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      “One more day,” I said as I yawned and stretched out across the bed.

      Well, as much as I could with a thick, voluptuous demon laying beside me.

      Belphie’s wings were curled up against her back, but they still took up a lot of space on the bed. Her tail was draped over her hip, and it lazily rattled as she nuzzled her face against my chest. She was careful of her horns, but they still poked me lightly in the chin.

      Her belly was swollen slightly, but only really enough for us to notice because we already knew that she was pregnant.

      “I am sure that the others are excited,” she said, softly kissing my chest, “but we will not get much alone time.” Her painted purple lips pouted slightly. She’d become a little needier and a lot hungrier lately, but I didn’t mind.

      It was my job to see to the needs of my clan, and I was happy to fulfill them, whatever they were.

      “I’ll make time for everyone,” I promised.

      Belphie nodded, her chin-length black hair bobbing as she did. “I suppose this trip is mostly about Wisty and Martha, anyway.”

      “It’s about all of us needing a vacation after everything that’s happened. Myself included. Since I moved in here I haven’t caught a break.” I chuckled. “Between doing up the house, training, having to fight the entire neighborhood, then demon knights, and Asmodeus herself…”

      “True, you have been rather busy.”

      The training hadn’t stopped just because the threat went away. No, I wasn’t gonna be caught with my pants down a second time. When I wasn’t fixing something, spending time with one or more of my gorgeous girlfriends, or helping out one of the neighbors, I was honing my magical skills.

      I pulled myself slowly from Belphie’s embrace. She clung to me but eventually let me go, her violet eyes watching me intently.

      “I ought to get packing for Sandy Point,” I said, leaning down to press a soft kiss to her forehead. “And you should too.”

      “I suppose.” She sighed and sat up—with a little difficulty due to her stomach. It seemed to be growing so fast that she wasn’t used to the extra bulk yet, but she didn’t complain about it.

      Or how clumsy she’d gotten.

      I couldn’t resist the urge to touch her belly. The baby hadn’t moved enough for me to feel yet, but I expected that to happen any day, and I couldn’t wait for it.

      Belphie smiled fondly at me, her cheeks colored a slight shade of pink. She grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me down into a deep, longing kiss.

      I groaned slightly into it, my tongue warring with hers as she tried to dominate my mouth. I won, though it was a hard-fought battle.

      “You have morning breath,” Belphie whispered against my lips.

      “You’re the one who can’t keep your hands off me.”

      She clicked her tongue, kissed me again, then let me go.

      “I suppose I should narrow down which clothes I want to bring.” Belphie looked toward her closet, which I had expanded with my spatial distortion magic. The thing was huge now, and she had everything organized on hanging racks and even a couple of mannequins, but the sheer amount of clothes blew my mind at times.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” I said as I gave her one last kiss before heading toward the door.

      “And Mark?” Belphie said, her voice somewhat sheepish.

      “I won’t forget your ice cream,” I assured her.

      “Excellent.”

      I grinned at the delight in her voice, then let myself out of her room and into the hall.

      Once upon a time it was drafty, but over the winter months, when I couldn’t exactly tend to anything outside, I’d managed to plug up all the openings. I’d done a lot to fix up the inside of the mansion, including expanding all the rooms. My list of things to do grew shorter each week, to the point that it now seemed manageable, and that almost made me sad.

      What would I do when I finished the house?

      Sure, I could tend to the garden in the greenhouse, which basically went on forever, but I had no doubt that I’d miss fixing and even building things.

      “A clubhouse,” I whispered, punching my hand into my opposite fist.

      “Am I invited to your new club?”

      I looked up to see Nicollette standing there in the doorway of her bedroom. She had a hand on her hip, which was cocked out, and a smile on her plump, red lips.

      I chuckled. “I was just thinking about how I’ll pass the time when the house is done.”

      “I’m sure we can find a way to keep you busy.” The fear vampire smirked, showing off a hint of her fangs.

      I playfully rolled my eyes at her. Even before she joined my clan, she wasn’t shy about innuendo. Now that I’d added her to my family, and my bed, she was unstoppable.

      “I’m sure I’d enjoy that, but a man needs more than sex,” I said.

      “You don’t sound convinced.” She tilted her head slightly, her brown hair cascading down her shoulders, and her matching eyes alight with mischief.

      “Well, we’ll find out.”

      “How diplomatic…and boring.” She smoothed her hands over her skimpy red dress, which dipped low on her petite frame to show off the mounds of her breasts, which were perhaps the smallest in the house besides Martha’s, but no less glorious.

      “All packed?” I asked.

      “Everything besides myself.” She smiled. “I’m excited for our roadtrip.” Her smile faltered slightly.

      “But?”

      “But I’m not used to being away from the safety of a home. It…will be difficult at first, I suspect. The threat of the looming sun is…” she trailed off, giving a slight shrug.

      I closed the distance between us, drawing her into a tender embrace. “I already thought about that, and I came up with a solution. Not the most luxurious, maybe, but it’ll keep you safe.”

      “Oh?” Nicollette arched her brow. “What did your devious little mind conjure up?”

      “Well, I can use my powers to make spaces bigger, and I’m already using it on my car to make us all comfortable, so I’ll enchant something that’ll be totally dark inside.”

      “I suppose I could stay in the trunk.”

      “Well, now, I was thinking more like a box, that’ll be in the car with us.”

      “Not a coffin?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t have a spare one of those lying around. Do you?”

      “A pity.” She smiled, and it seemed more genuine this time. Leaning in because her heels made her as tall as I was, she pressed a soft kiss to my cheek. “I should have known that you would have considered everything.”

      “I try my best to.”

      Nicollette winked, then spared a glance over her shoulder toward her bedroom. “I suppose I should pack. I don’t have much beach attire, but Belphie assured me that she has prepared swimsuits for all of us.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. I’m excited to see what she’s come up with, aren’t you?” She grinned.

      “Well, now I am.”

      Nicollette chuckled into her hand, then leaned in to give me a kiss. “I’ll get to it, then.”

      “Yeah, I should get ready as well,” I said, then paused for a moment as something struck me. “Oh, what’s the deal with your house?”

      “The lawyers should have sealed the deal by the time we return.”

      “Wow, that was fast.”

      Nicollette did a slight curtsy to me, then headed into her room, though she left the door open. I was tempted to follow her inside, but I walked toward the nearest bathroom instead.

      It only took about twenty minutes for me to shower, shave, and brush my teeth, and I was soon on my way through the house again—this time feeling refreshed.

      I didn’t have a lot of clothes to pack, but I was in charge of the food, which was mostly for myself, Martha, and Belphie—who’d started eating regular meals since she learned that she was pregnant.

      Normally, this was a matter of playing Tetris with a cooler and trying to jam as much inside as possible. Not for me. I could use my spatial distortion powers to make the inside of the cooler bigger anytime it threatened to overflow.

      Sure, maybe it would be too heavy for a normal man to carry, but I was no normal man. I still had the enhanced strength blessing that Martha had given me before severing her tie to the house, and I was happy to put all of my powers to good use.

      “Morning!” Aisling bellowed as I opened the door to the room I shared with her and Wisty. “How’s the broodmother?”

      “If she hears you calling her that, it’ll be the end of you.” I laughed, heading over to the dresser and drawing out some clean clothes to wear.

      “It’s such a mean thing to call her.” Wisty lightly shoved Aisling before skipping toward me. “Belphie is practically glowing! She looks lovely.”

      “I saw her crying over a pizza commercial yesterday,” Aisling said. “She’s a little unhinged…and coming from me, that’s kinda scary, innit?”

      “She’s not unhinged,” I said as I started to undress, “she’s just feeling a lot of things right now that she’s never felt before.”

      “That’s why we need to do everything we can to make her feel comfortable,” Wisty said. Then she gave my bare ass a slap.

      I arched a brow at her, and she did it again, harder this time.

      “Don’t make me bend you over and give you a spanking,” I warned, trying to suppress a grin at the mere thought.

      “That’s no punishment.” Aisling snorted a laugh.

      Wisty pulled her hand back to take another swing at me, but I caught her wrist and pulled her to me. She gasped as she collided with my chest.

      “Don’t think I won’t forget about this by tonight.” My hands gripped her pert ass hard, squeezing and kneading the juicy cheeks like dough in my palms.

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” the garden nymph replied with a shy smile that I knew hid her true nature.

      “Don’t forget about me!” Aisling hopped over to us and wrapped us both in a hug. The dullahan gave one of her too-wide grins before winking at me. “Not that you could, even if you wanted to,” she said as she gripped her wine-red hair, pulled off her head, crossed her green eyes, and stuck her tongue out.

      I laughed. “Trust me, I don’t want to.”

      “Good. Oh!” She held her hand out like a lantern lighting the way and headed toward the door. “I need to pack my shampoo. Without it, my hair is unmanageable.”

      “Almost as unmanageable as you,” Wisty teased.

      “Hey!” Aisling protested from the hallway.

      Alone with Wisty for what I was sure was going to be a brief moment, I drew her tighter to me and planted a rough kiss on her lips. My fingers tangled in her green hair, and I playfully tickled her pointed ear with a fingertip.

      She moaned into my mouth, her small hands tugging at my clothes.

      “Maybe we could…” she trailed off, biting her lower lip.

      “I’d love to, but I still have things to prepare.” I kissed her forehead apologetically.

      “Aw, okay.” She wilted a moment, then beamed. “I’m hoping to see some unique plants on our trip. Do you think I will?”

      “Ever seen a palm tree?”

      “Not yet!”

      “Then you will, for sure.”

      “Yay,” she sang, twirling in her spot before hopping over to her treasure chest of possessions. “I need to pack clothes. I can’t wear plants when we’re out and around other people,” she happily said, her pink eyes practically glowing.

      Ever since I freed her from being bound to the garden, she was dying to explore the world, and I was just as eager to expose her to as many new places as possible.

      “I should make sure that Martha is ready as well,” I said absently. “Last time I checked, she was still fussing over the rest of us.”

      “Sounds like a plan! I’ll keep Aisling on task,” Wisty said. “Would you like me to pack your clothes and stuff as well? You have so much other stuff to take care of.”

      “You’re amazing.” I beamed a grin across the room, and she winked over her shoulder at me.

      “I’ll show you just how amazing I am tonight.”

      An involuntary shudder ran down my spine, and I sucked in a breath.

      Wisty giggled mischievously.

      As I headed into the hall, I remembered the shy garden nymph I’d first met—but I loved the more mature, less reserved woman that she’d blossomed into.

      Which got me thinking that all of the girls had changed on some level.

      Aisling now knew when and who she could prank. Sure, she still slipped up sometimes, and I’d found her head squished into the breadbox a few days ago, but her emotional intelligence had improved by leaps and bounds.

      Belphie was…Belphie. She had that stoic exterior, but she was capable of trust now, and I was well aware of the gooey center beneath her bitter dark chocolate shell.

      Nicollette had given up on calling herself a monster, and I’d never seen her happier. Her cool mask had vanished, and she was genuine now, never hesitating to show off her true feelings to us—and for us.

      And Martha…

      Well. She hadn’t changed, besides getting a body. She still worried too much and tried to mother the other girls. Beneath her sweet exterior, I saw a woman afraid that she didn’t truly belong. That she didn’t have a place here now that she separated from the hearth.

      I was determined to prove her wrong.

      I knocked on her door, and it creaked open, telling me I really needed to oil the hinges.

      “Yes?” Martha asked as she turned to face me. Her silky white hair usually reached her hips, but today she had it woven into a braid.

      “All ready for the trip?” I asked.

      “Yes. Well, I think so.” She scratched her head slightly as she looked toward an open suitcase. “I’ve packed suntan lotion, a first aid kit, beach towels, emergency Belphie snacks, all the hats and sandals I could find, blankets in case we get cold, sunglasses, bug spray—everything that I thought we might need.”

      “What about your own stuff?”

      “Oh, some of that too.” Martha shrugged, giving a dismissive wave of her hand.

      “That’s just as important.” I folded my arms over my chest.

      She smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling slightly in mirth. “Of course, thank you,” she said, her blue eyes alight with something that hadn’t been there before. “I’m just so excited. I want this trip to be perfect for everyone.”

      “That includes you.”

      Blushing slightly, she tucked a loose strand of hair toward her braid.

      “Including me,” she softly repeated. “Are you ready?”

      “Wisty is packing for me, and our food supplies are chilling in the fridge until the first thing tomorrow morning. Can’t really pack those until we’re about to go, even if we have a cooler.”

      “That makes sense.” She nodded. “And I look forward to seeing what you have in store for us.”

      “I have a couple things up my sleeve that I suspect everyone will love.” I grinned, rubbing my hands together in anticipation.

      “Ooh, can I have a hint?” Martha asked, her eyes twinkling.

      “They’re something my dad used to call banana boats—that’s all I’m saying.”

      “I do like bananas. Except for the stringy bits. They’re all starchy and bleh.”

      “Pretty sure everyone feels that way.” I scratched my jaw as a thought struck me. “I better get Belphie that ice cream before she comes looking for me.”

      “She does have a rather voracious appetite these days.”.

      “In more ways than one.”

      Martha blushed, twirling her braid around her finger. It was a bashful gesture for someone who I’d caught watching Wisty, Aisling, and myself getting it on.

      But I didn’t say that. I just laughed.

      “I better finish packing,” Martha hurriedly announced as she swung around and started shoving things haphazardly into her suitcase—a far cry from the neat way everything else within it was organized.

      I had a feeling she was thinking about the same thing that I was.

      “Mark!” Belphie called from upstairs. “Where is my iced cream?”

      “Coming!” I said.

      “Me first!” Aisling cried from somewhere down the hall.

      I rolled my eyes and chuckled.

      This was my life now.

      And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.
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      “What’s a road trip without someone threatening to turn the car around?” Aisling asked as she grabbed onto my seat and poked her head up next to mine. “This is too peaceful. Turn on some music or something! I’m bored!”

      “We’ll stop for snacks soon,” I said, glancing in the driver’s mirror.

      I couldn’t see the entire backseat, not just because Aisling was in the way, but because I’d used my magic to make the inside of the car spacious enough that we wouldn’t have to be crammed in on top of each other.

      So far, the drive to Sandy Point had been quiet. We’d left before dawn. Nicollete was hiding in a deceptively small box in the seat beside me, keeping me company while the rest of the girls had been catching a little extra sleep in the back.

      “Yay, snacks.” Aisling clapped. “You can’t have a road trip without snacks—unless your head is stuck in a barrel and your body is somewhere else. Then it’s hard to eat anything besides the pickle brine you hid yourself in.”

