand on my shoulder and pulled me closer to her like she was clutching a toy. “Behold—my betrothed.” 
 
    I blinked—several times. She hadn’t explained this detail when she had given me the rundown on the plan. 
 
    Arthur’s jaw dropped, exposing fangs and teeth as white as his pale face, but Dracula gasped audibly, his arms extending wide. In a flash, he was in front of me, throwing his arms around me like I was his own long-lost son. It was...awkward. I offered a hug back, trying to be sincere, but I was so stunned by Rhapsody’s declaration that I couldn’t do much but sluggishly roll with it. 
 
    “I knew it,” Dracula declared, snapping his fingers. His voice sounded somewhat choked up. “What a blessing—I feared she may never...well, I shouldn’t say that now, but...thank you for accepting her.” 
 
    “No problem,” I grunted, just before erupting into a light coughing fit. Once I recovered and Dracula backed a step or two away from me to embrace his daughter again, I offered a bit more. “I’m just happy to be here.” 
 
    Rhapsody did not hug her father back, but she allowed her head to rest on his shoulder even as her face remained unchanging. “This is the happiest day of my life,” she said, her voice slightly less deadpan than usual, so I feared she meant it. 
 
    “Of course, my dear—may I ask, how did this happen?” 
 
    Arthur walked more casually up to us as Rhapsody began her explanation. “As you are aware, we instantly became enamored with one another from the moment we met at the banquet two nights prior. When I beheld him for the first time, at first I was intrigued by his beguiling appearance, but when I approached him to investigate, I sensed something unusual about his vampiric energy—distinct from anyone else in the room.” 
 
    “So you were only attracted to me because I was different?” I asked with a teasing chuckle. 
 
    “Absolutely not—I can’t explain the pull I felt to you. It went beyond the results of my own spiritual appraisal of you. It was like you were made for me, and I for you.” 
 
    Dracula nodded with understanding, smiling lovingly at his daughter. “I know that feeling. I’ve felt it before.” 
 
    “For her mother?” I asked. 
 
    Dracula shook his head firmly. “No—her mother was merely a vessel, the means through which I created Rhapsody. There was nothing romantic there.” 
 
    “Then who?” I asked—but then I caught myself and lowered my head subserviently. “I’m sorry—it’s terribly rude for me to ask such personal questions of the Dark Lord himself.” 
 
    Arthur chuckled, his chin resting on his thumb, grinning down at me with a look of skepticism. “Yes, you should be more careful,” he chuckled again. “I’ve seen the man impale folks for far less.” 
 
    Dracula shook his head vigorously enough that everyone else took a step backward in alarm. “Ignore this albino loon—when we are alone, I want you to call me papa from now on. No questions are off-limits. The worst I can do is simply not answer.” 
 
    “And will you answer that one, then?” I asked as I nervously shifted my gaze from Arthur’s sniggering expression to Dracula’s gentle one. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood to dig up the past—but it was my first wife, from when I was human. It’s a bit of a maze to navigate that tale gracefully.” 
 
    I nodded. “Forget I asked,” I said. I looked over at Rhapsody. Right about now she should— 
 
    “Actually, Barrett, my lover and future husband, is an avid reader, as I’m certain you’ve heard.” 
 
    “I have,” Dracula confessed, nodding with an eyebrow cocked as he waited for the incoming request. “I’ve done my digging on him—and the others, of course.” 
 
    “As such, I wish to spoil him with gifts that he would appreciate. Perhaps in doing so, he shall expedite our sex.” 
 
    Arthur and I made uncomfortable eye contact for a moment, but both looked away expediently as though the other’s expression physically pained us. 
 
    Dracula’s brow furrowed and his jaw clenched horrifically. Ah shit, I thought, here it comes. I’m going to get decapitated or spiked up on a post in the courtyard. 
 
    “How—how have you not slept with my daughter yet?!” he bellowed, his eyes glowing the color of blood. 
 
    It was not quite the reaction I had expected. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m not trying to put it off or anything—it’s just that we’ve been busy, and I prioritized studying and bonding as a group before—” 
 
    “My daughter should be your chief priority,” he growled. “Look at her.” 
 
    I obeyed. She looked at me, too, her eyes widening to black and red saucers and her lips parting in a soft ‘o’ as she felt the impact of my gaze. I imagined her pale cheeks blushing—it suited her. 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me my daughter isn’t good enough to merit delaying your studies a little bit?” he asked venomously, his fangs extending to a menacing length. 
 
    I blinked, struggling to read the odd turn in this conversation correctly. “No, sir, I just—” 
 
    “Who do you think you are, Hermione Granger? Put the books down for thirty minutes and give your future wife some attention!” 
 
    “I—uh—” I stammered, trying to think of how to reply, but all I could manage was one thing. “Wait, you read Harry Potter?” 
 
    His rage was dispelled at once by my question. His fangs receded so quickly I almost laughed. “Hang on—the movies have a novelization?” 
 
    My mouth opened to reply—but then it closed as a wave of disbelief hit me like a tsunami. There was something just exquisitely absurd about the idea that Dracula was even slightly aware of twenty-first century pop culture. Thankfully, Arthur picked up the slack that I had let go of and kept the conversation moving. 
 
    “Actually, sir, the books came first,” he muttered. 
 
    Dracula slapped his forehead. “I probably could have brainstormed even more ideas for the academy if I had read the books. I really need to gather more intelligence about Earth these days.” 
 
    I decided to just let all that go without additional comment for the time being. I shot an imploring look at my so-called betrothed, and she nodded back at me with a hint of understanding in her mostly vacant eyes. 
 
    “Daddy—I would like to take my romantic partner to the library.” 
 
    I actually let out a sigh of relief, which Arthur noticed with a chuckle, but Dracula’s eyes were fixed again on his daughter, reflecting back the image of her in their glossy surfaces. “Well—now I’m concerned about my fiction section. I’m a bit embarrassed to send you there. How many Harry Potter books were there? Eight?” 
 
    “Seven, sir,” Arthur replied, patting him on the shoulder. “The film studio split the last book into two movies.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Dracula murmured, scratching his chin. “Sounds like a cash grab.” 
 
    Rhapsody’s diminutive hands curled into fists at her side—a sign that even she was losing patience with her father’s shenanigans. “Daddy,” she started again, “can we please get the key to the library?” 
 
    Dracula produced a bronze key out of thin air and moved to hand it to Rhapsody—but then took it back at the last moment. “On one firm condition,” he said, his eyes boring into me as Rhapsody grasped for the key and failed to take it. 
 
    I bowed respectfully. “Of course, sir. If it’s within reason, I’d be happy to fulfill any request.” 
 
    Dracula nodded. “Excellent. It’s a simple request, honestly, and not at all an inconvenience to you, I should hope.” 
 
    I nodded, leaning in slightly to demonstrate my attention. 
 
    “Take care of my daughter, would you?” 
 
    I blinked. I had been expecting more than that. “Of course—absolutely, I’ll do my best to keep her happy.” 
 
    He shook his head violently, the same way she sometimes did, and shot a pleading look to Arthur for help. Arthur’s face went on quite a journey as he returned a confused look at first. Then his eyes went wide and full of alarm until finally, his features twisted in disgust. “My lord, are you sure this is a proper thing to request?” 
 
    “It’s just that I can tell Rhapsody really likes him and we never really had the talk,” Dracula grunted, shrugging his shoulders and showing his palms in distress. 
 
    I was starting to put it together, but part of me didn’t want to believe it. “My lord, I think I’m not quite understanding—” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you have plenty of privacy in the library. As long as you want. You can sleep there if you need to—I’ve got a coffin hidden under the YA section big enough for both of you to share if the sun starts to come up.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to have sex with your daughter?” I asked, hardly believing the words coming out of my mouth. 
 
    Rhapsody’s eyes opened and she squeezed my palm for half a second. “Daddy, if that is your condition, we humbly accept.” 
 
    I tried not to make a face that betrayed the heights of my bewilderment—which were sky high. “Well, hang on—” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Dracula shouted, clapping his hands excitedly. He threw open his cape and transformed into a cloud of hundreds of bats, flying all over the throne room, letting out celebratory screeches as Arthur looked down at the ground as though personally humiliated. 
 
    “I realize to fresh blood like yourself that the differing cultural values toward these things are probably pretty jarring,” he noted, and I answered him with a nod. “If it’s not too much trouble, my boy—” I waited for more, but he let the sentence hang as his eyes rolled over to Rhapsody, whose face was lit up with a determined expression. 
 
    I shrugged. “When in Rome, do as the Romans do, I suppose,” I muttered. 
 
    “As a former citizen of the Roman Empire myself, I’ll sign off on the wisdom of that idiom,” he chuckled. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Wouldn’t that make you older than Dracula?” I asked, puzzled by that revelation. 
 
    “Indeed it does—but he’s still my master. It’s...complicated,” he sighed, just as the Dark Lord himself was making his throng of bats coalesce until they transformed with a blinding light back into his original self. 
 
    “Sorry—I had to get it out of my system,” he muttered, bouncing his shoulders from side to side like an excited child standing on the precipice of a McDonalds play pit. “You know, when we first met, I knew we’d get along swimmingly.” 
 
    “You did lock me in a coffin for four days,” I recalled. 
 
    Dracula laughed at that. “Yes, yes, the best of times!” he said, wiping his eye with the back of his hand as the other arm went around my shoulder. “By the way—when you go into the library, I assume you’ll be interested in knowing where to find the section on angels. That’ll be under Judeo-Christian Theology, on the second floor. There are some books in the Occult section worth looking into as well. But don’t go into the Forbidden Section.” 
 
    I blinked. “Of course not,” I grunted. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me and frowned. “I can read your thoughts. You’re planning to go into the Forbidden Section.” 
 
    I felt my veins go cold and glanced over at Rhapsody. She did not look concerned. “Ohh—I mean—” 
 
    He batted his hand with a dismissive gesture. “Nah, it’s fine. I just loved how they had a Forbidden Section at Hogwarts, so I wanted one, too. But for my daughter, nothing is off-limits. Just pull out the copy of Maze Runner and put it back on the shelf upside down. That’ll open the door.” 
 
    I laughed nervously as he finally let me go. “So,” I muttered, eager to change the subject, “I’m sorry if we interrupted you as we came in. Hopefully we didn’t end an important conversation.” 
 
    Arthur smiled broadly. “Actually, It was about your thrall, Demonika—we heard from Cordelia that her succubus powers were rather more explosive than anyone anticipated.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” Dracula grumbled, his excited face now muted to a more sullen expression. “It puts a bit of a damper on our plans.” 
 
    “What kind of plans?” I asked, suddenly curious. 
 
    Rhapsody tugged at my sleeve. “Books and sex await. We should dismiss ourselves.” 
 
    My buttcheeks clenched anxiously. “One second, babe, I’m curious. This affects my thrall.” 
 
    Dracula nodded. “He’s within his rights to want to know, sweetheart,” he said, shooting a saccharine smile at his daughter. Then he turned his gaze back on me. “We were planning an exhibition at the end of the month, led by Mrs. Drake and me. For my part, students would demonstrate some of the vampiric powers they mastered, but for the section hosted by Cordy, well...The idea was to allow students to show off their demihuman powers, but if Demonika’s end up making everyone within a certain radius forcefully climax, that might make things complicated.” 
 
    “That’s just one of the powers we know about so far,” I pointed out to him. “Give her time to figure things out. What if we have everyone stand back and have her demonstrate on humans?” 
 
    Arthur shook his head. “I’m afraid a succubus-induced ranged orgasm wave would probably kill most humans, at least without much experience.” 
 
    Rhapsody and I looked at each other, eyes widening. “Your thralls,” she said. 
 
    Dracula sighed. “It’s alright, we can put it off a few months and have Sports Day earlier.” 
 
    I nodded. “Dark Lord—” 
 
    “Papa,” he corrected me, “at least in private company.” 
 
    “Papa—” Oof, that felt weird to say. “We need to get going.” 
 
    “I shall debrief you on our sex upon its completion,” Rhapsody promised. 
 
    Dracula made a face that I could tell indicated that even he’d just had a personal boundary broken. “You...don’t need to do that, sweetheart.” 
 
    Soon after that, we dashed out onto the nearest balcony, and I hung over the balustrade, finding our home and locking onto it. I attempted to broadcast an urgent psychic message to Demonika, but it was as difficult as I expected it would be. 
 
    Demonika, I said, shouting it silently into the night, can you hear me? 
 
    A long moment of silence followed. 
 
    “Has she responded?” Rhapsody asked. “What a waste of good flesh it would be if she killed them.” 
 
    I chucked Rhapsody a cross look, but before I could say anything, I got my answer. 
 
    Hey baby, it’s good to hear your voice, even if it’s just in my head. What’s going on? Did you get into the library? 
 
    I let out a breath of ice-cold relief. If she was talking like this, then nothing bad had happened yet. Listen, I warned her, don’t try your succubus powers out on Maria and Eliza. It might kill them. 
 
    Another long silence followed, but I was less worried this time now that I knew things were probably fine for the time being. After another minute or so, her voice came back. 
 
    Well, I already tried, and they seemed fine to me, she told me.  
 
    My face screwed itself up on its own. I turned to Rhapsody. “She says she used her powers on them and they’re doing just fine,” I reported, throwing up my hands. 
 
    She nodded. “Possibly because she is your thrall—and so are they. There is a general link between thralls that makes it difficult for them to meaningfully harm one another. Perhaps the power was muted because of this effect.” 
 
    I leaned back against the rail. If I were still technically alive, I’m sure I would have felt my heart thumping in my chest pretty damn hard at that point. I closed my eyes and got myself back on track. “Okay,” I muttered. “False alarm then. Which way is the library?” 
 
    Rhapsody looked at me, her eyes narrowed with purpose. “Remember the bargain you struck.” 
 
    I chuckled at the absurdity of my present situation. “I mean, it’s not a bad deal.” 
 
    “It’s a very good deal,” she said, her brow furrowing slightly. “I have come to understand that many men prize a woman’s first sex—especially a beautiful princess.” 
 
    “Define your experience level for me,” I requested, crossing my arms as I gazed down at her. She started walking in one direction, down a particular hallway, and I followed, but I didn’t pay much attention which way we were headed. At that moment, my eyes were locked on her. 
 
    Her tight, petite figure seemed to be growing more attractive by the second as I knew we were mere minutes away from getting intimate. I watched as her thigh-long swishy black ponytail swayed pendulously, practically hypnotizing me with her unique brand of sex appeal. Her skintight, glossy leather dress did her a lot of favors too, leaving none of her lean curves to the imagination. 
 
    “As to the question of experience, I can only say it is limited to self-sexing. I have several large stuffed bears—Mr. Fur is the one I favor for grinding simply due to the fact that his leg is stiffer and more densely packed than the others, and the fur is coarser.” 
 
    I waited for more information, but no more came. 
 
    “Wait—that’s it?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, looking back at me. “Is it not enough?” 
 
    “What do you know about the actual logistics of sex?” I muttered, fearing the answer more with each passing moment. 
 
    “I know that sex typically requires nudity, so I am not entirely unschooled,” she offered, spinning on her heel and stopping. She crossed her arms, mirroring my posture. “I imagine that there isn’t much more to it. I have heard rumors that your penis is involved in some manner, but that seems improbable.” 
 
    “Why is that improbable?” I asked, smirking at her. 
 
    “I assumed the penis exists only for aesthetic purposes,” she said as we came upon a large door framed by two torches. “Give me the key.” 
 
    I handed it to her, and she inserted it inside the door and turned. With a click, the door opened on its own, and we stepped inside. 
 
    A hundred torches lit up in the same instant as we entered, but the room was otherwise empty and full of cobwebs. It was also filled with the familiar scent of a library—musty old books were everywhere, numbering probably in the hundreds of thousands, as they lined shelf after wooden shelf from the floor almost to the ceiling. 
 
    I let out a contented sigh. “I think I found my own little slice of heaven.” 
 
    Rhapsody turned to me and glowered impatiently. “Before you begin scrounging for answers on your lineage, you must fulfill your oath to my father.” 
 
    “I think ‘oath’ is probably a stronger word than he intended—” 
 
    “Do not resist. I will have difficulty dominating you when I do not understand how it works, but I will find a way if you try to back down from your sacred duty.” 
 
    “Again, ‘sacred’ feels too heavy-handed for—” 
 
    She dropped her cloak to the ground and immediately reached for the strap of her lacy black dress. “Ha. That silenced you.” 
 
    I nodded. She had me there. “It did.” 
 
    She blinked once. “...Now what do I do?” 
 
    I sniggered adoringly at her and sighed as I took a step in her direction. “Do you want to skip the tutorial and have me get down to business, or do you want a proper education?” 
 
    She ground her legs together and bit her lip hard as she stared up at me. “My anticipation is unbearably severe.” 
 
    I grinned at her, placing a hand gently on her cheek. Despite how awkward and cold she seemed, she leaned into my touch. “Straight to business then,” I growled. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
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   I  decided, perhaps against my internal vampire instincts, to be gentle and cautious with her. Admittedly, it was less because it was her first time and more because I suspected she wasn’t a very touchy-feely kind of girl. As I took another step in her direction, and she backed into a bookshelf, I realized that I didn’t really have a plan. 
 
    It seemed absurd to have such a worry—who plans when it comes to sex? It just kind of happens, and you use all your well-honed skills and Google knowledge to do the best you possibly can with the tools God gave you. However, while I was no vampire physician or psychologist, it was instantly plain to see that Rhapsody was built mentally and physically unique when compared to most of the girls I’d romanced in my lifetime. 
 
    I walked with faked confidence right inside her personal bubble, my nose a short distance from the top of her head as I looked down at her. “So, I’m going to lay some facts and knowledge out for you—as a heads up.” 
 
    She nodded and chewed her lip. “Educate me.” 
 
    “First of all, sex is a very physical activity. Lots of touching, holding, embracing—at least usually,” I explained. I watched for a change in her expression, but there was nothing. That was a positive sign, I hoped. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled, breathing a puff of air onto her scalp. “Sorry—I know it’s silly to say, but I don’t get a sense from you that you like to be embraced by anyone but your father.” 
 
    The corners of her lips tugged downward into a pouty half-frown. “I’m not afraid of touching,” she whispered, apparently anxious enough that she couldn’t bring her voice above the faintest of volumes. “I’m just not very good at knowing how to reciprocate.” 
 
    I nodded, put at ease a bit by that explanation. “Works for me,” I said, sighing out my relief. I reached for the first shoulder strap on her dress. She closed her eyes as my fingers pinched and tugged it off her shoulder, revealing even more of her pale skin. I felt something like goosebumps prickle up from the base of my neck to the tips of my ears—a quiet surge of excitement. My fingers traced her throat down to her arm, eliciting a shudder as her eyes half closed. 
 
    Feeling bold, I went in for a kiss. She made a sound of surprise directly into my mouth, her eyes flashing wide open and glowing red in reaction to the apparently unexpected move, but she didn’t resist. Her lips remained still, letting me taste her, even moaning after a few seconds had passed. 
 
    “You can do what I do,” I grunted into her mouth, “if you want to try.” 
 
    She wordlessly obeyed, kissing back, and though I couldn’t say it seemed to come naturally for her, it wasn’t as awkward as I feared it might be. We kissed for a while, gently nipping and tugging at each other’s lips until she pulled back, her eyes glimmering with a question. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, comprehending that look. 
 
    “Is this sex?” she replied, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, my face twisting with amusement at the poor girl’s expense. “No, it’s not. We’re working our way up to it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Am I performing adequately?” 
 
    I smirked at her, tugging free the ribbon that held her hair in its high ponytail. It fell free—long, luxurious waves of cascading blackness that shone and rippled down her back all the way past her tight little backside. 
 
    Rhapsody was gorgeous—she was just as gorgeous with the ponytail up, but there’s something about seeing a woman with her hair down in an intimate moment that reminded you of the fact of her beauty. It was like seeing her for the first time, but far more powerful than that. 
 
    I tugged the second shoulder strap down and pulled until it hit the ground. I took a quick look at her--she wasn’t exactly curvy, at least not compared to the likes of Demonika or her godmother, but there was enough femininity to her petite frame for me to enjoy. Her breasts were small but well-shaped, perky enough that her erect pink nipples seemed to point slightly upward in salute at me. Her stomach was as flat as an ironing board, with no hint of abdominal muscles visible, but she had nice hips that I knew spilled into a pert little rump. 
 
    She watched me as I took in the sight of her, blinking a few times, breathing labored breaths—forgetting that she didn’t have to breathe. “No one has ever seen me like this, not since I was a little girl,” she said, hinting at her sense of vulnerability. Her voice didn’t seem to indicate embarrassment, but I thought there might be some there anyway. 
 
    “Then it’s my honor,” I growled back at her. I ran my hand down her back until it landed on and firmly gripped her butt. I pulled her toward me, satisfied with myself as she let out a little gasp of surprise. She glanced at my lips—I wasn’t sure if it was out of desire or expectation at being so close to them, but it made me feel a bit smug. “How are you feeling so far?” 
 
    “I’m not made of glass,” she said, and for the very first time I thought I could detect some audible signs of irritation in her voice. “I don’t know what to expect, but it doesn’t mean I’m not ready for it or don’t want it.” 
 
    “Take off your panties, then,” I whispered, brushing my lips against the lobe of her ear. She shivered at the sound of my voice and obeyed without question, slipping her fingers through the waistband of her lacy black underwear, pushing them down to her thighs, letting them drop to the floor. 
 
    She looked up at me, and her arms slowly moved as though they had a mind of their own. They rested awkwardly on my waist, her hands grabbing hold of my lower back. “It’s your turn now,” she said softly, looking down at my pants. 
 
    I took the hint and removed my pants in one smooth motion, letting my cock spring free. It was hard enough and we were close enough that I instinctively took a step back so that its unleashing wouldn’t smack her in the belly. 
 
    I’d never seen her eyes open so wide. Her red irises almost completely consumed the black sclera surrounding them as she stared intensely at the erotic revelation that had just occurred. 
 
    “What does it do?” she asked. “It’s very beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I grunted, blinking rapidly as I recovered from the awkward but flattering compliment. “It goes inside you.” 
 
    She quirked a brow. “Inside...me?” 
 
    My hand reached down between her legs, two fingers rubbing her pussy. “It’s way too awkward to explain. You’d better just let me take over from here—if you’re sure you want to do this.” 
 
    Rhapsody pushed her hips forward and rolled her eyes back as I started working on her slit. “I want sex. With you, specifically,” she confirmed. Her face scrunched up as she looked down at my erect dick, inches away from her increasingly wet pussy. I had a feeling she was putting things together on her own. 
 
    I reached around her, bending slightly, to grab the back of her thighs. Hoisting her up off the ground, I pressed her body against a library shelf, causing a few books to topple over. She still had her hands on my back and wisely kept them there. 
 
    My cock began its search for Rhapsody’s entrance, teasing up and down her folds, accidentally poking up against her little backdoor once or twice—she didn’t comment. She just looked down and watched with rapturous fascination, entirely captivated by whatever was going on below. 
 
    After a few seconds, I found my mark, feeling her tiny lower lips part at the prodding of my precum-glistening cockhead. I pressed inward, letting the tip sink in slowly at first, testing her. Her eyes rolled back, and she tossed back her head, immediately entranced by the new sensations. 
 
    I said nothing, and she offered nothing back but persistent little whimpers, grunts, and cries. They were new sounds to me—the lewd noises of a woman truly enjoying herself while not seeming particularly concerned with sounding cute or demure. I grinned at that, noting it as an unforeseen positive aspect of her quirkiness. 
 
    We were just getting started, too. I had barely gone in a single inch, was still just teasing her entrance with gentle, tentative thrusts as she squeezed my back and made her wild, unashamed sounds. Her legs locked around me, pulling me deeper into her, and she started wriggling her hips on her own. Rhapsody met my every movement with some sort of physical reply. Her head darted all around, frantically looking away to make horny faces at the walls, but occasionally staring back down at my cock as it buried itself progressively deeper inside her. 
 
    “There’s no way I can get all the way inside,” I grunted, as much to myself as to her as she kept trying to pull me in deeper. 
 
    “Are we...are we having sex?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” I grunted as I thrust just a bit harder against her. She wailed once, her eyes sharply crossing for a split second before she could construct a response. 
 
    “It’s very good,” she commented. “Is it good—nyah—for you?” 
 
    At that point, her cuteness was a bit too much for me to take. Additionally, the pleasures of her pussy repeatedly milking my cock had an effect, too. I threw my arms all the way around her and pulled her torso tight against me as I upped my pace. 
 
    “It’s faster now,” she moaned the obvious, but I didn’t take it as a complaint as she actually seemed to reciprocate some of my enthusiasm. Her arms squeezed my back tighter, and her hips wriggled and writhed ever more desperately. 
 
    The feeling of her insanely tight pussy throbbing around my cock was incredible—the way it gripped and sucked at my shaft was life-affirming. She was really getting into it now, letting loose with a flurry of little whines, and even the occasional animalistic squeal. 
 
    I could feel myself getting closer, and I was going to be there any moment—but suddenly, she stopped moving. “Oh God,” she breathed, and I realized she was just about there. “It’s c-coming.” 
 
    “What’s coming?” I asked dumbly, too addled by the shockwaves of pleasure her body inspired to parse the obvious truth. 
 
    “The big wave. The satisfaction,” she whined. Her fangs sank into my chest, dragging and opening up a long line of red tissue that didn’t really bleed, nor did she seem in search of a meal. She was just blowing off steam. It stung a bit, but I could handle it—if anything, I should probably thank her, because if she hadn’t done that, I might have blown my load before she was able to ride her climax out. 
 
    She howled out a bestial noise that made me feel both arousal and no small degree of second-hand embarrassment. Her cunt clutched my cock like a hot, goopy blanket, stroking me off inside her as she came, urging me to join her. 
 
    “I’m going to finish, too,” I warned her. “Can you get pregnant?” 
 
    “I—I don’t think so,” she whimpered as she went limp against my chest. Her body kept convulsing as her voice became shakier and shakier. 
 
    “Fuck it, hope you like cream in your pie,” I groaned, and I fired off ropes of cum inside her as she screamed out a single prolonged “Ahhhhh!” 
 
    Her spasming muscles milked me dry until I felt my cock start to soften at last. She gasped, struggling for air as though she needed it to live, and I leaned down to kiss her lips softly, tenderly, before setting her ass down on a nearby table. 
 
    She kissed me back enthusiastically, which surprised me. I pulled my lips away from hers for just a moment and stared into her eyes. “Do you like this?” I asked, an eyebrow arched in question. 
 
    “I like you, and I think you like this,” she replied breathily, her tongue still dancing on my lips. 
 
    For some reason that struck me as about the hottest thing she could possibly say. It didn’t even matter that I wasn’t as big on kissing as she had assumed—just for that comment, I would fake a thousand years of loving it. 
 
    About twenty minutes later, we wrapped it up, much to her chagrin. “When can we have sex again?” she asked, her brow furrowed and nose scrunched in irritation. 
 
    “Soon and often,” I muttered. “But we’re here for a reason.” 
 
    “This was my reason,” Rhapsody stated, pulling up the shoulder strap of her dress as she finished putting her clothes back on. “I engineered this scenario. I knew my father would help me achieve my goal.” 
 
    I dropped my jaw and looked at her in astonishment, but the offense was short-lived. “Honestly, I can’t even get mad about being tricked. Dick got wet, so it is what it is. Now where are the books we need?” 
 
    *** 
 
    With that pleasant business aside, Rhapsody and I started scouring the library for books, and it turned out to be far easier than I imagined it would be. 
 
    “You know,” I started to say, scratching my chin as I pulled out the third relevant book in a row, “I’m not sure what I expected in terms of archive organization practices—but I’ll tell you what I didn’t expect.” 
 
    Rhapsody tossed me a cute wide-eyed look, her head cocked to the side as she prepared for what I was about to say. 
 
    “The Dewey-Fucking-Decimal System,” I grunted, shaking my head. “Dracula is surprisingly up-to-date on this shit.” 
 
    “Papa,” she corrected me, sternly posturing with her hands on her hips. “You have to call him Papa.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to that. Instead, I got right back to the task. Looking at my haul, I figured I had enough to get started—and we had all night to read. I could probably get a lot done. 
 
    “This should do it,” I noted, holding up my stack of books for Rhapsody to see. 
 
    “There is one more place to check,” she said, pointing to a locked room behind the empty front desk. 
 