      “Sit down before someone sees you,” I said. “The last thing we need is to get pulled over because you lot aren’t wearing seatbelts.”

      “I would do more damage to a car than it would to me,” Belphie said. She let out a soft sigh and rolled so that her back was to me and her wings hung over the edge of the seat.

      “Same for me, probably,” Aisling said. “Wisty is the only delicate flower here…And maybe Martha?” She disappeared from my peripheral, and I heard her flop to sit in the backseat.

      “I’m deceptively durable,” Martha said, “but I’d rather we didn’t get into any trouble.”

      “I have my seatbelt on,” Wisty said, giving it a tug. “It’s kind of uncomfortable, but mostly I don’t notice it, I’m too busy—are those cows?!”

      “They are,” I said, slowing on the empty stretch of road and glancing in the mirror.

      “Wow, they’re bigger than I expected!” She gasped, placing a hand over her mouth. “Their spots are so cute! We should get a few for the greenhouse. I wanna pet and feed them and give them cute names.”

      “I bet Imogen would like the company,” Aisling said. “And I could try to tip them over.”

      “Aisling, that’s mean!”

      “What? I heard you can’t. I’m just curious, but considering I lost my head because I accidentally chased cattle over a cliff…”

      “Probably best to leave them be,” I said dryly.

      “You mentioned snacks,” Belphie said, her tail rattling slightly.

      “We’ll stop at the next gas station, but the cooler is back there, if you can’t wait.”

      “It does not have iced cream…”

      “I’m more interested in coffee.”

      “Coffee-flavored iced cream.” She made a soft ‘hmm’ sound.

      Playfully rolling my eyes, I spied a sign that said the nearest gas station was just a few miles ahead, and I slowly weaved around a cow that had somehow wandered out into the road despite the fences.

      It let out a loud and unimpressed ‘moo’ as we passed, and Wisty squealed in delight.

      “It must be much more interesting out there than in this box,” Nicollette said in her usual sultry drawl. “Though I do have the comfort of a couch and a nice book that Belphie lent me. I suppose it could be worse.”

      “Doing okay in there, then?” I asked.

      “Just fine. It’s nice and dark, and that mean old sun is nowhere in sight.”

      I nodded, then remembered that she couldn’t see me. “Let me know if you need or want anything.”

      “Of course, darling.”

      Just about all of the girls had woken up and chimed in, but I couldn’t see Martha and I hadn’t heard much out of her, which made me wonder if she was having some regrets.

      “Everything okay back there, Martha?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’m fine. Just taking it all in.” Her voice sounded a little strained.

      “Are you sure?”

      “She’s bawling her eyes out,” Aisling said.

      A sniffle confirmed this.

      “I’m fine,” she insisted. “I just never expected to see so much! It’s…”

      “Overwhelming?” I asked.

      “Invigorating! I have no idea where to look or what to focus on. There’s so much to see, and not enough time to see it all as we drive by.”

      “Oh.” I smiled in relief.

      The girls continued to chat in the back, and I just watched the road roll away under my car until we finally reached a little town which had a gas station that had obviously seen better days. The sign was so faded that I would have missed it, if not for the pumps, but I pulled in despite my reservations. The girls, except Nicollette, piled out one by one, reminding me of a clown car.

      While I filled up the car, they headed for the door, and I couldn’t help watching their swaying hips and bouncing asses as they went.

      Belphie had the juiciest ass of all, but Aisling’s had a nice perkiness to it, Wisty’s was a respectable handful, and Martha’s was on the smaller side but no less alluring.

      I cleared my throat when I caught myself staring, and instead watched the number on the gas pump skyrocket. If prices kept going up, I’d run through my savings faster than I anticipated—but that was a problem for tomorrow, not something to worry about on our vacation.

      Raking a hand through my wind-tousled hair, I headed into the store and followed the scent of coffee.

      I wasn’t surprised to see Belphie, in her entirely human form, mulling over the individual ice creams with a pensive expression. She mouthed the names of each cold treat, and she pursed her lips in thought as her head cocked slightly to the side.

      Martha and Aisling lingered near the fresh baked goods—muffins, cookies, and tea biscuits all individually wrapped. Aisling looked surprisingly thoughtful as she thumbed through cookies, presumably looking for the one with the most chocolate chips.

      As I made my coffee, which smelled bold and rich, I watched Wisty as she roamed the aisles of the store, which was less like a gas station and more like a mini supermarket. Perhaps the only one in the town, given how few houses we’d passed on the way in.

      I grabbed myself a ham and cheese sandwich to go along with my coffee, then headed to the cash register, where I waited for the girls to pick out what they wanted before paying for everything.

      Before long, we were in the car and on the road again. I was like my father, in that regard. He’d always hated wasting time on the road when he could be at his destination. A couple of quick coffee and bathroom breaks were enough for a few hours of driving. There was no need to stop and have a look around.

      Not for me, at least, but if any of the girls had asked, I would have happily pulled over.

      Belphie was content to nap once she’d eaten her ice cream, and Aisling settled down to play around on the Switch. Wisty and Martha were entirely occupied looking out of their windows and taking in everything the world had to offer.

      “You alright in there, Nic?” I asked.

      “Fine,” she assured.

      Nicollette wasn’t a complainer, that much was certain. I was sure that pretty much any other woman would have yelled at me if I asked them to spend an entire day in a box, but Nicollette was just happy to tag along with us.

      I pulled over long enough to open the wrapper on my sandwich, then took off down the highway again, taking turns sipping coffee and biting into my lunch.

      There was something oddly nostalgic about the simplicity of a gas station sandwich. I vaguely remembered my mother and father patiently waiting while I picked one out for myself as a child. I could practically hear my mother’s voice telling me not to wipe my hands on the seat or my clothes.

      A bittersweet smile crossed my lips at the memory, but as I glanced in the mirror at the little family that I’d managed to build for myself, I didn’t feel lonely.

      Especially when I remembered where I’d been just half a year or so ago.

      I didn’t miss being a realtor one bit, especially dealing with the entitled clients that I’d mainly dealt with. The rich and spoiled. People who hadn’t made their money with their own hands. Those who wanted to stand out with a million-dollar house full of things that they didn’t need or use.

      I didn’t miss my old boss, Marvin, or the way he took credit for my success. It was my parents who taught me everything I knew—in work and in life. I’d always hated that he’d tried to claim otherwise.

      “Something the matter?” Nicollette asked from the box that she was hidden in. I had no idea how the cardboard supported her and the couch, but I assumed it was the spatial distortion thing. “You’ve been quiet for a while, Mark.”

      “Nah, I’m fine,” I said.

      “Reminiscing?”

      “How did you know? You can’t even see me.”

      “That’s what I do while I drive.”

      “Is that why you like it so much?”

      “I love driving because it feels like freedom.” I heard the smirk in her voice. “The wind in my hair and on my face, the surge of adrenaline when you hit the gas, watching the endless road stretch on…Magnificent.”

      “Well, when you put it like that…” I trailed off into silent contemplation. “Maybe I’ll let you drive some on the way back.”

      “I’d love to.”

      “It’s only fair. I feel bad enough putting you in a box once, let alone twice.”

      A beat of silence passed.

      “Schrodinger’s vampire,” Aisling said from the backseat. From the music emerging from the Switch, I could tell that she was playing Mario Kart—and probably winning, knowing her.

      “I’m very much alive in here, thank you,” Nicollette said.

      I heard some rustling and glanced into the driver’s mirror just as Belphie finished rolling over to face me. She blinked lazily, like she could barely stay awake.

      She’d always slept a lot, which I guessed came with being a demon of sloth, but lately it seemed like she could hardly keep her eyes open.

      “How much further to this Sandy Point?” she asked, rubbing at her eyes with the back of her hand.

      “We’re a bit over halfway there.”

      “It’s interesting how the snow and ice have given way to grass and greenery,” Wisty said. “It’s like we’re driving to a new world.”

      “For us, it is,” Martha said.

      “Perhaps we should vacation in the hells,” Belphie said.

      “Wait, could we really do that?” I asked.

      “I believe I am capable of transporting us all. Perhaps not at the same time, but I am capable of it, no less.”

      The extent of Belphie’s powers were never really clear to me, and I often thought that she was perhaps even stronger than myself, but it didn’t bother me.

      After all, I knew how to make her weak.

      “What are you grinning at?” she asked.

      “Oh, nothing.”

      “Then I shall try to sleep once more.” Her eyes fluttered shut, the long lashes looking like they tickled her cheek, and she wrapped her wing over her body like a blanket.

      The car fell into a comfortable silence, save for the sound of the tires spinning and the occasional pebble flicking against the underside of the car. Aisling even turned down the music of the game she was playing, and soon I heard Belphie’s gentle snores.

      I couldn't help smiling even broader.
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      “Beach, beach, beach!” Martha chanted as I pulled the car up to a sandy expanse next to a parking lot. “I can see the ocean! I can’t believe it! Is this really where we’re staying? It’s right on the ocean.”

      “This is it,” I said as I got out of the car. “Smuggler’s Inn.” The salty sea air hit me as I drew in a breath, and I couldn’t resist breathing in deeper to take it all in.

      “Oh, oh, can we go to the beach now?”

      “Well, we need to check in first, and you need to change into your swimsuit.”

      “I’m wearing it under my clothes.”

      “Me too,” Wisty said.

      They looked at me, pleading with large, puppy-dog eyes.

      “I never thought I’d have to say this, but…Aisling, would you keep an eye on them while I get us checked in? I don’t want them to get overwhelmed, and you’re the only one used to being out and around people.”

      “Aye, aye, captain!” Aisling saluted me, then whirled around to face Wisty and Martha. “Let’s find a nice place to put down a blanket, somewhere Mark can easily find us.”

      “It doesn’t seem too busy, so that should be easy,” Wisty said as she bounced on the tips of her toes.

      “Be safe, and don’t go in the water without me.” The words were barely out of my mouth when Martha took off down the sand, running awkwardly because she had no idea how to move on it.

      Wisty was a step behind her, stumbling and tripping her way across the shifting ground.

      “Hey now, don’t go falling down while I’m babysitting ya!” Aisling called as she followed them.

      I chuckled, then turned to Belphie, who finally managed to drag herself out of the car.

      “Hold Nicollette while I get us sorted,” I said, passing off the box to her because I didn’t fancy leaving Nicollette alone—just in case someone happened to break in.

      Finding our room was an easy affair that was made easier because they had a virtual front desk, and I didn’t have to actually wait to be served. Instead, I had a passcode to a door. It worked on the first try, which was great because I was juggling suitcases, so I had no complaints.

      Least of all when I walked into the room.

      Nautical themed, and with two large beds that I hoped would be enough for all of us, the room was spacious and clean. It had a kitchenette, though I didn’t plan to do much cooking, and the bathroom was a sparkling white marble that almost gave me toilet-envy.

      While I explored, Belphie flopped onto a plush bed and stretched. She’d set the box carefully on the other bed, where it wasn’t in danger of being crushed when she inevitably rolled over.

      I closed the blinds, blocking out the beating sun, though some shone in a line on the ceiling. When the room was secure, I opened the box, peering inside it.

      It was just as disorienting as the first time I’d looked inside, because the small opening didn’t seem like it should be able to stretch as big as a room, but it did.

      Nicollette waved slightly at me from where she was reclined on the couch. “All clear?”

      “Mhm,” I said. “Need help.”

      “I should be fine.” She stood on the couch, then leaped up to grab an edge of the box. She climbed out with ease, despite being in a flowing gown, and looked around.

      “Questionable tastes but flawless execution,” she said.

      “I’ll finish bringing the stuff in and then go find the others,” I said.

      “Of course, have fun.” She smiled, her dark eyes gleaming.

      “I will join you later, perhaps tonight,” Belphie’s muffled voice said.

      “Alright, I’ll be just outside if you need me.”

      It only took me one trip to get the rest of our stuff into the room, and I had an audience as I stripped from my day clothes and swapped them out for a pair of shorts and sandals.

      “Are you sure you don’t have a little time to spare?” Nicollette asked, looking me up and down like she was starving.

      “I told the girls not to get in the water without me, I’d feel awful for making them wait longer than necessary,” I said with a sympathetic smile. I would’ve loved to join her, but I had things to do, and Belphie probably wouldn’t have appreciated us going to town right in front of her.

      I kissed Nicollette, then Belpie, who I had to crawl onto the bed to get close to, and then was on my way.

      The sun warmed my skin the moment that I stepped outside, and there was a slight cool breeze that made the heat more tolerable. The smell of the ocean was heavy on the wind, which also carried the sounds of excited chatter.

      I had an easy enough time finding Aisling, Martha, and Wisty. They were playing near the waterline, creeping out onto the wet sand and retreating before the water could roll in to touch them.

      Their excited giggles filled the air and warmed my heart—but it was their swimsuits that stole my breath away.

      Aisling wore a string bikini so tight that it seemed to have been sewn around her. It lifted her breasts and her butt, making the already generous mounds all the more prominent. The fabric was a purple that brought out the green of her eyes, which I stole a glance at between ogling her. Her wink told me she knew just how good she looked in it.

      Wisty’s swimsuit had a more cutesy design. It was white with little red and blue flowers on it, and the fabric was almost like a mini-halter top with a matching pair of booty shorts. The mounds of her breasts were carefully covered, and when I caught her pink eyes, she blushed slightly and tucked a strand of her green hair behind a pointed ear.

      Martha was by far the most petite of the girls, which was probably why Belphie had chosen to add some ruffles to the top of her swimsuit. It was a shade of blue that matched her eyes, and though her breasts were hidden, the bottoms barely covered her pert ass. As I watched, she pulled at the elastic to cover the creamy mounds more.

      I wanted nothing more than to throw the three of them down in the sand and have my way with them, but I swallowed my arousal and willed the blood away from my crotch as I headed for the girls.

      “Mark!” Wisty excitedly called my name. “Can we get in now?”

      “Go for it, but don’t get in too deep. No further than your waist, since you can’t swim,” I said.

      She reached for me, taking my hand, and Martha timidly grabbed onto my free one.

      “Here we go,” Martha said with a shuddering breath.

      Together, I walked with the girls as they took their first steps into the ocean.

      Wisty squealed with delight as the water washed over her toes, which she wiggled in the sand.

      “It’s so cold!” Martha giggled, clutching tightly to my hand.

      Together, we waded out into the water until Wisty and Martha were about waist deep, and Aisling swam circles around us, ever the picture of pure energy.

      “Will you teach me to swim?” Wisty asked.

      “I’d like that too,” Martha said.

      “Well, we don’t have long, but sure. Let’s give it a go.” I let go of their hands and sank into the water, showing them how to do the most basic move I could think of.