    “Is that the forbidden section?” I asked in hushed awe. 
 
    She nodded and walked up to a shelf in the YA section. I watched her and followed behind as she strolled up to one shelf and grabbed a copy of Maze Runner, picking it up and flipping it upside down. With that, the door to the Forbidden Section creaked open, making me shake my head, wondering why that of all books was the one that Dracula chose. 
 
    Rhapsody looked at the door, then back at me, adjusting the way she was carrying her own stack of books to be more comfortable to carry. 
 
    “What did you find?” I murmured. “Grimoires? Vampire lorebooks?”  
 
    “The Hunger Games series. Daddy told me it was good.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side and thought about commenting, but I let it go. 
 
    The inside of the forbidden section was rather underwhelming compared to the main archives in the library. The shelves only stood about as tall as Rhapsody, and the room was small—maybe the size of my bedroom. That was fine, though—it meant that it would probably be less of a hassle to find what we wanted. 
 
    That’s where I was wrong, though. The forbidden section wasn’t as clearly organized as the labels and color-coded stickers in the main area—those even had DRA scores that indicated the ideal reading level on most of the books. 
 
    But this room was different. Books weren’t organized in any particular manner that I could decipher, nor did Rhapsody seem overly familiar with the room. I felt a bit guilty for hoping she might go “Rain Man” on this shit and decode the organizational method, but if there was a method to this madness, it was beyond her, too. 
 
    I was about to give up when my eye randomly landed on a book on a cart right next to the door we were leaving through. “Hey, wait a second—look at this.” 
 
    Rhapsody stood beside me, awkwardly close, and squinted as she looked down at the book. “‘John Dee’s True Guide to Enochian and Metatronian,’” she read aloud. “The languages of the angels.” 
 
    “John deez nuts,” I muttered, holding the book in my hands. It had an impressive heft to it, and its green leather-bound cover felt magical in my grasp. It reminded me of the first time I touched a boob, though it was far less squishy. 
 
    We took the book and headed back into the main room of the library, finding a table and sitting down. I smirked as I recognized the imprint of Rhapsody’s bare ass on the polished table. 
 
    “What should we begin with?” she asked, placing a hand on my arm as though it were the highest form of affection. 
 
    I shrugged at the question. “I have a feeling we’ll have to check out the forbidden book and refer back to that later,” I noted. “Studying languages doesn’t really work with speed reading, no matter how good your retention usually is.” 
 
    She nodded. “You are the expert in these matters, suitor,” she said softly as her pinky finger rubbed against my arm. 
 
    I started with a book called ‘An Index of Angels,’ then made my way into the others—though I was skimming them, if I’m being entirely honest. I didn’t want to be gone all night, after all. I had the best of company waiting for me back at the manor. 
 
    I hurried myself along, looking for clues and hints as to my heritage and the sorts of powers I might be expecting. For the most part, the book wasn’t all that helpful. The powers and appearances varied wildly from source to source, with things as weird as turning someone into a pillar of salt and as mundane as talking to woodland animals. 
 
    Of some interest was that most of the books agreed that there were nine choirs of angels, at least in Judeo-Christian lore. But the biggest revelation came when I read about the highest order of angels, the Seraphim. 
 
    “According to this book,” I said, pointing at an illustration on the page, “the Seraphim are the only choir of angels known to have six wings.” 
 
    She nodded. “That is an important clue. We can narrow down further searches.” 
 
    “Well, we can be more focused, at least,” I muttered, closing the book with a sigh. “Is there any way we can take these with us?” 
 
    Rhapsody reached into the cleavage of her dress. I watched, entranced, wondering what she was about to reveal to me—I certainly knew what I hoped for. As it happened, she had a little hidden pocket there, which she dug around inside of, and from where she eventually pulled out a card. 
 
    “We can check the books out. I brought my library membership card.” 
 
     “I suppose that gels with everything else I’ve seen and heard today,” I sighed. “Okay—let’s head home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    An Interlude 
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    istress, please,” Maria whined, crumpling to her knees, her hands bunched up in her dress. “Don’t use your powers on us anymore. We won’t have the energy to get up in time for our chores tomorrow!” 
 
    Eliza nodded feverishly, thankful that her dress covered the wetness running down her thighs. This vampire’s magic was far beyond any power she’d heard of these creatures of the night possessing, inspiring arousal to an extreme magnitude, forcing her to spill her pleasure in full view of both the vampire maidens—the shame was unbearable. 
 
    “Lady Darcy, oh beautiful, glorious one—it feels like a betrayal to know such pleasure without our master’s touch. Please, we beg of you, no more—not without his presence.” 
 
    Demonika tossed an amused smirk at Mako, who sat with her feet up on the ottoman beside her. “The begging is adorable, I have to admit.” 
 
    “They’re so pretty, too,” Demonika sighed. She bent at the waist, still sitting, and scooted forward to inspect Eliza’s hair. She reached out and touched it, examining it in her hand. The human girl whimpered and cowered in fear as Demonika’s fangs instinctively appeared. 
 
    But it was only due to her proximity. Mako noticed it, too. “Are we sure we can’t eat them?” she asked. 
 
    Demonika shrugged and giggled sweetly as she fingered the braid like a cat toying with a mouse. “I’m sure you can’t—but technically the humans and I share the same master. Maybe it’d be fine if I took a little bite.” 
 
    Eliza and Maria both closed their eyes and cried. Maria covered her neck with her hands and shook her head fiercely. “Please, Mistress—we are good servants to your master. I don’t think he would be happy if he knew you killed us without his permission.” 
 
    Demonika scowled at them, her lip curling in a disgusted snarl. “You dare to tell me what my master would think? Do you know him better than I do?” 
 
    Mako giggled in the corner. “Stop bullying the humans.” 
 
    “Did you hear what she said?!” Demonika hissed, flashing a look of supreme irritation at the half-oni girl beside her. 
 
    “You’re overreacting in a big way, Nika,” Mako sighed. “They’re good girls. You picked them out yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    Demonika crossed her arms and pouted, slouching back in her seat. Eliza let out a harsh sob of relief as the vampire finally relinquished her braid. “I suppose I did,” she murmured under her breath. 
 
    “Am I detecting a hint of regret?” Mako asked with a giggle. 
 
    “Do you know he’s had sex with them? Them! Before me!” 
 
    Mako winced. “I could smell it on them, yeah—but they’re just humans.” 
 
    “True, he won’t fall in love with them, but they’re competition for his privacy. He feels responsible for them, and my godmother even, in all her stupid fucking wisdom, saw fit to throw them in his room! Can you believe that shit?!” 
 
    Mako nodded at that, a look of understanding crossing her face. “I suppose I can, uh, get why that might bother you.” 
 
    “And you love him too!”  
 
    Mako sputtered as she tried to interrupt. “What the fuck?! No, I—” 
 
    “Oh, just shut up. Everyone knows. I factored you in from the beginning, so I already committed myself to figuring out the why and how of sharing him with you, and now Rhapsody—but of all the women he could have fucked first, it wasn’t the one who made him a vampire, who’s loved him unconditionally since we were both in grade school. It was two busty bloodthralls—which I gave him. As presents.” 
 
    Mako let go of the facade for a moment and sighed. “A little bit of buyer’s remorse there, I suppose?” she teased, but her parched throat showed that she was either nervous or nursing her own bitterness at the topic. 
 
    Demonika shot the human thralls another angry look, making her eyes glow with a sinister crimson radiance. They had, of course, heard the entire rant, and once she cast her gaze on them again, they whimpered in fear, their bodies tensing up. Maria even stood and cowered backward until her back collided with the wall. 
 
    “Please, mistress—” 
 
    “Don’t ‘please mistress’ me,” Demonika growled. “If I could kill you, I would. I would even be willing to waste the blood. In fact, I don’t even want to drink you. The thought of drinking you disgusts me.” 
 
    Mako put her hand on Demonika’s shoulder and squeezed. “Hey, Nika, you’re losing your cool. What if he walks in that door any second now?” 
 
    “He’d fucking better,” she growled, sulking even deeper as she cast bitter looks at the two humans. “He’s probably fucking Rhapsody right now. He’ll probably fuck you before he makes love to me at this point.” 
 
    “Why is he ‘fucking’ everyone else and ‘making love’ to you?” Mako asked with a sly snigger. 
 
    “Because he loves me,” she cooed, placing her hands on her cheeks and sinking even more into the cushion of her chair. “And I love him.” 
 
    “Do you want him to see you acting like a brat and berating his minions?” Mako asked. 
 
    “Well, no,” Demonika grumbled, her nose scrunching up as she uttered an additional snort of complaint. She sat up primly and adjusted her dress so that it flowed down to her knees. “I suppose I shouldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    Mako leaned in. “Listen—my advice? He’s a great guy. The fucking coolest, hottest guy around. We both know it. And he loves you, Nika.” She said that part a little sadly, even as she forced a smile. “He’s always loved you. In the end, he’s a dude. Dudes are dumb sometimes. He’s not spending his free time calculating things like the proper order to fuck us in. It’s first come, first serve—literally. It’s not personal.” 
 
    “Not for him,” Demonika growled. She showed her fangs to the blondes again, who responded predictably. “It’s personal to me.” 
 
    Mako nodded. “Listen—I’m not saying I like him or anything like that—” 
 
    “You just said he’s the hottest, coolest guy,” Demonika sighed. She looked at Eliza. “Was I imagining that? She just said it, right?” 
 
    The humans both nodded. “Yes, mistress!” they shouted in unison.  
 
    The sound of their fear soothed Demonika a little. She cast a smug look at Mako, waiting for her next bullshit excuse. 
 
    “I—I—I—it’s not like I have to like a guy just because he’s hot and cool,” Mako protested, puffing up her cheeks. “Hmph!” 
 
    “You’re so fucking ridiculous,” Demonika giggled, her hand over her lips. “I don’t know who you think you’re fooling.” 
 
    “I—no one, I guess,” admitted the oni. She hung her head and slumped her shoulders as she looked over at the human thralls with a degree of sympathy that almost disgusted her. “Listen, girls—I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I’m sorry for my friend. She can be a real bitch when she doesn’t get her way, but she would never, ever hurt you.” 
 
    “I would,” Demonika contradicted, shooting a look of warning at the human girls. 
 
    “Maybe, if you could—but you’re all thralls sharing the same master. Despite your lies earlier, it’s forbidden, and any act of violent aggression toward one another would do an equal amount of harm to the aggressor.” Mako crossed her arms with pride. “That was in Nathaniel Van Helsing’s book.” 
 
    Demonika rolled her eyes. “Nerd.” 
 
    Mako shot up to her feet triumphantly and pointed a finger at her friend. “Oh, I see how it is,” she cackled acerbically. “It’s hot, smart, and amazing when Barrett reads a book, but when I do it, I’m a nerd!” 
 
    Demonika stuck out her tongue and rolled her eyes dramatically. “I was doing a callback joke. You called him a nerd first—this is straight-up justice.” 
 
    “Gee, I hope Barrett and Rhapsody pick you up a copy of Harry Potter and the Audacity of This Bitch while they’re at the library!” 
 
    “Oh, well I hope they remember to grab you a copy of The Giver!” Demonika shouted, stomping the floor as she stood. 
 
    Mako blinked, an inch away from Demonika’s face. Her fingers curled and uncurled a few times as she processed the barb. “Okay, that one went over my head.” 
 
    Demonika puffed up her cheeks angrily. “Because you give out abuse, but you can’t take—you know what, fuck you!” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    Just then the front door opened, and everyone spun on their heels to face it. Barrett and Rhapsody were standing there, gazing into the room in shock. 
 
    “What the hell is going on in here?” Barrett asked, his hand clearly resting on the small of Rhapsody’s back. To make things even more damningly obvious, Rhapsody was half-leaning against him—and then there was the smell. 
 
    Demonika processed this and took several deep breaths to try to calm down, but it didn’t work. “Fuckin’ shit,” she grumbled, balling her hands into fists. 
 
    Mako recovered quickly, though. “Ohh—we’re just having a playful verbal sparring match. Gals being gals.” 
 
    “Didn’t sound that playful to me,” Barrett noted, finally taking his hand away from Rhapsody’s back. Demonika visibly relaxed as it happened. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    Rhapsody’s eyes pierced into Demonika’s, and the half-succubus was certain her mind was being read. Sure enough, a moment or so later, the dhampir’s eyes narrowed and the tiniest hint of a smug-ass smirk appeared on one corner of her lips. 
 
    Demonika didn’t speak. She couldn’t lie to her master—nor did she want to. But at that moment, all she could do was hope that he wasn’t reading her thoughts, too. 
 
    He looked at her intensely enough that, for a moment, she thought he might be, but not long afterwards, he just shrugged. “Oh!” he grunted, waving warmly at the two blonde girls in the corner. They rushed over to him, throwing their nubile bodies against his in a warm welcome, complete with kisses on the cheek. Demonika thought that one of them even shot a smug look her way at the end. 
 
    She and Mako had shown her weakness to these...these humans. Now that they knew she couldn’t hurt them or kill them, they were emboldened. They had been promoted from pets to rivals in one instant. 
 
    No—that wasn’t true. They were always her rivals. She just hadn’t seen the truth until today. 
 
    “Master, welcome home,” Eliza cooed, all her fear suddenly gone. 
 
    “Will you be coming to bed with us?” Maria asked, shooting a wicked grin over her shoulder—right at Demonika! She wasn’t imagining it! 
 
    Where did this confidence come from all of a sudden? Demonika cleared her throat. “I’m sorry—I am going to excuse myself for a moment.” 
 
    Barrett nodded, though he chucked her a concerned look. “Are you okay, Demonika?” 
 
    Demonika blinked a few times and nodded her head. “No!” she blurted out, contradicting her affirmative head bob, and ran down the hall, slamming the door to her room behind her. 
 
    “Well,” he grunted, looking awkwardly in Mako’s direction, and then down at the cooing thralls, “does anyone want to explain that?” 
 
    Maria, Eliza, and Mako all traded eye contact. “No,” they uttered in unison, to which Barrett could only sigh. 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
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   T he next day, I awoke at the crack of sundown, finding my beautiful blonde thralls had climbed into my spacious coffin to canoodle with me. Each of them snored softly in my ear, but I hadn’t noticed until that waking moment—apparently vampires are rather sound sleepers. Probably a good thing to be aware of. 
 
    I nudged them awake. “Shouldn’t you be just winding down from your chores?” I asked. 
 
    Maria wiped her eyes and frowned. “We finished our chores earlier.” 
 
    “We were trying to steal some time with you,” Eliza added, turning her head to expose her neck. “Besides—you must be thirsty after such a long nap.” 
 
    I took my drink of them, leaving the beautiful naked humans writhing in ecstasy atop their bed. After that, I exited my room and headed down the stairs, feeling fresh as a daisy and entirely quenched. 
 
    On that evening, I was the first to wake. I walked outside and glanced around the property, walking out through our front gate and sneaking a peek of the other three houses and lots where other students were no doubt rising from their caskets and planning to break their fast with a little villager blood. Vampires may be powerful creatures, but we were simple and predictable. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, each of the four manors appeared to be identical, with two floors and the same neo-Victorian design, albeit with more primitive building materials. The only thing that separated them was the placards over the door, which bore an image that represented the House names. Ours depicted a dragon, no doubt fashioned after Mrs. Drake’s connection to dragons. The one directly across from our plot bore a wolf. 
 
    My mind reeled with quiet fury as I recalled the sentient piece of shit known as Damian. I didn’t know all that much about him, and on a personal level, I didn’t care to learn anything more. But from an academic perspective, I had to be curious. He was, after all, my most direct rival and adversary in the school, and we didn’t end our last interaction on the best of terms. He was expecting more reprisals from me, and I certainly didn’t think he was about to forget his threats, either. 
 
    One more thing to worry about, but I felt glad for it. I always handled bullies well in school. In elementary and junior high, I was among the last in my grade to grow. I was picked on for being small, called all the puerile nicknames you’d probably immediately think of for such a scenario: shorty, shrimp, junior, smalls, and so on. 
 
    In seventh grade, I became the textbook example of a kid who’d taken enough abuse. During a particularly rough bout of teasing that saw me locked in my own locker for two periods, I had plenty of time to plan revenge. It’s funny—I remember trying to come up with a bunch of clever ideas, like procuring a bottle of doe piss from a sporting goods store. I was planning on tricking the bully into sitting on and breaking it so that he reeked of urine and maybe even attracted coyotes on his way home. My own impatience stopped me from doing anything that extreme, however. 
 
    In the end, when he finally came back to let me out of the locker, my anger took over when I saw his self-satisfied face. I kicked him in the dick and punched him in the throat. Hard. After that, he and I saw eye to eye on most matters. In high school, when I had grown taller than him, he even regularly invited me to parties. I gladly accepted, of course. 
 
    And I fucked his sister. 
 
    Circling back to the present, I didn’t think I was going to have such an easy time with Damian. He might be a dick, but he was stronger-willed and had far more pride in himself than Buck Folger did back in junior high school. I had a feeling that every time I knocked Damian down a peg, he’d climb back up two rungs more. 
 
    A twisted part of me loved that. The idea of having a bitter rival that was every bit my equal motivating me, keeping me on my toes—it sounded nice. It would be hard to explain why I felt that way if pressed. For sure, having an enemy who was more or less willing and capable of killing you shouldn’t seem appealing to anyone, but as a man? I dunno. It excited me. 
 
    Maybe it was another side effect of my new, more predatory nature, the vampiric aura that was slowly making itself at home inside my soul. Even now, I felt myself changing, felt the way I looked at humans becoming more and more like Demonika and Mako did. Losing my humanity wasn’t a tragic series of choices that I made that had me tumbling into self-torment and darkness like the movies and books made me think it would be. It was a gradual, inevitable, natural change—biological, even. And it didn’t bother me much at all. 
 
    I was a different animal now. And with that new nature came new powers and senses. Feeling inspired, I decided to try a few of them, starting with my sense of sight. 
 
    Interestingly, enhanced vampiric senses weren’t always on by default. When I focused, I could hear more, see further, smell better. But when I wasn’t explicitly attempting those things, putting my energy into them, my senses were scarcely above a human level. I imagined that might even be true for Dracula, which would explain why he had seemed surprised when Rhapsody and I had barged in on his meeting with Arthur the night before. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, attempting to see through the window of House Wolf that was facing me, peering through their black iron gates. It was probably about two hundred yards away, but when I summoned my self-discipline and put my mind to it, my vision became telescopic. Zooming inward until piercing the window was a trivial thing to do. 
 
    A woman was there—I recognized her from the potion brewery. She was pink-haired and pretty, with pink dragonfly wings, a black cloak, and cute antennae. She had a short, lithe figure like Rhapsody’s, just a bit bustier. Come to think of it, she was Damian’s girlfriend—or whatever—the girl he’d hooked up with at the banquet on the night we were divided up. 
 
    Though I could see her clearly, I still wasn’t quite able to make sense of what she was doing. As best as I could discern, she was gazing off into the distance, holding something in her hand that I couldn’t make out. 
 
    Speaking of making out, Damian appeared behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and whispering something in her ear. I strained to hear it, but there was no way—the interference of the howling wind and other outdoor distractions was too immense. 
 
    And then he saw me. Or sensed me. I couldn’t tell if he was looking directly out at me, but he narrowed his eyes and raised a middle finger to the window. Just in case he could see me, I lifted mine as well and mouthed “fuck you.” 
 
    “Why are you flicking off the air, sweety?” Demonika’s voice shook me out of my intense focus, and I snapped back to normal vision. I spun on my heel and slipped my hands in my pockets, greeting her with a grin and a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Was I? Oh—finger cramp,” I said. 
 
    She frowned at me, and her eyes glowed pink. “You’re lying to me. You were having a pissing match with that fey guy from House Wolf, weren’t you?” 
 
    “You look gorgeous tonight,” I noted, admiring the red gown and white fur jacket she wore. 
 
    She preened a bit, and her tail flicked like a happy little cow’s as she puffed up her cheeks and tried to remain stern. She melted soon enough, busting up into a fit of soft giggles, clutching her cheeks as she gazed up at me adoringly. “You think so?” 
 
    I pinched her cheek and kissed her on the forehead. “Damn right, I do. By the way—do you want to talk about what happened last night?” 
 
    She shook her head about as resolutely as one could be expected to. 
 
    “Listen,” I grunted, “I know you girls don’t have a very positive view toward humans, but—” 
 
    “Sure I do,” she interrupted me, blinking, sounding genuinely surprised. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    She nodded. “Would a human have a negative attitude toward pigs and cows?” 
 
    I chuckled at the false equivalency. “It’s a bit different.” 
 
    “Not that different,” she murmured with a shrug. “Cows are cute—so are your thralls. And burgers are delicious—” 
 
    “And so are my thralls,” I added, nodding. “But my thralls are intelligent, sentient. They have souls.” 
 
    “Cows are pretty smart, too,” Demonika offered with a shrug. “People still eat them.” 
 
    For some dumb reason, I couldn’t really think of a comeback to that. I just shook my head and laughed at my own slowness. “Regardless of how you feel, I’d appreciate it if you could treat them like—well, like people.” 
 
    “How about you treat me like a woman,” she giggled, taking a step forward and standing on her toes to kiss me on the lips. 
 
    I accepted the kiss more than happily, wrapping her up into a cozy embrace. The sensation of her skin pressed against mine was always a welcome one, and the hydrangea-like scent of her washed over me, intoxicating in its nostalgic potency. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Ahem,” came another voice. Two interruptions in just a few minutes. 
 
    I looked up from the kiss, withdrawing my mouth from hers, but Demonika chased it, using her wings to flutter upward. She gained enough height to reclaim my lips, but now I could see her godmother standing several yards behind her, wearing her black glasses and a rather immodest blue dress. “I said, ahem, Demonika Darcy.” 
 
    “Come oooon!” Demonika whined, dropping to the ground and turning around to fire a furious look at her own godmother. “I’m a grown-ass woman. Let me make out with my master!” 
 
    “I—you can just call me your boyfriend,” I grunted, feeling a bit embarrassed by the title being used in front of my girlfriend’s godmother. 
 
    “I dunno,” she giggled. “Master is really growing on me.” 
 
    “Mr. Bradshaw, I’ve scheduled you to be the first on my list to tutor tonight. When you’re finished sucking my goddaughter’s face, feel free to join me in the study.” 
 
    I smiled back at her. “Sure thing—I’m ready to head in with you.” 
 
    Demonika pouted, stomped the ground, and crossed her arms brattily. “She said after you finish sucking my face, Barrett Bradshaw!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The study was probably the smallest room in the manor, disregarding the closets and storage area under the stairway. As we entered the room, which I’d only been in once before, the intimacy of it immediately struck me. 
 
    There were no windows. The room was covered wall-to-wall with shelves stocked tightly with books, mostly exploring historical topics of little interest at the moment. Half the books appeared to be written in languages other than English, so they were, unfortunately, useless to me anyway. 
 
    Still, the smell of books was a pleasant one, and it greeted me gently as I took my seat on a cushioned chair in one corner of the small room. Mrs. Drake, or Cordelia, as I was supposed to call her one-on-one, took a chair across from me, identical to my own. With a wave, her hand lit a few candles on the desk beside her. 
 
    She had a notebook in her other hand, already opened, her fingers gripping a pen that looked to be one from Earth. It wasn’t something old-fashioned like a quill that I might have expected to be here. It made sense, I supposed—she raised Demonika back where I came from, so it figured that she would have some items of convenience that she had brought over to the Netherveil when she made the journey. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Cordelia,” I said with a nod, “how are you doing this evening?” 
 
    “I’m doing fine, Mr. Bradshaw,” she smiled, taking off her glasses and setting them aside. “Actually, you took the words out of my mouth.” 
 
    “I’ve got something I could put in there for you to make up for it,” I suggested with a smirk as I leaned back in my seat and smugly crossed one leg over the other. 
 
    Her eyebrows raised at that, which I expected. What I didn’t expect was that she looked at her notebook and jotted something down while she smirked to herself. 
 
    “Are you stealing my pickup line?” I asked, amused by her action. 
 
    “I’m making a note,” she explained. “You’ve become such a naughty boy, I daresay.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sorry if I overstepped. The last time we were alone, I picked up a certain vibe.” 
 
    “The vibe was correctly received,” she replied with a grin as her ankle teased my calf. “I’m far from offended. However, Mr. Bradshaw—” 
 
    “If I’m calling you Cordelia, you’re calling me Barrett.” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure. In private company.” 
 
    I shrugged again and gestured for her to continue the train of thought I’d interrupted. 
 
    Cordelia cleared her throat and sat up straight, closing her notebook and folding her hands on her lap. “If you don’t mind my saying, Barrett, I hardly remember you as being so flirtatious—even with my goddaughter, who was always the apple of your eye.” 
 
    There was truth to that. “Chalk it up to vampire confidence,” I mused. 
 
    She seemed to consider it, quirking her lip to one side. She paused to collect her thoughts, and I couldn’t help but notice how quiet things seemed in the study, like we were totally shut off and muted from whatever was going on outside.  
 
    Cordelia traced her collarbone somewhat seductively as she offered her take on my interpretation. “The Dark Gift is kind to us all in different ways. Powers of seduction aren’t uncommon—but what I’ve seen with you represents something more like a shift in personality. There is no mesmerism at play: just pure, unadulterated, intoxicating confidence. So far as I’ve seen.” 
 
    “You might be right,” I conceded, “but you hardly knew me growing up. I’ve dated. I’ve been around the block a few times.” 
 
    “Of course I would have expected as much, but it would have broken Demonika’s heart to know you didn’t wait for her back then,” she sighed, even as she slid out of her slippers and shoved her toes into my pants leg. 
 
    I felt a little guilty hearing that, shifting a bit in my seat. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She always—well, at least since you two were about twelve years old or so—she was convinced you were more or less engaged,” Cordelia giggled, a pair of fingers demurely covering her lips, her wings unfolding a bit as she went on. I eyed her tail with interest as it, too, wrapped playfully around my ankle. “She saved herself for you. She fought off every man. You were her first hug, the first boy whose hand she held. I remember when she was sixteen years old, she was so sure she was going to find the time to kiss you that summer.” 
 
    I winced, knowing full well what was coming. 
 
    “You kissed Ms. Takahashi instead,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “It broke her heart.” 
 
    “It was a game,” I muttered, feeling rather on the defensive all of a sudden. “It was even her idea—she engineered it to get the chance to kiss me, I’m sure, but Mako inserted herself into the activity at the last minute.” 
 
    Cordelia breathed in deeply. “That’s neither here nor there. I just hope you know how invested my goddaughter is in you. When she first arrived in the Netherveil, plenty of men were after her, of course—Damian was the top contender.” 
 
    My anus clenched at the mention of his name in the context of my girl. “Say what now?” 
 
    She smirked at me and licked her lips. “So I finally have your attention?” 
 
    I said nothing, just stared back into her vaguely reptilian eyes. 
 
    “Damian, the fey prince of the Winter Court, eventually ended up with Ophelia—his distant relation, another noble from the same forest he hails from. But he had intense eyes for Demonika. He still does.” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me that.” 
 
    “She never paid attention to him, always refusing his advances. Like I said, her heart has only ever belonged to you.” 
 
    My lips creased downward in a tight, uncomfortable frown. “Thanks for letting me know. Is this the topic of our lesson today?” 
 
    She chuckled a bit at my expense, apparently adoring my flustered expression. “No, it’s not, Barrett. But I would like to begin each session by checking in and seeing how you’re doing.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s a nice routine. I’m doing fine.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked with a smugly raised eyebrow. “I heard about your visit to the library last night. Poor Arthur was supposed to clean up after you, but there was such a sticky mess that he refused, and the Dark Lord had to raise some skeletons out of the graveyard to do the job.” 
 
    “Wusses. Try cleaning a public toilet sometime,” I scoffed, having a painful flashback to my custodial job at the library. “I’d wipe down a little love sweat any day over the things I saw doing that.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Cordelia chortled, adjusting her posture and opening up her notebook, “I’d like to ask what you learned in your visit to the library and in any studies you’ve conducted since.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No thanks.” 
 
    She blinked at me, cocking her head in confusion. The room felt very silent in those few seconds. “Care to explain?” she pressed after she was certain I was serious. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve been reading and rereading those books. I’ve learned a lot. But you tell me what you know first.” I leaned back in my own seat and scratched the back of my head with one hand while idly inspecting the nails of the other. They had grown longer, thicker, and sharper, and I was just now taking note. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know that much,” she said—a lie. 
 