      The dead man’s float.

      I spread my arms and legs and allowed the salty water to carry my weight to the surface. I managed it easily, and before long I was floating atop the water with my chin tucked against my chest.

      “That looks easy enough,” Wisty said. She spread her arms and legs and immediately sank down into the water. Crying out, she flailed and sank deeper, splashing water everywhere.

      I quickly threw myself back to my feet and put a hand under her to bring her back to the surface.

      “That was scary,” she said, grabbing onto my shoulders, “I’m not sure I want to try again.”

      “It’ll be okay. I gotcha this time. Just trust me, okay?” I rubbed my hand up and down her back until she was calm enough to nod her head.

      “Just let go of yourself, and don’t be afraid, my hand won’t leave your back until you’re ready.”

      She nodded, and I moved my hand to the center of her back, her warm skin making my palm tingle pleasantly. Sucking in a breath, she closed her eyes, then seemed to think better of it and reopened them to stare into mine. With a nervous nibble of her bottom lip, she surrendered herself to the ocean, and to me.

      Her body immediately tried to sink again, because she kicked her legs and began to struggle, but I used my palm to lift her to the surface of the water.

      “Slow movements only,” I said.

      “Okay.” Wisty slowly spread her arms and legs out from her body.

      “Tuck your chin in.”

      She did.

      The water did most of the work, and I slowly drew my hand away from her, allowing her to float on her own.

      “M-Mark! I’m doing it!” Wisty was so excited that she almost sank herself, but she took in a ragged breath and settled back.

      “You’re doing amazing.” I grinned. “Practice getting there by yourself, I’ll be right here helping Martha, okay?”

      “I’ll watch over you,” Aisling promised. “We got you, don’t worry, Wisty. You can do this.”

      Determined, she nodded and sank herself on purpose.

      I watched her from the corner of my eye as I turned to Martha.

      “I don’t want to get pulled out to sea,” she said, moving closer to me and grabbing onto my shoulders for support.

      “I’d never let anything happen to you.” I smiled to reassure her, and she nodded resolutely, placing her faith perfectly in me.

      Because she was so worried about being dragged away, I kept my hand on her back from the start and allowed her to cling onto me for as long as she wanted.

      I watched as her white hair submerged and spread around her like a halo. She was so perfectly pale, like she’d never seen a drop of sunlight, and her eyes were a crystal blue that seemed to reflect everything they saw. I couldn’t resist gazing into them as I helped lower her into the water, but my eyes eventually drifted lower.

      Water had beaded on her skin like condensation, and it rolled down her exposed belly, toward the bikini bottom that barely covered her most intimate place.

      Her legs spread, showing me more of the delicate flesh as the fabric of her bottoms shifted. Wet as they were, I saw the outline of her folds, and I swallowed hard to bring myself back to reality.

      “You’re doing great,” I hoarsely told her as I dragged my eyes back to her face.

      She was smiling, her teeth nibbling her bottom lip, and I dared to think that she liked me staring at her.

      Martha floated easily to the surface, taking to the water like a fish, and she managed to maneuver herself to put me between her spread legs.

      Our bodies connected for a moment, and the heat of her core spread through me, but she pulled away, her cheeks a deep shade of red.

      “Martha?” My voice was so thick that it didn’t sound like my own.

      Her chest rose and fell heavily, and she blew out a deep sigh that I thought might sink her.

      “I wanted to know what the others feel,” she said, “I suppose it’s not exactly the same, but…”

      “Do things at your own pace, you voyeur,” I teased.

      “I only did that once! Or twice…Maybe three times.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I playfully ignored Martha’s protests and looked toward Aisling and Wisty. The garden nymph was still trying to perfect her float, and Aisling watched over her dutifully.

      Martha didn’t need me to float, but she insisted on staying near me.

      The four of us spent a tiring afternoon splashing in the water, and by the time the sun had set, I was delighted to see Nicollette and Belphie stalking across the sand with the cooler of food held between them.

      I was even more thrilled when I saw their outfits.

      Nicollette wore a red one-piece swimsuit that dipped so far down her chest that it showed off her belly and very nearly everything else. A matching pair of strappy sandals and a sheer wrap completed the outfit, though it hung from her arms rather than actually covering any of her.

      Belphie probably would have worn a corset swimsuit, if there was such a thing, but she couldn’t because of her belly. Instead, she had a black swim top that barely contained her ample breasts and matching bottom that had some see-through purple fabric hanging from it, wrapping around her like a skirt.

      “The outfits you made are amazing,” I said to her.

      She inclined her head slightly in thanks.

      “There was a promise of something called banana boats?” Aisling said, nudging at me.

      “I’m chilly now that we’re not in the water anymore.” Martha hugged herself, rubbing her hands up and down her arms.

      “In our infinite wisdom, we also brought the towels you prepared for us.” Nicollette winked and leaned over to throw open the lid of the cooler.

      Having worked my spatial distortion magic on it, the food didn’t even touch the towels.

      The four of us each grabbed one and wrapped it around ourselves. Because they were beach towels and large enough to be blankets, the girls practically got lost in them.

      “There are some fire pits over here,” I said, leading the way up the beach, away from the sand and closer to some trees that offered privacy from the nearby parking lot. “It’ll warm us up, and we can make some food.”

      “That’s music to my ears,” Martha said with chattering teeth.

      I got the fire started rather easily, because the place was nice enough to supply us with a few logs to get us started, and I sat back in one of the many wooden chairs that circled the pit.

      I settled down into it and dragged the cooler over to me. While I waited for the fire to reach a level where we could cook stuff on it, I pulled out a roll of tinfoil and four bananas. I carefully cut a strip into the curve of each banana, pulling back the peel and the wedge that I’d cut from them. I filled the gap I’d left with mini marshmallows and milk chocolate chips, before replacing the wedge and the peel and wrapping it in tinfoil.

      “I see where this is going, and I’m here for it,” Aisling said. She sat on the ground next to me, her towel wrapped around her like a cocoon as she rocked back and forth in anticipation. “I’m already drooling.” She wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “The fire smells so nice, it reminds me of home,” Martha said from my other side.

      The girls chatted amongst themselves as I cooked our banana boats to perfection, carefully shuffling them away from intense flames so they didn’t burn.

      When they were ready, I grabbed them with the aid of a fire poker and an oven mitt, and I carefully put each onto a paper plate.

      Knowing how impatient the girls, mainly Belphie, were, I opened each to let out some heat before handing the plate off along with a plastic spoon each.

      When Belphie, Martha, and Aisling were settled, I finally sat back to eat mine.

      The banana was perfectly caramelized within the peel, and the marshmallow and chocolate had melted into a gooey mess. The first bite reminded me of my childhood, of fires in the backyard, and I lost myself in the nostalgic taste and sweet smell.

      “This is amazing!” Martha said, a smear of chocolate on the corner of her lips. “I wish we could do this more often.”

      “I could build a firepit,” I said.

      “You should,” Belphie agreed. “I am already imagining the banana splits I could make with this.”

      We polished off our banana boats rather quickly, and I taught the girls how to roast wieners and marshmallows.

      Meanwhile, Aisling used her wiener to pretend she had a dick and swung it around, slapping Wisty lightly in the face with it.

      Wisty and Martha giggled.

      Belphie was too lost in her s’more to care what was going on around her, and Nicollette…just sort of stood off to the side, smiling but unable to participate in the way that the others could.

      “Don’t eat too many sweets,” I said as I stood. I approached Nicollette and offered her my arm, which was still wrapped in a towel. “Shall we go for an evening stroll?” I asked.

      “I would love that.” She smiled wide, showing off her fangs.

      Arm in arm, we headed across the beach, which was empty at this hour, and further and further away from the voices of the other girls. We walked in silence, able to see in the darkness despite how little light the moon was giving off.

      There wasn’t a soul around us when Nicollette pulled me to a stop and pressed her body up against mine.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked.

      “Not in the way you think. Had some fear earlier,” she said, drawing her fingers up and down my bare chest beneath the towel.

      “Oh?”

      “From one of the other rooms. I didn’t ask for details, but I suspect someone didn’t like how they looked in their swimwear.”

      “Fair enough.” I caught her hand, drawing it to my face and softly kissing her manicured fingers.

      Nicollette smiled, flipping her hand around to caress my face.

      Our lips crashed together like the ocean waves ravaging the beach. The kiss was rough and hungry, but it slowly softened as our tongues twined around one another.

      “I’m aching for you,” Nicollette said, her voice more sultry than usual.

      “Did you want to head back to the room?” I asked, but I hoped she didn’t. I wanted her here and now.

      She shook her head, taking my beach towel and throwing it down on the sand.

      “That’s good enough for me,” she said.

      “Such a proper lady, lowering herself to having sex in the dirt,” I said.

      “I’d lower myself to so much more for you.”

      My cock sprung to life at the sound of that.

      Nicollette lowered herself to the towel, which was the size of a blanket. She shifted around to make herself comfortable, then spread her legs.

      I got down on top of her and kissed her quickly before drawing back. My hands pulled apart the front of her swimsuit, exposing her breasts. They looked smaller than usual because she was on her back, but I didn’t hesitate to cup them in my hands and give them a hardy squeeze.

      “Ooh, eager are we, darling?” Nicollette purred, arching her back to press into me. She smiled, her dark eyes gleaming a soft honey brown in the darkness. Her hands caressed my back, so gentle and fleeting that I had to fight to resist the urge to shudder.

      Leaning down, I wrapped my lips around a pink nipple and suckled it to a hardened pebble. Her soft moans encouraged me to suck harder, and I gently pinched the delicate skin between my teeth, rolling the nub with them before flicking it with my tongue.

      “Yesss,” she moaned. “Now the other.”

      It was more a plea than a command, and I was happy to oblige her, abandoning the breast in my mouth and giving the other the same treatment.

      My hand snaked down her bare belly, over her slightly cool skin beneath the swimsuit, and between her legs. Her pussy radiated heat against my fingers as I delved deeper, slipping between the folds to test her.

      She was slick with arousal, ready for me when I wanted her, but I wanted to play with her more.

      I pushed the silky fabric of her swimsuit aside and got my first glimpse of her pale pussy. The pink flesh between her folds glistened when I spread her with my fingers, and I was hit with the overwhelming urge to taste her.

      “Wait,” Nicollette called when I started to slide down her body.

      I arched my brow.

      She crooked a finger and gestured me closer. “I wanna go down on you too.”

      A grin spread across my face. I shifted, first going to lay next to her, then crawling over her so that I was almost straddling her face.

      Nicollette’s soft fingers tugged down the front of my shorts until my cock sprung free from it. It glistened with pre-cum, and she licked her lips lasciviously before wrapping a hand around me and guiding me into her mouth.

      I worried about choking her, but she didn’t share my concerns. She went to town on my cock, licking it, sucking it, taking it until it hit the back of her throat. Her warm tongue slathered over it, covering me in her spit, and I couldn’t help groaning my delight.

      But I wasn’t about to be outdone.

      Laying over her, I buried my face in her pussy and lavished her clit with attention from my tongue. I inhaled the wonderful musky scent of her arousal and the sweetness of her perfume, and then buried my face in her pussy.

      “Mmph!” she moaned around my cock, sending pleasant vibrations through it. Her arms wrapped around my hips, pulling me deeper, until I felt the head of my cock brush the back of her throat.

      She didn’t stop.

      Gripping my ass hard, she pulled me down on her, slipping my tip past the barrier at the back of her mouth and into her throat. The wet, tight confines took me deeper and deeper until her lips were kissing my hips.

      I let out a feral groan, my brain dizzy with pleasure. I sucked in a breath to clear my mind, and it gave me enough of my senses to start licking her clit again. The swollen nub throbbed against my tongue, and I lavished it with so much attention that Nicollette couldn’t stop moaning around my cock.

      As I did, I drew my hips back, gently fucking her throat. My balls slapped against her face as I moved, the tight suction of her mouth and throat driving me wild with passion.

      Nicollette moved her head in time with my thrusts and her hips in rhythm with my tongue. Her body felt like it was completely in harmony with my own, and we moved together, pleasuring each other and ourselves.

      It didn’t take long for me to approach the brink of pleasure, but I could tell from her writhing that Nicollette was even closer. Prying her legs further apart with one hand, the other carefully slid two fingers inside of her, giving her something to clench around.

      She moaned even harder, sending more vibrations through my shaft, and I devoured her while curling my fingers inside her.

      She bucked beneath me, her powerful body nearly throwing me off, but I was stronger.

      I pinned her down and lashed my tongue against her clit.

      When her orgasm came, her throat tightened around me, but I held on long enough to finger and lick her through her orgasm. She practically convulsed beneath me, pushing back hard to bury my fingers deeper inside her, likely wishing they reached as deep as my cock could. Her arousal drenched my fingers, and by the time she finally relaxed some, she was trembling.

      Her body no longer drawn tight as a bowstring, Nicollette went to town on my cock. She sucked and slurped at me, noisily pleasuring me. Her hands rested on the backs of my knees, and she relaxed her throat slightly, bobbing her head over my shaft as best she could when she was on her back.

      Sitting up on her, I grabbed her tits for leverage, pinching her nipples because I wanted to twist them, and I fucked her throat.

      I was already on the verge, and the moment that she reached around to gently massage my balls, I knew I wouldn’t last long—especially when she started to swallow against me, making her so tight that I could barely move.

      Groaning out, I thrust against her in jagged, abrupt jerks of my hips as the pleasure built so hard and fast that I saw spots under my eyelids. The spots grew as my pleasure did, becoming so large and all-consuming that all I saw was bright light.

      And then I exploded, shooting gush after gush of my hot seed straight down her throat as pleasure crashed against me in a violent storm. I shuddered and jerked my hips against her mouth, and she kept swallowing, taking all of me and my offering until I got so sensitive that I had to pull out of her hungry lips.

      Panting, I crashed down beside her, breathing hard.

      Nicollette smiled at me, wiping her spit-coated lips against the back of her hand.

      Then my hazy mind started to panic.

      “You can’t eat anything,” I blurted so fast that I barely understood my own ears.

      “We shall see,” she said, her voice slightly hoarse. She softly caressed my thighs, likely because we were still in the sixty-nine position and it was hard to reach my face. “We can kiss without issue, so I assume this is fine as well.”

      “Never found out for yourself?” I asked, trailing my fingers over her skin.

      “No, never.”

      That aroused me more than I cared to admit, but my cock wasn’t quite as reserved as I was. It twitched to life once more.

      Nicollette giggled, running her hand over it.

      I crawled over her body and readjusted myself until I was between her legs, which she spread, offering herself to me.

      Her pussy glistened and was slightly gaping from having been fingered, and she spread the folds with a devious smirk that showed a hint of fang.

      “You got something for me, darling?” she sweetly asked, batting her lashes. “Hopefully something big and thick and ready to fill me up.” She nibbled her bottom lip.

      I lined myself up against her, pressing the sensitive head of my shaft to her opening.

      Then I slammed into her in one hard thrust that bottomed me out inside her. She moaned, clawing her hands over my back, and I grabbed her hips, pinning her body to mine.

      She arched, gyrating on me, and sweet whimpers passed her lips.

      “You like that?” I asked.

      “I love grinding on your cock and stirring up my insides,” she purred, looking up at me with dazed eyes full of hunger and want.

      I rolled my hips against hers a few times before drawing back and plunging in again.

      “Ah! That feels good too, of course,” she said.

      “Only good?” I asked.

      “Mm, let me see.” She bounced testingly against my hips. “Ooh, yes! Better than good. Great. Amazing. It’d feel even better if you pinned me down and fucked me until I couldn’t walk.”

      Gathering her hands together, I put them over her head, using my weight and enhanced strength to pin them.

      She struggled against me, testing the limits of my strength, and grinned when she found that she couldn’t resist me.

      “Fuck me like you hate me,” Nicollette pleaded as she wrapped her legs around my hips.

      I let my weight fall atop her and fucked her in short, fast pumps that barely slid me an inch out of her before slamming back in again. The wet slap of skin on skin drowned out the rolling waves of the ocean as I lost myself in her sweet, tight pussy.

      “Harder,” she moaned, arching to grind me along her insides.

      I swapped both of her hands to one of mine and the other grabbed her hip, pulling her back on me each time I rammed forward.

      “Yes! Just like that!” she cried, squirming beneath me.

      I rutted into her like an animal in heat, claiming her gushing pussy as it clenched around me so hard that I swore she was trying to drag me in. It formed a tight suction around me, barely letting me pull half an inch out before slamming back in again.

      My orgasm built fast and hard, and I picked up my pace, my thrusts becoming ragged and desperate as pleasure built in my gut. I pushed into her with all my might, unable to keep my eyes open as the ecstasy became too much.

      I groaned out, but the sound was strangled and cut short by an explosion of pleasure inside me. The world went white, and I pinned my hips to hers as I came a second time, filling her pussy.

      This one was so intense, and I was so oversensitive from my last orgasm, that I collapsed atop her before I even finished spurting inside her. All I could do was buck my hips and shudder as she gyrated on me, milking me dry.

      “Mmm, yes!” Nicollette pushed back on me, fucking me all while I recovered, so hard and fast that I thought I almost blacked out for a moment.

      My dick was so sensitive that it pulsed, but the hand I had on her hip moved to her pussy. What strength I had left I used to rub her clit, and she cried out, fucking herself harder on me even though I was so spent that I was only at half-mast.

      “I—I’m close,” she whimpered, her brown eyes glistening with vulnerability as they gazed up at me. “So close. Just…just a little more. Oh! Like that! Just like that. I—I, ahhh!”

      Nicollette tensed against me, her body going taut as she arched so hard I feared she might break. Her pussy clamped down on me so tightly that my head spun with an almost demented pleasure, but I kept enough of my senses to keep rubbing her clit and pinning her down while she rode out her orgasm.

      By the time she collapsed, I didn’t have an ounce of strength left, and I fell on top of her. She hugged me tightly, burying her face in the side of my neck.

      “Any time I think that it doesn’t get any better than this, it does.” She sighed happily against my ear, nuzzling my skin.

      I kissed along her throat before resting my forehead on hers. I was too tired to pull out of her, let alone crawl off of her, so we just lay there together, nuzzling and kissing.

      “I worried that you might not have time for us all because of Belphie’s pregnancy,” Nicollette said as she brushed a lock of brown hair from her face. “But it seems my worries were for naught.”

      “I try to give you all the attention that you deserve.” I kissed her forehead.

      “It must be hard.”

      “Worth it, though.”

      “And when the baby comes?”

      “It’ll be different, sure, but the house will be done by then, and I’ll have more time to go around.” I stared into her eyes, her cheek in the palm of my hand. “Are you worried?”

      “Not so much. I know it’ll change the dynamic, but you’ll have plenty of babysitters to help when you want a moment with one of us.” She shrugged slightly, settling down into the beach towel on the sand. “I think Martha is worried more than anyone.”

      “That’s Martha. Always worried about something.” I finally found some strength to roll off of her and onto my back. I stared up into the sky, at the many shining stars and the moon which seemed brighter because we were so far from city lights.

      “She likes you, you know.” Nicollette rolled onto her side and hugged me. “The way that we all like you.”

      “Oh?” I asked. I guessed that I wasn’t entirely surprised, given how she’d acted earlier.

      “Yes, but she’s a fragile thing. Inexperienced in so many ways. And fretting in so many others.” She nestled into me, letting out a relaxed sigh as I wrapped my arm around her and drew her close. “You’ll have to be gentle with her.”

      “I’ll be whatever she needs.”

      “I know you will, you wonderful, wonderful man.” She kissed my chest. “I just wanted you to know that we’re all okay with you bringing her into the fold. She’s a sweet girl, and an important member of the household.”

      “I wish she understood that.”

      “You’ll make her see it, I’m sure of that.”

      I smiled, and she beamed back at me, the corners of her eyes crinkled with mirth.
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      “Home again, home again,” I sang as we pulled up outside the gate leading into Sunnyside.

      Nicollette, who was driving, opened her window and entered the four-digit code that operated the gates. They withdrew into the brickwork, and we continued into the gated community.

      A sense of relief flooded over me as I saw the house from afar. Sure, it looked like something out of the Addams Family with its gothic style, broken gargoyles, and black siding, but it was home.

      And it had come a long way since I first moved in. The windows were fixed, the front gate was no longer a rust bucket, and the garden was flourishing.

      Or it would have been, if it wasn’t covered in about a foot of snow.

      “We’ll park outside, I’ll shovel out a parking spot in the morning,” I said, my voice somewhat hoarse with exhaustion. “Mary Ellen and the others will understand. Looks like one of them was good enough to shovel out the gate so we could get in, at least.”

      A spark of something went through me, and I bolted to sit upright so fast that the seatbelt choked me.

      “There are monsters in the area,” Belphie said from the backseat. She sat up, alert and ready to throw her weight around if needed.

      That was the last thing I wanted. Sure, I didn’t want my pregnant girlfriend to get in a fight, no matter how capable she was, but I also didn’t want chaos to break out in Sunnyside.

      “Vampires,” she said.

      “Vampires,” I whispered, casting a glance at Nicollette.

      “There’s a moving van next to my old place,” Nicollette said. “Are they our new neighbors?”

      I looked at the moving van, and saw about half a dozen people—or perhaps vampires—unloading it. A blond-haired man with a clipboard directed them all, sending them this way and that with a point of his finger.

      Apprehension washed over me.

      This was my little slice of heaven, I didn’t want anyone messing that up, not again. I didn’t mind other monsters moving in next door so long as they didn’t hurt anyone, but these were vampires. Humans were their food. No matter how nice they were, if they were nice at all, they needed to feed on people—and who else would they use as a juicebox but my neighbors?

      Nicollette pulled the car up outside the gates of our home, and I got out, slamming the door harder than I intended.

      “I don’t recognize them,” she said, a note of relief in her voice.

      “I’m gonna go over and lay down the law. You all head inside,” I said.

      “I’d like to go with you, just in case…There may be a member of my old clan among them. It’s too coincidental that vampires just happened to move in next door.” Her usual sultry voice sounded tight, and her thin shoulders squared with tension.

      I nodded. I remembered her telling me of her old clan. How horrible they treated her, how cruel they were, and how she had killed her old leader in order to escape them.

      Those were the last sort of people I wanted in my neck of the woods. It wasn’t just about protecting the neighborhood, I needed Nicollette to feel safe with me too.

      Belphie gave me a hesitant and longing stare before heading toward the gate with Wisty, Aisling, and Martha in tow. I knew that she wanted to go with me, but I needed her to keep the other girls in line, and I trusted her to calm and reassure them if anything did happen.

      With the others kicking through the snow and heading toward my mansion, I turned to Nicollette.

      Her brown eyes were glued on the activity across the street, and a fang nervously nibbled at her bottom lip. It took a few moments for her to realize that I was watching her, but she forced a smile when our eyes met.

      “I won’t let anyone hurt you again.” I reached out, taking her hand, and it felt colder than usual, almost clammy.

      “I know.” She squeezed my hand, lacing our fingers together.

      With my head held high, I led the way across the street and toward the man with the blond hair. As we rounded the moving truck, I found his eyes already looking in our direction, as if he sensed our approach.

      “Oh,” he said, his eyebrows lifting. “This is a surprise. Another vampire and a house full of monster women, along with…a mage?” He cocked his head to one side, then the other.

      The vampires working around him kept unloading the truck, and he didn’t stop pointing his pen in the direction they needed to take the stuff that they carried.

      “My name is Mark,” I said, deciding to start things off cordially.

      “Jasper.” He inclined his head toward me and a fringe of blond hair fell over his face. I looked at him for a moment, and I sensed that something was off, that there was magic in the air, but I couldn’t pin where it was coming from. “I don’t suppose you came over to welcome us to the neighborhood.”

      “Well, I might be, depending on how this goes.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “Well, if you have intentions of turning Sunnyside into a buffet, we’re gonna have a problem.”

      Jasper chuckled slightly.

      “Trust me when I say that he’s not someone you wish to be on the wrong side of,” Nicollette said. She still held tight to my hand. If I were a normal man, she likely would have crushed the bones to dust.

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that he’s serious, but we gave up drinking straight from humans a long time ago. Well, by human standards, at any rate. It’s the blink of an eye for us.”

      I arched my brow. “Explain.”

      “It’s a messy business. With the progression of human technology, it’s so easy to be caught on camera. I assume you understand the ramifications of that.”

      “The Council of Clans would wipe you off the face of the planet,” Nicollette said.

      “Indeed.”

      “So, where do you get the blood you need?” I asked.

      “We purchase them, sometimes from human blood clinics, other times from monsters looking to make a quick buck.”

      I was satisfied enough with his explanation, but something about him rubbed me the wrong way.

      Maybe it was the Victorian-style clothes or the emo hair. I didn’t know, I just knew that I wasn’t pleased to have this dude and his friends as my neighbor.

      Oh my god, I'm turning into Mary Ellen.

      “How many of you are there?” I asked despite myself.

      “Hmm.” He tapped the pen to his lips. They were too red to be natural but not quite as crimson as Nicollette’s. “Four of us are permanent members, but many others will be coming and going. I couldn’t guess how many, exactly.”

      I definitely didn’t like the sound of that.

      “We’re not here to cause trouble,” Jasper said, making me wonder how sour my expression had turned. “We’re just looking for a quiet place to live out our lives for the next decade or so. Sunnyside seemed the perfect solution. It’s close to the city, so we have access to blood banks, but on the limits, so it’s quiet. It’s everything we were looking for.”

      “It’s a nice place,” I said, deciding that the guy wasn’t an immediate threat. I was satisfied with his answer, even if I did find it odd that a bunch of vampires just happened to move in next door, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      Not when they weren’t causing any trouble, anyway.

      “The neighbors are great, I’d hate to see anything happen to them,” I said, staring at him meaningfully.

      Rather than get angry or intimidated, Jasper raised his hands, one holding a clipboard and the other a pen, into the air in surrender.

      “We won’t lay a finger or fang on them,” he assured.

      I nodded. There was nothing else I could do for now, so I decided to head back to the girls.

      “Well, I look forward to seeing you around,” I said amicably.

      “And I, you.”

      I nodded and, still holding Nicollette’s hand, turned and headed toward the house.

      If he meant what he said, then I was fine with him living next door to us. I didn’t let my guard down entirely, but Jasper had a reasonable enough explanation for everything, and I wasn’t one to hold undue grudges.

      I’d keep my eye on them, but I wouldn’t be openly hostile. Not yet.

      “I’m not sure how I feel, living so close to vampires again,” Nicollette said as we entered our front gates and began trekking through the snow. She was in heels, but the stuff didn’t seem to bother her, and she moved through it with an unnatural stillness.

      “It must be hard for you,” I said.

      “Yes. I have never known them to be kind, but perhaps…Well, perhaps they’re not all the same.”

      “Can you tell me some more about vampires?”

      “Of course. What would you like to know?”

      “Well, I’ve eaten garlic around you and nothing has happened.”

      “We’ve a mild allergy to it, if it touches us—break out in hives, get itchy, that sort of thing.”

      “Huh.” I opened the front door and beckoned her inside first.

      I wasn’t really surprised to see all of the girls standing there and waiting to see what had happened. I relayed it to them piece by piece, and they gradually relaxed.

      Except Martha, who was forever worried.

      It was only when my adrenaline slacked off that I realized how damn cold I was. I kicked off my shoes with a shiver and headed for the living room, where I knew several blankets were thrown on the couch.

      Wrapping myself in one, I flopped to sit, and the girls all took up places around me. Nicollette sat on one side of me, Belphie on the other, Aisling on the floor in front of me, and Martha and Wisty perched on the arms of the couch.

      “I already feel a little stressed despite how relaxing the trip was,” Martha said as she brushed locks of her long, white hair out of her face.

      “It’ll be fine,” I said, “I won’t let them hurt anyone, let alone any of you. Though, I would like to know more about them.”

      Aisling tipped her head back to rest on my knee. “A stake through the heart can kill them, just like you or me.”

      “As can relieving them of their heads,” Belphie said. “My preferred method of disposing of them.”

      “Have you fought a lot of vampires?” I asked.

      “A clan once tried to catch me and keep me as a blood slave. I made quick work of them.”

      “Blood slave, huh?”

      “I do not sense any lifeforms from there besides the ones we saw.”

      I breathed out a sigh that I didn’t even know I was holding in.

      “What else?” I asked.

      “They are an old species with a lot of history, but they do tend to keep to themselves these days. I would not worry about them overmuch.” She looked pointedly at Martha.

      “I really can’t help it,” Martha said.

      “Well, we’ll see what happens. Even if it does go to shit, I won’t let them run wild here.” I shrugged and wrapped the blanket tighter around myself. “It just seems odd that this place continues to attract non-humans—especially since the house itself isn’t magical anymore.”

      “Perhaps it is not, but it reeks of magic, and so do we,” Belphie said. “That cannot be erased so easily.”

      I supposed that made sense. After all, I’d used a ton of magic on the place, it seemed logical that creatures sensitive to magic might still sense it here.