    “Why aren’t you telling me the truth? Dracula even instructed me to go to the Forbidden Section of the library. He didn’t seem particularly guarded about it, so why are you?” 
 
    She set the notebook down and laced her fingers together. “Dracula has been playing games like that for centuries. He knew full well you were coming. He’d already removed the books that he didn’t want you to find long before your arrival. If you believe he didn’t expect you, a man who used to work at a library, to come looking for his archives—” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, waving my hand. “Then we’re at a standstill on the topic for today.” 
 
    Her lips pursed in an irritated scowl for a passing moment, but then she smiled. “Fair enough.” She wrote something down, which I didn’t attempt to discern. When she finished, she looked up at me and sighed airily. “So—for our first session, my primary question is this: what are your goals so far?” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to kill Damian—” 
 
    “Besides that,” she said, tapping her knee with her pen. I chanced a downward look, admiring the way her scaly blue dress rode up and displayed a healthy portion of leg. 
 
    “Well, I’m still in the planning phases, but I’m working on converting House Dragon into something like a harem,” I confessed, “with you as a sort of mommy figure to the other girls.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Rather forward, but noted,” she said, a bit breathlessly. “I’m about six times your age, you know.” 
 
    “Age is just a number,” I muttered with a shrug. “I’ve got another number for you. A ten. Which is what you are.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me, but smiled generously. “Where did you hear that one?” 
 
    “Just made it up on the spot.” I grinned ear to ear with self-satisfaction. “You can pretend it wasn’t awesome if you want to, I don’t mind. I’ve got thick skin like that.” 
 
    “If you make a joke about something else being thick—” 
 
    “Cordelia, please, let’s keep this professional.” 
 
    She paused for a good long moment, trying not to laugh, but she broke, and we shared a cackle together. Finally, she managed to get me back on track after that died down. “Other goals, please?” she asked. Then her eyes made contact with mine as she smirked. “I beg you,” she added at the end. 
 
    I nodded and decided to take the questions seriously. “Well, I want to know who my father is, because that seems relevant. I want to be the best student in our class. And I’m obviously very interested in learning to control all my powers. Nothing major—I’ve only been a vampire for like a week. If I were to say something like, ‘I want to take a dozen more thralls,’ it’d be like pledging to run before I knew what crawling was.” 
 
    She nodded. “A fair point. Well, if there’s any way we can help you to reach those goals, let us know. We do want you to succeed.” 
 
    I nodded, believing her, of course, but still, I arched an eyebrow. “Can I ask why?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Why is Dracula so invested in the concept of Nosferatu Academy? Like, what does he get out of it?” 
 
    Her lip quivered as though she were about to cry, and her jaw tightened. “He has his reasons. The stock answer is that he wants the vampire race to thrive and expand. He thinks that demihumans are the key to the survivability of the next generation.” 
 
    I let the answer pass for now. “And am I correct in assuming that in these private sessions, you would be willing to help us to perfect certain powers and skills that we need assistance with?” 
 
    “As long as I am capable, then certainly,” she said, a genuine smile breaking on her gorgeous face. She licked her lips; those crimson lips were dazzling to behold, like a lake of blood on the pale white surface of a craterless moon. During the course of our conversation, one of the straps on her dress had fallen off her shoulder, and she hadn’t bothered to address it. 
 
    I smiled. “Alright then. In our textbook on vampires, there was a whole glossary of powers, which I assume Dracula will be teaching us.” 
 
    She nodded. “Assuming you have an aptitude to learn these skills.” 
 
    “I’m tired of knowing the least. When we arrived in the Netherveil, Demonika turned into a mist. I know other students can transform into bats, cats, owls, wolves, and foxes. So far the only thing I’ve managed to figure out on my own is how to read my thrall’s mind and send psychic messages to her.” 
 
    “Those are unique skills your classmates are likely decades away from obtaining,” she pointed out. “Because of the unusual nature of your turning, you became a master of others too early.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not worried about that, though. I just want to do something interesting.” 
 
    She studied me, lolling her head to one side, tapping the black pen against her sharp chin. “Very well. Let’s try to find your beastmorph.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
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   W e were outside again shortly after that, having walked out of the study and through the rustic parlor, where all the girls were doing their own research, miraculously on their best behavior. It was amusing to see Demonika, Mako, and Rhapsody sitting together in serene quietude. I noted fondly that it looked a bit like a three dimensional painting, as none of them were breathing and were all perfectly still. 
 
    That is, until they noticed us. 
 
    “Done already, baby?” Demonika asked, turning up her head to me. “Wanna hang out in my room and help me with a problem?” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” I stopped to ask. 
 
    “A problem under my dress,” she whispered, flashing me a naughty wink. I shrank under the glaring presence of her godmother right behind me. 
 
    Cordelia scowled at her goddaughter. “We’re headed outside to fulfill a specific request of his. And even if we were finished, you’re next.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” I replied, winking back after the awkwardness was shifted off of my shoulders. 
 
    Mrs. Drake sighed and shook her head. Mako sniggered without looking up from her book, and if Rhapsody noticed anything that had happened, she didn’t indicate it in any visible way. 
 
    When we stepped outside, I noted the pleasantness of the moon’s silver beams on my skin and the brisk night air. Turning to Cordelia, I waited for some directions and found her looking at me with interest. 
 
    “Over here,” she said, gesturing to a spot out in front of the manor, where there wasn’t much going on but tall, unkempt grass. 
 
    I followed her into position and found us squaring off, facing one another as though we were about to do battle. “So, how does this work?” I asked, faking confidence in my voice. 
 
    “It might not,” she confessed. When my face contorted, she quickly added, “Don’t worry—I suspect you do have at least one beastmorph. Most vampires do. Beastmorphs are fairly intuitive, though. Many vampires are reborn into darkness knowing automatically how to change shape. It comes naturally to most, but to some it’s more of a labor.” 
 
    I frowned at that, my lip curling in disgust at my own apparent deficiency. “What does it say about me that I don’t know how to do it right away?” 
 
    “The same thing it says about you that you were born with hair a certain color, or freckles on your ass. These things don’t determine your success as a man—or a vampire.” 
 
    “It seems a Beastmorph is a practical tool, though,” I noted. “At the very least, knowing how to do one is indicative of an advantage in the form of built-in utility.” 
 
    “Some people—like yourself—naturally are born handsome. But just because you have that advantage doesn’t mean you will be a success at whatever you choose to do.” Seeing my frown deepen, she continued. “Relax. Even if it turns out you don’t have a beastmorph, I’m certain it doesn’t determine anything about your future as a vampire. Where you lack one thing, you’ll excel in another.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to excel at everything,” I noted, laughing at my own greediness. 
 
    “Wouldn’t we all?” she giggled back, folding her hands in front of her. 
 
    I paused, feeling a little bit better, but not much. “What’s your beastmorph?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned at me. “See for yourself.” A thick mist emerged from the ground below her feet until her whole body was obscured. I watched, awestruck by the display of power, as she vanished inside of the magical fog, observing as it billowed, spread, and ultimately dissipated. 
 
    What it left behind brought a smile to my face. It was a black fox, surprisingly small. I expected something lizardlike, given her dragon lineage, but I wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    “You’re really cute, Cordelia,” I chuckled. 
 
    Her fox eyes glowered up at me, and she preened for a moment before the mist consumed her once more. Seconds later, Mrs. Drake was back in her humanoid form, stretching like she’d been asleep for a week. 
 
    I watched as her dress strained against her buxom chest and her wings outspread majestically. She noted my noticing and looked smug about it, but made no comment. “There you have it—simple, fast, but at one point I was like you.” 
 
    Perking up at that, I took the bait. “Like me how?” 
 
    “It didn’t come naturally to me, either,” she confessed. “Dracula had to teach me himself—which I think makes me a suitable teacher for you.” 
 
    I nodded vigorously, rubbing my palms together. “Alright then,” I grunted excitedly, “how do we do this?” 
 
    She smiled as she watched the keenness in my eyes. “The way I learned,” she began, taking a big step toward me,” was fairly simple. Dracula held my hands like I was a little girl and summoned the mist, just as I did a moment ago. When it came, he asked me to inhale it, to familiarize myself with its quality, internalize it, and let it guide me.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “Okay—cool. I can do that.” 
 
    She grinned at me, holding both of her hands out for me to take. “Hopefully Demonika doesn’t look outside at this particular moment,” she giggled again. 
 
    I smirked back at her deviously. “I mean, I can think of a fun way for the three of us to reconcile.” 
 
    Her smile withered at that, but she took my hands anyway. “Horny child,” she muttered. “Stop flirting with me for literally ten seconds, would you kindly?” 
 
    “Nah,” I grunted, shaking my head, and she laughed despite herself. 
 
    “Here it comes, Barrett,” she warned me, sucking in a sharp breath that triggered a sympathetic reaction in me to do the same. It took me half a second to figure out what she meant, but when the mist billowed upward from the grass at our feet, I closed my eyes and loosened my shoulders, trying to mirror her stance as precisely as I could. 
 
    “Just like this?” I asked. 
 
    I could truly hear the affection in her voice as she replied soothingly to calm my nerves, her tone like a balm to my worries. “Yes, Barrett, just like that. There’s nothing to it. But I don’t want to get your hopes up—no one gets it right the first time.” 
 
    I nodded, though I wasn’t sure if she was looking at me or not, so I added a grunt as punctuation.  
 
    She withdrew her hands from mine, which I figured meant she was about to change. I just lingered in the mist, keeping my eyes shut tight, feeling the warm blanket of mist swell over me. 
 
    And then...I felt something. My skin prickling, my body shrinking, my bones tightening, lightening, going hollow and thin. Thick needles seemed to rush their way out of my skin, and though it hurt, I found myself detached from the pain. It was as though I was observing the feeling, aware of it through a filter or a secondhand recollection. 
 
    I opened my eyes and—my vision was different. Far from the same as it had been before. As the mist cleared, I noticed that the colors of night around me were more vivid, and the world was sharper, in almost absurd focus. I could make out the details of each blade of the unkempt grass as they towered over me. Yes, towered. I was...pretty small. 
 
    I turned my head to get a better sense of just what had become of me. My shoulder was rife with black feathers. I glanced upward, spotting Cordelia standing a little ways back, peeking out over the top of the grass, beaming down at me with a look of amusement glowing in her vampire eyes—she hadn’t changed. 
 
    “My, my, Barrett. You’re full of surprises.” 
 
    “Did I do it?” I said—or I meant to say. Instead, a rough caw rang out into the night air, echoing so loudly that a swarm of bats rose out of a nearby tree in alarm. 
 
    Cordelia tittered at my expense. “How sweet.” She held out her arm, and it took me a few seconds to realize that, first of all, I was a bird, and second of all, she was asking me to perch on her forearm. 
 
    I took to the sky with nothing but instinct to guide me, flapping my wings as I raised up from the grass. Her brow arched and mouth parted in an ‘o’ of surprise as I went airborne, and it remained in much that shape as I took my spot on her wrist. 
 
    “Six wings,” she muttered. “That’s not normal.” 
 
    “Caw?” I questioned her. Did she say six wings? I looked down at my body, but with my wings tucked in it was hard to verify for myself. 
 
    She studied me closely, raising me to her obnoxiously pretty face. “You’re very cute,” she admitted. “A six-winged raven. Far from a normal beastmorph, and I’m afraid it’ll make you quite conspicuous. But it’s curious—is your angelic nature leaking into your morph? I’ve never heard of such a thing for demihuman vampires.” 
 
    “Caw,” I offered proudly, showily preening myself. I raised my wings up to get a better look at them, drawing another sharp gasp from Cordelia as she admired my wingspan.  
 
    After examining me for a few more moments, she spoke. “Would you like to experiment with morphing back into your vampire form?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded, and a laugh escaped her lips because it was probably an amusing thing to see a raven do. 
 
    I took wing, flying off of her arm, landing back on the ground in exactly the same spot I’d been in a moment before. 
 
    Getting back into my vampire form was different. Unlike finding my way into my beastmorph, I felt confident I could do it by myself. It was no different from being shown into a building you’d never been in before and being able to keep track of where the exit was at all times. Easy. 
 
    I summoned that mist myself, feeling its humid warmth wash over my little feathery body. All the same sensations as before happened again, this time in reverse. I grew rather than shrank, and my feathers seemed to be sucked back into my body rather than stabbing their way out. Stabbing? Was it stabbing when it happened from inside out? Shower thought for later. 
 
    When the mist was gone, I saw Cordelia looking at me with her arms crossed, trying very badly not to seem impressed. 
 
    “I thought you said no one ever gets it right the first time,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Apparently your irritating cockiness was enough for you to fake your way to success,” she sighed, concealing a half smile. “I’m starting to wonder what else you have a natural talent for.” 
 
    I nodded, pursing my lips tightly together. “Is there another way to discover other beastmorphs? I’m aware that many vampires have more than one.” 
 
    She frowned at me. “That I cannot help you with. The library may have more answers, or you could ask other students who’ve been through the same.” 
 
    “Do you have just the one?” I asked. 
 
    “As far as I know, yes.” She didn’t seem bothered by it, so I figured I shouldn’t be, either. 
 
    “Sounds good. So I’m a raven, huh?” 
 
    Cordelia smirked. “Yes, your beastmorph appeared to be a rather unusual raven.” 
 
    “They say ravens are the sexiest bird,” I noted, giving her a smoky look. 
 
    “Who says that?” she asked. As I opened my mouth, she raised her hand to shut me up preemptively. “You know, I think you were much cuter when you could only say ‘caw.’” 
 
    She dusted off her hands on the fabric over her hips, which I understood as the nonverbal signal for ‘we’re done here.’ 
 
    “I suppose you need to get to the other girls,” I remarked. 
 
    She nodded, arching an eyebrow at me as she looked me over from head to toe. “I think it’ll be rather entertaining being your tutor. You’ll be keeping me on my toes, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I’d rather get you on your back.” 
 
    She giggled under her breath. “Horny boy.” 
 
    I nodded like a sage, tapping my jaw thoughtfully. “Let’s move our next session to a different location, Cordelia. The study is a bit too stuffy for me. I gotta be able to stretch my wings, you know.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and looked at me curiously. “Oh? And where shall we have class? Sitting on the grass?” 
 
    “I was thinking my bedroom, actually.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes aggressively but licked her lips and grinned anyway. “Perform well in our sessions together and...we’ll see.” 
 
    As if I needed the extra motivation—but it was nice to hear regardless. “You know it,” I said. 
 
    “Also—you’d better get Demonika used to the idea.” 
 
    I cocked a brow at her and folded my hands as I flashed a mischievous grin. “Oh? Used to what idea?” 
 
    “About you and me—us—I mean...oh, screw you, I’m not going to say it,” she said, turning her back on me. 
 
    I chuckled. “I’ll make you say a lot of things when that day comes.” 
 
    She tried to sound bored. “We shall see. In any case, I’m headed back inside. Demonika is next. I suggest you practice shifting in and out of your raven form this evening until I’m done with everyone’s sessions.” 
 
    I nodded. “I had the same plan in mind anyway.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Remember to work hard, Barrett.” She tossed a wink over her shoulder as she waved goodbye. I watched her lusty figure slink through the doorway of our manor, then centered myself back on the task at hand. 
 
    “Right,” I grunted, talking to myself only, “Practice makes perfect.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Flying through the air was incredibly freeing. The way the wind lifted me, carried me as I soared over our property—it was addicting. I could see myself doing this for no reason at all, just to kill time. 
 
    The world seemed surprisingly small from high up. Even the enormous manor I called home was humble from a thousand feet in the air. It was fascinating to get this view of the world below. I was tempted to fly over the other properties and do some snooping around, but decided against it—not until I felt a little bit more sure of myself. 
 
    Besides, I spotted Mako sitting in the grass. She was barefoot, dressed in black jean shorts and a white tube top with some indiscernible graffiti logo for a punk rock band on her chest in neon colors. Her white shoulder-length hair blew beautifully in the wind, sometimes in front of her face. I watched as she looked up at the stars, ignorant of me as I circled around her. She was gorgeous. 
 
    She’d always been pretty, but growing up I’d been so singularly focused on Demonika at summer camp that I’d never really given her the time of day in any but the most cordial capacity. I kind of regretted that now, noting that the bitterness she felt toward me probably had its basis in something real, maybe even something deserved. 
 
    In fact, I’d practically never spent any time with her one-on-one. When I tried to think back to a time when it was just the two of us, I couldn’t. It was always Demonika, her, and me—and Demonika and I had sometimes made her feel like a third wheel on purpose. At that moment, I decided it was time to make a change with regard to how I approached the gorgeous oni girl. I swooped down and landed behind her, taking a few hops in her direction. 
 
    “Caw!” I sounded out. 
 
    “Yo!” she shouted in surprise, whipping her head and scurrying back for a second before she caught sight of me. I kept my wings folded at my side. 
 
    I figured she’d be able to puzzle out who I was because of the fact that we told her I was working on my beastmorph, so I just waited for her greeting. A greeting came, but not quite what I expected. 
 
    “Look at you,” she said, giggling more sweetly than I’d ever known her to be capable of. She lay down on her belly, rested her chin on her laced fingers, and kicked her bare feet up in the air. “I love ravens. You’re such a cutie.” 
 
    I took a tentative hop in her direction. 
 
    “You’re a friendly guy,” she said with a note of surprise, beaming at me, “Barrett. Is it okay if I call you Barrett?” 
 
    Oh, she did recognize me. I got ready to change back into my vampire shape, bracing to summon the mist, when she continued talking. 
 
    “Barrett’s the name of the boy I’m in love with,” she sighed. “Do you mind if I talk to you for a bit?” 
 
    Let me walk you through my thought process here. First of all, she didn’t really wait for me to respond. She just kept on going, spilling her feelings in great detail. Second of all, she’d already said something that she would surely find mortifying, so whether I shifted back now or later, the embarrassment would probably have been the same. Finally, the idea of seeing her sweetly interacting with me as a bird while gushing about how much she liked me—it was way too attractive a prospect. I mostly knew her as a bully or a brute, and seeing her giggle all girly in the grass with a little bird was a refreshing change of pace and a new perspective I thought I might need. 
 
    So, I just hopped another step forward as she continued. 
 
    “There’s this boy,” she sighed, smiling. “He’s probably back in there, now.” Mako pointed at the manor, but I kept my eyes fixed on her. 
 
    “Caw!” I offered back. She giggled. 
 
    “He’s so smart and hot. And he’s only gotten hotter since we started living together.” She bit her lip. “Fuck, that sounds so sexy—living together. With him. But so far, it really isn’t. It’s honestly pretty tense.” 
 
    “Caw!” 
 
    “It’s just—well, every girl in the house basically feels the exact same way about him. There’s talk about sharing, and I guess I’m open to the idea, but...I’m really bad at expressing myself. I’ve been so tough with him since we were kids that I don’t...I don’t fucking know how to drop the tough girl mask, you know? Like, it’s just a part of me now.” 
 
    I studied her beautiful face, captured in rapt fascination. Nothing she was saying was a surprise, but to hear the words coming from her lips was both cathartic and surreal. 
 
    “I—I think he’s attracted to me too. That’s the other thing. So, literally all I have to do is walk up to him, pull him into a tight hug—” she giggled a bit here, interrupting her train of thought. She paused, taking a second to remember where she was going with it. “After that I guess—I guess we’d…” 
 
    She twiddled her fingers and looked me right in my beady little eyes. 
 
    “I guess we’d kiss, right?! Like, that’s how easy it’d be. I’ve been thinking about it since I went to sleep, and now I’m awake and still...he’s still in my head.” 
 
    “Caw caw!” I encouraged her. 
 
    She giggled. “You’re a funny crow. Very expressive.” Mako then let out a pained little whimper that broke my heart. “If he were here, right now, I think I could do it. I think I could tell him. But—” 
 
    Well, there wouldn’t be another chance like this, so I took it. I summoned that mist, letting it puff and billow around me. I watched her face quirk into a look of surprise, then horror as the reality of the situation no doubt dawned on her pretty suddenly. 
 
    When the mist cleared, I was standing there in front of her, forcing a smile. The air was tense. Her face began with mortification, then sank to irritation, then tumbled further into depths of profound rage. 
 
    She stood up slowly and balled her fists by her side. 
 
    “Did you hear everything?” she asked, her voice much deeper and colder than it had been moments before. 
 
    “Uhh—” 
 
    I didn’t get to explain. She whipped her head up to face me, baring her teeth, snarling in righteous fury. She raised her fist, and I watched as the muscles in her arms and shoulder bulged to an extreme. 
 
    “You fucking asshole!” she screamed, right as she threw a punch—but she drew back at the last second, a look of regret washing over her face. That withdrawal didn’t mean much, though, because the current of air that her supersonic swing unleashed hit me so hard that I went flying until I collided with the manor window, ending up in a heap of shattered glass on the floor in front of Rhapsody and the bloodthralls. 
 
    Rhapsody shot up at once. “Who did this?” she asked as the blonde girls cowered in shock. 
 
    “Mako,” I grunted, sitting up, already fully healed from the collision—though suddenly I was left to wonder what might have happened if she had landed that hit. 
 
    Rhapsody’s lips curled in quiet anger. “I will dispense justice.” 
 
    Mako sprinted to my side, her face awash with obvious worry. “Oh shit! I didn’t mean it, Barrett! I tried to—I didn’t hit you, did I? I never—” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head, raising a hand to cut her off mid-sentence. “No. No. You’re fine. And besides...I think I had it coming.” 
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    oor master!” gushed Eliza in a high, soothing voice as she laid her affections on as thick as pancake syrup. She and Maria were each massaging my back as I tried to relax in my chair, reviewing the contents of my textbooks. “Look what that wicked hellion did to you!” 
 
    “Actually, I’m already fully healed,” I reminded them, simpering up at them delicately to reinforce just how ‘not a big deal’ it was. 
 
    “Did that bitch just call me wicked?” Mako hissed, suddenly gripping the armrest of her chair. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” Eliza said as Maria stuck out her tongue. “You can’t hurt me because we’re thralls to the same master.” 
 
    Mako rolled her eyes. “You two really are just dumb blood-cows. Demonika’s the only vampire thrall he’s got. I could snap your neck at a moment’s notice as long as I didn’t drink your blood first.” 
 
    The blonde thralls gasped in unison, but their shock wasn’t all that surprising. I chimed in to correct the record, though. “That’s only half true. For attacking another vampire’s thralls, you’d be rendered sick for months. I wouldn’t forgive you if you hurt them, either.” 
 
    Mako puffed her cheeks and crossed her arms. “L-like I give a shit what you think.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, exhaling airily as I fought the urge to roll my eyes. 
 
    Demonika was still in her lesson with her godmother. Part of me was shocked that she didn’t come out to see what the commotion was about, but then I remembered just how quiet the study seemed to me when I was in there. Probably some kind of magic soundproofing or something, I guessed. 
 
    But Rhapsody was here, and all she could do was stare at Mako with an expression far gloomier than I had been led to believe she was capable of. 
 
    “Your charade isn’t amusing anymore,” she hissed raspily. “It’s time to bite the jugular or walk away.” 
 
    I blinked at the odd expression. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “It’s, like, shit or get off the pot,” Mako explained surprisingly calmly. “B-but that doesn’t apply here!” 
 
    “Mako, you know I heard everything you said, right?” I asked, closing my book and glaring at her. 
 
    “Well—maybe I was joking. Maybe I knew it was you!” 
 
    “Then what you did was even more deplorable!” Maria squeaked, shrinking immediately at Mako’s indignant look offered in return. “Please don’t eat me.” 
 
    “No one’s eating anyone,” I grunted. “Well—not in that sense, anyway. We’ll see where the night takes us. But Mako, if you’re not ready to come clean once and for all, then can we at least just act like friends instead?” 
 
    “F-friends?” she repeated, her face tugging disgustedly at the word like it was a verbal punch in the boob. 
 
    I nodded, pressing on with my proposal. “I’m not pressuring you into any kind of relationship or arrangement you’re not ready for. So if that’s not what you want, then let’s just be friends.” 
 
    “Just...friends,” she repeated as a stormy look gathered on her face. She stood up, and I noticed her fists balled and arms shaking. That didn’t bode well. But she did not choose violence this time. She just started walking toward her room. “Friends. Right. Of course. We’re just friends.” 
 
    I sighed. “Until you know what you want.” 
 
    Rhapsody actually groaned. “You were already friends. I’m famously unskilled at reading others and even I can tell his innocuous suggestion bothers you. Why does that word hurt you so severely? It seems earnest enough.” 
 
    Mako just shook her head, letting her shoulders droop. “I’m not upset. I’m—I’m sorry, actually, Barrett.” She looked at me, and I registered a tear welling up in her right eye. “I didn’t mean to freak out at you like that. I know that wasn’t okay, and I promise I’ll never do it again. Maybe—maybe I just need some space from you for a while. To figure things out.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m here when you’re ready.” 
 
    She let out a quiet sob, hiding her face in her hands, and ran into her room. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how that encounter would end,” Rhapsody noted, uncrossing her arms. “Should we kill her?” 
 
    “What?!” I blurted out, almost laughing until I realized she was serious. “No! Of course not! She’s just confused.” 
 
    Her black-haired head cocked to one side. “She struck you.” Her face twitched at the memory of it. “She deserves a slow death.” 
 
    I actually laughed as my mind ran through the whole situation again. “Actually she didn’t even hit me, which is the wild thing. And that strength is new to her—I have no reason to believe it was anything but a dumb accident.” 
 
    “Even so—she is unstable.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone in this house is particularly stable,” I pointed out.  
 
    She seemed to consider it. “I like Mako well enough, but she harmed you, even fleetingly. It’s unacceptable. It is my duty to avenge you as your lover and the woman you adore most.” 
 
    “Don’t just try to sneak premises in like that,” I grunted. 
 
    “Master loves his thralls best,” Eliza cooed, pressing her cheek against the back of my head as she continued to knead my shoulder with her little hands. 
 
    “Aren’t we your favorites, master?” Maria added, campaigning very persuasively as she pressed her ample bosom against my cheek. 
 
    “At this moment, a case could be made,” I muttered softly against her warm cleavage. 
 
    Rhapsody’s eyes flashed open. “Mannerless human thralls? You are telling a bad joke.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Hey, they may be cows, but you have to admit they’re cute cows.” 
 
    “Mooo, master!” Eliza giggled impishly. “Are you feeling better?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m fine. I was fine seconds after the fucking thing happened,” I grunted, honestly growing a bit flummoxed that I was being babied by my own servitors. 
 
    “I know how to bandage wounds,” Maria added. “Would you like me to wrap yours?” 
 
    “If you can find a wound, go for it,” I said, looking back at her. 
 
    She sulked a bit. “I can pretend, maybe? Let us care for you.” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “I would like to care for you in the same manner,” Rhapsody offered, standing up and walking toward me. 
 
    I straightened in my seat and held up a hand in protest. “No,” I said firmly. “In fact, no to everyone. I—” 
 
    Demonika and Cordelia emerged from the study before I could continue to voice my thought. A loud, shrieking gasp filled the room, signaling the half-succubus’s arrival. “What happened to the window?!” 
 
    I cringed, turning toward her. “Don’t freak out,” I began. “In fact—that’s a master to thrall order. Demonika, sweety, I order you not to freak out.” 
 
    Cordelia crossed her arms and studied the damage. “I’ll send someone to have this fixed—but really, Mr. Bradshaw? Even more violence? Who was the victim this time?” 
 
    Rhapsody actually scowled with a face full of disdain at Mrs. Drake. “You don’t know what you’re saying. Barrett was the victim to her,” she hissed, pointing at Mako’s door. 
 
    Demonika covered her mouth in horror. “Mako threw you through the window?! Mako did this?!” 
 
    “Don’t freak out,” I reminded her. 
 
    She shook from head to toe. “Don’t freak out, don’t freak out, don’t freak out—” 
 
    “It was a whole misunderstanding. Really mostly my fault. I startled her when she was feeling particularly vulnerable.” 
 
    “She was uttering a love confession to Barrett, unaware that the raven that she was talking to was him the entire time,” Rhapsody continued. 
 
    “And so she...threw you through a window?” Mrs. Drake muttered in confusion, obviously having trouble with the story’s premise. “Granted, she is strong—” 
 
    “She’s stronger than you think. The whole thing was an accident. Anyway—it doesn’t really matter. We’ve come to an understanding for the time being.” 
 
    “Don’t freak out, don’t freak out, don’t freak out—” Demonika continued to chant those words, her face scrunched up like she’d bitten into a lemon someone had just removed from a yearlong stint in a pig’s asshole. “Don’t freak out, don’t freak out.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed, defeated by the repetitive chanting, “you can freak out a little bit.” 
 
    Demonika screamed. “I’m gonna kill her!” 
 
    Maria and Eliza covered their ears at the banshee-like yowl, falling to the ground on their knees. Mrs. Drake swatted Demonika on the head, pacifying her. “Don’t startle the humans. Look at them.” 
 
    Demonika looked at them as her godmother suggested, shrugging indifferently as her twisted face still quivered with anger. “They’re just humans.” 
 
    “Demonika Darcy!” Cordelia shouted, “treat them with respect. They’re as much a part of your master’s life as you are. He prizes them and spoils them, and so should you.” 
 
    I blinked a few times, impressed by that alternative perspective. “I agree completely, Mrs. Drake,” I said, nodding at her approvingly. “Thank you for putting my feelings into words.” 
 
    She sighed, eyeing the mess in the corner and her fuming goddaughter, not to mention the bloodthralls still reeling on the floor. “Well—our House seems to be the most exciting one, that’s for sure. I suppose I’d better make arrangements to have that fixed while you sleep.” 
 
    “Thank you again, Mrs. Drake,” I said. Rhapsody offered a similar expression of gratitude. With that, Cordelia left, leaving us in the parlor. 
 
    With her godmother gone, Demonika quickly rushed behind me, hip-checking Eliza as she attempted to get up to rub my shoulders again. The poor human tumbled onto the floor once more, landing on her butt. 
 
    “Oh! Master, did you see that?!” Eliza squealed. 
 
    “Okay—I’m drawing the line. No more touching me for tonight—for anyone.” 
 
    The room was filled with tortured gasps. 
 
    “Master, surely you don’t mean it,” Maria said, clasping her hands over her busty chest. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Rhapsody took a step back in horror. “Don’t make such a bold proclamation that you are bound to regret, Barrett Bradshaw.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Demonika whimpered for a moment, but then suddenly she perked up, clapping her hands excitedly. “I have an idea!” she said. 
 
    I closed my book again and looked up at her with an expression I thought clearly enough demonstrated the precious little amount of patience I had. 
 
    “What if we have a contest—the one who studies the hardest for the next hour gets snuggling rights?” 
 
    I shrugged, looking at the grandfather clock that stood, ticking, in the corner. “An hour of peaceful study?” I grunted skeptically, afraid to get my hopes up. “Sure.” 
 
    Demonika and Rhapsody exchanged determined looks, each grabbing a textbook off the shelf and sitting down in different chairs. To my amusement, both Maria and Eliza did the same, grabbing random books and plopping down on the floor at my feet. 
 
    I chuckled under my breath. I paged through my book, finishing a chapter every few minutes or so. Finally, I could consume information uninterrupted. Bless Demonika and her determined imagination, finally coming up with a way to let me get some quiet time in. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted after about twenty minutes when I noticed something peculiar—Eliza and Maria hadn’t turned the page even once. 
 
    I leaned down and they, sensing me looming over them, stared up at me with big, guilty, doe-like eyes. 
 
    “We can’t read, master,” Maria whimpered, her lip quivering. 
 
    I almost laughed, but instead I restrained the urge and merely smiled. “Let the vampire girls have this one. You’re with me most nights. Why don’t you two go back to bed?” 
 
    They nodded sheepishly, put their books back on the shelf, and then looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “If Demonika or Ms. Tepes are going to sleep in your room tonight, then where should we sleep?” 
 
    I shifted in my seat, cocking my head to one side to consider the question. “Oh. Good point.” 
 
    “They can sleep in my room,” Rhapsody noted. “Because I’m going to win.” 
 
    “And if you don’t, then you can just sleep in Demonika’s room. Right. Good thinking, Raps.” 
 
    She blinked several times rapidly. “What? No—” 
 
    “You heard her. Sleep in Rhapsody’s room tonight. I may sneak in before I go to bed for a quick bite, just a heads up.” 
 
    They grinned at each other excitedly. “We shall await you, master,” Eliza giggled. 
 
    “Hmph,” Demonika grunted jealously, not looking up from her book. “Greedy cows.” 
 
    Tomorrow was our first class with Professor Orlok, the vampire wizard dude I had met at the banquet. Well, I hadn’t met him per se, as we never had a real interaction, but we made eye contact across the room once or twice, and he’d been introduced to us students. If I wasn’t mistaken, he was the host teacher of House Wolf—Damian’s house. 
 
    To prepare for his lesson, I prioritized reviewing the guides to magic that were on our shelf. The guide to blood magic and the book that was allegedly written by none other than Merlin himself—those were my subjects of study for tonight. 
 
    Magic appeared to fall into two separate categories. First, there was ritual magic, which required substantial preparation, the drawing of magic symbols in blood, ash, chalk, or other materials, and more often than not, sacrifices. These spells tended to be powerful, and often dealt with contacting spirits to do one’s bidding. 
 
    These spells weren’t cute New Age spells that achieved abstract aims like cursing an enemy with bad luck or bringing you money over an undetermined period of time. They were very specific, with titles like “Summon A Magic Sword” or “Bind Your Familiar.” That sounded interesting. I always liked the idea of having a magic sword, and getting a cool animal companion as a familiar had some genuine appeal as well. But according to the spellbook, I should start with simpler things. 
 
    While ritual spells tended to be mostly centered on having the right ingredients in the right place during the right phases of the moon or season of the year, in truth, the book stated that the number one key to every spell was the spellcaster’s focus and drive.  
 
    Being able to focus your intent was the only way to see a spell succeed. The book didn’t explain the process of “focusing one’s intent” all that clearly. There were a few pages on it, for sure, but nothing that really got into the meat and potatoes of it. I figured I’d have to lean on Professor Orlok for that. 
 
    The other kind of spell was of the instantaneous variety. They tended to be flashy and powerful, having a direct effect on objects in the immediate vicinity, as opposed to summoning things from afar, cursing enemies across great distances, or manifesting changes in the biome you were in. Those were in the domain of rituals. 
 
    Instead, instantaneous spells involved the hurling of projectiles, the manipulation of nearby objects as if through telekinesis, the harnessing of the atmosphere around you to generate fog, and so on. They seemed harder to pull off, as they required, more often than not, a series of subtle gestures performed in a short span of time, along with magic words. 
 
    I chose a spell at random, something that seemed on the easier side and fairly innocent: ‘Create Fog.’ That would do. It required four different gesture shapes to be performed in less than two seconds, which seemed pretty troublesome at first, but I realized that for us vampires, being as speedy as we were, it wouldn’t be that tough of a prerequisite to fulfill after all. 
 
    “Vino la mine, ceață!” I grunted, performing the gestures as fast as I could, but nothing happened. I didn’t feel anything. 
 
    Demonika looked up at me and giggled. “Are you trying a spell?” 
 
    I nodded, a bit embarrassed. 
 
    “Keep trying,” she encouraged me. “I don’t imagine you’ll get it right away.” 
 
    “Vino la mine, ceață,” Rhapsody said, performing the gestures effortlessly and spitting out the words with perfect pronunciation. Surrounding her chair, a cloud of fog emerged, beginning to slowly fill the room. With another flick of her wrist, it was gone. 
 
    “Showoff,” I muttered. 
 
    “I would enjoy teaching you,” she offered. 
 
    Demonika’s eyes flashed wide in alarm. “Fuck. What book is that?” She retreated to the shelf, stowing her original book, looking back frantically at me to match the color of my book’s binding to her copy on the bookshelf. 
 
    I laughed. “Chill out, Nika. I’m still mostly just reading for now. Theory before practice.” 
 
    She relaxed a bit but still cast a nervous look at Rhapsody. She still grabbed the same book as I had before she returned to her chair. 
 
    Several hours later, I realized we had spent the whole evening in quiet, wasted entirely on studying, and I couldn’t have been happier about it. The sun started to crown the horizon, and that was my cue to make a fun decision. 
 
    I looked at them both as I stood, their eyes wide and fixed on me with hopeful expressions on each of their pretty faces. 
 
    “It’s so hard to choose,” I muttered. 
 
    Demonika sighed. “Choose Rhapsody. She worked really hard. I got distracted after a while and started daydreaming about you.” 
 
    “Daydreaming about me?” I chuckled disbelievingly. “But I was right here the whole time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you weren’t letting me touch you,” she said, frowning at me. 
 
    Rhapsody’s lips wilted downward in a slight frown. “I confess, I also spent much of the evening recreating our coupling in my head. I cannot lie to you, dear suitor.” 
 
    I scratched my chin thoughtfully. “Guess I’ll just have to take both of you to bed tonight,” I sighed. 
 
    The two women exchanged mischievous looks, and I realized at once that somehow I’d been tricked. The how and why didn’t really matter so much to me at that point in time. They were probably just passing notes while my head was down. But I’d already made my decision, and, honestly, I was just happy to see the two working together for a common goal. 
 
    “Alright then,” I muttered, cracking my knuckles. “Let’s get some sleep.” 
 
    “What?!” Demonika blurted out. 
 
    “Sleep?!” squealed Rhapsody. “So soon? What treachery is this?” 
 
    I shook my head and sighed. “Okay,” I conceded, “after a little bit of making out.” 
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   W hen we awoke the next evening, we were relieved to find that the window had indeed been repaired. There were a few stray shards of glass lingering on the floor, and Mako eyed them guiltily as Maria and Eliza scrambled to clean them up. 
 
    Soon after that, Professor Orlok came to retrieve us from our domicile early in the evening. He was dressed in a flowing black robe with white trim along the sleeves, hood, and the opening that ran down the front side of the vestment. He wore his hood up, slightly obscuring a squeaky-clean bald head, but that wasn’t to say he looked particularly trollish or ugly. Despite showing his age more than the other vampires I’d met, probably because he’d been turned later in life, he still had ruggedly defined cheekbones and a posture that spoke of exuberant vitality. Plus, his Gandalf-esque beard was pretty badass. 
 
    When he met us at the door, we of course invited him inside—a formality, since a home owned by vampires doesn’t actually pose any threat to other vampires if intruded upon. In any case, he rejected us outright, waving his hand sweepingly in our faces with a gesture that felt a bit drawn out. 
 
    “Please. We can’t very well be slinging spells across the parlor at one another, now can we? Besides, I’ve double-booked my lesson for this week,” he explained gruffly. 
 
    With a dramatic turn on his heel that kicked up his robe enough to betray the fact that he was barefoot, he offered no further clarity as he marched out into the night. 
 
    “I guess we’re supposed to follow him,” I mumbled, glancing over at Mako. 
 
    She nodded. “Uhh. Yeah, I got that feeling too.” 
 
    Demonika and Rhapsody looked at each other and shrugged in unison—an exchange I caught out of the corner of my eye. It set a grin tugging at my lips, amused and elated to see the two of them syncing up with each other like friends. It was like introducing your girlfriend to your best friend, praying to God they’d get along—and they did! Even better: they’re both your girlfriend. 
 
    We followed Professor Orlok outside in silence for a few moments, but the silence transitioned to groans when we realized the meaning behind the declaration that he had double-booked. 
 
    Past the iron gates, at the edge of our property, just behind the property partitioning line, there stood the members of House Wolf, waiting with combative postures. They were crossing their arms, shooting us death glares that I had to admit impressed me with their obvious sincerity. Then again, I’d probably hate me too if I were them. 
 
    That seemingly innocent private musing gave me pause. Was I the bad guy? Looking at House Wolf, it was composed of two surly looking dudes and one admittedly good looking one—Damian. There were only two chicks to the three of them, and here I was in House Harem gallivanting with not one or two but four gorgeous chicks, including the thralls, all more or less helplessly in love with me. And one basketcase tsundere, I guess. 
 
    I looked at Mako and sighed defeatedly—until she actually shot me a nervous smile and waved. I waved back, returning the grin cautiously. Was she trying to reconcile for last night, perhaps? It didn’t matter. I hadn’t held it against her to begin with, but the unexpected warmth was a nice change coming from her. 
 
    “House Dragon, House Wolf,” Professor Orlok said, touching his nose like he was pushing up phantom spectacles, “I understand you’ve been well-acquainted, so I won’t waste much time on introductions.” 
 
    “Well-acquainted my ass,” Damian laughed coldly from the other side of the line. Professor Orlok stood between us all and looked over at him as he said it. 
 
    “Speak when addressed or acknowledged, young Damian,” Orlok warned in a voice that actually seemed fairly patient. “I know that there was a bit of drama between you all in Granny Greentooth’s potion tavern. You’ll learn quickly that feuds between vampire covens accomplish nothing, and the world is certainly wide enough for us all—but a bit of healthy rivalry never hurt anyone.” He added that last bit with a wink directly at Damian. 
 
    Demonika cleared her throat and raised her hand. Professor Orlok grunted at her with a jerky nod. 
 
    “Professor,” she said, bowing a little as she spoke. “Why are we squaring off like this if you don’t want us fighting? It looks like you’re setting us up for a magic duel.” 
 
    My eyes drifted to Rhapsody, who amusingly was staring down the man she’d literally torn to pieces the last time we had a run-in with House Wolf. He did not look pleased to be facing her down again. 
 
    “I didn’t say I don’t want you fighting, little Demonika,” he guffawed, slapping his firm belly jovially. “I said I don’t want you feuding. It’s different. By all means, have a go at each other for fun and practice or even just to let off some steam, but understand the limits.” 
 
    I noticed with irritation that I had subconsciously lined myself up opposite Damian. Fuck. I was pretty sure he had a year or more of magic practice on me. The dude was a literal fairy. He probably bathed in magic. Fucker very possibly sprinkled pixie dust from those wings, as far as I knew. 
 
    “We’re not fighting right away, are we?” I murmured. 
 
    Damian nodded with a look of mock concern. “Yeah, I don’t want to accidentally kill angel boy over there,” he said with a shit-eating smirk. 
 
    “I doubt that’s what would happen,” Professor Orlok laughed, appearing behind Damian suddenly to slap him on the back as though they were old pals. “I think it’d be a lot more evenly matched—but no, we’re not having a traditional duel today. We’re starting off with one simple pair of spells.” 
 
    Everyone waited, watching the professor run his fingers through his beard as he looked over us all. At the end of that, he tossed it over his shoulder for effect.  
 
    “We’re going to practice Ghost Bullets and Spirit Shields,” he said at last. 
 
    No one really reacted, which I could tell bothered him. I felt bad, and raised my hand up in the air to pump my arm, feigning a polite degree of excitement. 
 
    Professor Orlok clapped his hands together once and jumped comically high. “Yes, mighty Barrett has got the right idea! This pair of spells is the perfect start to your careers as wizards. The simple gestures and incantations make these easy to learn, but difficult to master! Each of them offers a different angle to focus on—accuracy for the bullets, and timing for the shield.” 
 
    I was sold. Hell—just to be doing literal magic was awesome enough. 
 
    A girl on the other side—a blue-haired girl with pink eyes—raised her hand. “Umm, Professor?” she began. 
 
    Orlok nodded at her patiently. “Yes, Kenzie?” 
 
    “Is magic really as easy as doing a few symbols and saying a few words?” 
 
    “For us vampires, yes,” he replied with a smile. “For humans, it takes a lot more effort and literal sacrifice to attune their souls for spellwork.” He clapped his hands together three times. “Square off with your dear frenemy across the line from you. House Wolf, stay on your side of the boundary, House Dragon, remain on yours. How many of you are already familiar with the two spells I mentioned?” 
 
    Everyone on House Wolf’s side of the border raised their hand. Only Demonika and Rhapsody did on ours. House Wolf’s members congratulated each other with smug looks. 
 
    “The reason why some of you might not know it is because they aren’t in the textbook. There are similar spells, but none as simple and elegant as these. Behold.” 
 
    With his left hand he performed a very simple three-step gesture, ending in something that looked like finger-guns pointed at the sky. “Pistolul spiritului!” he shouted, and his voice echoed like a sound effect had been applied to it. 
 
    A blue light formed at the tip of his pointer fingers, almost blindingly bright, before quickly blasting into the air and exploding about a hundred feet up. 
 
    It may have been a simple spell, but I was impressed. “Now—who here would like to be the first to try to fire a shot in the air?” 
 
    Damian raised his hand. “I can do it—but mine doesn’t look like that.” 
 
    “Damian, I’ve been practicing this spell almost daily for centuries. That’s to be expected.” 
 
    Damian nodded and rolled his shoulders nervously, shifting back and forth on his feet. He performed the gestures almost as fast and ended with the same position, aimed in the air. “Pistolul spiritului!” 
 
    His shot was less impressive for sure, making very little noise and light by comparison—but he did it. As I looked over at the professor, I managed to catch Damian’s eye for half a second. There was a look there of tacit understanding as he saw me give him a respectful nod. 
 
    Mako giggled at his expense, but I shot her a scolding look. “Hey,” I whispered. “Not cool. At least he did it.” 
 
    After that we went down both lines, with everyone practicing one by one. Predictably—at least from my perspective—Rhapsody’s was by far the most impressive, not quite as bright or explosive as our instructor’s demonstration, but with the same range. And then it got to me. 
 
    I swallowed hard. I hadn’t practiced this spell. Like he said, it wasn’t in the book. It took Mako three tries to get it right, but she got it. Demonika nailed it on her first try, though it fizzled out after a few yards. What if I fucked it up in front of my girls? 
 
    I performed the gestures as quickly and accurately as I could, then extended my arm skyward, pointing with my digits posed like finger-guns. “Pistolul spiritului!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. 
 
    Aaaand nothing happened. 
 
    That’s okay, though. Mako took three tries, too. The only one laughing was the pink-haired fairy chick—Damian’s girlfriend, Ophelia. She was easy enough to ignore. 
 
    I tried again—still fizzled, but this time there was a bit of a spark. But the third time was worse. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Professor,” I murmured. “I’ll practice on my own time.” 
 
    Orlok smiled sympathetically at me. “That’s alright, but—” 
 
    “It’s your thumb at the end,” Damian said, loud enough to echo a bit. “You slam it back too far—you’ve got a slight hitchhiker’s thumb, and that fucks positioning up. You need to watch out for that. A lot of spellbooks don’t take that into account.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him in shock. “Thanks,” I said. “I, uh, guess I’ll try one more time.” 
 
    I wiped my hands off on my pants, even though I didn’t sweat—force of nervous habit. This time, I performed the gesture implementing the correction at the end that Damian gave me, and I felt pretty good about all the steps along the way. When I finally shouted out the magic words—it happened. 
 
    A blue bolt of energy blasted out of my fingertip, exploding high in the air above me. Not as bright as Damian’s, and not as long-range as Rhapsody’s, but not bad. The way Demonika cheered, you would have thought I had just caught the winning touchdown at the superbowl. 
 
    “Someone shut that succubus up,” one of the other boys from House Wolf groaned. 
 
    Professor Orlok covered his ears. “Young Demonika, thank you for your—your outburst, but it really wasn’t that big of a deal.” 
 
    I nodded at Damian, a humble offering of thanks—the least I could do. 
 
    He glared back at me, one side of his lips curled upward in a cocky smirk. I felt his voice in my head. 
 
    “Don’t get any cute ideas—I just want you to be at your best when I finally kill you.” 
 
    I grinned back. “Then I’ll afford you the same courtesy,” I thought. I wasn’t sure he could hear me, as I had never really tried broadcasting into anyone’s mind except for Demonika—I could do that pretty naturally with her given that she’s my minion, even crossing long distances. But from the additional nod Damian gave me, I thought he just might have gotten the message. 
 
    “For the next part of the lesson, we’re going to learn the Spirit Shield spell. Again, this involves a three-step gesture and a single word: scut.” 
 
    “Scut?” I grunted. 
 
    “It’s derived from a word that means ‘shield,’” he explained, lacing his fingers over his stomach. “The folks who made these spells weren’t all that creative most of the time. The more recent ones literally used Google Translate to find the Romanian words.” 
 
    Again, he demonstrated the spell for us, and I noticed another thumb motion that would have given me trouble if not for Damian’s tip. I watched with narrowed, laser-focused eyes, grateful that he repeated the spell a few times. The gesture was a bit tougher, but nothing all that complicated at the end of the day. 
 
    This time, I got it on the first try. Just about everyone did, except for Mako, who seemed to struggle with magic a bit more than everyone else. I frowned as I noticed her clenching her jaw, getting visibly frustrated. 
 
    I walked over to her as everyone else was practicing. She arched an eyebrow at me, glaring at me with forced irritation. “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Hey back,” she replied bitterly. “I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “But I want to help you,” I told her. 
 
    She crossed her arms and puffed up her cheeks, looking stupidly cute as she did so. “F-fine.” 
 
    I slowed the hand motions down for her, letting her watch. 
 
    “I don’t know how everyone is so fucking fast,” she whined, stomping her foot into the ground—shaking the earth beneath us noticeably. 
 
    “The Dark Gift is different for us all, or so I’ve heard. It made you super strong and super hot,” I said. 
 
    She smiled a bit. “Shut up,” she said, batting her eyelashes. Mako tried to perform the gestures again—it was the third and final one that snagged her every time. I grabbed her wrist, drawing an excited little gasp out of her, making her eyes go wide. 
 
    “Keep your panties on, honey, I’m just showing you what you did wrong. Here—” I reached and grabbed her ring finger—half extended when it should be curled all to the point where it was touching the base of her thumb. “Your eyes can’t follow everyone else’s movements?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m so fucking slow.” 
 
    “You’ve got this,” I encouraged her. “Just means you’ll have to work a bit harder, that’s all.” 
 
    Demonika jutted out her lip, pouting aggressively, hopping over next to us and holding out her hand like it sustained an injury. “I can’t do it either! Help me, baby!” 
 
    “I watched you do it like three times,” I said, cocking a suspicious brow at her. 
 
    “I too require additional assistance,” Rhapsody chimed in, appearing at my other shoulder so quickly it was like she teleported. 
 
    Mako rolled her eyes. “You greedy whores.” 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” Professor Orlok called out suspiciously. “Why do I get the feeling like everyone in House Dragon is about to start grinding themselves against poor Barrett’s legs?” 
 
    If I could still blush, that would have been the cue. With that potent dose of humiliation, we all got back in position, but I kept my eyes fixed on Mako until I saw her successfully perform the spell. Her eyes lit up gorgeously, and she looked over at me with a look of gratitude and pride, pointing at the half-dome of red energy that appeared in front of her. 
 
    “You did it,” I mouthed and winked. She winked back. Oof. That felt pretty good, getting a look from her that wasn’t faked derision. 
 
    Professor Orlok clapped his hands a few times, summoning our attention to where he stood outside of our improvised formation. 
 
    “Take a look at the handsome and/or beautiful lady and/or gentleman across from you,” he boomed in his deep, Christmassy voice. “That is your sparring partner for today.” 
 
    Damian and I locked eyes and flashed each other our best cocky grins. 
 
    “Now, now—don’t get too excited,” Orlok warned us, looking right at Damian and me. “All we’re doing is alternating Soul Bullet and Spirit Shield spells. Damian fires a shot, and Barrett blocks it—then switch it up. Barrett will fire, and Damian will block. Understood?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Good. Then practice with your partners...now!” 
 
    Damian fired his first bullet at me, and I summoned my shield, absorbing it easily. “Christ, Damian, is that all you can manage? Hot shot like you, would’ve figured I might at least feel the impact a bit.” 
 
    He laughed and rolled his eyes at me. “Mouthy prick. If you want me to take off the training wheels, I can do that, but don’t cry in front of your girls when one gets through and blasts you in the dick.” 
 
    I fired my own shot at him, and I managed to wipe the smirk off of his face when he realized it was a bit bigger than the shot he managed. 
 
    That is, until his next Soul Bullet. He launched it, shouting out the incantation at the top of his lungs, and the light that resulted was blinding enough that for a second, I worried I might miss the block. I caught it, thank the Baby Jesus, but I sure as hell felt it that time. 
 
    I set my jaw and narrowed my eyes. “Pistolul spiritului!” I shouted, so loud it fucked up a few other people trying to cast their own spells. Sure enough, I managed a projectile of similar power to the one he’d just displayed. 
 
    That wasn’t enough—not for either of us. In the five minutes of back-and-forth spell-slinging, we became ignorant of the world around us, completely blind to the fact that everyone else had completely broken formation to gather around us and watch. I didn’t even notice the girls cheering behind me—not until the very end. 
 
    “Okay, boys, that’s enough. If we push any further, there could be a messy accident,” Orlok said, chuckling nervously. “I mean it boys. Time to stop. You’re going to show me up if you—okay, seriously.” 
 
    “Hey, Damian!” Ophelia the pink-haired fey girl shouted, slapping her boy on the back of his head. That shook us both out of our frenzies. “Professor Orlok said stop, you shithead!” 
 
    I dispelled my shield, and he didn’t finish his final Soul Bullet. 
 
    “My goodness—I’ve never seen such motivational hate in all my life!” the professor grunted in awe. “With you two around to challenge each other, you may very well be teaching me a thing or two by the end of the year!” 
 
    I cocked my brow at him suspiciously. “Really?” 
 
    He laughed, holding his belly. “No, not really—if I wanted to, my Soul Bullet spell could make those blasts you were spitting back at one another look like chickpeas. But was I firing shots like that on my first day learning the spell? Absolutely not, and I’m not ashamed to say it.” 
 
    He turned to the rest of the crowd and clasped his hand over his heart. “Listen, boys and girls—” 
 
    “We’re all adult vampires,” Mako growled. 
 
    “And cute ones at that,” Orlok beamed at her. “Now, listen. There is nothing more powerful than having an accountabilibuddy. Usually these are friends who want to see each other succeed, but handsome Damian and kind Barrett may be onto something. Maybe—just maybe—the real treasure is the arch-enemies we made along the way. House Dragon, House Wolf, look across the field at your counterpart.” 
 
    Everyone followed his instruction. 
 
    “Don’t they look so loathsome? So detestable?” 
 
    “Yes,” Demonika growled as she studied the fairy girl across from her. 
 
    “Then let that hatred create a lasting partnership. Strive to excel so that one day you might be able to humiliate your rival completely, or grind them into paste under your mighty heel.” 
 
    I blinked, listening to my professor’s surreal directive. “Vampire school is weird.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
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   T he rest of the first week passed by quickly, falling into our new academic routine—tutor, study, drink blood, sleep, repeat. For the last few nights, though, Demonika was summoned to the castle for special lessons—not for nepotist reasons, but because the poor half-succubus was experiencing difficulty with learning to understand and control the succubus side of her powers, and our Host Teacher was in the unique position to help. 
 
    As such, she was privately tutored and brought up to speed in the library, even sleeping there for three nights in a row. I sent her psychic messages to keep her spirits up—but the truth was that I felt more than a little bit down without her. 
 
    It might not seem very alpha male of me, but with Demonika gone, I couldn’t bring myself to continue having sex with the thralls or Rhapsody—much to their chagrin. It felt wrong somehow that she and I should be separated at all, and worse still was the notion that I might get frisky with another woman before I finally had the chance to be with her. She’d waited for me...her whole life, more or less. I could wait a few days if I had to. 
 
    On the plus side, things with Mako were looking up. Ever since the incident with the oni girl accidentally blasting me through the window, she’d been a lot more apologetic whenever she had outbursts and was quick to try and make things right. Though I was tempted to mess with her a bit, my heart really wasn’t in it without Demonika there to rib her along with me—and besides, Mako had probably had enough of the teasing. That cat was out of the damn bag. She’d already spelled out her feelings for me, albeit accidentally, and she no longer tried to deny them as much, either, so it just felt like plain old bullying to continue giving each other shit at this point. 
 
    That didn’t mean that she didn’t throw me some sass every now and then, but I was honestly thankful for that. I sincerely enjoyed the unique dynamic she brought to House Dragon, even if it could be a bit abrasive at times. Demonika, the thralls, and Rhapsody were pretty much my loyal devotees, so having one nasty brat in the bunch was like adding a bit of pepper to your chicken soup. 
 
    The last evening, just before Dracula’s class, I had woken up with a bite to eat, generously supplied by my beautiful blonde thralls, of course. It was nice to have that food security, but it struck me early on that I was missing out on the experience of hunting and seducing a meal out of villagers, which seemed like a fun bonding activity I could occasionally enjoy with Rhapsody and Mako—and Demonika, when she was back. 
 