      “Well, I’m not letting it rain on my parade!” Aisling leaped up, dusted off the ass of her pants, and stretched hard. “That trip was awesome, I’m not letting anything ruin the mood it put me in.”

      “Me too,” Wisty said as she slid off the arm of the couch. Then she yawned, which made Belphie yawn, and then myself.

      “Guess we should head to bed instead of worrying pointlessly about things that haven’t happened,” I said as I pushed myself to my feet with some effort.

      I hadn’t realized how tired I actually was until I wobbled on my feet. Spending the nights with Nicollette and the days with the others hadn’t given me too much time to sleep, as I’d wanted to make the most of it for all of their sakes.

      “Who are you sleeping with tonight?” Wisty asked, fluttering her lashes at me.

      “I am far too tired for company,” Belphie said as she stood and made her way toward the stairs. “I bid you all a good night.”

      “Night, Belphie!” I called after her.

      Nicollette approached, placed her lips on mine in a brief kiss, and then propped a hand on her hip. “I think I’ll spend some time observing our new friends,” she said. “Good night.”

      “Night, Nic,” I said.

      She wore a slightly strained smile as she headed for the front door, and I couldn’t help worrying about her.

      “Good night everyone! Thank you for taking me on my first vacation.” Martha smiled and nodded to each of us in turn before heading upstairs—leaving me alone with Wisty and Aisling.

      “Looks like we get him tonight,” Aisling said with a grin.

      Wisty smiled sleepily and hooked her arm in mine.

      “Aw, come on, you’re not that tired, are you?”

      “I am.”

      “Well…Morning sex is just as good as night sex. Maybe better.” Aisling took my free arm and clung onto it.

      “Do I not get a say in this?” I teased as I started leading us toward the stairs.

      “Nope!” She flashed one of her too-wide grins.

      I feigned a dramatic sigh. “My life is so hard.”

      “So is morning wood, but we can help with that.”
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      “Incoming!” Aisling screamed.

      A snowball hit me in the back of the head before the word had time to register. Cold powder ran down the back of my neck and into my hefty jacket, sending shudders down my spine that were so hard I nearly convulsed.

      “Aisling!” I shouted as I dropped my shovel to reach behind me with both hands and scoop as much snow as I could out of my clothes.

      “Sorry, I was aiming for Wisty but—argh!” She groaned as a snowball exploded against her shoulder. “I’m down, Sarge. Wounded. I won’t make it. Tell my wife and kids I love them!” She collapsed dramatically into the snow as she spoke, clutching the place where she’d been hit.

      The instant she hit the ground, she started making a snow angel.

      She wasn’t as bundled up as I was. Her pink jacket was wide open, and there was snow on the sweater she wore beneath. Her jeans were caked with snow and ice crystals, but she didn’t seem to care as she flailed around in the white powder.

      “What’re you doing?” Wisty asked as she came over. She wore enough clothes for three people, but she was still shuddering slightly and pulling at her mitts to keep them from slipping out of her jacket. Her nose and the tips of her ears were a deep shade of pink, and she sniffled as she snuggled up against my side.

      “Making a snow angel, wanna join?” Aisling asked.

      “How do you do it?”

      “Just lay down and move your arms and legs like this!” She flailed around on the snow, moving with such speed that it almost seemed like she was being fast-forwarded.

      I heard something crunching nearby and turned around to see Martha, cuddled up in a powder blue jacket with matching hat and gloves, making her way over to us.

      “What’s everyone doing?” she asked.

      “Making snow angels!” Aisling exclaimed.

      Wisty carefully went to a clean patch of snow and laid herself down in it. She wriggled herself around until she was in the right position, then began moving her arms and legs as wildly as Aisling did.

      “You don’t have to do it so fast,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Oh.” She smiled sheepishly, then slowed.

      When Aisling finished, she stuck a hand into the air, and I grabbed it, pulling her to her feet with enough force that she leaped into my arms—and didn’t ruin her snow angel.

      “It’s perfect!” she said as I set her on her feet again.

      “Me next, please.” Wisty held her hand out as well, and I did the same thing for her. “Wow, those are pretty.”

      “They are, they remind me of Christmas ornaments,” Martha said. She hugged herself tighter and looked me up and down before glancing around. “Did you make one, Mark?”

      “I didn’t. I’ve been busy shoveling snow while these two goofed around,” I teased.

      “We were trying to help, but I got tired,” Wisty said.

      “And I got bored.” Aisling shrugged.

      “It’s fine, I don’t mind doing it…but I definitely need to invest in a snowblower.” I looked over my shoulder at the driveway, which only an utter madman would try to shovel because it was so wide and long.

      I was just shoveling enough to get the car within the gates, and doing a path to the door so that we didn’t have to kick through it every time, but I was glad to have the enhanced strength that Martha gave to me. Without it, I probably would have given up already.

      “Hmm,” Martha mused. She picked up the shovel experimentally and tried to move a bit of snow. “Wow, this stuff is heavier than it looks. Do you want me to help?”

      “I wouldn’t mind it, but if it’s too hard, stop and take a break, okay?”

      “Okay!”

      “There’s a smaller shovel over there, it should be less cumbersome for you.”

      “Heh.”

      “Hm?”

      Martha smiled. “It just reminded me of how you tried so hard to find a pen that I could wield when I first emerged from the hearth.”

      “Oh.” I chuckled. “Yeah, I remember that.”

      Handing the shovel back to me, she fetched a smaller one, and we set to work moving snow out of the way while Aisling and Wisty horsed around in the background. Their laughter rang out, becoming a cheery sort of tune that kept my spirits high even as the temperatures dropped.

      By the time we had cleared enough space to pull the car into the driveway, even I was tired. My arms ached and my back throbbed, and I felt bad for the average person who had to shovel this mess.

      “I think I need a break,” Martha said, panting slightly. “I’ll go inside and put the kettle on, and maybe we can have some hot chocolate together?”

      “Sounds great.”

      She beamed a smile, her nose red from the cold, and then stuck the shovel in the snow and headed toward the house.

      “Hot chocolate!” Aisling sang as she bounded after her.

      “Wait for me.” Wisty stumbled after them.

      I snorted a laugh as I watched the three of them plowing through the snow toward the front door. Aisling charged in the front, making a path for the other two, and I couldn’t help shaking my head at her boundless energy as I turned to face my car.

      It had a couple inches of snow on it, and I set about wiping the windows clear so that I could pull it into the driveway without crashing into the sides of the gate.

      As I worked, I saw my neighbor, Mary Ellen, making her way in my direction, and I raised my sore arm, waving to her.

      “Good day, Mark,” she said, offering a wide but tired smile as she stopped on the other side of my car. “My husband and I shoveled the front of the gate so that you’d have a place to park when you got home.”

      “We really appreciated that, Mary Ellen,” I said. I knew she was looking for some praise, and I didn’t really mind giving it to the older woman because I truly appreciated what she had done. “It was so nice to be able to just pull up and go to bed instead of having to shovel snow. We were exhausted from all the driving.”

      “I figured you would be.” Her chest swelled with pride. “How was your trip, dear? Did you and the girls have fun?”

      “It was great. It was Wisty and Martha’s first time seeing the ocean, so it was worth it, just to see their expressions alone.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet, I imagine it was!”

      “How have things been around here?”

      “Same old, same old, besides the new neighbors. They moved in in the middle of the night, and no one has really seen them, but as long as they keep their sidewalk clear and don’t cause any trouble, I’m fine with that.” Her eyes flicked toward the house across the street, then back to me.

      I knew that she was dying to know who had moved in, but there was no wall in all the hells that I was about to tell her that a bunch of vampires had taken up residence next door.

      “Well, I should head back home and try to get some sleep before my shift at the hospital.” Mary Ellen stifled a yawn. “Shoveling all of this snow really takes the good out of you, doesn’t it?”

      “It sure does,” I agreed, feeling sympathetic for her. “And I’ll be sure to return the favor sometime.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that, dear.” She smiled the sort of smile that only kindly older women could muster. “You take care, don’t stay out here too long or you’ll catch a cold!”

      “Will do,” I said, saluting her.

      Mary Ellen nodded her satisfaction, then turned on her heels and headed back down the sidewalk in the direction that she’d come from.

      Her pink house, which I still thought looked like it belonged to Barbie, stuck out like a sore thumb amongst all the snow and beige or white houses.

      Two little girls were in the yard, building a snowman, and I smiled as I looked around my quiet little neighborhood—my slice of heaven on Earth.

      It faltered slightly as it landed on Nicollette’s old house. I didn’t know what to make of the new neighbors yet, but I knew that I needed to keep an eye on them. I couldn’t sense anything amiss, I couldn’t even sense anyone inside the house, so I wondered if maybe they were staying somewhere warmer for the winter.

      “Mark!”

      I turned toward the house and saw Aisling leaning out the front door.

      “Hot chocolate is ready!”

      “On my way.” I took the time to move the car inside the gates before I trudged across the lawn, my legs heavy from doing the brunt of the work. I was practically dragging them by the time I reached the front door, and as I started stripping off layers of clothes that were weighed down with snow and ice, I figured that had something to do with it as well.

      My shirt and pants were wet with sweat, so I took the time to go upstairs and change them before finally making my way into the kitchen.

      I joined the girls around the small table and mentally joked that if the family kept growing, we’d soon need to use the massive one in the dining hall.

      “Here you are,” Martha said as she placed a cup of hot chocolate in front of me and then piled it high with whipped cream.

      “Thank you,” I said, cupping the mug in my hands for a few moments to warm them before bringing it to my mouth. I felt the whipped cream tickle my nose and upper lip, but the moment I pulled the cup away to clean it, Martha dabbed at my face with a napkin. “Thank you.”

      “Of course.” She smiled in her usual motherly way before heading back to her own seat.

      I enjoyed the chocolate drink more than I usually would have, maybe because someone took the time to prepare it for me, but more than that, I enjoyed the peaceful silence between the four of us.

      I breathed in a deep sigh, inhaling the rich scent of chocolate and the sweetness of whipped cream.

      “What are you thinking about?” Wisty said as she gently took my hand. Her skin felt warmer than mine, and she wrapped both of her hands around mine to warm it faster.

      “That I should invest in a snowblower.”

      “All the powers between us, and we’re defeated by snow.” Aisling cackled, throwing her head back. Her wine-red hair looked even wilder than usual.

      I gave a smile, but it was forced.

      “What is it?” Martha asked.

      “The blower will set me back a few thousand or more…” I sighed, then scratched at my head. I still had some savings, but they were certainly dwindling fast—especially since we still had to deck out the nursery.

      “Ah, worried about money.” She frowned. “I have none to offer…”

      “Me either.” Wisty sulked.

      “I could maybe get a job doing…uh…uuuuh…” Aisling trailed off.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t want any of you to have to work. If anyone has to go back to work, it’ll be me. I could make a good living at my old job.” I couldn’t help but cringe even as the words left my mouth.

      “Belphie is resting, but I bet she could come up with a solution,” Martha said.

      “She is analytical to a fault.”

      “I need to find a way to keep Nicollette full too,” I murmured.

      I knew how to make money, but I didn’t know how to reliably generate enough fear to keep a fear vampire fed. That question had continued to stump me for the last several months, but I was determined to find a better solution than a weekly horror movie night.

      “You’ll figure it out,” Wisty said as she gently squeezed my hand. Hers were so much smaller than mine, but she squeezed with strength and conviction. “You always do.”

      “Thanks.” I forced a smile.

      I hoped she was right.
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      It wasn’t anywhere near as sunny in the greenhouse during the winter, but it was at least warm and bright enough to keep our many plants alive. I was sure that Wisty had something to do with that, being a garden nymph, and seeing as the house and garden themselves were no longer magical.

      The plants thrived, all things considered, and I wondered if there was some residual magic in the soil that made them grow better despite the conditions.

      Then again, I thought, this whole place was pretty much created with my spatial distortion magic. It would make sense if there’s still magic in the air.

      Breathing in a deep breath of air that smelled of grass and flowers, I smiled as I saw Imogen galloping in the distance, weaving through an obstacle course that I’d made for her and Aisling. The demon horse was blacker than anything I’d ever seen before, and she stood out like a sore thumb against all the greens and colorful flowers.

      Seeing her running, her mane flapping in the breeze her movement created, and her intelligent eyes taking in everything around her, I couldn’t resist the urge to whistle to her.

      Imogen curved her path and ran for me—but smart as she was, she didn’t trample our vegetable garden or Wisty’s flowers. She came to a brief stop beside me, just long enough for me to grab her saddle and heft myself onto her back, and then we were off.

      Imogen dipped her head slightly and charged forward with renewed speed. She seemed excited to have a rider, letting out loud snorts and whinnies as she carried me around the open field.

      A sense of calmness and freedom came over me unlike anything I’d felt in a long time, and I lost myself in the feeling. There were no money worries, no vampire neighbors, and no impending fatherhood.

      It was just us racing over the grass, the clopping of her hooves, and the wind in my hair.

      I didn’t know how much time I passed like that, but I only stopped when I felt a familiar chill down my spine.

      Demons.

      I wasn’t worried, not because I thought I could take them—which I did—but because I recognized the energy signatures.

      I steered Imogen toward the door, and as I got close, it opened.

      “Wow,” Leviathan said as he stepped inside.

      “So much food.” Beelzebub wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “No shinies, but it looks nice,” Raum said. “Smells pretty, too.”

      I pulled Imogen to a stop and hopped off of her back. She eyed the demons with interest for a moment before galloping off toward a large ball that I’d purchased for her.

      “This makes me even angrier that we lost out on that house,” Levi said. He was Belphie’s younger brother, and he looked the part. Black hair, violet eyes, and an impeccable sense of style. Even his horns, wings, and tail resembled hers.

      “What house?” I asked.

      “The one across the street.”

      “Oh?”

      “We thought it would be fun to live next door,” Raum said with a shrug. “We could hunt for shinies together in games.” Even in his human form, something about him reminded me of ravens—perhaps his fluffy black hair and somewhat beady eyes.

      “I wanted to live near my little niece or nephew,” Levi said. “I can’t wait to see Belphegor as a mother.”

      “Foooood.” Beel licked his lips.

      “Help yourself, just watch out for the bees,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Bees mean honey. I like honey.” He trotted off, but he didn’t go far. The orange-haired demon sat himself down in the vegetable garden and started tearing carrots out of the ground.

      To my surprise, when Imogen came over the gluttony demon even offered her some.

      “So, you guys wanted to be neighbors, huh?” I asked, but it immediately made me curious about something else. “How is home?”

      “Our slice of the hells have never been better,” Levi said, slicking his fingers over his dark hair. “With Asmodeus gone and Belphegor having no interest in ruling, we decided to take a more diplomatic approach to things. Our ruler is much fairer now.”