    As they were making their way out the front door to find their own sustenance, I called out to them, standing up from my comfy chair. “Hey, hang on a second.” 
 
    Mako and Rhapsody looked back at me with neutral faces. “Yes?” Rhapsody murmured. 
 
    “Let me go with you,” I said. 
 
    Maria’s hands, which were still making a concerted effort to massage my back even after abruptly standing, suddenly stopped moving. 
 
    “You want to hunt with us?” Mako said, a question evident in her arched white eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I just think it sounds fun. Might also be good for me to taste what else is out there, you know?” 
 
    Maria and Eliza gasped. “Master!” one of them squeaked in horror. 
 
    I looked back at the pair of them, taken aback by the almost tortured look on their faces. “What is it?” 
 
    “You—you want to drink other people’s blood? As in—other women?” Eliza asked, trying to remain calm, but her breaths were coming out short and harsh. 
 
    I smirked at her, unable to help myself. “Are you jealous? Of me drinking blood?” 
 
    “Is our blood not good enough?” Maria asked with a quiversome lip. 
 
    I shook my head fiercely and placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “Your blood tastes like candy. It’s great. It’s sweet, delicious, and filling. Three Michelin Stars for sure.” 
 
    That one obviously went over their pretty heads, but they didn’t miss a beat. “Then why would you—why—how could you want to drink another person’s blood? Isn’t that why you have us, master?” 
 
    Rhapsody groaned hungrily. “We shall allow you to assuage the fears of your minions. If you do wish to join us, come and find us. We will be in Hushcreek Village.” 
 
    “Hang on a sec, this’ll just take a minute,” I said, casting a look over at the other two vampires. 
 
    “Maaaaster,” Maria sobbed openly, hurling her body against my chest like a drama queen. “You don’t love us! You’re already cheating on us with other humans!” 
 
    Eliza, for her part, sulked more quietly, maintaining a shred of her dignity. 
 
    “Can’t you just, like, command them to shut up and get over it? They have to obey your orders, don’t they?” Mako asked, crossing her arms and rolling her eyes in typical Mako fashion. 
 
    I sighed and patted Maria on the top of her head, tossing her single braid over her shoulder. “I don’t want to mess with their free will that much,” I muttered. “Listen, Maria, Eliza—being a vampire means hunting for blood. I got spoiled by Demonika early on when she gave you both to me, and I’m very grateful to have you. But I still need to experience what it means to be a vampire, and a big part of that is the hunt.” 
 
    Maria wiped her tears theatrically on the collar of my black cloak, then looked up at me with a pouty lip and moistened cheeks. “No women.” 
 
    I blinked. “Huh?” 
 
    “Don’t bite women. At least not pretty ones. Or young ones,” she grunted, daring to wave a finger in my face. 
 
    I grimaced. “What, should I bite ugly old men?” I asked indignantly. 
 
    Rhapsody’s face twitched. “Women taste better. It’s just a fact. You’re depriving your master of a good meal.” 
 
    I looked at her with an expression ignited with sudden alarm. “Do they really taste better?” 
 
    Mako agreed at once. “Oh, way better. Men fill you up quicker, though, at least usually.” 
 
    I patted Maria on the head one more time. “Why do you feel so insecure?” 
 
    She shrugged and smothered her face against my chest, which seemed cute until I realized she was wiping her eyes on my shirt this time. “I don’t know. Maybe you’ll abandon us? Maybe you’ll throw us away and take a prettier girl as your thrall?” 
 
    I shook my head and snorted out a laugh. “I’m not in the market for more thralls, believe it or not. Demonika and the two of you are already about all I can handle.” 
 
    Eliza frowned. “Why do you have to say it like that, master?” 
 
    “You’re bad with women,” Mako sniggered. “Even livestock women.” 
 
    I tossed an offended look back at her. “Please—I’m great with women.” 
 
    “He’s good with their bodies. Not their minds,” Rhapsody commented. 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?!” 
 
    Mako took a few steps and closed the distance between us, placing a palm on my shoulder. “Take it from me—you’re terrible at dealing with women.” 
 
    “In my defense, you’re horrible to deal with.” 
 
    “I can also attest to the truth in that statement,” Rhapsody added coldly. 
 
    Mako’s face twitched in a flicker of short-lived outrage, but she took a breath and settled herself down. “Okay—let’s try to come to an understanding. Your master is stupid—sorry, girls, but that’s the truth. He wouldn’t know how to put the moves on a girl who liked him without someone tricking him into thinking it was his idea, even if it meant his life. So you’ve got nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I squinted at her. “What are you talking about? I put the moves on them.” 
 
    “Actually, we had to beg you to take us to bed,” Eliza whined. 
 
    “And who led you to them in the first place? Demonika,” Mako added, smirking smugly at me as she crossed her arms. “And who got you to hook up with Rhapsody? She forced the matter herself, even getting her dad involved—which is admittedly weird as hell. And you still haven’t banged Demonika, despite the fact that she has been actively throwing herself at you since you arrived here!” 
 
    My mouth opened to fire back a reply in my defense, but it just hung open dumbly for about three seconds. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she said triumphantly. 
 
    “That’s the reason why the two of you haven’t had the sex, too,” Rhapsody added, still standing by the door. 
 
    Mako’s eyes widened, then she whipped her head with violence to look at the dhampir beauty, tossing her a nonverbal warning that Rhapsody obviously couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    “Barrett is incapable of taking the initiative sexually—he’s always thinking about books. It doesn’t seem that he avoids sex, but he hasn’t ever demonstrated the will to pursue it without an external push. Mako—you actively pretend you don’t want him, when you desperately do—so it’s obvious you won’t take the initiative, either. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the two of you will never have sex, ever.” 
 
    Mako and my eyes met angrily. “That’s bullshit,” she growled. “I could fuck him.” 
 
    “Bring it on, brat,” I challenged. “Hell, I’ll do it right now!” 
 
    “Right here, right now,” Mako said, snarling at me and cracking her knuckles as she reached for the bottom of her shirt. “I’ll fuck the shit out of you. I’ll rail you until you pass out. I. will. destroy. you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I’ll make you come so hard you—” 
 
    Rhapsody made a strange sound in the corner, like a moan, but driven by disgust. “Even I understand that coupling here in front of the thralls would be incredibly awkward.” 
 
    I laughed. “Hey, if Damian can do his own look-alike girlfriend in Dracula’s castle in front of everybody in the middle of a banquet—” 
 
    “And what about Demonika?” Rhapsody asked, arching an inquisitive black eyebrow at me. Shit—in all the excitement, I had forgotten my silent commitment to her. 
 
    Maria cleared her throat and looked up at me with puppy dog eyes. “You lost track of us, master. Remember, our issue?” She gestured at herself and the other beautiful blonde. 
 
    “Oh right,” I muttered. “Okay—I’ll tell you what. Let’s let them hunt on their own for tonight, but you gotta let me hunt once a week. I have to be able to experience it sometimes.” 
 
    “Don’t bargain with your thralls,” Rhapsody warned me, her lip twitching in a subtle mark of displeasure. “They are only human. You don’t owe them an explanation.” 
 
    “I know—but they’re such good girls,” I murmured, patting Maria on the head. “I want them to be happy.” 
 
    Mako nodded understandingly, shaking off a bit of her own excitement—and disappointment. “They’re pets. You always want your pets to be happy. Rhapsody, have a heart and let him handle his little cows however he wants.” 
 
    Rhapsody shrugged, but she crossed her arms ever more tightly across her chest and whipped her head to one side, causing her comically long black ponytail to thrash against an urn sitting on a windowside shelf. Eliza’s eyes went wide for a moment as it looked like the urn was about to fall, but it didn’t in the end. “You do as you wish. They’re your thralls. But Daddy always insisted that setting boundaries was important in caring for humans.” 
 
    I nodded and turned back to Eliza and Maria. “Well, here are my rules, then. I’ll hunt once a week—not out of necessity, but because I want to. And I’ll be with you girls for the rest of the week. Yes, I will drink blood from other women—” 
 
    Eliza softly whimpered, and Maria gasped with a hand over her heart. 
 
    “—but I won’t take any new thralls in the near future.” 
 
    Maria and Eliza looked at each other sadly, but nodded their understanding. “I understand, master,” Maria whispered with an obnoxiously globby tear dripping down her cheek. Eliza blew her nose into a handkerchief behind her.  
 
    “But you won’t go today, right?” Maria clarified. 
 
    I nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    “Perhaps to reassure us that you care about our happiness, you can brush our hair and give us kisses while your cohorts are hunting?” Eliza suggested, finally chiming in with more than a nose sound effect. 
 
    I cast a pleading look back at Mako and Rhapsody, both standing by the door. 
 
    “Don’t look at me, dude—they’re your responsibility,” Mako said with a smirk. “Demonika should have had you foster one of them to get a taste for how much work it is, I swear.” 
 
    “We’re leaving now. Tend to your pets and read your books,” Rhapsody instructed me, spitting out the last word a bit venomously. “And send a message to Demonika to return home soon. My stuffed bear’s durability has been greatly tested by the consequences of her absence, and I fear its time is almost up.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunted in confusion. 
 
    “You won’t sleep with her while Demonika’s gone, so she fucks her stuffies, and her favorite is pretty close to ruined.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The girls came back sated and grinning from the bliss of a good meal. They found me stuck brushing the thralls’ long blonde hair on the floor while they each lay with a head in my lap in front of the fireplace. 
 
    “Demonika’s on her way,” I told them. “The Dark Lord will be here soon, too.” 
 
    Rhapsody nodded. “I look forward to seeing Daddy again,” she said, almost smiling. “I miss him dearly.” 
 
    “How are the blood-cows?” Mako asked, throwing off her cloak onto her chair. 
 
    “Whenever I try to stop brushing their hair, they grab my hand and whine—but they’re fine.” 
 
    “Didn’t get much reading done, then?” 
 
    I frowned. “No, not that much. But a little. One book.” 
 
    Mako rolled her eyes. “Showoff.” 
 
    I winked at her. “Slow reader.” 
 
    Rhapsody nodded as though in approval. “The dynamic between you two is improving steadily. Perhaps I spoke too soon. Barrett might manage to bestow a sex upon you in short order, Mako.” 
 
    Mako closed her eyes and cringed. “Sometimes you make me want to die, Rappy.” 
 
    “Technically, you are already—” 
 
    The door was kicked open, slamming against the back of Rhapsody’s head. She winced, but didn’t otherwise react, except to turn her head at the new arrival. 
 
    “I’m home, baby,” Demonika squealed, propelled to me by the flapping of her succubus wings. She lifted me from the ground, forcing me to shrug off Eliza and Maria to their much-voiced irritation. 
 
    Demonika threw her arms around me and pressed her body into mine, inhaling a deep breath through her nose. 
 
    “Did you just...smell me?” I asked with some light concern. “Like Rhapsody does?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she confessed, not even bothering to open her eyes before she slammed her lips into mine. Our tongues started wrestling at once, our hands hungrily exploring each other’s bodies. “I missed you so much.” 
 
    I ran my fingers through her hair and kissed her on the forehead. “Right back at you.” 
 
    “Can’t you just say, ‘I missed you too?’” she whined, batting her eyelashes up at me with her brow furrowed. “A girl needs to hear her man say certain things from time to time, you know.” 
 
    “I missed you too,” I chuckled. “Are you ready for class?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed open with alarm, literally glowing. “Oh, fuck! That’s right!” 
 
    Mako cocked her head. “How could you forget that we had class? It’s the whole reason you were scheduled to come back today.” 
 
    She shrugged and tossed a look at the oni girl from over her shoulder. “In my head it was all about smooching Barry.” 
 
    Mako sighed. “That checks out, I guess. It’s not out of character for you anyway.” 
 
    “Knock knock knock,” a familiar voice said. We turned our heads, and I let go of Demonika at the sight of Dracula standing in our doorway. Demonika defensively tightened her grip on me in response—until the identity of our visitor dawned on her. “I’m coming in.” 
 
    We all exchanged stunned looks, then scrambled to finish tidying up the room and greet him at the door. “So sorry, sir!” Mako squeaked. “We thought we still had a few more minutes!” 
 
    “Oh, you’re forgiven,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Has everyone eaten this evening? Are you all doing well?” 
 
    Rhapsody crossed her arms and stepped directly in her father’s path, looking up at him with a visible pout on her lips. It was the most distinct facial expression I ever saw her make. 
 
    “I’m not hugging you in class, sweetheart—it’s unprofessional.” 
 
    “But Daddy—” 
 
    “You shouldn’t call me that in front of your friends—well, except for Mr. Bradshaw, since he’s practically family anyway.” Dracula waved at me with a goofy grin. What could I do but wave back? 
 
    Rhapsody sulked silently, retreating to her chair in the parlor where she crossed her arms and legs and glared at her father with immense disdain. 
 
    Dracula sighed and forced a smile. “Sorry about that. Is everyone ready for class? Or do you still need a minute or two?” 
 
    We all exchanged looks. “Uh—I think we’re ready, Mr. Dark Lord, sir,” Demonika said nervously, finally peeling her body off of mine. 
 
    My human thralls scurried on the floor on all fours, scrambling to make themselves scarce and leave the presence of our teacher. I couldn’t blame them—he had a reputation, but he was actually quite a softie as far as I could tell. Then again, that might just be the way he is with other vampires. 
 
    We all sat down, and Dracula sat on the end table between Mako and my chairs. “I should really have a teacher’s chair brought in,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Oh—you can sit in my chair, sir,” I said, standing up. 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine. I can handle it for now. Anyway—the topic of today’s class is a quick brush-up on vampire lore that you hear about in the media. What’s true, what’s not, what applies to you, what doesn’t, et cetera. Can I see a show of hands, how many of you read at least the opening chapter of Van Helsing’s book?” 
 
    All of us raised our hands, to which he let out a satisfied sound. “Very good, excellent. So this will be a refresher of sorts for you, but also I’ll be able to answer questions and go into details that the book may have glossed over. If you do have a question about what’s being discussed at any time, please feel free to raise your hand whenever. If the question is about something unrelated, save it for the end of the lecture. All clear?” 
 
    We nodded and reached for our notebooks—those of us who weren’t already holding them, anyway. 
 
    “Well, let’s begin with the beginning—how you make a vampire. Sorry if this part is boring. You’ve already been through it, so none of this should come as a surprise. In order to convert someone to a vampire, you typically need a vampire with the rank of Noble. More on that later. I say ‘typically’ because there are indeed exemptions—of which we have one in this very room.” He nodded at Demonika and me, and I smiled politely back at him. 
 
    “In order to convert a human into a vampire, you need to first take blood unwillingly from them, and drink it in the way that vampires imbibe blood. Afterwards, you must offer a substantial quantity of your own blood. Now, since us vampires don’t bleed that freely on our own, this means you should probably feed beforehand so you have something circulating inside you.” 
 
    He continued to explain the mechanical side of things for another minute or two, and I jotted down the highlights. Nothing particularly surprising or new came up, at least not yet. I raised my hand when he was done. 
 
    “You brought attention to Demonika and myself,” I noted. “Would you care to explain that scenario a bit more clearly?” 
 
    “Certainly,” he muttered, gesturing at Demonika. “Ms. Darcy was a freshly turned vampire, directly under her own godmother. That means that her godmother, who is a Noble, was Demonika’s master. If a fresh vampire wishes to turn a new vampire without first obtaining the rank of Noble and becoming independent, then their thralldom passes on from their original master to the new fresh turn. 
 
    “Now, this creates unusual circumstances. Usually thralls don’t do this, assuming their original masters treat them well. Passing on your loyalty to a new vampire is typically a risky move and tends to be seen as a way to escape a bad master, but it comes with its own dangers—if the old master sees the move as a betrayal, for instance. It is also risky because it can only be done once, and a thrall who does this can never ascend to Nobility.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Wait, so Demonika can’t become a Noble?!” 
 
    He nodded with a solemn look on his almost gray lips. “Correct. Demonika will forever belong to you and depend on you. This was her choice, and she knew this going in.” 
 
    I looked at her with a new level of awe, and she just smiled sheepishly back at me, absentmindedly licking her lips. 
 
    The oni girl was next to raise her hand. “How does one reach the level of Noble?” Mako asked after being called on. 
 
    Dracula chuckled. “I was going to explain it later, but I can take the question now. Does anyone know the answer, or should I explain?” 
 
    I raised my hand, causing Mako to roll her eyes and curse under her breath. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Bradshaw?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and sat up straight. “It typically happens on its own after about fifty years of being a vampire, assuming you’ve been feeding regularly on human blood that entire time,” I explained. “You know you’re a Noble when you feel the need to sleep for an extended period.” 
 
    Dracula nodded with a solemn expression. “A Long Sleep. Sometimes vampires get the urge to sleep for months or even years at a time. This urge first manifests when you become a Noble. Ms. Darcy, your godmother’s first Long Sleep lasted for an entire decade.” 
 
    Demonika’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “And she used to yell at me for sleeping more than eight hours when I was in high school.” 
 
    We got back on track after that. The first thing we had to be aware of was our weaknesses, so we focused on those for most of the lesson. As I had already learned, the Wallachian Vampire typically exhibits an aversion to garlic because Dracula himself was allergic when he turned. 
 
    “Thus, Italians only rarely make for happy vampires,” he muttered sadly. “In the end, they can’t resist the forbidden fruit and end up frequently ill.”  
 
    Then there was the matter of crucifixes and crosses. “Your reaction to religious icons, holy ground, and holy water depends largely on you. We haven’t quite worked out a common denominator. In one case, a pair of brothers that were converted to vampires on the same day ended up having different reactions. We will do tolerance tests for you all in the future—but not today.” 
 
    “How about sunlight?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “To my knowledge, no vampire has been able to survive exposure to the sun for more than a minute or two. It is one of the surest ways to kill a vampire, and aside from dhampirs like Ms. Tepes, I know of no exceptions.” 
 
    He went onto some more obscure topics. At one point, he regaled us with an amusing story about the origin of one vampire myth. “When I was a human, I suffered from a rather severe degree of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. You may have heard that throwing rice on the ground in front of a vampire will force us to have to pick up and count every individual grain. You probably noticed that you don’t exhibit this tendency. It’s largely a misunderstanding based on one thing that happened literally one time when Professor Arcturus and I were blazed on elf blood in Finland.” 
 
    “How about silver?” I asked. “Obviously we all know the stake through the heart thing is true, but does silver have a significant impact?” 
 
    He smiled patiently. “Have you noticed much silver in your home?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He nodded in return. “It’s true. Silver can harm us, though it won’t kill us. It’s toxic, and can slow our healing and inflict severe degrees of pain. Even touching something silver will start to sting after a short time.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. “Silver allergy?” 
 
    Dracula shrugged. “Supernatural entities typically have an aversion to either iron or silver. For ghosts, spirits, and specters, it’s iron. Some fey also share an aversion to iron. For lycanthropes, hobgoblins, and vampires, it’s silver.” 
 
    “Is the reason we can’t see ourselves in mirrors because some mirrors have silver in them?” Mako asked. 
 
    “Have you seen your reflection in the creek, Ms. Takahashi?” 
 
    Mako shrugged. “I haven’t gone near any flowing water, sir.” 
 
    “And you shouldn’t. That’s another one of our weaknesses. Anyway, regarding silver in mirrors, that’s a good theory, and one that I’ve heard floated many times over the years, but the fact is, we can’t see our own reflections in anything without using tricks or sorcery.” Dracula looked around the room, seeing if anyone else would raise their hand. When we didn’t, he went on. 
 
    “In terms of things that can actually physically harm us, it’s this simple: fire, drinking cold blood, silver, aspen wood through the heart, sunlight, running water, magic, other supernatural creatures, and decapitation—to some extent, anyway.” 
 
    With a few more clarifications, and a few minutes passed, the lesson moved on. Although it was fairly basic stuff, it felt monumentally important, more crucial to our survival than anything else we’d been learning so far. The weaknesses were interesting enough to explore and explain, but finally, we were getting to our powers. 
 
    “Now,” Dracula said, standing up, which caught us by surprise, “we are going to talk about what it is that vampires can do. You all have manifested powers at this point—everyone in this House has at least one beastmorph. You may acquire more over the years. Personally, I possess eight.” 
 
    My jaw dropped, but it really shouldn’t have been a surprise. This was the motherfucking Dark Lord after all. 
 
    “Mesmerism is another ability, and one we will explore in depth on another day, once Mrs. Drake has the opportunity to determine your aptitudes for it. If only one or two of you can use this skill, then we will divide the class up accordingly for those lessons. 
 
    “But for the rest of the day, I want to get you started on one that’s just plain fun: spider climbing.” 
 
    Dracula grinned and nodded at his daughter. Rhapsody stood up, her face emotionless as usual, maybe even a bit annoyed that her father still hadn’t given her his customary hug. She walked over to the wall, shot a fast look back at me, then placed her hands on it. 
 
    I watched in amazement as soon her hands and feet were on the wall, and she was climbing it with ease like Spiderman himself. She reached the top, and her skirt rode up, exposing bright red panties. Dracula hastily looked at the floor, but I didn’t offer the same courtesy. 
 
    “Yes, well—I probably should have set a dress code for today,” he murmured under his breath, covering his eyes with his hand. 
 
    Demonika giggled. “It’s okay, Professor. Rhapsody is pretty comfortable with everyone here.” 
 
    Rhapsody flipped down from the ceiling and landed on her feet gracefully, cocking her head as she looked at me, perhaps to watch my reaction. I clapped and winked at her. “Good show, Raps.” 
 
    Dracula cleared his throat and gestured for the rest of us to stand. “I’ll let Rhapsody take over teaching the lesson from here. I don’t want to make the girls uncomfortable in their skirts, so we’ll call it for today. You were all very good listeners and participants.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dark Lord,” Mako said, waving and following him to the door. 
 
    He looked back at us with a bit of worry on his face. “And did everyone eat? The sun will come up soon, so please keep up your strength.” 
 
    “We all ate, sir,” Demonika giggled. “See you next time.” 
 
    He nodded. “Make sure Rhapsody remembers to eat at least four times a week, and—” 
 
    Rhapsody’s eyebrow twitched. “Daddy,” she growled. 
 
    “—her tummy gets upset if she drinks blood from smokers, so—” 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    He cut himself off and smiled at her apologetically. “Sorry sweety. Make sure to draw the curtains and get in your coffins as soon as you get the hang of the spider climb!” 
 
    Finally, Mako shut the door as Dracula disappeared into the night. She turned and looked at us in silence for a moment, everyone exchanging nervous looks until finally our wandering eyes settled on Rhapsody. 
 
    She blinked rapidly for several seconds, her fingers thrumming against her thigh.  
 
    “Your dad’s really sweet,” Demonika muttered diplomatically. 
 
    Mako and I enthusiastically agreed. 
 
    Rhapsody, however, sighed, her lip twitching a few times as she gathered her thoughts. This was all she had to say: “I am mortified, and my humiliation cannot be overstated.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   T he next night went by without any new classes. We had our individual tutor sessions with Mrs. Drake, and Mako and I even went over to a few the other houses to chat during our downtime. Most of the other vampires at Nosferatu Academy were either very warm and friendly or entirely aloof—only House Wolf was solely composed of assholes. Needless to say, I didn’t bother to pay them a visit. 
 
    Part of me did want to make peace with the members of that House—it seemed prudent enough, since they were our neighbors. Furthermore, it seemed that from time to time, we may even be having classes, banquets, or other special events with them, so the idea of all-out war breaking out every time we were in close quarters was a bit nerve-wracking. But another part of me kind of wanted to take the loopy Professor Orlok at his suggestion and use our rivalry with the members of House Wolf to motivate us. I had already seen firsthand how effective that motivation could be. 
 
    So, for that day at least, I did not choose to greet them. There were bad feelings there, and anyway, at least half of those feelings came from our side of the fence. Even if they wanted to suddenly become best friends with us, I probably couldn’t have brought myself to accept the olive branch. Was I being unreasonable? Maybe. As it turns out, Mako had more of a heart than I did. 
 
    So, an hour or so before sunrise, we headed back to our manor, walking through the iron gate and stepping into the yard in front of the door. 
 
    I noticed Mako hesitate before we stepped inside. “What is it?” I asked, noticing a look of consternation creeping onto her face. 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t help but feel like we’re jerks,” she confessed, letting out a sigh at the end. “You know, we chatted up the other two houses, but we didn’t even say hi to House Wolf. Just feels...rude. They’ll for sure hear that we intentionally avoided them.” 
 
    “So what?” I asked, shrugging. I turned properly all the way back around to face her. 
 
    She looked through the iron bars out at their manor at the edge of our lot. “I don’t know. Just feels...This just feels wrong. I think we should at least pop in really fast and say hi.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Where’s this sudden friendliness coming from?” 
 
    She puffed her cheeks at me and rolled her eyes. “I’m a friendly person,” she claimed, lying brazenly. “I’m known far and wide for my friendliness.” 
 
    I almost snorted as I laughed at that. “Sure. Well—I suppose you can be, from time to time. But I think House Wolf knows exactly where they stand with us. I don’t think they’ll do too much navel gazing when they realize we didn’t pop in for a chat, do you?” 
 
    Mako frowned. “I don’t want things to be nasty between us all, though. I want to get along. It’ll make things much easier if our rivalry is at least cordial. At the moment, I think we’re on the path to someone ending up dead—and I couldn’t bear it if it was one of you.” 
 
    I had to agree with that. I nodded and reached out, extending my hand. She took it and smiled at me, which made me smile in turn.  
 
    “Let’s go tomorrow,” I told her. “We can all go together. Tonight...Well, it’s an hour before we have to get into our coffins, and I promised Demonika we would...you know.” 
 
    Mako’s eyes went wide. “Oh. I see,” she said, biting her lip and looking down as she let go of my hand. “You and her, huh?” 
 
    My face twisted on its own at that. “It’s not like it’s news that we like each other.” 
 
    “Yeah. No, I get it,” she said, sounding sad. “It’s not like I was hoping I’d beat her to it or anything.” Her eyes met mine for a split second before sinking back to her feet. Somehow, I swear her red cheeks grew even redder. 
 
    “Right,” I grunted. I just had no clue how to respond to that. I’d already promised Demonika, and I still was at a loss for what to do with—or about—Mako. But then an idea struck. “Well...you know, as a half-succubus, she does need a second girl to have sex safely.” 
 
    Mako looked up at me, her eyes wide, her lips parting. “Oh—fuck. Like I’d ever...I mean…” Her face twisted like she wanted to be angry at the idea, but I could tell even she was growing tired of the act. “I would, but I’m shy,” she confessed at last. “And I think I’m going to head over to House Wolf after all.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. “Are you sure about that? By yourself?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and shifted her weight. I admired the definition in her shoulders for a moment before settling back on her face. “I’m a big girl, Bear-Boy. I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I know that.” I laughed a bit, dispelling my worry. The members of House Wolf knew they’d get in trouble if they killed someone. And Mako was a strong brat for sure. If anyone could handle those clowns on their own, it was her. “Just say ‘hi’ really fast and let them know we’ll all swing by sometime together. Tell them we just ran out of time today.” 
 
    Mako smiled, dimpling her cheeks. “Take care of Nika.” She tossed me a wink and turned around. My eyes drifted to her well-defined ass and muscular thighs as she slinked away in her plaid punk rocker shorts until she vanished into the fog. 
 
    I headed inside at last, growing excited by the prospect of what I was about to do. In the parlor, Demonika was reading, sitting in her chair underneath a landscape painting of a foggy valley not unlike the night scene I had just emerged from. Both of my human thralls were giving her a foot massage, kneeling in front of her, scowling at her all the while. Rhapsody, for her part, seemed to still be in the study with Cordelia, who had come much later than usual today. 
 
    Demonika gasped when she saw me, clutching her throat excitedly. The blonde pair whipped their heads back, too, letting go of Nika’s feet. Demonika, sensing subterfuge afoot as Maria and Eliza started to rise, quickly planted the balls of her feet into the girls’ foreheads, knocking them onto their backs. 
 
    In half a second, Demonika used her supernatural speed to get up and maneuver herself into my arms so that I was holding her like a princess with her arms around my neck. 
 
    “You didn’t have to kick the humans over,” I muttered. 
 
    “They’re fine,” Demonika said, batting her hand and her lashes dismissively. “Give me a kiss.” 
 