      “That’s great to hear.”

      “I can eat as much as I want,” Beel said through a mouthful of food.

      “And my shinies are safe in something called a ‘bank vault,’” Raum said. “I can look at them whenever I want, and no one can take them from me.”

      “Both are important,” I said amicably.

      The two demons nodded.

      “But to think, we were outbid by vampires.” Levi clicked his tongue in annoyance. “I was rather looking forward to living there.”

      “Didn’t you also want to move to Japan?”

      “Yes, but there’s no reason I couldn’t live here part-time as well.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Japan has many delicacies,” Beel said.

      “We’re going to do some gallivanting around this world. See what we can, and yes, Beelzebub, we will eat what we can.” Levi looked at Raum. “And find whatever shinies we can along the way.”

      I couldn’t resist the urge to smile. “That sounds like a lot of fun.”

      “Belphegor could make traveling easy for you. She’s more powerful than me—she doesn’t even need to enter through a dream.”

      “I know, but she’s been tired these days.”

      “She’s a demon of sloth, she’s always tired.”

      “No, this is different.” I shook my head. “The baby is really taking a lot out of her.”

      “Hmm.” Levi tapped his chin. “Well, I suppose that makes sense. I would rather like to see her before we head out.”

      “Come on then, I’m sure she’ll be, uh…” My words faltered, but I still headed out of the greenhouse and into the cold harshness of winter.

      “Happy to see me?” He laughed.

      Raum hauled Beel to his feet, and the duo took up the rear as we headed toward the mansion. A cold wind whipped across the lawn, ruffling my hair and making me shudder. Snowflakes whipped my face, and I had a feeling that a storm was brewing.

      Great, more shoveling.

      “Belphie,” I called as I walked into the house, “you have a visitor!”

      I was sure that I heard an ‘ugh’ from upstairs.

      I didn’t really want the three demons wandering through my house, so I took them into the living room and gestured for them to sit.

      “Can I get you guys anything?” I asked.

      Beel’s eyes lit up for a moment, but Raum elbowed him gently. The gluttony demon sank down slightly into his chair, looking like a scolded child.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and a few moments later, Belphie walked into the room.

      She wore a black corset dress, as she often used to, but it wasn’t tightened up around her stomach and instead hung loose around her ample belly.

      I always thought that she was gorgeous, but there was something even more alluring about her now—like her carrying my child made her even sexier.

      “Little brother,” she greeted, looking around the room,” Beelzebub, Raum.” She inclined her head slightly to both of them. “I trust that you have not seen hide nor hair of Asmodeus?”

      “It’s been wonderful,” Levi said. “Peaceful in a way that I never knew the hells could be.”

      She nodded her satisfaction and came over to stand beside me. With a huff, and after placing a hand on her belly, she sat in the chair nearest me.

      I joined her, putting an arm around her, and she leaned into me.

      “My, my, now that’s something I never thought I’d see,” Levi teased in true little brother fashion.

      “You will not see anything if I rip out your eyes and turn them into baubles,” Belphie growled, but there was no bite to it. The further into the pregnancy she got, the softer and squishier she became.

      And the bigger her breasts grew, but I didn’t mind any of that.

      “Have you come here for some other purpose besides tormenting me?” Belphie asked.

      “We’re on our way to take a trip around the world, but I wanted to touch base with you before we left,” Levi said.

      “He is excited to be an uncle,” Raum said. “He has purchased many shinies for the baby.”

      “There is no need.” She shook her head, her short black hair bobbing around her chin.

      “What’s the point of being an uncle if I can’t spoil the little one?” Levi sulked.

      “We’re grateful that you’re so excited,” I said, lightly stroking Belphie’s arm. “It means a lot to us.”

      Levi’s chest swelled with pride, and he beamed a grin.

      “I swore my loyalty to you, after my stomach, so I will do anything you ask of me,” Beel said, thumping his fist against his chest.

      “I’m good,” I replied. I meant it. The trio had become good friends of mine, but I couldn’t imagine letting them babysit or making them change diapers.

      Something told me it would be more trouble than help.

      “How long do you think it takes to grow a half-demon?” Levi asked with a cock of his head.

      “I have no idea,” Belphie admitted. “I had thought that they were a mere myth—a warning to not couple with humans.”

      “How long does a regular demon pregnancy last?” I asked. It was a question that I probably should have asked before, but I never considered it would take anything but nine months.

      “Twenty-four months.”

      I choked on spit.

      “This child is growing much faster,” Belphie said as she ran a hand over her belly. “I expect we will only have to wait several more months. If that.”

      “You are quite…rotund,” Levi said.

      She leveled a glare at him that could have turned milk into sour cream.

      “You’ve never been more beautiful,” I assured, giving her an earnest smile.

      Her violet eyes fluttered at me, and a hint of color crossed her cheeks. It was adorable, and I nearly melted seeing how pleased she was—until the corners of her eyes started to glisten.

      “I must go,” she said hoarsely. She struggled to get to her feet and then hurried off up the stairs, like a cat that'd had its tail stepped on.

      For a moment, I sat there stunned.

      “That’s our cue to leave,” Levi said, pushing himself to his feet. “It was great to see you, Mark. And we really do wish the best for you and yours.”

      “Thanks, guys,” I said, grateful to have some close male friends, even if they were a bit strange. I let them see themselves out and rushed up the stairs toward Belphie’s room.

      The door was closed, so I knocked.

      “It’s open,” she called, her voice thick with emotion.

      “Belphie, what’s wrong?” I asked as I entered. “Are you in pain?”

      She shook her head. Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      It felt like someone stuck a dagger in my heart.

      “What, then?” I crossed the room to sit next to her on the bed. My chest tightened as the tears ran down her lips and to her chin. I cupped her face with my hands and lightly caressed away the waterworks. “What is it?”

      “I am awash in hormones.” She tried to lower her head, but I kept her chin in my hands. “It is shameful.”

      “Belphie…You have nothing to be ashamed of. You’re pregnant, of course your emotions are a little out of whack.” I kissed her softly on the lips, which were pouting. “You’re still you.”

      “I do not feel like me.”

      “You will, but I know it’s hard in the meantime.” I stroked her hair away from her face, then kissed under each of her eyes. “For now, it’s okay to cry over anything and everything you want.”

      “But…”

      “The rest of the girls and I won’t judge you,” I promised.

      A soft knocking sounded on the open door, and we looked up to see Martha standing there with a pint of black cherry ice cream in one hand and a spoon in the other.

      “I didn’t mean to overhear,” she began as she took a step into the room, “but I hoped that this might make you feel a little better.”

      “Oh, that is thoughtful.” Belphie blinked away the tears, then sniffled slightly. “And my favorite flavor.”

      “I know.” Martha smiled, offering the ice cream and spoon to Belphie. “Is there anything else I can get you? Do you need a massage? A warm bath? Something more substantial to eat?”

      “I should be the one asking that,” I said as I ran a hand up and down Belphie’s back. “Tell us what you need, and we’re happy to help.”

      “You are both too kind,” Belphie murmured as she popped the top off of the ice cream container and stuck her spoon in.

      “We love you, we just want to make this as easy on you as possible.”

      “Then…I think I would like to rest and listen to one of my podcasts.”

      I was about to stand and fetch her laptop, but Martha scurried across the room to retrieve it first. Instead, I helped Belphie get under the blankets and make herself comfortable.

      “My ankles have swollen, I feel as though they will burst,” she complained.

      “Would you like some water to rest them in?” I asked.

      “No, I just wished to complain.”

      “That’s fine too.”

      We got Belphie settled, and she curled up around her laptop in that way she normally did when she wanted to be alone. If I had to guess, she wanted to cry more, and she didn’t want to bother anyone with it.

      “I’ll check on you later,” I said, kissing her plump lips and relishing how she returned the gesture.

      “Thank you.” She fluttered her lashes at me, the corners of her eyes growing wet again. “Eternal damnation, I cannot shut these off!” She wiped furiously at her eyes.

      “It’s okay, Belphie,” Martha said, going to comfort her.

      “It’s fine, Martha. I think she just wants to be alone for a bit,” I said.

      Belphie nodded. “I mean no offense.”

      “No, not at all!” Martha raised her hands in surrender. “Do whatever you need to feel comfortable, and just call out if you need us.”

      “Will do.”

      Satisfied that I’d done what I could, I put my arm around Martha, who seemed intent on fussing over Belphie, and guided her out of the room.

      “Thank you for taking such good care of Belphie,” I said.

      “Of course! I care about her, and everyone else here too.” Martha looked up at me with her big blue eyes, and I could have lost myself in their warmth.

      “We appreciate it.”

      “That makes me happy.” She clutched her hands together over her chest, and I couldn’t help fixing my gaze on her breasts for a moment.

      Martha was petite in all senses of the word, but in a womanly way, with soft curves and supple roundness. Small breasts, a little bubble butt, and a slight protrusion of the hip made her undeniably feminine, and I couldn’t resist drinking in the sight of her frame draped in a silky blue dress.

      “Um.” Martha gripped her hands together tighter, her cheeks turning a bright scarlet. “Is something the matter?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Do you…”

      “Do I?”

      She murmured something unintelligible, then covered her mouth with her hand.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Do you…” She sucked in a breath, as if to give herself the courage to continue. “...like what you see?”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I had an uncharacteristic moment of shyness myself, but I brushed it aside.

      “I do,” I said.

      Her blue eyes glistened with mirth, and she smiled, then grinned.

      “That makes me happy too,” she whispered. She gazed into my eyes for a few long moments before blushing harder. Her teeth nibbled her bottom lip, like she wanted to say more, and then she scurried off.

      I watched her little bubble butt bounce as she ran away from me.
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      I woke to the wonderful feeling of fingers trailing up my bare chest. They swirled over my skin, drawing shapes that I couldn’t quite identify in my hazy state.

      “You’re finally awake,” Nicollette purred as she prodded my chest with a finger. “I feared you might sleep all of the darkness away.”

      “Sorry,” I said, my voice thick with sleep, “I just needed a bit of a nap. I’m all yours now.”

      “Just what I love to hear, darling.” She smiled, showing off a hint of pearly white fang.

      We lingered in bed, and I ran my fingers through her dark hair, enjoying the silkiness against my fingers. I twirled it and played with it, sometimes using it to tickle her skin.

      “What shall we do tonight?” she asked, laying her head on my chest and snuggling down. “It’s snowing so hard that going out isn’t really an option.”

      “At least my snowblower came,” I said, but I sighed soon after. I didn’t love spending my time moving snow from one place to another, but if that was the biggest problem I had, then honestly? I had it pretty good.

      Nicollette nuzzled into me, humming a soft tune that I didn’t recognize. She continued to draw shapes on my skin, leaving a slightly cool and tingling trail everywhere that she touched.

      “First things first,” I said as I grabbed my phone. I checked the news, but there was no mention of killing sprees or people being found drained with fang marks on their neck.

      That was reassuring, but it didn’t stop me from checking another news site, just to be safe.

      There was nothing there either, so I was satisfied that my new neighbors weren’t causing any trouble. Maybe they did just want to settle down and live a peaceful life in Sunnyside. That seemed more likely by the day.

      “Are we spending the night in bed?” Nicollette asked, a slight smirk on her face. “I can think of a few things that we could do here.”

      “We should probably get up, at least for a while.” I kissed her lips, then maneuvered myself around her and out of the bed. “Are you hungry?”

      “Not right now.”

      I searched her face for lies in her words, but she was telling the truth.

      “I need to find a way to feed you. Something more sustainable,” I said, ruffling a hand through my hair to try to tame it.

      Nicollette came up beside me, moving with that sort of unnatural stillness that she usually did. She slipped her fingers into my hair and took over, combing it.

      “You’ll figure something out,” she assured, “but for now, don’t worry too much about it. I can get by on our current arrangements.”

      “I don’t want you to just ‘get by,’ I want you to thrive.”

      “And that’s why I love you.” She pinched my cheek.

      “I love you too.” I couldn’t help relaxing whenever I heard those words, but I kept the problem in the forefront of my mind as I dressed.

      I’d searched the web for anything and everything that I could think of, but as it turned out, it wasn’t easy to find a list of places people go to feel afraid.

      Nicollette, stark naked, bent down to pick up her dress, and I watched her full ass on display for me. She gave it a wiggle, and I couldn’t resist bringing my palm against it.

      “Oh my!” she gasped, feigning surprise. The grin she shot over her shoulder told me that she got exactly what she wanted.

      She pulled the glittering red dress up her body. It barely covered her ass because there was such a deep slit in the back, and there was a matching one in the front that showed off the mounds of her breasts and the hints of her pink nipples that peaked out like the sun on the horizon.

      “Somehow, you look even sexier in that dress,” I said.

      Nicollette sauntered over to me, grabbed my face, and dragged me into a passionate kiss.

      I was breathless and wanting more by the time she pulled away, but her wicked grin told me that I’d have to wait for it.

      She headed for the door, fluttering her lashes at me over her shoulder.

      “You’re cruel.” I laughed.

      “Only in the best way.” She opened the door and headed out into the hall, disappearing around the frame.

      I followed her, wondering where we were going all the while.

      We headed down two flights of stairs, and she walked to the front door, peering through the glass.

      I came up behind her, wrapping an arm around her waist as I looked outside too.

      There was at least a half foot of snow waiting for me to shovel it.

      I sighed, resting my head on her shoulder.

      “Maybe we should just go back to bed,” I said. I sounded a little grumpy because I was. I’d just shoveled the damn stuff, and now there was more of it!

      The lights flickered in the hall, and I lifted my head.

      “Storm must be knocking out the power,” Nicollette said.

      I heard the floor creak nearby and looked toward the dining room.

      “It’s been like this all night,” Martha said with a frown. When the power flicked again, she hid behind the door frame.

      “Are you afraid of the dark?” I asked despite smelling her fear.

      “Well, no, not exactly, but the power just coming and going is kinda…”

      Nicollette and I exchanged glances, then nods, and I removed myself from her to go to Martha.

      “It’s alright. I get it. You were a candle for the longest time. The dark must be intimidating to you.” I reached out, gently placing a hand on her shoulder.

      She threw herself into my chest, hugging me hard. “I didn’t want to say anything, but I don’t like being alone in the dark.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was shaking her head or nuzzling into me, but I held her close, rocking her gently to soothe her.

      “There, there,” Nicollette cooed, playing with Martha’s long, white hair. “The dark isn’t so scary once you get used to it, I promise.”

      The words seemed to have a deeper meaning coming from her—a woman who had been forcibly turned into a vampire against her will. Before I could wonder more, she continued.