    I obliged, planting my lips against hers, gently letting my tongue rake the honey-sweet softness of her mouth. I scooped up a bit of her saliva, then shared it with her as our tongues began their tango. She moaned desperately into me, while the pair of bloodthralls sobbed dramatically in the background. 
 
    “She hurt us, master!” Maria whined, managing convincing tears. “She kicked my face! I’m going to have a bruise!” 
 
    Demonika opened her eyes and looked into mine just so she could roll hers dramatically. I have to admit, I chuckled. 
 
    “I know what’ll make you feel better,” Demonika cooed, tossing a look at the girls. “I need one of you to join me in making love to Barrett tonight.” 
 
    That shut them up real quick. The two of them traded heated looks with one another. “Obviously you’ll choose me, master,” Eliza said, squirming as she got back up on her knees. She clasped her hands over her heart, ready to beg. “I’ve always been your willing pet. My counterpart was far more reluctant when you turned her, if you recall. As such, you know I’ll spoil you with love and devotion as I always have. My heart, my soul, my body—it’s yours to use as you wish, whenever you wish.” 
 
    Maria glared at her counterpart with half-slitted eyes. “Well, I have no gag reflex.” 
 
    I shrugged. “That is a compelling boon.” 
 
    Eliza stammered, bunching her dress up in her fists as she stood. “Wh-what?! No—I give better hugs! And—and I’ll let you put it in my butt!” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t?” Maria asked, looking downright offended by the notion. 
 
    “She does give really good hugs,” I laughed as I planted another kiss on Demonika’s lips. 
 
    “Not better than me, I hope,” Demonika cooed. 
 
    “I won’t confirm that in front of them.” 
 
    “Master!” 
 
    “Master, please!” 
 
    I smirked at the blonde thralls and cocked my head, considering my options. “Well...tell you what. First one to strip naked and meet us in the bedroom gets the honors. And don’t stress out if you don’t win, because—” 
 
    Their dresses were already on the floor as the two of them raced toward the bedroom, their feet stomping violently on the hardwood and rugs beneath their feet. 
 
    Demonika sighed contentedly as she stole another kiss. “I have been waiting for this for so long.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Can I tell you something funny?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded, smiling at her expectantly. 
 
    “I’m going to use both of them.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    Moving at full speed, we still were in bed a few seconds before either of the human girls arrived. Maria was the first to tag the bed, her tits jiggling as she collapsed atop the mattress and panted like a dog. 
 
    “I…win…” she said, gasping like a fish. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her. 
 
    Eliza sulked. She was apparently in better shape. “Can I at least watch, master?” 
 
    I looked at Demonika, and she nodded primly. “This is my first time. Watching and absorbing the excess of my powers is about all you girls will get to do.” She tossed a scowl at the heavily breathing naked blonde as she sidled up against my other arm. 
 
    Eliza whimpered. “What should we do, then? Just sit by and watch?” 
 
    “This won’t be the last time,” I told her. “You can take a more active role next time.” 
 
    “Can I sleep in your coffin with you tonight?” she asked, her lip quivering. “It’s only fair.” 
 
    I shrugged. “We’ll talk more about that when—” 
 
    Rhapsody appeared in the doorway, looking in on us with her famously unemotional expression, despite the utter chaos she was seeing. “Is this a bad time?” 
 
    “Yes!” Demonika screamed, tugging at her long dark hair. “Yes, Rhapsody, it’s a very bad time! I’m about to lose my V-card!” 
 
    Rhapsody blinked rapidly for a few seconds. “Where’s Mako?” she asked. “It’ll be sunrise very soon. It’s dangerous for her to be away from her coffin. She should be home by now.” 
 
    Shit. “Mako was with me earlier,” I started. “We were saying hello to the other Houses, and she wanted to greet House Wolf.” 
 
    Rhapsody’s brow furrowed as Demonika gasped. “House Wolf? By herself?” 
 
    I nodded. “Why?” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    I considered everything that had happened since then. “Not that long ago, I guess,” I grunted. “Maybe several minutes at most. But still…” 
 
    “How long did she expect to be gone?” Demonika chimed in, sitting up straight. Her expression grew serious, even as her hand idly massaged my inner thigh. 
 
    I shook my head. “She made it sound like she was going to say hi and come right back. She wanted to explain that we ran out of time and would visit them together soon.” 
 
    “Will we?” Rhapsody asked. “I’m not certain we can trust them. Damian and Ophelia are particularly malicious.” 
 
    “Ophelia? That’s the pink-haired chick?” 
 
    Rhapsody nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Demonika frowned. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but maybe we should go check on Mako first? I don’t want her to get in trouble. It’s only been a few minutes, but if we wait any longer, things could get bad.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” I said. “I’ll just pop in, grab Mako, and pop back out, no big deal.” I stood up, causing Maria to whimper, but she knew better than to openly complain. 
 
    “I will go with you,” Rhapsody offered. “For additional security. They won’t dare to attack me, the daughter of the Dark Lord.” 
 
    “Well, I should go too, then,” Demonika murmured. She rose as well, but I chewed my lip and pushed her back down on the bed. “I think the two of us will be enough.” I turned my head to Rhapsody. “Is Cordelia still here?” 
 
    Rhapsody lolled her head to one side. “She just left.” 
 
    “Nika, see if you can catch up with your godmother, and if there’s anything she can do to help find her, just in case something did happen. Rhapsody and I will ask House Wolf what’s going on. If you can’t get to her, just go straight home and wait for us.” 
 
    She nodded. “Got it.” 
 
    With that, we all took off. I had to admit, it felt ominous walking into that fog, then coming out the other side of it with our rival House in view. Rhapsody and I tightened our shoulders, a sinking feeling in my bones making me doubt my decision to come here. But I had to go. I had to make sure Mako was okay. 
 
    I knocked on the front door. I could just as easily have busted it down, and I was prepared to do so if there was no answer or if I heard the oni girl scream. 
 
    But there was no need for anything so drastic, at least, not yet. The door opened, and Damian was there, looking at me like I was insane. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “The girl with the red skin—Mako. Have you seen her?” I asked. “She was on her way here to say hi last time I saw her. Now it’s getting close to sunrise and she hasn’t returned.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “I haven’t seen her.” 
 
    I looked at Rhapsody, and she cocked her head, her eyes glowing. “He’s telling the truth, I believe.” 
 
    “Course I’m telling the fucking truth. Actually, since you’re here, I’m kind of freaking out myself. Ophelia and Kenzie are gone, too.” 
 
    I reacted to that with my face somehow, I was sure. “Gone? Do you know where? Maybe they ended up in the same place.” 
 
    He shook his head. But then he blinked and tossed his head back, staring into his own parlor. “Rori, did you see Kenzie and Ophie by chance? I just noticed they aren’t around.” 
 
    “Yeah, they headed out to Hushcreek with that oni chick,” a voice said. “Supposed to teach her a lesson for showing her face here or something. I didn’t pay attention. Girl drama.” 
 
    “Say what?” I muttered, balling my fists. “Teach her a lesson? Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    Damian looked unimpressed. “I have no idea what those idiots are up to, but I want them back in one piece, too. Let’s the three of us head to Hushcreek together. Can you keep up?” 
 
    Rhapsody blinked. “Can you?” 
 
    Turned out that he could. We ran as fast as we could to the nearby village, scanning the town for any signs of them. 
 
    “They won’t be indoors,” Damian muttered. “Unless someone was stupid enough to invite them inside, I guess.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Rhapsody agreed. “I would check the graveyard.” She pointed at a fenced-in cemetery behind the furthest shack on the eastern edge of the village. We rushed there, taking no time to admire the simple planks of wood and carved boulders they used as grave markers.  
 
    It turned out that Rhapsody’s instinct was spot on. The graveyard was small, and as such, it was very easy to find the girls we were looking for. 
 
    “Hahahaha!” Ophelia cackled madly, pointing up at a tree. The other girl, blue-haired Kenzie from what I’d gathered, tugged anxiously on the sleeve of the fairy girl’s black cloak. 
 
    It was the first time I really got a good, proper look at Ophelia. She wore her hair down tonight and had little fluffy moth-like antennae coming out of her head. Her pink fairy wings glittered in the moonlight, coming out of the back of her black cloak. She laughed, gesturing to a spot that was concealed from our vantage point. 
 
    “Ophelia!” Damian called out. “It’s sunrise in, like, ten minutes. Time to go home.” 
 
    Ophelia turned her head to see her lover, a crazed grin on her otherwise pretty face. “Okay, sugarplum—” Then she noticed me. “Wait, what are you doing with them?!” 
 
    I didn’t have to ask where Mako was. I rushed to the base of the tree and looked up through the thick hang of branches and felt my heart drop at what I saw. 
 
    Mako had been tied to the tree with cords of silver around her wrists and ankles, and she appeared to be unconscious. 
 
    I whipped my head and snarled hatefully at the fairy psycho. Lord help me, I thought I was about to hit a girl. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    She sneered at me. “Tied her up in silver-lined rope and force fed her a silver coin.” 
 
    “How could you overpower—you know what, it’s not even important right now,” I said, trying to calm down. “I need to get her down.” 
 
    Damian squinted in confusion and approached. He looked up at Mako and gasped at what he saw, the oni girl hanging there unconscious. “What the fuck, Ophie?!” he hissed at her. “What was your plan? She’ll burn out here!” 
 
    Ophelia grinned and forced her arms around Damian, who seemed to put up a mild show of resistance. “We put her in a shaded part. She’ll burn up real good, but she won’t die. Now, if he tries to stay here and get her down, he very well might burn to a crisp. Personally, I suggest you head home and you can pick up your cooked oni whore tomorrow evening.” 
 
    Damian looked at her like he didn’t know who she was. “This is torture. You’re torturing her,” he grunted. “Ophelia, this is fucked up—she’s a vampire, she’s not some human.” 
 
    “How did you get the silver around her? Doesn’t it sting for you to touch?” I asked, fighting my impulse to resort to violence when there was information I needed to know. 
 
    “Fairies aren’t weak to silver, even as vampires,” she said, punctuating her explanation by sticking out her tongue at me. “Well, some of us, anyway.”  
 
    I shook my head as I started to formulate a plan. “Damian, I think I’m going to kill your girlfriend,” I growled, cracking my knuckles. I planted my fingers into the base of the tree and got ready to climb. 
 
    Ophelia cackled. “Good luck untying the rope in time. I tied it very, very securely—an Oberon knot, best fey knot there is. It’ll take one of us to get her down in less than an hour.” 
 
    I turned my head to Rhapsody, who was mostly looking helpless and confused, but there were specks of rage growing in her eyes, too, as she also considered doling out punishment to the pretty pink-haired maniac. “How much time we got?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe seven minutes,” Rhapsody said, looking at the horizon. “Down here, my skin is starting to tingle already.” 
 
    Fuck. “Go home, Raps. I’ll figure something out on my own and see you tomorrow night.” 
 
    “You’re gonna cook, Barrett,” Damian warned me. “All day. It’s going to hurt very, very badly, and that’s if you find light cover and don’t just die. Ophie, this is fucked. This is too much.” 
 
    Opelia’s lip curled up in an ugly snarl. “I didn’t like the way she looked at me.” 
 
    I turned my head back. “Damian, get moving before I rip your girlfriend’s head off. And take her whimpering little friend while you’re at it.” 
 
    Kenzie looked about as nervous as I felt, her lip jutted out in worry, her pink eyes lit with obvious anxiety. “We went too far, Ophelia! We really went too far!” 
 
    Ophelia looked as though she wondered if they’d gone far enough as she aggressively kissed Damian’s neck. 
 
    Damian pushed her away for a moment and nodded at me. “Don’t die, Bradshaw. Would make it a lot harder for me to kill you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Honestly at this point I will happily give you and your whole House free reign to go die terribly anytime you like.” 
 
    Rhapsody shifted. “Barrett, I don’t want to leave you here. I can’t.” 
 
    “You have to. There isn’t enough room in the shade for us both. Demonika will freak out if neither of us goes back,” I reminded her. “She might even come looking.” 
 
    Rhapsody shook her head, red, bloody tears forming in her eyes, to my immense surprise. “I can’t lose you, Barrett. I won’t be able to handle it.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful. But if you stay, then at least one of us will die.” 
 
    She let out an uncomfortable sob. Ophelia laughed maliciously. “Wow, I never thought the daughter of the Dark Lord would cry like a little girl over a boy.” 
 
    Rhapsody shot a foreboding look at the girl, brow creased with pure unbridled rage. 
 
    I think Damian noticed it. “I’m taking you home,” he growled, grabbing Ophelia by the shoulders. “Kenzie, you too. Let’s go. We have a few minutes at best.” They left shortly after that. I didn’t see it happen because I was climbing the tree. 
 
    “Goodbye, Barrett. If you die—If you die I will be extremely sad for a very, very, long time. I won’t forgive you if you die,” Rhapsody said, her voice shaking. 
 
    I looked down at her sadly. She had moved to the base of the tree to look up at me as I brought my body parallel with Mako’s. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” I told her. “Raps, go home. I’ll see you tomorrow night. I promise.” 
 
    She nodded, and then she was gone. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The fairy psycho wasn’t bluffing. This knot looked like some eldritch nightmare. It made almost no sense to even look at. I had no clue how I was supposed to until this thing. I tried to break it, but my hands felt weak on it, tingling and burning and even shaking the longer I kept my finger there. 
 
    I ripped a branch out from overhead, cringing as I realized that decision was likely to cast more sunlight on my back in a few moments. I whittled something like the tip of a spear with my motherfucking teeth and dashed it against the rope—pointless. It was magic or something, and the rope was even lined with a metal that weakened me when I touched it. My blows didn’t even seem to register.  
 
    This was bad. I could feel the sun starting to peek through the branches, warm on my skin. Sunrise was here. I was going to cook. 
 
    But I could at least protect Mako. I could stay in this position for one day and keep her from burning. Then tomorrow, we’d figure this out. 
 
    Mako’s eyes fluttered open, then went wide as she saw me. “B-Barrett?! You’re here?!” She went frantic, though when she realized the truth. “It’s sunrise!” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s okay,” I grunted. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “They—I went to say hi to them, just like we talked about. Ophelia, the fairy girl. She opened the door. She took me inside, and when I had my guard down, her friend threw this rope around me. Must be made with silver and magic thread or something,” she noted, squirming helplessly. “I can’t even make my muscles bulge when the rope is touching me.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ve also confirmed as much. So Kenzie was an active participant, huh?” 
 
    Mako’s lip quivered. “Barrett, you’re gonna fry. You need to go. Dig up a grave, get in a coffin.” 
 
    I actually laughed. “Is this the first time we met? I’d never do that.” 
 
    “Barrett,” she whimpered. “Barrett, please—I don’t want to see you hurt yourself for me.” 
 
    It was at that moment that we both fully comprehended the fact that my face was hovering directly over hers. “I’m a tough motherfucker. I won the Read-a-thon at my elementary school five years in a row.”  
 
    She choked out a harsh laugh. “Are you burning yet?” she asked, sniffing the air, a look of relief washing over her. “I don’t smell you burning.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “Matter of time, though.” 
 
    She nodded, then looked at my lips, blinking a few times. An anxious energy took over her. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, sensing the nervousness on her face. 
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” she groaned. “That silver coin they made me swallow...I feel weak.” 
 
    I nodded. “If you need to puke it out, go for it,” I muttered. “I can handle it.” 
 
    “I, however, cannot handle it.” She shook her head, her body trembling. “I need to take my mind off this feeling. I’m going to do something very selfish, Barrett,” she warned me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pouted for a moment. “Something I’ve definitely not wanted to do ever since the second I met you.” She closed her eyes and thrust herself forward, her face colliding with me, her lips homing in on mine. She kissed me, and I kissed her back, and it was like the ultimate silver lining to an otherwise entirely shitty situation. No rope-based pun intended. 
 
    Minutes passed, and we were still kissing. My body clung to hers like a thick, protective blanket of unapologetic masculinity, entombing her in the safety of my embrace. 
 
    And then minutes became tens of minutes, and the truth was no longer possible to ignore. 
 
    “Barrett,” Mako said, drawing back from me, looking up at me with affection, but also awe. “You’re not burning.” 
 
    I smirked. “Huh. How about that,” I muttered. “No, I’m not.” 
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    ou risked your life to protect me,” she said, whispering it into my face. I caught the sweet smell of her breath—for some reason, vampire breath didn’t smell like blood as you would expect, but more like something sugary. Of course, that could also simply be because blood tended to taste that way to us. 
 
    “You would have done the same for me,” I murmured back as I dotted her neck with a few gentle pecks, teasing out a contented moan. 
 
    “I would have, Bear-Boy. I hope you know it,” she cooed. “I always would have. I…I love you.” 
 
    I chuckled, and she nuzzled the side of my face as my breath tickled her nape. “I managed to puzzle that one out quite a long time ago.” 
 
    I turned my head to look through the trees, hoping to get a glimpse of the sun in the sky. To my shock, it burned my eyes, almost blinding me for several long seconds. I whipped my head back to face Mako. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked delicately. 
 
    I nodded. “Guess I’ll need some shades next time I rescue your ass during the daytime. I’m not burning, but my eyes appear to still be adjusted to the night.” 
 
    “So...now what?” 
 
    There it was. The big question. “Well, the way I see it, I’ve got an enviable harem situation building in House Dragon, and I understand if you can’t handle that—but the truth is, I care about you very much, and few things would make me happier than you choosing to be a part of it.” 
 
    Her body shifted a little against me. “Umm. I meant, what do we do now? Just wait until sunset?” 
 
    I deflated a bit from that, properly embarrassed. “Oh. Yeah, I figure that’s what we’ll need to do.” 
 
    “Okay, if you think you can handle it. But the pink bitch was right—I would survive if you left. I’d get badly burned and have to take a few days to recover, but you should really go check on Demonika and Rhapsody. They must be worried sick.” 
 
    “They’ll be sleeping in their coffins by now,” I said. 
 
    Mako giggled, which surprised me. “Are you so certain about that? If I know Demonika, she’s sitting by the front door even now like a little puppy dog waiting for her master.” 
 
    I laughed a bit, but then I paused, deep in thought. “Hmm. Let me put that to the test.” 
 
    I opened the psychic link with her, connecting us together. Demonika, it’s me. Are you awake? 
 
    Baby! Her voice practically sang the word into my brain. Rhapsody chained me inside my coffin and wouldn’t tell me what happened to you! What’s going on?! 
 
    I’ll explain everything when I get back. Mako and I are fine. Get some rest, and we’ll see you as soon as the sun sets. 
 
    I love you so much, Barry. I’m so scared. Even though it was a mental message, it was like I could hear tears in her voice. That sound broke my heart, but I had no way of comforting her at the moment. 
 
    I’ll be with you soon. It was all I could think to say. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Mako asked as she started sucking gently on my neck. Her tongue pressed into the grooves of muscle that were there, giving me something like a decidedly intimate massage. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” I muttered. “Rhapsody didn’t tell her what was going on, and apparently, she chained Demonika in her coffin to force her to sleep. But she’s still awake.” 
 
    “I told you,” Mako giggled. 
 
    Nika, get some rest. It’ll be night before you know it. I made that my final message and closed the link to my gorgeous thrall. 
 
    That had to have been one of the longest days of my life, for both good and bad reasons. The major plus, of course, was that Mako and I shared our second kiss together because of the event. And our third, and fourth, and so on. Basically, we made out pretty much the entire day. 
 
    I could chalk it up easily to the fact that we simply had nothing else to do to pass the time, of course. There we were, me on top of her, shielding her from the sun; my body, my face pressed against the exciting curves of her tight, Amazonian figure. With two attractive people forced to gaze into each other’s eyes from sun up to sun down, how would you assume it was going to end? 
 
    So, yes, we kissed. And it was awesome. It was also really fucking cathartic, because the last of her hostile facade had broken with that first contact between our lips, maybe once and for all. 
 
    Mako and I would have fucked right there in the tree if it were safe, I’m sure. For a while, I worried that villagers might come and discover us and try something sneaky, like chopping down the tree, assuming they found out two vampires were in it, but nothing like that happened, thank God. 
 
    And then, finally, the night came. I spent the better part of the hour before sunset starting to work on the knots. The first one was hardest to figure out, but once I had it undone, the others came loose much quicker. And right at sunset, we dropped down from the tree, me first, and then her landing in my arms. 
 
    “That was really unnecessary,” she remarked, rolling her eyes as I held her in my arms like a baby. “I could handle the landing. Any vampire could.” 
 
    I set her down and shrugged just before a figure appeared in the distance. I recognized the swaying black ponytail at once, and before I could even say anything to acknowledge her, she was in front of me. 
 
    Rhapsody grabbed me by the shirt and pulled me close to her, licking my face and sniffing my skin. I laughed at first, but when I finally made eye contact with her, I realized her face was a bloody mess of red tears. Her eyes looked weary and...decidedly human. The sclera had gone white, but her irises remained as red as the rest of ours. 
 
    “What happened to you?” I asked. 
 
    “Confirm your health,” she said, her voice shaky and anxious. “Now.” 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “I’m tired as fuck, but I’m fine. Now tell me what happened.” 
 
    Her lip curled down in the saddest look I think she was capable of, a certified pouty frown. Her hesitancy to speak only made me more anxious to hear the truth. 
 
    Mako spoke up. “Rhapsody, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I stayed out during the day to punish her,” she said, crimson tears flowing out of her sockets. “I drove long nails into her coffin from all sides and threw it in the creek, sealed shut with iron chains—as a fey, she’s weak against those.” 
 
    “Who? Ophelia?” I asked, my eyes opening with shock at the news. “Where are you getting all these various chains?!” 
 
    “But how?” Mako asked, confused. “How could you stay out in the sun?” 
 
    But we already knew the answer. “She’s a dhampir, remember? She can survive during the day or at night. Is that why your eyes look more human now?” 
 
    She nodded. “And I’m—I’m weaker. I need to rest, Barrett, but if I rest now, it’ll take longer for me to shift back into my vampiric alignment.” 
 
    I touched her face, and she leaned into my palm. Her skin was warmer than before. “Let’s get back to the manor. Demonika will be worried sick about us all.” 
 
    “And she’s stuck in her coffin,” Mako noted, cocking her head with a grimace. 
 
    With that, the three of us headed back to the manor as fast as we could. Minutes later, we were inside, and the blonde thralls were there, excitedly greeting us, throwing themselves at me like labradors waiting at the door, but I brushed them off with a pat on their heads and quickly threw aside the chains to Demonika’s coffin, unleashing the vampiress. The coffin lid shot off—flying off the hinges, mind you—and she launched out and pounced me, pinning me to the hardwood floor of her room. 
 
    Her eyes were feral with love. “Barry,” she whined, high-pitched and shaky, rubbing her face against my chest like a deprived kitten. “Oh, baby, I’m so happy you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine, too,” Mako added, stepping into the room and crossing her arms as she leaned against the door. 
 
    Demonika looked up at her with an awkward expression. “Honey, I’m super glad about that, but we both have our priorities, and they happen to begin with the same boy, so I’ll thank you for not sassing me.” 
 
    Mako smirked. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Rhapsody came into the room next. “I apologize for the chains.” 
 
    Demonika shot her an angry look. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “If I told you Barrett was stuck out in daylight, you would have risked suicide to be with him.” 
 
    I looked at Demonika, expecting her to refute that, but she just shrugged, and her sullen brow relaxed. “Hmm. Okay, that’s fair. And it doesn’t matter anyway—everyone is safe and sound. Now,” and she paused, her eyes glowing with the next few words, “how did this happen?” 
 
    We told her everything, catching her up on what occurred and why. The why was actually pretty fuzzy even still, but it mostly boiled down to “Ophelia is a psycho,” and even Damian seemed chill in comparison. 
 
    “I will kill that monster,” Demonika swore. “Leaving my two best friends for dead? And for no reason?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It sounds like Rhapsody already doled out justice.” 
 
    Rhapsody shifted subtly where she stood. Her face was clear of tears, but she looked weak and depressingly human. “I may have gone too far. I drove metal stakes and nails into her coffin from every side after sealing it shut. After that was done, I sank her casket in the creek. She screamed horribly—running water is a terrible torment for any vampire, and I’m certain it flooded her coffin.” 
 
    Cringing, I struggled to imagine a scenario in which this didn’t come back to haunt us. “Wait a second—does that mean she’s still in the creek now?” 
 
    “She’s stronger than me,” Mako noted. “She might not look like it, but she’ll be able to get herself out of there.” 
 
    I was expecting all-out war to break out at just about any moment with that tidbit now in the open, and when the knock sounded at our front door, I was sure that it was happening. 
 
    “The humans will get that if I don’t,” I said, breaking free from Demonika’s possessive embrace. “I don’t want them to get scared or end up hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Demonika insisted, standing with me and grabbing my arm. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “You need rest,” I growled at Mako, then I turned my gaze on Rhapsody. “And you do, too.” 
 
    Rhapsody frowned. “I know. But we’re all going together—there is no way we’re separating so soon after…after all that.” 
 
    I could understand that feeling. 
 
    We all went downstairs and answered the door. On some level, I was just impressed that House Wolf didn’t simply barge in and set fire to the place. 
 
    Damian was there, snarling, looking like he was trying to hold himself back. I looked over his shoulder, but oddly enough, he had come alone. 
 
    “Good evening,” I said. “I’d invite you inside, but I’d rather die.” 
 
    “I’d come inside, but I don’t want to,” he replied, his prismatic fairy wings scintillating behind him. “I want you to know we found Ophelia, and suffice it to say, she’s learned her lesson. Let’s consider the score settled for now.” 
 
    I blinked, genuinely surprised at that take. “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting such a reasonable response.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Fey are inherently creatures of justice. Ophelia, though I love her to death, stepped entirely out of line. Your dhampir righted her wrong. And I can see everyone’s still here to tell the tale. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement to the sensible terms, and I sensed similar reactions coming from behind me. “None of us wanted that kind of altercation. We defend each other seriously in House Dragon, though, when push comes to shove.” 
 
    Damian actually grinned at that. “I’ve seen that for myself more than once now. I respect it. I like to think House Wolf has comparable honor—but Ophelia made a mistake, and she paid for it.” 
 
    “And how is she handling the fruits of her mistake?” Mako asked, crossing her arms. 
 
    “I don’t recall talking to you, oni,” Damian said coldly, “but to answer the question anyway, about as well as you’d think. Let’s just say we in House Wolf wished silver rope worked on her.” 
 
    “Iron chains do,” Rhapsody said bitterly. 
 
    Damian smirked at her. “I’ll take it under advisement.” 
 
    A few of us chuckled at that. “Alright. Thanks for the update. Time to leave now.” I gestured back at the way he’d come from. 
 
    Damian nodded and waved as he turned his back. “Right. Fuck you.” 
 
    “Fuck you, too.” 
 
    The girls all threw up their middle fingers as well, and Demonika stuck out her tongue and made a sound for added effect. 
 
    “We might be too hard on them,” Mako considered aloud, even as she kept her choice finger raised. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know, I like to think both of our Houses are equally toxic. And besides, didn’t this whole thing start with you making a peace offering?” 
 
    Mako cringed. “Ehh. About that.” 
 
    The rest of us looked at her, moving our heads in perfect unison, and she felt the pressure in that moment, I could tell. 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked. 
 
    “N-nothing!” she stammered. “It’s just, when I went over there, I knocked on the door, and Ophelia said ‘What do you want?’ in the nastiest tone, and I may have given her some major stink-eye. And after that, I think my peace offering came out a bit more...sarcastic than I meant for it to?” 
 
    I released a heady sigh and closed my eyes. “It is what it is.” 
 
    Demonika nodded cautiously, probably trying not to look at Mako with an expression of judgment. “Well, it seems like everyone has been through a lot in the last day, so why don’t we summarize things from our perspective. I’ll start. 
 
    “I had an epiphany last night when I was waiting for Barrett to return, and he never did—I think I want to be a mother.” 
 
    Obviously that posed a lot of puzzling questions, but I just went with the one right at the top of my dome. “Uh. How?” 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s for us to figure out together. But Dracula mentioned two kinds of dhampirs, so I figured with his help and the resources in the library, we can work something out—if you’re interested, Barry.” She batted her eyelashes cutely. How could I resist? 
 
    “How about we adopt?” I asked diplomatically. “It seems like a better option, or at least a more realistic one.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I want to give birth to your baby. And if we adopt, it’ll be a human until it’s old enough to turn. What am I going to do with a human child?” 
 
    Mako cleared her throat. “Well, from my perspective, the biggest development is that Bear-Boy and I k-kissed, and I’ve decided to join you girls as his...his lover.” 
 
    Even Rhapsody gasped in surprise. “Then this whole experience was worth the pain,” she declared. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I muttered. “I think we probably could have gotten to this point anyway, but being face-to-face in a secluded tree for an entire day sure ups the sexual tension.” 
 
    Demonika giggled. “Our little family is growing.” Then she frowned. “Hmm. We really need to tear down the walls between our rooms and shove the beds together or something. And get a really big coffin.” 
 
    Rhapsody chimed back in. “I shifted into a human-leaning dhampir, so I’ll be diurnal until I get enough sleep to transition back toward the vampiric side. This means I have lost many of my powers for the time being.” 
 
    “Then stay inside and rest. We’ll cover for you with Mrs. Drake,” I told her. 
 
    Eliza and Maria rushed into the huddle, trying to force themselves between Demonika and Mako, but failed to overpower them. “Eliza and I did our chores and baked cookies for the neighbors. And we never doubted you, master, not for one second.” 
 
    I patted each of them on the head and scratched them behind the ears. “Good girls,” I said. “I suppose it’s my turn to share, then. Well—the big news is that the sun doesn’t burn me.” 
 
    I waited for a reaction, but I got nothing for a solid five seconds, as it seemed like Rhapsody and Demonika were waiting for me to finish a statement that simply couldn’t have been true where I’d left it hanging. 
 
    “Wait. Are you serious?” Demonika asked at last, eyes going glossy and huge. 
 
    I nodded. Mako cleared her throat and backed me up. “It’s true. He was in direct light for a while and didn’t burn at all.” 
 
    “Kinda irritated my eyes when I looked over my shoulder, though,” I noted. 
 
    Rhapsody’s jaw dropped. “This is big news. Daddy will want to know.” 
 
    “Your Daddy—” 
 
    “He’s your father-in-law,” Rhapsody said, narrowing her eyes at me.” 
 
    “Your Daddy—” 
 
    “Say it. Say ‘my father-in-law.’” 
 
    I arched one eyebrow at her quizzically. “We aren’t married.” 
 
    She gasped again. A lot of showy gasps from her this evening. “We are as good as married.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Fine. My ‘father-in-law,’ Dracula—shit that’s weird to say—can wait until we’re fully recovered. In fact, I think we should let Mrs. Drake know we’re taking the day off of tutoring when she gets here.” 
 
    And that’s exactly what we opted to do.  
 
    Mrs. Drake came for our schedule morning tutor session, but was met with shock when she saw the utter state of us. Demonika, Mako, and I all had faces that clearly showed we hadn’t slept, and Rhapsody had obviously shifted into her human alignment and was looking worse than any of us. 
 
    “What in the name of the Dark Lord happened?!” she gasped. 
 
    We updated her on the details of the day’s events, leading up till now, keeping nothing a secret. What was the point when Dracula could just read our minds for the answers any time he wanted? We told her about Mako’s failed peace offering, about her being tied in the tree, about how Rhapsody and I found her. We told her how Damian helped us and how Ophelia turned out to be the real monster. We even told her about what Rhapsody did to Ophelia and why she looked the way she did. She reacted to all this news with an ever sinking expression and widening eyes, but her biggest reaction came when I revealed that I had survived contact with daylight. 
 
    “You—you could see the sun?” she asked reverently, eyeing me with a brand new expression on her beautiful face. 
 
    I nodded. “It didn’t burn me, but my eyes didn’t take well to how bright it was. But yeah.” 
 
    “Incredible. This is something I’d like to study with you in the future, if you’d be interested.” 
 
    “Oh—sure,” I said. “But…Well, we were thinking of taking a rest tonight. Maybe we could double up on the tutor hours tomorrow to make up for it?” 
 
    Her mouth flapped a bit, and her eyes had a far off quality to them. She was still stuck on the revelation about the sun. “Of course,” she managed at last to say. “Take the night. I—I need time to process this anyway.” 
 
    And how did we do it? We hunted together, scrounging up a few villagers and having a full meal. The taste was exquisite, but I’m relieved to report that the pretty woman I ended up feeding on didn’t even approach the deliciousness of Maria and Eliza’s blood. 
 
    Our hunger sated, we returned to our home. The four of us vampires crowded into my bed, sentencing the human thralls to sleep on the couch in the parlor where they no doubt sulked about me drinking from another woman, but I was determined to make it up to them soon.  
 
    Mako, Rhapsody, Demonika, and I, meanwhile, formed the world’s most bloodthirsty snuggle pile. Demonika and Mako each hugged me from one side as I lay on my back, and Rhapsody slept between my legs with her arms crossed over her chest like she was sleeping in a coffin. 
 
    At about an hour before dawn, I awoke, and the situation was still the same. But a thought crossed my mind—how much had changed in just twenty-four hours? Exactly one day ago, I was on my way out to check on Mako’s peace mission to House Wolf when everything got so bizarrely complicated. But now, things were better. Things were simple. I felt the smooth side of Mako’s horn rubbing against my arm as she hugged it tightly against her, sandwiching my elbow between her breasts. Things were great. 
 
    Perhaps sensing I had woken up, I felt Demonika stir beside me, maneuvering herself so that her lips brushed against my ear. “Are you up?” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t say anything else, not wanting to wake the other two. 
 
    “Baby,” she moaned raspily, her hand massaging my chest and beginning to travel a path down my stomach, “I wanna have sex.” 
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   D emonika’s words caused a surge of pinprick-like sensations to course their way through my vertebrae, and I felt my manhood stiffen, pushing up Rhapsody’s head ever-so-slightly as she was using my lap as her pillow. 
 
    The half-succubus pressed her breasts scandalously tight against my side, nipping and sucking on my ear lobe as she breathed an intentionally heavy breath on me. “I’m so horny,” she whimpered, licking my cheek. “I need you inside me—finally.” 
 
    Saying no to her was the second hardest thing I could think of at that moment, but I didn’t want to wake up the other two vampires in the room. Rhapsody and Mako both desperately needed to recover. 
 
    They’re sleeping, I said, sending the message via psychic link. I don’t want to disturb them. 
 
    She squealed a protest in my ear and shoved her hand down the front of my pants, pushing up Rhapsody’s head to accommodate her. I’m so wet. Touch me, Barry, please. Please, I’m so fucking wet and I want you to feel it. 
 
    My cock pulsed in her hand, stiffening somehow to even more insane extremes. She cooed as she felt it grow in her hand and rewarded me with a series of wet kisses on my neck as she started pumping me with her wrist. 
 
    You’re gonna wake them up, I warned her. If I had a heartbeat, it would have been going out of control. They need their rest. 
 
    Do you know that succubuses can use their powers on people who are asleep, too? she asked, tickling my ear with her batting eyelashes. Her hand played with the tip of my cock, gathering precum to smear along its length. In fact, it’s our default modus operandi. I already got permission from Rhapsody and Mako—by diving into their dreams. 
 
    I did not know she could do that. Are you sure? 
 
    My godmother taught me all about succubuses—succubi...whatever. She helped me discover how to control my powers better. Trust me when I tell you that Mako and Rhapsody are having the best sleep of their lives right now, and it’s about to get even better. 
 
    Fuck. She was selling me on this idea pretty well, but then who could think clearly when the girl of your dreams was jerking you off under the covers? 
 
    “If you’re sure,” I whispered to her, breaking out of our psychic link. 
 
    She giggled sweetly, her voice as pure and beautiful a sound as any music I’d ever known. Her high laugh was like a crystal bell tinkling just for me. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered as her fingers wrapped tightly around my base. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I grunted, returning the affection I knew she needed to hear. I stared her in the eyes hungrily. She tossed me an equally voracious look, and her lips parted and eyes narrowed with unrelenting desire. 
 
    She licked her lips. “Touch my pussy, baby,” she whined, pouting cutely. “I’m so fucking wet. I need you to feel it.” 
 
    I obeyed, freeing my arm that had been around Mako and reaching over to hike up Demonika’s black dress, high enough to also get a full view of her flat stomach and a hint of underboob. Underneath the garment, she wore equally black satin panties, but despite their darkness, I could already see how damp they were—she wasn’t bluffing. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I groaned as my fingers grazed the outside of her underwear. It was so wet that it was as though she had soaked them in a lake for ten minutes before putting them on—at least, the front side. 
 
    “That’s what I’m gonna do, baby,” she giggled sweetly. “I’m gonna let you make love to me as much as you want. I’m gonna let you mount me until you fill me up with your cum, again and again and again—for the rest of our eternal lives.” 
 
    Jesus Fucking Christ. I considered myself a pretty confident guy, but I was out of my damn element with how hot she was being. “Okay,” I weakly grunted as my hand slipped down the front of her panties. As the second my finger traced her outer labia, her back arched violently and she moaned loud enough that I thought the neighbors might hear. “No need to put on a show,” I muttered, hard as a diamond. 
 
    She kept pumping my cock with natural talent, even as her body convulsed at my touch. “I—I can’t help it. I learned something about my nature from my lessons,” she started to explain. “Succubuses naturally seek masters, and we receive pleasure in accordance with the strength of our connection. Aaugh!” 
 
    She squealed desperately as I heedlessly slipped a single digit inside her soaking pussy. Instantly, I felt her insides grip and convulse around my finger as she let out a persistent cry that didn’t seem like it was about to die down anytime soon. 
 
    “Don’t you need another woman in order for this to work?” I asked. “Actual sex, I mean.” 
 
    “I—we’ve got two here, don’t we? They can be unconscious—all I have to do is siphon the dangerous excess of our bliss onto them so we don’t die or go mad when we climax. They know what’s coming.” 
 
    I arced an eyebrow in wonder. “So while we’re fucking, we’re going to make them come, too?” 
 
    She giggled, but the cute laugh was pierced by another cry. “Oooh! I mean—yeah, pretty much,” she confirmed as a bit of drool made its way down her chin. 
 
    It was time to get serious. Delicately, I freed myself from the cuddle puddle and positioned my body on top of Demonika’s. I stared into her eyes as obsessively as Rhapsody sometimes stared at me, unable to help the mounting supernatural need I felt for her—to kiss her lips, to taste her breasts, to thrust inside of her. 
 
    Unwilling to waste time adjusting her position, she used her vampiric strength to reduce her dress and panties to shreds, literally ripping them free of her body. 
 
    “That’s one way to get naked,” I muttered. 
 
    I took off my shirt, and she ripped my pants in half, freeing my cock. I looked down at where my length hovered a few inches over her damp little flower, still oozing the proof of her desire for me. 
 
    “Stick it inside me, Barry,” she moaned. “You wouldn’t believe how badly I’ve wanted this.” 
 
    “Not a chance. I need to taste you first,” I growled, maneuvering into a position she didn’t expect, finding a new comfortable home with my face tightly sandwiched between her thighs. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” she squealed. “This isn’t how it should be!” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t think of a single other way it should be.” 
 
    “B-but you’re my master…I should be servicing you fir—oohhh fuuuuck,” she whimpered, her hips bucking violently as my tongue painted its design up and down her slit. I found her little pearl, sucked it in my mouth tightly, and let my tongue massage it until she was thrashing so wildly I had to grab her by the hips and hold her down. “You’re sucking my pussy, baby!” she moaned, stating the obvious. “Oh gawd!” 
 
    I slipped a couple of fingers inside, thrusting them in and out of her in a ragged rhythm as I continued to tongue-thrash her clit. She whipped her head from side to side, her hands alternating constantly between cupping my face and hiding hers in embarrassment. 
 
    “Just enjoy it,” I told her. “Let me spoil you with love for once.” 
 
    She wasn’t able to offer much in the way of an intelligent response. Right at about that moment, her sex started spasming around my fingers, expelling even more fluid, absolutely ruining the fucking sheets. 
 
    I heard a cacophony of moans then, and it caught me by surprise. I pulled away with my mouth, letting my other hand take to massaging her pleasure bead as I glanced over at Rhapsody and Mako—still asleep, both moaning, writhing with their hands between their legs. 
 
    “Thank the Dark Lord they’re here, or I think my head would have exploded,” Demonika gasped. “Oh Barry, you didn’t need to do that!” 
 
    “I don’t need to do a damn thing,” I growled. “I did it because I wanted to.” 
 
    She pouted at me. “I want to suck your cock then,” she said, crossing her arms, bunching her perfect tits together. 
 
    “I’m your master, and right now my top priority is getting those nipples between my teeth,” I informed her. “Your pleasure is the only thing in the fucking world to me right now.” 
 
    Demonika’s eyes went wide, the red in them glowing brighter than I’d ever seen. “Oh, Barry,” she sighed. “I love you so much. At least make love to me as you suck them, okay?” 
 
    My penis throbbed once at the prospect. “Works for me.” I got into position, throwing her thighs against my chest, letting her knees bend over my shoulders. I bent over and placed my hands under her armpits, pressing into the bed as my cock found its prize. 
 
    Next, I teased her entrance with my tip, letting out a surprised gasp at the wet, sloppy mess I felt down there. I located her hole as though I’d done this with her a million times and started to push inside. 
 
    “W-wait,” she murmured. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “That’s my little butthole.” 
 
    I looked down and realized she was correct. Apparently, my confidence was misplaced. I wiped it off and adjusted, placing it against her proper entrance. “Maybe next time,” I chuckled. 
 
    “How are you gonna breed me if you come in my bottom?” she asked, batting her eyelashes innocently. 
 
    I didn’t comment or react except to thrust inside her, slowly at first, but then harder, daring deeper when I felt just how easily and eagerly her pussy yielded to me. 
 
    Shit, she felt like home. This pussy was the sexual equivalent of a lazy Sunday afternoon, curled up by a fireplace with a good book and rain pouring against the window. The warm, goopy goodness of her feminine depths sucked me in and didn’t seem like it was about to let me go anytime soon. 
 
    I looked away from the point of entrance to see her face and found her eyes glowing pink, her expression lit up with the biggest smile I’d ever seen her wearing. “Yeah, baby,” she cooed with sugary sweetness, “my body belongs to you. Not just my body—my soul, too.” 
 
    The texture of her insides couldn’t be described with ten hours and the aid of the Oxford Writer’s Dictionary, so I’ll just say it was fucking great. I pumped into that thing again and again, losing my mind at the ecstasy that she offered me. Meanwhile, Mako and Rhapsody were moaning, continually climaxing, absorbing the shockwaves of pleasure that Demonika and I couldn’t endure on our own. 
 
    “This is good sex,” I groaned. 
 
    “Just shut up and make love to me, Barry,” she gasped, grabbing me by the neck and pulling me against her bosom. 
 
    I took the hint and latched onto her nipple like a suckling lamb, wrapping my own arms around her back as I thrust into her on repeat. My balls slapped loudly against her ass with every rapid motion, and she whimpered, cooed, and cried, succumbing entirely to mind-numbing bliss. 
 
    After several more minutes of that, of fucking a literal hybrid sex demon, I knew I was going to come. I decided to embrace it and pray that I could get her to finish the job, too. I picked up the pace, adjusted the angle of attack, and slammed into her with love and passion, feeling her nails rake at and dice my back to shreds, only for it to heal seconds later. 
 
    And then—it happened. I exploded inside her seconds before she did the same. Our resultant cries filled the room with the sounds of lovemaking, and Mako and Rhapsody certainly did their parts to contribute to the mood as well. I could smell their dripping pussies even from where I was, halfway across the bed. 
 
    “Fill me up, Daddy,” she whined. “I hope we can make a baby together.” 
 
    I doubted it would be that easy, but shit, the breeding talk was not hurting the vibe. I expended a load the likes of which I doubted the Netherveil had ever seen, filling my gorgeous thrall with so much cum that I couldn’t believe it myself. 
 
    I collapsed onto her chest, my face sandwiched in the valley between her breasts, lazily licking the side of one of her boobs as I recovered physically and mentally. I pulled out, tightened my embrace around her, and moved, kissing her on the lips, but she gave me a puzzled look. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same thing,” she muttered, looking somewhat irritated. 
 
    I blinked. “Did I do something?” 
 
    “Barrett Bradshaw, I certainly hope you don’t think you’re done here. You’re going to fuck me until the sun comes up, and then we’re going get in that coffin of yours and keep going until it goes down.” 
 
    I laughed for a second, but her expression didn’t change. “Oh, you’re serious,” I muttered. “I’m not sure I can do that. It’ll be pretty taxing.” 
 
    She glared at me, and her pink glowing eyes pulsed, and I noticed my body begin to glow. Suddenly, I felt my cock standing back up, even harder than before. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” she said sweetly. 
 
    I let out a sigh but smiled. “So this is what it’s like being in love with a half-succubus,” I muttered. “Fair enough.” 
 
    She grinned and nuzzled her cheek against my face. “I love you, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   A  few nights passed, and rumors about what happened with Mako and Ophelia predictably pervaded all of Nosferatu Academy. There was no escaping the stares and whispers but to stay inside, so that’s largely what we did whenever we had the option. 
 
    But the evening of our next class had come, and it was Arthur’s turn to educate us—or Professor Arcturus, as we were supposed to address him during our scheduled lessons. 
 
    This night’s lesson was supposedly an introductory check-in and a quick primer to what we were going to be studying in the class. From my understanding of things, Professor Arcturus’s class was meant to be some sort of history-based course, detailing the storied hidden world of the Night Creatures. It sounded exciting, and more than any other subject, it felt like I was being let into the inner circle of something much bigger and more important than myself. 
 
    We all received a psychic summons at about a quarter to ten PM—the night was still young. It was, of course, the ancient Roman’s voice in our heads, gentle and gentlemanly in equal measure. 
 
    Good evening, students. Today’s lesson, as well as all future lessons, will take place in the library. I’m afraid this is a very research-based class, so confining yourself to the limited reserves of your home would be an utter waste of potential. Please report here at your earliest convenience—but certainly before the clock strikes ten. 
 
    It didn’t leave us much time, but we were fast. Making eye contact, we grinned at one another and fled our home, each of us preparing to take on a new shape. 
 
    Demonika smiled at me expectantly. “What do you think, baby? Mist or bat?” 
 
    “I think it’s bullshit that you can do both,” I replied with a wink. She blew a teasing kiss back and disappeared in the billowing fog that preluded a beastmorph. When it cleared, a little black bat emerged and fled into the sky, flying high and upward so quickly it seemed to disappear into the moon itself. 
 
    Mako rolled her eyes and puffed a white wisp of hair out of her face. “Showoff.” 
 
    “How are you doing up there?” I asked. 
 
    Rhapsody cleared her throat, narrowing her eyes on me. “Don’t concern yourself with her. Concern yourself with me. I am ready to change. Don’t you want to behold my magnificence?” 
 
    Mako smirked at me and shrugged, more or less granting me permission to watch Rhapsody. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, beaming at her. “Show me what you got.” 
 
    It took her the whole two days, but she had shifted back into her vampiric alignment, her eyes going back to black and crimson, her fangs elongating, her skin becoming moon-pale once more. As such, she once more possessed her full kit of powers, and I could tell she was eager to use them again. 
 
    Her transformation was fast—faster than even Cordelia’s. The fog that appeared when she transformed spread rapidly and dissipated just as rapidly, and when it was gone, it left behind a black she-wolf, larger than any wolf I’d ever seen, but I wouldn’t call it supernaturally huge or anything. 
 
    “Very nice,” I noted, nodding a loving approval. “But that won’t be as fast as anything that can fly.” 
 
    She growled and took off, fast as heat lightning surging from cloud to cloud. By the sheer speed of her, it seemed she was destined to prove me wrong. 
 
    “I stand corrected,” I declared sheepishly, casting a look back at Mako who was busy trying not to seem impressed. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” she bit back, noticing my expectant stare. 
 
    I shrugged and threw my palms out with mock submissiveness. “A pretty girl, I guess.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed wide for a split second and she whipped her head away as if to hide a blush, but that was silly, since she was both completely red and completely undead. “Don’t catch me off guard with cute shit like that, nerd.” But a smile punctuated the statement. 
 
    “Are you going to change or not?” I asked, chuckling quietly at her expense. “You already know exactly what my beastmorph is.” 
 
    She nodded, again looking a bit embarrassed as the memory of that shit show returned to us both. “Do you want me to tell you first, or do you want to be surprised?” 
 
    I bobbed my head left to right as I considered the question. “In the time it took you to ask me, you could already be in that shape.” 
 
    “It’s a bit...humiliating,” she murmured, casting a look down at her feet. 
 
    I blinked at that, suddenly more intrigued than ever. “Then definitely don’t ruin the surprise. I want to give my honest reaction.” 
 
    Her forehead creased as her eyebrows slanted downward. “If you laugh at me, I’ll kick your ass.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and shifted most of my weight onto my right hip, taking a stance that broadcasted impatience, even if jokingly. I could tell by the immediate snarl on her face that she got the message. “I’m sure you’re making a big deal out of nothing.” 
 
    She closed her eyes at that, muttering something quietly under her breath in Japanese, and balled her fists tightly against her side. That familiar fog came, puffing and pooling at her feet before it rose up and swallowed her whole. 
 
    For a moment, I thought she’d disappeared—maybe she became the mist itself, like Demonika could? But why would that be embarrassing? My eyes darted around for any sign of her, then back at the ground when the final bit of fog had vanished. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. I pursed my lips tightly, trying not to react in a way that would offend her. Her long black ears perked up as she stood on her stubby hind legs, glaring up at me with beady eyes that seemed like they were waiting for me to step out of line. “You’re a bunny. Very cool.” 
 
    She raised a single paw at me, and it took me a full three or four seconds to realize she was trying to flick me off. The epiphany made me laugh, which caused her to whip her head back around just as she was about to scamper off. 
 
    “No—I wasn’t laughing at you. It was the gesture.” 
 
    She repeated it. 
 
    “Yep, that’s the one. Shit, you’re cute,” I said, shaking my head. “Next time we snuggle, you can be in this form.” 
 
    With that, she trod off, moving far too fast for any normal rabbit. I took it as my cue to change, and I summoned up all my intention and took on my own beastmorph—the six-winged raven. 
 
    I took off into the sky, ripping a path to the castle, making it there within less than two minutes—after all, our manors were all at the base of the mountain on which Dracula’s castle was situated. I flew up onto the balustrade and perched there, staring at the library’s immense doorway, memories of my first time with Rhapsody slipping into the front of my mind. I suddenly realized it might be a bit hard to focus in this room. 
 
    I shifted back into my vampire form and adjusted my cloak. As I headed to the door, Demonika appeared beside me as a bat, rapidly changing back into a human so quickly she managed to keep stride with me. 
 
    “Nice,” I said as I raised my hand to the door and beamed at her. “Should we wait for the others?” 
 
    “They’re already inside,” Demonika cooed. “I was just waiting for you.” 
 
    “Shit, so I was the slowest?” I laughed. “How is that even possible? Mako was a fucking rabbit.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, isn’t she so cuuute?!”  
 
    The doors opened for us, and Arthur was standing there, smiling gently like we were already old friends. His grin was as cozy as warming your frostbitten toes in front of a raging fireplace. 
 
    Beyond him, I could see Mako and Rhapsody leaning against a familiar table. I wondered amusedly if the imprint of the petite dhampir’s tight rump and pussy could still be found there upon close inspection. 
 
    Arthur’s smile turned to a frown. “Sorry, I accidentally read your thoughts, and it ruined my mood just now.” 
 
    My face soured like I had just sucked hot sauce out of a pickled lime. “Ohh. Sorry, professor.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said, waving his hand. “Literally. Don’t ever mention it. Please.” 
 
    Demonika shot me a curious look, which I artfully dodged, and we headed inside. 
 
    “How about we all move to a separate table?” Arthur murmured, clearing his throat and gesturing clearly at the table on the exact opposite end of the room. 
 
    Rhapsody looked at me in confusion for a moment, but then the truth clearly dawned on her as her eyes seemed to glow with understanding, and she punctuated that effect with a little nod aimed at me. 
 
    We sat down together, and with a broad wave of his hand, a dozen or so books flew off various shelves and pirouetted through the air on their way to our table. They landed in front of us, each striking the table with precise timing as though they had been waiting their turn in a single file line. Thud. Thud. Thud. 
 
    “I wanna learn that,” I said, grinning at the display of power. 
 
    “Ahh, you do, do you? Well, the quick and dirty way is to learn spells to perform similar effects.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a spell?” asked Mako with a cute gasp that made me gaze at her adoringly. 
 
    Arcturus cast her a similar look. “Did you hear any incantation or see me perform the complex gestures required of spellwork?” 
 
    We shook our heads in the negative. 
 
    “Well, if you want powers like mine,” he started, thumping his chest with pride, “try living for a millenia or two. Over time, the Dark Gift swells and expands inside you, and things that were once impossible become achingly trivial.” 
 
    I gazed down at the books on the table and, for the first time in a while, felt nothing when I looked at their bindings. “I want to know more about you, Professor Arcturus.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” he said, taking a seat at the head of the table. “I’m terribly interesting.” 
 
    “You were alive during the Roman Empire,” I said, recalling what I’d heard so far. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure the exact number, but around 2,010 years or so, I guess.” 
 
    Mako gasped. “Damn. That’s pretty old.” 
 
    He laughed. “I don’t look it, do I?” 
 
    “How did you become a vampire?” I asked. 
 
    His smile wilted all of a sudden, and he placed his palms on the table. “Same as all Ancients did—with a curse.” 
 
    “What kind of curse?” Demonika asked. I glanced over at her, a bit surprised. I figured she knew more than I did. 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow at the half-succubus. “Do you really want to know? I’ll tell you if you do.” 
 
    We all nodded, causing him to sigh and brush back his white hair. 
 
    “Very well. I grew up in Rome, a soldier stationed under the direct command of the governor Pontius Pilate. Do you see where this is going?” 
 
    I swallowed hard, making an audible gulp in my throat. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    He nodded gravely. “Serious as a crucifixion, I’m afraid. I was there, two thousand years ago, when they executed the man that would one day be known as Christ. I walked alongside him as he carried his cross, and I struck the nails into his hands and feet. When some time had passed, it was my spear that pierced his side to determine whether he still lived. There was no blood from that wound, but crystal clear water dripped down my spear and touched my hands. It spread all over me, bleaching my skin and hair. I burned under the light of the sun, but I didn’t die. I could never die. For a hundred years I tried to die—nothing did the trick.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “Well, congratulations,” I muttered. 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “Whatever for?” 
 
    “For being the most interesting person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    He laughed at that, even slapping me on the shoulder. “Wait until you hear some stories of your father-in-law’s wild youth. I’m afraid I’ve got nothing on him.” 
 
    I wasn’t so convinced. The lesson started after that, and it went more or less as I had expected. Although Arthur was an interesting man, and a friendly fellow to boot, his teaching style was fairly relaxed. In fact, he simply assigned us readings to do and asked us to share what we learned at the end of each hour that we spent together until class had concluded. He would offer some commentary, of course, which proved to be the most interesting part of the class. He was present for a surprising number of significant events in supernatural history. 
 
    “Now, the Salem Witch Trials were mostly nonsense,” he muttered, his face grim at the recollection. “There was only one witch in the whole lot, and by all accounts, she was fingered purely by dumb luck. Her name was Rebecca Nurse, and she was a remarkable woman. I cried like a baby at the news of her passing.” 
 
    “Remarkable in what way?” Demonika asked. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, she was working on something for me,” he said somberly, his eyes taking on a far off look. “I saw Salem for myself, but only briefly. She was meant to give me an elixir of synthesized divinity, but she was dead when I arrived.” 
 
    I traded looks with Mako, and she shrugged back at me with an expression that seemed just as puzzled as the one I had to offer her. “And what would that do?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, kill me, for one thing,” he chuckled. “At least, in theory.” 
 
    “Arthur!” Demonika gasped in protest. “Don’t say that! I thought you put that nonsense behind you.” 
 
    He regarded her with a sympathetic smile. “Dear Demonika. Never. It’s my one dream, my singular aspiration. Salem was centuries ago, but I haven’t stopped searching for a cure to unliving since then.” He turned to Rhapsody. “Your father has done his part to help me in my quest.” 
 
    “I disapprove,” Rhapsody said venomously. “I enjoy your company too much, uncle.” 
 
    “Well, I hate my own company. After two thousand years of constant pain, skin still burning from that first touch with the blood of the divine, I think you would grow to detest life as well.” 
 