      “There was a time when I was afraid of the dark as well.” She braided Martha’s hair as she spoke, paying keen interest to it, as if she didn’t want to meet my eye. “But I got used to it, in time. Especially when I realized few things in it were stronger than me. I suspect the same is true for you.”

      Martha’s adorably pursed lips told me that she was considering this.

      Then the power went again, and she let out a little yelp, squeezing me tighter.

      “Sorry,” she said, her voice muffled by my chest.

      “It’s alright. No one expects you to overcome your fear in a few moments.” I patted her back. “Why don’t we go downstairs and light the fireplace? It does work, right?”

      “It does!” Martha whipped her head back to look up at me, her blue eyes wide. “Can we do that?”

      “Of course. I just need to get some matches from the kitchen.”

      She shook her head. “I can light it.”

      “Awesome, let’s go, then.”

      The three of us made our way to the secret room beneath the stairs. It was only when I was inside and I felt the lack of Martha’s magic in the room that I realized I hadn’t spent much time there since she split from the house. In fact, I couldn’t think of a time that I’d been there at all, but I could tell from the blankets and rolled-up snack bags that Martha obviously still spent a lot of time here.

      I felt bad for not spending more time with her, but it had been a busy few months of fixing the house, making it childproof, and trying to balance my four girlfriends. That didn’t leave much time for anything else.

      Martha scurried over to the fireplace and crouched in front of it. This hiked her dress up to her thighs, revealing how slender and pale they were.

      Nicollette nudged me and smiled playfully.

      I shrugged and flashed a goofy smile.

      “I’ve just remembered that I promised to help Belphie with something.” Nicollette winked at me before smiling innocently when Martha turned her head to us. “I’ll see you both later.”

      I knew what she was doing, she’d been anything but discreet about it, but I let her saunter off, watching her ass bounce as she went back up the stairs.

      While I was distracted, Martha had lit the fire.

      I headed to the couch to sit, and she settled down beside me, entranced by the flames.

      I wasn’t. They weren’t as alluring without her presence. They were a typical blend of oranges and yellows, not the magnificent blue that she’d lent to the candle.

      The power flicked again, but the fire covered us in a warm glow.

      That didn’t stop Martha from leaning into me.

      “Where do you think we’ll go next?” She rested her head on my shoulder, looking up at me with bright blue eyes that seemed to think I had all the answers.

      “Hm? Oh, a trip.” I cleared my throat to wrangle my scattered brain. “Well, everyone seemed to like sitting around the firepit, so I was thinking of a camping trip somewhere. Belphie expressed that using her powers to get us somewhere else on Earth wouldn’t be too taxing for her. She offered to wake us anywhere in the world, but…there’s this place my parents took me to that I’d really like to go.” I paused. “Honestly, I think about them a lot lately.”

      “Probably because you’ll soon be a parent yourself.”

      “That makes a lot of sense, actually. I hope I can be as good as they were to me.”

      “I’m sure you will.” Martha smiled up at me, her eyes fixed on mine before dipping lower to my lips.

      “And what do you think of spending the night in a tent in the middle of nowhere?”

      “It could be fun.” Her eyes didn’t leave my lips.

      I craned my neck slightly, putting my mouth closer to hers, so close that I felt her breath tickling my skin.

      Martha sucked in air, then seemed to hold it in.

      A few long seconds passed before she let it out, and her lips trembled.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I leaned in slowly, giving her a chance to back out if I misread things, but she stayed still, and soon our lips connected. It was a soft, chaste kiss, but her eyes fluttered shut, and she sighed dreamily.

      I decided not to probe for more, instead kissing over her jaw, then down the side of her neck. She shivered against me, lightly clutching onto my clothes.

      “It feels even better than I imagined,” she gasped, her cheeks red with longing. “Just like they said.”

      “Have you been talking about me?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Do tell.”

      She shook her head, her blush growing even redder.

      I maneuvered us so that she was on her back on the couch, with me between her spread legs.

      “Oh!” Martha panted softly as she gazed up at me with wide eyes.

      I pinned her hands over her head and let some of my weight press down onto her so that she couldn’t wriggle free.

      “Come no, Martha.” My voice sounded huskier than I anticipated. “What were you ladies talking about?”

      “S…sex.” She nibbled her bottom lip.

      “With me?”

      “Yes.”

      “And now you’re curious?”

      “More than that, I…” she trailed off, then shook her head. “But it seems so serious. What if I’m not ready?”

      “Well, if you feel ready, we can. If not, we can wait until then.” I caressed my fingers through her silky hair with my free hand. My heart raced as I revealed that I wanted her too.

      She took in another shaky breath and exhaled it slowly.

      “Can…can we…”

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Just a little. Some touching.”

      I got off of her, just so that my size was less intimidating to her, and I sat upright, pulling her into my lap.

      “Oh!” she gasped.

      I knew from how she squirmed that she felt my hardening cock pressing against her ass.

      “Tell me what you want.” I hugged her around the waist.

      She hesitated, but she did lean back into me and lay her head on my shoulder again.

      “We don’t have to go any further than you’re comfortable with.” I smiled reassuringly and kissed her forehead.

      “Touch me…over my clothes?” she added, her voice a pitch higher.

      I caressed her sides, trailing my fingers teasingly over her belly and down her thighs. She was tense against me, but I sensed that it was in anticipation, not fear, so I pushed further.

      My large hands cupped her small breasts, and she let out the most delightful gasp.

      “No one has ever…” She couldn’t finish. Instead, she turned her head and buried her face in the side of my neck.

      “Do you like it?” I gently squeezed the mounds.

      “Yes.”

      “More?”

      “Yes, please.”

      My fingers easily found her budding nipples through the fabric of her dress, and I pinched lightly at them, giving little twists while kneading the flesh.

      Martha arched for me, grinding back on my cock as soft moans slipped free of her lips.

      I was already rock hard and aching for her, but feeling her grind on me made it almost painful to be pent up.

      “Why does that feel so good?” she whimpered.

      I couldn’t resist turning her in my lap and wrapping my lips over her breast through the fabric. I sucked hard, lashing it with my tongue because I knew that the cloth would absorb some of the impact.

      “Oooh!” Martha wriggled against me.

      Soon, she was on her back again, and I was sucking her tits through her dress until it was soaked with my spit.

      She could barely keep her eyes open, but they were so full of passion and hunger that I couldn’t look away from them.

      Especially when I started to kiss down her belly.

      I worried that I was taking it too fast, but the thought drifted away as she hiked up her skirt to show off her lacy blue panties.

      I buried my face between her legs, breathing in the pleasant musk of her arousal and tasting her wetness through her panties.

      “Yes! Oh, stars above!” Martha shuddered beneath me, her hands clutching onto my head like she was afraid I’d leave her high and dry.

      She had no worries about that.

      I ate her pussy like there wasn’t a barrier between my tongue and it, drawing the tip of my tongue from the opening to her swollen clit. A slight musky scent tickled my nose, and I was treated to the wonderful taste of her pussy. It was almost wine-like. A flavor I could see myself getting drunk on.

      Each time I touched the nub, she let out a feral moan that went right to my groin. I adjusted myself with one hand to keep my boxers from strangling my cock.

      Panting, and I dared think I saw a little drool in the corner of her mouth, Martha reached down with one hand and pushed aside her panties, giving me the first good look at her pussy.

      It was as pale as the rest of her, with a tiny line of white hair tracing the lips.

      “Is it okay?” Her voice was thick with longing.

      “It’s perfect.” I buried myself in her pussy, tasting her sweet arousal. Her folds were warm and wet, and her legs spread, offering her most intimate place to me.

      “Ohh, yes!” Martha used one hand to keep her panties out of my way, and the other buried in my hair, tugging at it each time I made her arch her back. “This is wonderful! Amazing! Stars above!”

      Stroking her clit with my tongue while she stoked my ego, I rubbed the swollen nub slowly at first, getting her used to the sensation.

      She bucked and writhed like a woman possessed. Her body shook and trembled, and I kept licking at her all the while.

      I could tell that she was getting close when she tightened and curled toward me, but I just kept going.

      “Oh, what’s…Is this what they told me about?” She whimpered, her eyelids fluttering. “I’m gonna…I’m gonna come!”

      Her words were punctuated by a cry of passion, and her whole body seized up beneath me as her hips rolled and limbs jerked.

      I slowed my pace, but I didn’t stop lavishing her clit with attention until she collapsed against the couch.

      “Oooh,” she cooed, utterly limp against the cushion. “I don’t know a word strong enough to describe how good that felt.” Her dazed blue eyes looked up at me, and she gestured for me to go to her and hug her.

      I did. Happily.

      We embraced, with my weight pressing down on her, and she inevitably felt my hard dick.

      “I’m so tired, but I want to return the favor…” Martha pouted, searching my face like I had a magical way to give her enough energy to suck my dick.

      “If you’re up to it,” I said. I hoped to hells that she was.

      Her pink tongue dabbed her lips, and she looked up at me with eyes full of admiration and hunger.

      “How do I…” she trailed off, her bright blue eyes dancing.

      “You can start however you like. Want me to get it out for you?” I asked eagerly because my cock was starting to hurt from being so hard and yet pent up.

      “I wanna do it myself.” Martha slid to the floor and, on her knees, crawled between my legs.

      I don’t think she meant it to be sexy, but fuck, seeing her on her hands and knees, her gaze locked on my cock, and her ass in the air, swaying from side to side with each movement, was almost more than I could handle.

      She sat on her heels between my legs and slowly slid her trembling fingers up my thighs and to my crotch. They attacked the button but struggled with it.

      I was almost ready to help her when she finally got it open.

      “There,” she said proudly, smiling up at me. She let out a shuddering breath before lowering her eyes to my swollen package, which was still held back by my underwear.

      Her small hand slid up to cover it, and she let out a soft gasp.

      “This thing is huge! How am I supposed to fit it all in my mouth?” she asked.

      “You don’t need to fit it all.”

      “Aisling says she can…”

      “What do you girls talk about when I’m not around?”

      Martha smiled sweetly, which was totally at odds with her squeezing my cock through my boxers.

      “Is this too hard?” she asked.

      “You can do it harder.”

      “Like this?”

      I groaned as she squeezed me just right.

      “Hehe, guess so.” Martha tugged at the fabric of my boxers, slowly pulling them down until my cock sprung free. “Wow, it just jumped out at me!” She marveled, touching it, then hesitating, and finally wrapping her fingers around it. “It’s so squishy, but hard…and warm…Oh, it just throbbed!”

      I let out a grunt. Her squeezing felt good, sure, but she was going at a frustrating pace—and part of me almost thought that she knew this. That she was just teasing me.

      Looking down into her innocent blue eyes, I wasn’t so sure.

      “Oh, a drop of something is on the tip.” Martha cocked her head curiously, tapped her finger against it, found it was sticky and…brought her finger to her lips. “It’s salty, like chips.”

      “You could lick it off me,” I hoarsely suggested.

      She nodded and leaned in. Her fingers wrapped around the base of my cock, helping to guide it to her mouth, and she slowly licked my precum off of the tip of my shaft. “Mmm.”

      Pleasure dazed my senses as her tongue ran over my glans, and I tilted my head back, basking in the erotic sight of Martha exploring me.

      First she just touched me with her tongue, using it as a feeler, but she soon pushed her lips against my shaft, then took the head into her mouth with a wet slurp that was more befitting spaghetti.

      But fuck, did it turn me on.

      “Mm!” She rolled the head around on her tongue, tasting me, getting used to the spongy feel of my cock. While she suckled it, her delicate finger traced the vein in the shaft, making me shiver.

      Martha giggled around my cock and did it again.

      Swallowing, she took more of me into her mouth, sliding my cock in until it hit the back of her throat, and then gagging slightly and pulling back.

      I was about to console her, but she went down on me again.

      “Mmph!” she gasped around my shaft as she slid the first several inches in and out of her mouth. Her tongue stroked the underside of my shaft, and I was so swollen and needy that I thought I might blow my load right then and there, but I held on, letting the pleasure build.

      Martha released my cock with a wet pop, then lowered her mouth to my balls and started gently sucking them while my cock rested on her forehead.

      I groaned and curled toward her.

      “They told me you liked that,” she said, breathless.

      Before I could say or do anything, she dove back onto my cock and started sucking it again. It was the sloppiest, most eager blowjob I’d ever received, but it felt fucking amazing.

      Seeing Martha work so hard to bring me pleasure was enough to make me want to explode, but I still held on.

      Even as one palm wrapped around the base of my cock and the other gently kneaded my heavy sack.

      “Give it all to me,” Martha said before sliding me into her mouth again. She bobbed her head up and down, taking as much of me as she could. Her spit coated all of my cock because it kept dripping down, and then her fingers picked it up and smeared it to the base.

      The sight and feelings were too much for me. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back all the way, losing myself in the warm, wet tightness of her mouth and the flicks of her tongue.

      All at once, I finished, exploding into her mouth, but Martha didn’t so much as pull back, she kept sucking me all while I filled her mouth, drinking down my cum like a seasoned slut.

      Wave after wave of pleasure knotted my gut and stole my breath away. Lights danced behind my eyelids in a dizzying display, and my body grew taut against the couch before eventually collapsing into it.

      As I sat there, greedily sucking in air, Martha smacked her lips like she’d just eaten the best meal of her life.

      I was still trying to pull myself together when she crawled up next to me on the couch and lay her head on my shoulder. I flopped mine to rest atop hers.

      “That felt amazing,” she said. “Both receiving and giving. It was…Well. It felt empowering, having that sort of control over you.”

      “Control over me?” I laughed, my voice strained.

      “Well, I know you let me, but you know what I mean, right?”

      “I do.”

      We sat in silence for a bit, just snuggling and cuddling up together in our state of undress. I couldn’t resist reaching around to grab her petite ass, and Martha traced her fingers over my wet cock.

      “I’m glad that I could bring you to orgasm,” she said, smiling sweetly up at me. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be any good.”

      “You were amazing.” I patted her hair.

      She beamed up at me, hugging me around my chest and nestling her face against the side of my neck.

      “I’d love to do more…next time,” she whispered. “When I’m ready.”

      “Next time.” My voice was hoarse, but I easily settled down against her and rested my forehead on hers.

      “Next time.” She breathed the words like a promise, and I thought I heard a little whine sound from her throat. Martha hugged my shoulders and wrapped her legs around my hips.

      For a moment, I swore she was imagining me fucking her brains out, but her chaste kiss made me think otherwise.

      “You taste different.” Martha tilted her head slightly.

      “I taste like you.” I grinned.

      She blushed so red that I almost expected smoke to pour from her ears.