    We looked down at our books uncomfortably, because not one of us really had an argument to spit back. It sure as hell didn’t sit well with us, though. I could tell Demonika and Rhapsody, who apparently knew him quite well, both were visibly shaken by the news—and given Rhapsody’s usual disposition, that said something. 
 
    At the end of the class, Arthur rose and gestured to the door. “Ladies, if you please. I have to speak with Barrett about something—in private.” 
 
    I felt the hair on the back of my neck prick up at that, and I shot wary looks at my girls. I wasn’t necessarily expecting something bad, but there was something about a teacher asking you to stay after class that always makes the butthole pucker in fear. 
 
    Demonika was worried, too. I could tell from the tone of her voice as well as the way her eyes seemed to bulge from her head. “Is everything alright, Professor Arcturus?” 
 
    He beamed at her warmly, that sincere smile that assuaged all worries as readily as any balm could treat a sore. “Demonika Darcy, I don’t appreciate being held in such suspicion. Yes, everything is alright. Now scamper along and I’ll have him sent back to you before you even fly down the mountain.” 
 
    She nodded, clearly soothed, her smile brightening her pretty pale cheeks once more. 
 
    Mako looked less convinced, but she said nothing, just tossing me a look of worry as she left. Rhapsody, if she cared at all, didn’t show it—she’d known Arthur for nigh on fifty years, I figured, so it made sense that she would be the last to suspect foul play was afoot. 
 
    I was being ridiculous. Nothing was wrong. The girls all left, departing without me, but they were promised that I would be with them again an instant later. I wanted that instant to come right away, so the second the girls let the door close behind them, I met Arthur’s gaze head-on. 
 
    “What’s this about, professor?” I asked. 
 
    “Sit down,” he said, tapping the back of my chair. I obeyed—but he didn’t take a seat himself. 
 
    I looked up at him patiently, trying not to show any worry on my face. Still, he saw right through me, smirking smugly at me as I practically shivered in fear. “You have nothing to worry about. I have been asked to deliver a simple invitation.” 
 
    “From who?” I asked. 
 
    “Who do you think?” he said, posing it not so much as a question but a snide tease. “Obviously the Dark Lord.” 
 
    “An invitation to do what? Where? When?” 
 
    Arthur laughed openly and slapped the table, which made me flinch. “Honestly, boy, do you think I’ve never invited a soul to anything in two thousand years? I’m getting to it.” 
 
    Then get to it, I thought. It was a private thought, but I winced as it crossed my brain—Arthur could read my mind. That much he’d already demonstrated. 
 
    If he was reading my mind at that moment, he gave no clues. “I’m sure you’re curious about your origin. Your father. Well—you may be frustrated because, by all appearances, we’ve been holding back on you. And it’s true. We have been.” 
 
    “So you’re going to tell me everything?” 
 
    “Everything we know,” he said. “In return for a favor.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “What kind of favor could I do for motherfucking Dracula and the guy who killed Jesus?” 
 
    He grinned, his pearly white teeth shining down on me, his impressive fangs glinting under the torchlight behind my back. “A big one.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
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   T he appointed time and place was set—tomorrow evening at the setting of the sun, in Dracula’s throne room. It seemed like a pretty official meeting, and I thought I should probably dress up for it. 
 
    “All I’ve got is this black cloak and a few dark shirts and pants,” I grumbled, going through my extremely limited wardrobe. “How does money work here again?” 
 
    “You can exchange money for goods, as you’d expect—we have a stipend from Nosferatu Academy that should easily cover just about any needs we might have,” Demonika explained, fingers dancing down the back of my neck. “But if you’re wanting a new outfit made and tailored specifically for you, ready by tomorrow night, we won’t be working with villagers.” 
 
    I closed the wardrobe with a clunk and turned to face her. “Okay then, who are we dealing with?” 
 
    “A conjurer. I think you should see Professor Orlok.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Professor Orlok did not keep a room in the castle like I’d suspected. Instead, he maintained a cottage of his own not far outside Hushcreek. It took some asking around, but one of the vampires in House Raven knew his place and was happy to refer us. 
 
    “Aww, yeah. He won’t mind. He likes drop-ins. Just be polite and he’ll probably help you with whatever you need, free of charge.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I’d said, relieved to hear that. I had no clue what the coin-based currency Demonika had handed me actually amounted to. 
 
    His cottage was a humble thing, with beige walls, log-laiden foundations, and thatched roofing that granted it a homey country feeling. Oddly, I could smell the aroma of roasted meat as I approached the structure, happening by an open window. I couldn’t help my curiosity and chanced a peek inside, but from that angle, there was nothing to see but a wooden rocking chair, a single bed, and a rather ornate coffin, all lit by white candles on the adjacent desk and shelf. 
 
    I knocked on the door, and the second I did so, I felt a bit silly. I’d come alone in search of his help so I could, what, dress up for my meeting with Dracula? Why should he give a shit? Still, at the very least I was curious enough about the man to introduce myself more properly. Hopefully it wouldn’t be a wasted trip. 
 
    The door opened with a click and a creak, and I saw Professor Orlok there, smiling at me with a look of wonder on his wrinkled, bearded face. “Now this is quite a pleasant surprise. Mr. Bradshaw, am I right?” 
 
    I nodded, happy that he remembered me. “That’s correct. I’m sorry to disturb you, professor. A bit of a situation came up, and I was wondering if you could help me with something.” 
 
    Professor Orlok nodded, his eyes darting over me appraisingly. “I suppose I’m not too busy.” He turned his head to a shadow in the corner behind him. “Tilda, would you mind?” 
 
    “Ah, yes of course. My apologies.” A lovely woman, perhaps approaching forty but still beautiful with long dark hair and delicate features, strode in behind Professor Orlok. “Please come in.” 
 
    I cocked my brow at that, but nodded. I crossed the threshold into the cottage, and Professor Orlok took a seat at a small table clearly meant for two. He tapped the other chair. “Take a seat.” 
 
    I nodded and looked over at the woman—Tilda. “That’s pretty clever. You granted ownership of your home to your thrall so vampires can’t invade your domicile without burning.” 
 
    He laughed. “Any vampire who would dare to invade my home to attack or steal from me is the sort of lad or lass I’d love to meet—I granted my thrall the home for her protection, not mine. I’m rarely here now that Nosferatu Academy’s great experiment has begun. This ensures that she has the same protection after sunset that those in the village do.” 
 
    “Do most vampires have thralls?” I asked. I took a seat, folding my hands over my lap. 
 
    “Not in the Netherveil, not anymore, since most vampires are students and freshly converted as such. You’re a special case.” 
 
    I grinned at him, trying not to seem too proud. “So you do know a bit about me.” 
 
    “I know quite a few bits about you,” he chuckled, his voice low and sonorous. “In fact, I know that you have a rather important meeting with the Dark Lord tomorrow.” 
 
    That was the reason I was there, so I didn’t hold back. “It’s true. I came here planning to ask for your help.” 
 
    “Help with what?” 
 
    I gestured at my standard-issue garments. “If I’m going to be in the presence of two Ancients and asked a favor, I want to look my best. I know it’s vain—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize for vanity,” cackled the sorcerer. “That’s a sin shared by most vampires, I’m afraid. If you’re damned for it, then so is everyone else.” 
 
    I scratched my knee nervously, even though it didn’t itch. “So—does that mean you’ll help me?” 
 
    “Certainly,” he said, shooting up out of his seat so fast that it drew a surprised look from his own thrall. “I would love to help you! However, a minor amendment to your previous statement—you are meeting with one Ancient.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m meeting both Arthur and Dracula.” 
 
    “Yes, I know this,” muttered the professor. “Arthur is not an Ancient. He was an Ancient, but now he’s just another Wallachian like you or me.” 
 
    That news almost blasted me out of my chair. If Arthur was once an Ancient and now he wasn’t, that had a lot of quiet implications. First of all, what had become of his followers? Were they dead? And how do you convert someone who’s already a vampire? And could it be done to non-Ancients? Could I, who was already a vampire, become an Ancient and convert my girls over to my own bloodline? 
 
    “Lost in thought, are you?” Orlok asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Sorry,” I grunted. Are you...reading my mind, by chance?” 
 
    “I don’t read minds, at least not without casting a spell first. That’s something Arthur and Dracula are particularly adept with, but I read emotions.” 
 
    “That sounds useful, too,” I noted. “I live with five women.” 
 
    “That would indeed come in handy then,” laughed the sorcerer. “Now let’s have a look at you.” 
 
    I stood up in front of him, dusting off my drab getup. “I’m just thinking of something a bit more elegant. I don’t want to outshine Arthur and the Dark Lord, of course, but I want to look like I belong in the same room with them.” 
 
    “You have glasses, don’t you?” he asked, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “You used to wear them before you were converted, according to the documents.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. But why do you ask?” Shit. Just how much information about me was there in the so-called documents? 
 
    “Why don’t you wear them anymore?” 
 
    “I stopped needing them when I converted. I think I see better without them,” I explained. 
 
    He stroked his beard. “I think I could make a pair of spectacles that might be of particular use to you.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes curiously, also wincing at the odd logic on display. “Useful how?” 
 
    “You can survive during the day, correct?” he asked. “That news has certainly rocked the castle.” 
 
    I nodded, even more intrigued. 
 
    “And how was your vision under the sun?” 
 
    I winced at the memory. “It burned my eyes. It was incredibly uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Then I suggest I craft you a pair whose lenses will appear normal but will protect you from the ill effects of the sunlight. Even being able to survive during the day, your powerful eyes won’t be able to adjust to it—at least, that’s my suspicion.” 
 
    I chuckled, not exactly let down by the big reveal, but certainly amused. “Ah. So sunglasses.” 
 
    “Essentially, yes—but only during the daytime. At night, they’ll be a bit more decorational if you choose to wear them, but they will also carry a minor charm to help you to focus on reading despite minor environmental distractions, which I know you spend a lot of time on.” 
 
    “Yes, I do like to spend time reading,” I said. 
 
    He laughed. “I heard you’ve been spending more time on your distractions lately. Distractions named Rhapsody, Mako, and Demonika, for instance?” 
 
    I cringed. “Right. So, reading glasses and sunglasses,” I amended. 
 
    “Yes, there it is. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think it sounds like you’ve been waiting to make these for a while,” I laughed. 
 
    He fired an equal guffaw back at me. “I don’t get to make glasses all that much. Few vampires would benefit from these sorts of enchantments like you would. It just seems like—serendipity. I don’t want to miss the opportunity to try something a bit different.” 
 
    I nodded in consideration of that. “I won’t deny you the chance, then. Sounds good to me.” 
 
    In practically no time at all, it was done. He already had a pair of glasses ready, and only needed to apply the magical effects. I don’t know what I expected, but watching him work on these so-called ‘enchantments’ was rather intimidating. 
 
    See, as I previously explained, there are really only two kinds of magic—rituals involving the binding of spirits and demons, and instantaneous spells that have a brief and immediate effect. This was the former. Tilda watched from a safe distance as the bearded sorcerer summoned and shackled a wailing blue ghost with a woman’s face and focused her soul into condensed particles. 
 
    Those particles, then, were applied to the spectacles he made me, forming the magical basis of the enchantments he was crafting. I felt a little weird putting the things on my face after all that sound and fury, but the glasses looked close enough to my old aesthetic that I almost felt compelled to give them a chance. 
 
    “As for your attire, that’s a far more straightforward affair.” He cast a series of simple spells, transmogrifying my humble cloak into an ornately trimmed hooded one. My shirt was replaced with a black button-up tunic, the material looking markedly finer, with great detail work in the seams. My simple brown trousers turned into something that hugged the muscles of my legs a bit tighter and fit the all-black theme of the rest of my outfit. My boots were shined and replaced with far more dramatic fare—they were also a bit comfier. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked Tilda, who’d been watching from a rocking chair in the corner.  
 
    She smiled beautifully at me and applauded lightly. “Quite nice, Mr. Bradshaw. You’re sure to impress.” 
 
    “I’d look in the mirror at myself, but well, you know.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you need today?” asked the professor. 
 
    “Would you mind if I ask about Tilda?” I said. 
 
    He looked over at his thrall, who nodded. “Ahh. By all means, ask away. What is it you’d like to know?” 
 
    Tilda smiled sweetly, reminding me of the gentleness of my own thralls. “I’m not terribly interesting.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You seem interesting to me. I haven’t met another vampire that keeps their thralls close like I do.” 
 
    “Tilda has been with me for close to a century—I could hardly accept residence in the castle if it meant leaving her out here to fend for herself.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “A century? That makes no sense. You look less than forty years old!” 
 
    “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m much, much older.” 
 
    “How?!” 
 
    She looked at her master, and he nodded back at her. “You have your own thralls, yes?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    “Then they will likely age more slowly as well. It’s just the way of things. We don’t last forever, and when I do die in a few decades, I will probably still look about the way I look now, but long before that, my strength will be lessened and my memory for things outside of my master will fade.” 
 
    Professor Orlok stood up and dusted off his own cloak with his hands. “I’m afraid that’s something even I can’t change. But a couple of hundred years together is certainly better than nothing.” 
 
    “Could you turn her?” I asked. 
 
    They looked at each other, each frowning. “I’d like to—it’s something we discussed—but she doesn’t want it. Now—is there anything else I can do for you today?” 
 
    I shook my head and beamed at him. I wasn’t about to press any further—the two of them had already graciously answered more questions than I deserved to ask. “Not today, professor. But if I need help with spell practice, would you mind if I dropped by in the future?” 
 
    “Not at all. Please come by again as often as you’d like.” 
 
    We shook hands, and I was off, heading back into the night. It was time to retire, and the sun was practically about to break the horizon—not that it was something for me to worry about, but I had a schedule to keep and a coffin to share. Speaking of which—damn. Note to self: I need a much, much bigger coffin. 
 
    *** 
 
    I arrived at the agreed upon location, Dracula’s throne room, a few minutes after I knew Arthur and Dracula would have risen. I wasn’t challenged by the guards on my way in this time, either, which told me that I was right to see this appointment as a rather official one. 
 
    As soon as I raised my hand to the door, it opened. That didn’t surprise me in the least. They were waiting for me already. Arthur probably sensed me psychically as I approached. 
 
    I walked into the room and looked around. Dracula and Arthur were both dressed in their finest suits—Arthur’s black and red with long coattails, and Dracula’s solid black with only a white necktie—a more modern look than I usually saw him in. Suddenly I wished I’d dressed similarly. 
 
    “Dark Lord, Professor Arcturus,” I said, feeling my voice on the verge of cracking from the sheer nerves. “You summoned, so I came.” 
 
    They stared at me for five seconds, which seemed like five hours. The orange torches lining the walls crackled and cast their saffron glow into the otherwise dim chamber, candelabrum above casting wicked shadows onto the floor. Dracula was seated with the posture of a king, and Arthur leaned against the throne with his arms crossed. 
 
    “My, my, dear child,” the vampire lord said, at last breaking the silence and some of the tension. His long black hair hung gloomily over his face like the hood of a cloak, but I could see his eager grin and the glow of his hellish eyes peeking through. “Where should we even begin?” 
 
    “From the beginning, wouldn’t you say?” Arthur chuckled. 
 
    Dracula nodded, rubbing his grayish palms together ominously. “For one thing, Barrett, my boy, we’ve been watching you for quite a while now.” 
 
    I stood before the throne humbly. “I imagined that must have been the case.” 
 
    He perked up at that, adjusting his royal posture. One leg crossed over the other as he smiled at me curiously. “Oh? Please go on.” 
 
    I hesitated. “I mean—you were behind Camp Blackwood, weren’t you? It was your design, so you somehow knew to reach my mother. And she knew what I was—what Blackwood was.” 
 
    “I’m afraid my involvement doesn’t extend that far back. Arthur was the one who designed Camp Blackwood and launched the plans for Nosferatu Academy, though I happily adopted the program as my own when he sold me on what it could do for us.” 
 
    “I see,” I muttered, not knowing what else to offer.  
 
    He placed hiss palms together, and a tired, sympathetic look washed over his face. “Though I did speak to your mother once. Shortly before her passing. She loved you deeply.” 
 
    I blinked, surprised at how much hearing those words still hurt me after everything that happened. Everything I’d become. “Why? What business did you have with her?” 
 
    “I called her to tell her to stop pressuring you to attend your last year at Camp Blackwood—that you would be taken care of regardless. I asked her to let you take care of her during her final days.” 
 
    I blinked. “I would be taken care of? What does that mean?” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and sighed. “It may seem that I abandoned you, but the opposite is true. In fact, I take full credit for you being here with us today, and in the precise state that you are.” 
 
    “Meaning?” I asked, trying not to shift back and forth anxiously. Facing down the appraising looks that these powerful figures were casting my way…it was intimidating, to say the least. 
 
    Arthur spoke up. “We had always planned to reject you from turning,” he started, a smirk tugging at his pale lips. “It was only a convenience that you more or less withdrew from the program yourself to…what? Become a janitor at a public library?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t feel ashamed of that decision. I did what made sense to me at the time.” 
 
    Dracula nodded, lacing his hands back together like a praying mantis. “We were going to find an excuse to expel you from the camp and deny you the opportunity to join the academy all along.” 
 
    “Why, though?” I asked, entirely baffled. Why was I here to begin with if that was the case? Was this meeting about kicking me out of the school? 
 
    “Because we knew Demonika Darcy wouldn’t let it happen,” Arthur explained as though the answer was obvious. 
 
    I blinked. “Pardon?” 
 
    “Demonika would never accept losing you—the girl is adorably obsessed. And, just as we predicted, the very next day after her graduation, she stormed the castle and pleaded on your behalf.” 
 
    Dracula laughed at the memory. “The sweet girl even tried half-heartedly to threaten me. I pretended to hesitantly listen to her plea, but it was, after all, precisely what I wanted.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “Okay, I’ll bite. Why?” 
 
    Dracula and Arthur exchanged glances, as if trying to decide who would get the honors to explain. In the end, it was Arthur. 
 
    “We needed you to become a Noble—capable of taking thralls as soon as possible. When you are turned by a lesser vampire like Demonika, you cut through the normally fifty-year process all at once. Beginning as that rank typically comes with its own challenges and slower development, but most importantly, it makes it possible for you to switch bloodlines.” 
 
    “Switch bloodlines? Like you did?” 
 
    Arthur nodded and took a few casual steps toward me. “My curse founded the Longinus Vampires. Like Wallachians, we were harmed by sunlight, but we were true immortals. We drank blood not to be satiated but out of a painful compulsion to do so. We had entirely different powers, but there were only ever three of us. I never desired to expand much—I didn’t want to spread my torment.” 
 
    “And where are your old subjects now?” I asked. 
 
    “Dead,” Dracula confessed. “They died when I made Arthur one of my own—in a snap, his line was eradicated.” 
 
    My eyes widened in horror. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Arthur said, smiling softly. “It’s what I wanted. They were ready to die—more than ready, actually. And in the end, that’s what this is about.” Arthur cast a sad look at Dracula. “For both of us.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way this was headed. “I’m not following,” I confessed. 
 
    Dracula leaned forward in his chair, letting the torchlight hit his face just so. The glow of its orange radiance didn’t make him look sinister or cruel—it only highlighted the soft lines of sadness that were hidden there. 
 
    “Arthur and I both wish to die.” 
 
    I balled my fists. “No way. Rhapsody will be heartbroken if she hears you talk like this.” 
 
    “Yes, she will be. But both Arthur and I have walked the earth for untold centuries. We’ve seen everything, done everything, and now, all that’s left is pain and the quiet joy of finally finding something that could replace us.” 
 
    Arthur placed a hand on my shoulder. “We just want to leave a legacy behind.” 
 
    “I don’t get it—what does this have to do with me?” 
 
    Dracula swirled his fingers in the air and uttered some words I couldn’t make out. An image of my girls appeared in the air—Demonika, Mako, and Rhapsody. “They mean very much to you, don’t they?” 
 
    “Of course they do,” I said. “Why are you bringing them into this?” 
 
    “It’s not a threat—it’s the problem we’re facing,” Arthur said. He walked beside the image and gestured to it. “If Dracula were to kill himself, I believe it may very well be possible that he’d take me with him—but he would also take every single Wallachian vampire as well. That includes you and your girls.” He swished his hand through the image, scattering it to dust. 
 
    “Well then don’t do that,” I humbly suggested. “There. I just solved the problem.” 
 
    Dracula looked at me with growing impatience, I could tell. “Son—I understand that what we’re describing so far sounds awful to you, but let us finish.” 
 
    I nodded and bit my tongue, immediately feeling a bit stupid for speaking out in that manner to the Dark Lord himself. 
 
    “We needed Demonika to choose to turn you. Making you a Noble, even a fledgling Noble brought about through odd circumstances, gives you immense potential. The problem is, as stated, that if I die, then so do all Wallachian Vampires.” 
 
    “Unless,” Arthur began, crossing his arms, “we find a way to transfer the entire bloodline to someone else.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Me? But why?” 
 
    “Several reasons, actually,” Dracula murmured, standing up all of a sudden. “Shall I name them for you? First, having divine blood, as predicted, has afforded you unique powers. The ability to walk in daylight alone makes you an ideal candidate. A new generation of divine vampires with the power to bear the sun! Just think of it!”  
 
    He gestured broadly toward a painting to the right, framed on the castle wall. It was a gorgeous landscape depiction of nothing but the sun hanging over a prairie. Even I had started to view the sun nostalgically since coming to the Netherveil, so I could see his point there. 
 
    “The Wallachian bloodline would all inherit your powers, though perhaps to a lesser extent,” Arthur clarified. 
 
    “Secondly, even after I turned Arthur, I couldn’t override his curse. He is still truly immortal, unable to die. He might be allowed to perish if I die—but then again, there is a chance that even in that situation, he would survive and simply revert back to his own original bloodline. But your divine blood…it would be enough to erase Arthur’s curse.” 
 
    “Okay, aside from all that, why not consider Mrs. Drake, though? Or Orlok? Find some other way to die and let someone truly capable become the leader.” 
 
    Dracula lightly shook his head, frowning darkly. “Ignoring all the previous reasons I mentioned? Sure. There are many worthy candidates—loyal, powerful, capable—but let me share with you the final point. You see, I had my doubts about moving forward with this plan so soon. The original idea was to train and condition you over time and see if you rose to the challenge, but when we discovered the truth of your parentage, I doubled down—I’m a sucker for prestige, you see.” 
 
    Now they had my full attention. I kept my mouth shut, waiting for more, though my eyes opened wide as if to compensate. 
 
    “As you uncovered on your own, you are half-seraphim, which connects you to the highest choir of angels. That alone is incredible, but when Cordelia and I visited your home before you’d moved in, I had the chance to see your lovely thralls in the flesh—Maria and Eliza, correct?” 
 
    I nodded. What the hell did they have to do with this? 
 
    “When Eliza reached the top of a cupboard to grab a plate for herself, I saw your mark on her stomach—angel wings surrounding a flaming sword. Only one seraphim is associated with the symbol of a flaming sword.” 
 
    “Michael the Archangel,” I whispered, shocked I hadn’t realized it myself. “That mark means my father is Michael the Archangel?” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Arthur murmured reverently, and he closed the distance between us and grabbed my hands. “Your holy nature will redefine the Wallachian bloodline once and for all, and you alone possess the concentration of divinity that I need to break my curse.” 
 
    “You are the answer to too many questions,” Dracula agreed. “I wish to appoint you my successor. In a year’s time, when Nosferatu Academy’s first class has learned what they need to in order to progress to independence, I will make the announcement and perform the ritual.” 
 
    “What ritual?” I muttered, feeling phantom beads of sweat on my face. 
 
    Arthur’s smile twisted into a rictus. “We’ll work with Professor Orlok to solve that problem. In the meantime, do what you do best. Read. Master the lore, master your powers, master your thralls, and prepare.” 
 
    “How does this affect Demonika, though?” I asked, suddenly curious. “She lost the ability to become a Noble because of her sacrifice for me. Will that be reversed if I become the next Dark Lord?” 
 
    Dracula grinned. “Perhaps. She’s an interesting girl, isn’t she? And a boundless supply of excuses. You know that I was never going to keep you in that coffin for a year, right? Her nonstop crying gave me just the excuse I needed to break you out for orientation day.” 
 
    “And you’re hopeless around crying girls,” Arthur said with a judgy smirk. 
 
    “Quiet, you. You’re no better. Anyway, it was also a good test.” 
 
    “A test?” I asked. 
 
    Dracula smiled at me. “I wanted to see how loyal you were to her. Loyalty to friends is a good marker of a person’s worth.” 
 
    The pale vampire beamed at his old friend, then turned his gaze back on me. “To answer your question, Demonika swore herself to you before she knew what you were destined for. Once the reshuffling happens, she will be your most direct subject, absorbing an incredible amount of power. I do not know if that limitation will remain, but suffice it to say there will be few to rival her,” Arthur said. 
 
    Dracula nodded, then appeared directly in front of me in the blink of an eye, desperately cupping my cheeks in his hands and looking down at me with wide eyes. “Please, please make Rhapsody your queen! That would make me so happy.” 
 
    I blinked, grabbing his wrists and bringing his hands down to his sides. “Uhh, sure. I suppose if that’s your dying wish or whatever, sure.” 
 
    The Dark Lord’s eyes glowed with that, like he finally had me right where he wanted me. “Then it’s settled,” he said, clapping his hands. “Even more shall be explained as soon as it is learned with certainty, but we have your agreement, solemnly spoken, an unbreakable verbal contract.” 
 
    “Uhhhh—” 
 
    “A contract more immortal than myself,” Arthur agreed, throwing his arm around me. “Irrevocable, incorruptible, unbreakable indeed.” 
 
    “May all hail the future rule of the Dark Lord Barrett, reader of books, lover of women, hater of fey,” Dracula added with a laugh, slapping me so hard on my back that I almost doubled over. “And most importantly, husband to Queen Rhapsody Tepes-Dracula.” 
 
    I could practically see the hearts in his eyes as he laid on that last part. 
 
    “I assume this is all confidential for now,” I said, bringing my voice lower to urge them to do the same. All the excitement was making me nauseous. 
 
    “Naturally,” Dracula answered me, returning to his chair in a flash. “Don’t worry about a thing, Barrett Bradshaw. We will take care of the details and train you to your satisfaction. If you have any special requests, make them anytime. If there is something you want to learn or practice that your books can’t teach you, we will find a way.” 
 
    “This is all happening so fast,” I gushed, feeling dizzy. 
 
    “Perhaps from your perspective,” Arthur said with a giddy chuckle. “To me, we’ve entered the climax of a two thousand year story, and I can’t wait to see how it ends.” 
 
    Dracula swished his hand in the air. “All that being said, Mr. Bradshaw, our business here is concluded, unless you have any questions that cannot wait?” 
 
    I struggled dumbly to think of something, anything, but I couldn’t get words out. When that much became clear, I was dismissed. 
 
    Rather than walk back out through the front gates, I morphed into my raven form and flew home, craving the feel of the wind against my feathers. I had a lot to think about, but my head was racing so fast it was almost like I couldn’t make sense of my own thoughts. 
 
    I returned to the manor, landing and morphing directly in front of our front door. I walked inside and was greeted by Demonika, who grinned at me as sweetly as always, completely unaware that everything was going to change because of her tireless devotion. 
 
    Unable to stop myself, I grabbed her by the back of the head and pulled her in for the most impassioned kiss I’d ever given anyone. 
 
    “Mmmf!” she squealed in delight and surprise, not sure where this degree of affection was coming from, but she certainly didn’t mind it. She grabbed my ass and squeezed with both hands, so I followed suit. 
 
    “Ahem,” a slightly more mature feminine voice rang out from behind her. “We were just about to begin her session.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked up, forcing my lips away from Nika’s face. “Oh, hey Mrs. Drake,” I muttered. “Sorry, I’m borrowing your goddaughter for a moment.” 
 
    Rhapsody appeared beside me, tugging on my cloak with a straight but irritated face. “Borrow me next.” 
 
    Mako leaned back in her chair to look at us and rolled her eyes. “If I don’t get one of those fiery kisses in the next three minutes, I’m going to kick you in the penis, Bear-Boy.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I think I can manage something,” I said. I scanned the four of them, plus my needy little human thralls that were slamming the door to our bedroom, no doubt on their way to tackle me. 
 
    Yep. Thanks to these girls, I could manage quite a lot. Maybe—just maybe—I could even handle being the next Dark Lord. 
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