      I laughed heartily, kissed her forehead, and then settled down to spend the night with her.
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      With my trusty toolbox in hand, I trudged through the mansion, searching for anything that might be harmful to a baby. Pointed edges, outlets, access to harmful chemicals—I made a mental inventory of anything that needed to be fixed, ordered, or outright replaced.

      I’d already purchased a few baby gates for the stairs, both the bottom and the top of each set, and I still had plenty of time to install them, but if I was honest with myself…

      There wasn’t that much more within the house that I could do. Sure, the outside needed a coat of paint, and the gargoyles on the roof needed mending, but that wasn’t something that I could do in the dead of winter. In the months after I’d purchased the house, I’d fixed the plumbing, replaced the broken windows, scrubbed spray paint off the walls, even fixed creaky hinges.

      Short of doing some redecorating to make the place more modern, there wasn’t a lot left for me to fix or replace.

      Despite being old, the wallpaper throughout the house was still pristine, and I’d already removed and painted over any spots that were too bad. The stairs were sturdy, the door handles no longer jiggled, and the furniture, though old, was polished so much that I could almost see my reflection in them.

      “Mark,” a familiar voice called, drawing me out of my thoughts.

      I turned to see Wisty standing behind me, her head cocked to one side.

      “You’ve been staring at the stairs for a while.” She reached out, rubbing my arm. Her hand was warm and soft against the cracked skin of my elbow. “Something the matter?”

      “I was just thinking about all the progress we’ve made on the house,” I said.

      “It was mostly you.”

      “Well, still.”

      “Are you proud of it? You should be.”

      “I am, but…” Suddenly, I became keenly aware of the weight of the toolbox in my hand, and I bent down to put it on the floor. “I dunno, I just feel a little lost, even though I’m not finished yet.”

      “Mm, I see.” Wisty’s pink eyes blinked slowly, and she pressed a finger thoughtfully to her lips. “Well, I wouldn’t worry about that too much.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, once the baby comes along, you’ll be plenty busy with them, but in spring you’ll be able to garden properly again, and you can turn the front yard into a fun place for the little one.” She paused. “And Aisling.”

      “I’d already considered a clubhouse, but I could make a playground out there. Some swings, a slide, hmm…”

      Smiling, Wisty leaned up to place a kiss on my cheek. “See, even when the house is done, there’s still more that you can do to make it a home.”

      “That’s a wonderful sentiment.” I grabbed her, drawing her in and raining kisses on her face while she giggled and squirmed in my grip. I buried my face in her green hair and breathed in her familiar citrusy scent. It soothed the last of my nerves, and I nestled there for a few long moments as I gathered my thoughts.

      Wisty hugged me, nuzzling into my chest.

      “Right. Even when I get the house finished, I’ll have my work cut out for me,” I said. I didn’t sound quite as convinced as I would have liked.

      “You always talked about something called a farmers market, and you seemed to want us all to go there and sell our stuff. We could do that?” Wisty shifted in my arms until her bright eyes were gazing up at me. “I liked the thought of that—-selling our fruits and veggies and plants.”

      “I just didn’t want you ladies to ever have to work, honestly.”

      “We want to work with you. We want to build our life together. And we don’t want you to have to carry the burden by yourself.”

      A realization hit me of a lesson that I’d already learned.

      I wasn’t alone anymore, I had the girls to depend on, to lean on, to share in my troubles. I was the clan leader, sure, but the clan was stronger when they acted together.

      “You’re right,” I said with a sigh that deflated my shoulders. “We’re in this together, for better or worse.”

      “And in this house, there’s no worse, only better and better.”

      I smiled down at her, the corners of my eyes crinkling in mirth.

      “I can just see us now,” I began, “We could sell our produce, plants, hells, I could even do preserves. Belphie might be interested in making some scarves or something to sell. Aisling and Martha would be happy to help dealing with customers or with the prep work, but…”

      “Nicollette could stay home and watch the baby,” Wisty said. “An equally important job.”

      “Sure, but I don’t want to dump it on her.”

      “Any one of us would love to look after your little one, especially since—” She cleared her throat, cutting herself off and looking away.

      “What is it?”

      “Well, I just…”

      “Wisty?”

      “I’m jealous of Belphie. All the attention she’s getting, that she’s having your baby, that she’s bigger.” She mimed having massive tits. “I know it’s wrong, but I wish I could do those things too.”

      “It’s not wrong, I’d…I’d love for you to have my kid someday too.”

      “It’s impossible.” Wisty shook her head.

      “So was leaving the garden, not so long ago.”

      She faltered then, looking up at me with wide, vulnerable eyes that made me want to make all of her dreams come true.

      “Does Aisling want that as well?” I asked.

      “No, she just wants to be the fun aunt who gives ‘the best gifts and even better hugs,’ or so she says.”

      “And covers for you when you get into trouble.”

      “That too, probably.”

      A beat of silence passed between us, and I kissed Wisty’s forehead. “We’ll figure something out, babe. Don’t you worry.”

      She beamed up at me, lightly stroking the sides of my face. “I believe you when you say that. I believe you when you say anything.”

      “Good, because I’d never lie to you.” I drew her closer, pulling her into a passionate kiss. My tongue pushed into her mouth, and she warred with it before ultimately giving in.

      “Get a room ya sappy bastard!” Aisling’s voice rang out from above.

      I chuckled into the kiss, which we slowly broke, and then looked up to find Aisling standing at the top of the stairs in a pair of denim booty shorts and a white tee. Her nipples poked at the fabric as they hardened.

      “You say that, but you’re getting aroused, aren’t you?” I teased.

      “I just wanted you to know I was here.” Aisling started down the stairs and, in true Aisling fashion, leaped off the bottom few and into my arms.

      “I could never forget you.” I spun her around before setting her on her feet again. “Any of you,” I added as I looked at Wisty.

      “Still, we can’t help being worried, especially with a baby on the way.” The garden nymph lowered her eyes to the floor and let her hair fall over her face. “I’m happy for you, but also…”

      “We don’t want to be made second class citizens.” Aisling wrapped an arm around Wisty’s shoulders. “We know the baby will be your top priority, but we don’t want to fall to the wayside, either. Maybe we should come up with a sleeping schedule.”

      “My clan will be my priority, as it always has been.” I reached out to them, guilt swelling in my chest as I realized they’d likely been harboring these feelings for some time. “I don’t want a schedule, not because I don’t want to make sure everyone gets equal time, but because I want to be there when each of you needs me.”

      “That makes sense. Kinda.”

      “I don’t doubt that there will be an adjustment period for each of us, but this is something that we can figure out together, as a clan, and I expect each of you to be honest with me.”

      “We always are.” Aisling frowned.

      “About when you want or need attention, and about how you’re feeling.”

      “Oh, he means you.”

      Wisty played with a lock of hair as a sheepish smile graced her features.

      “To make this work, we’re going to need to put in the effort to make sure everyone is heard. Sure, all the emotional stuff is tough, but it’ll bring us closer together.”

      “Well said.”

      I turned to look up the stairs once again and saw Belphie walking down them and doing a slow clap.

      “Spoken like a clan leader worthy of our affections.” She looked at the two other women, and they wilted slightly beneath her gaze, which made her frown.

      “How much did you hear?” Aisling’s voice was tight with tension.

      “Enough.”

      A moment of awkward silence passed between us.

      “I do not mean to steal the spotlight.” Belphie looked at Aisling, then Wisty, who had done everything but shrivel up and fall to the floor in shame. “I do not wish for you to feel this way. I wish for us all to…to share.” Her voice hitched in her throat, and she cleared it, holding her head high like that would help her keep a handle on her emotions.

      “Belphie.” I reached out, beckoning her and the other girls into a hug. She settled into one side of me, hiding her face in my shoulder, while Wisty and Aisling cuddled into my center and other side respectively.

      “I know things are tough right now, but it’ll all settle down,” I promised, kissing them each on the forehead affectionately. “We’ve overcome great obstacles together, and we’ll get over this hump too.”

      “Heh, hump.” Aisling snickered.

      Wisty elbowed her gently.

      Belphie let out a little laugh, then stifled herself. “Damn these infernal hormones.”

      Aisling laughed harder, which made Wisty start giggling, and even I couldn’t resist a chuckle. Before long, the four of us were laughing at nothing.

      “Began the descent into madness, have we?” Nicollette’s amused voice asked once we settled down. I wasn’t sure when she had arrived, but Martha was with her.

      I opened my arms wider, beckoning them to join us, and they did.

      After one big group hug, I felt better, and I was sure that the girls did too.

      “We’ll figure this all out,” I promised, beaming at them.

      They looked at me, some up, others at my level, and I saw nothing but admiration in their gazes. Confidence flooded through me, and I remembered that even if the house was finished, I still had a duty to the five of them—and whatever children we might have.

      “Right, I need to get these baby gates up. Who wants to help?” I said after a few long moments of enjoying their embraces.

      “I was hoping that we could discuss something else,” Wisty admitted.

      “What’s that?”

      “Marriage.”

      I blinked stupidly. I probably should have seen it coming, but it blindsighted me all the same.

      “Can I marry all of you?” I asked carefully.

      “You are a clan leader. We are already yours,” Belphie said.

      “I know, but…”

      “Wives are special, right?” Wisty’s eyes twinkled.

      “Can I marry all of you under clan law or whatever?”

      “Well, that’s the thing, isn’t it?” Nicollette gestured for the other women to calm down, and she stepped in front of them. “You sort of already have, in the monster sense of the word. You took us as your mates. But I’d mentioned to Wisty about human ceremonies and traditions, and she got rather excited about the idea.”

      “It’s true.” Wisty’s cheeks reddened, and she looked down at the floor for a moment before meeting my gaze. “The flowers! The rings, the ceremony, the meaning behind it all, it’s so romantic,” she swooned. “Like something out of a Disney movie!”

      My brain ran a hundred miles a second, but I nodded even before it consciously caught up to where I needed it to be.

      First I was having a kid, and now I was talking about marrying not one, not two, not even three, but five women?

      “Perhaps it wouldn’t be strictly legal under your laws, but it would be a symbolic thing.”

      “Showing that you love us all equally!” Wisty excitedly chimed in.

      “Would we be dressing up for this?” Belphie asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then I shall begin research and preparations.” She headed up the stairs, waddling slightly because she still wasn’t used to her growing belly.

      “He didn’t even agree to it yet.” Nicollette could barely contain her smile.

      I realized I’d been standing there with my mouth open when five sets of eyes turned to me. I quickly closed it and cleared my throat.

      “Mark,” Belphie said, her tone serious. It sounded like I was in for a scolding. “Will you marry me?”

      “And will you marry me?!” Wisty practically yelled in her excitement.

      “And don’t forget about me!” Aisling threw a punch into the air.

      “I’m asking you as well, of course, darling.” Nicollette winked.

      “Well, I know we’re not as close as the others, so I don’t blame you if you don’t want me to ask you…” Martha bit her bottom lip, then sucked in a breath and squared her shoulders. “But I want to be your wife, too!”

      In my wildest dreams, I’d never expected a woman to ask me to marry her—let alone five—so for a few moments I stood there, my mouth opening and closing.

      “We don’t have a ring,” Nicollette said.

      “Oh, I don’t even have any money, unless he wants one out of a claw machine.” Aisling frowned.

      “I could make one out of flowers?” Wisty suggested.

      “Girls,” I finally choked out.

      They all looked at me again.

      “I accept.”

      Five bodies collided against mine, and I would have hit the floor if not for my enhanced strength. I also might have smothered under the breasts that pressed against me or all the kisses peppering my body, but instead I lavished in it.

      All the uncertainties drifted away, and my neck cracked. I hadn’t even realized it was tense, but apparently I had been so stressed that all my muscles and joints tightened. I knew this because I felt them relax as one while I lost myself in their embrace.

      “We should start planning,” Wisty said, “I can’t wait!”

      “It will likely take a while for this to come to fruition, but it’ll be worth it,” Nicollette said.

      “And if you have second thoughts—” Martha began.

      “—you can stuff ’em!” Aisling finished.

      The girls laughed and chattered and headed to Belphie’s room to look at dresses. Still reeling, I sat on the stairs and let my mind catch up to everything. I saw the baby gate that I still hadn’t set up, and I picked it up and got to work installing it.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t care about what happened, it just seemed so surreal that I needed time to process it all. The best thing to do in the meanwhile was to keep busy, so I did just that.

      To my utter disappointment when I opened the box, I didn’t need to do any real work with it, I just needed to mount it in the doorway, place it flush to the floor, and extend the pressure mounts so that the gate was secured at the top and then the bottom.

      I had all six of the gates installed in a matter of an hour or so, and even then it only took so long because I spent a half hour looking at the first one and debating how much I hated it.

      Blowing out a frustrated sigh, I decided that I was just being picky.

      And that I’d wanted something a little more hands on.

      I almost debated blowing every flake of snow out of the driveway, but eventually I headed into the living room, whipped out my Switch, and lost myself in some good old Mario.

      All while I played, my heart raced.

      Especially when it hit me.

      This was real.

      This was my life.

      Not only did I have a baby on the way, but now I was getting married.

      At first I thought I was afraid, that the pressure I felt in my gut was something bad, but I soon realized I wasn’t scared at all.

      It just felt too damn good to be true.

      There was only one hitch.

      “How the hell am I gonna explain this to the neighbors?”
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      Standing around in the living room with all of my camping gear—which I’d maybe gone a little overboard with, because did we really need a giant tent that split into individual rooms?—I took a quick look around at the girls.

      We were standing in a circle and holding hands like we were about to break out into song or something. Our outfits were hilariously mismatched, with half of us looking like we were going camping, half looking like we were going to a ball and...Aisling.

      In typical Aisling fashion, she wore a pair of denim booty shorts, a pink tee that rode up her belly, and a set of brown cowboy boots and a cowboy hat that also matched her brown leather choker.

      Wisty and Martha both wore simple outfits of tees and shorts, and had each stolen one of my sweaters in case they got cold. Nicollette had woven Wisty’s green hair into two thick braids, giving her a cute girl-next-door sort of look.

      Belphie and Nicollette wore their usual attire, as if we weren’t about to teleport to the middle of nowhere and were instead on our way to some high-class party. Nicollette had on a pair of shiny red heels that made her as tall as I was. Belphie had said that her ankles were too swollen for heels, but I didn’t see it. I was wise enough to keep that to myself, though.

      “Are we sure it’s not sunny where we’re going?” Nicollette asked as she nervously squeezed my hand.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Somewhere far away, where it is warmer, just as you asked.” Belphie broke the chain of hand holding and vanished in a puff of thick purple smoke that quickly dissipated.

      “She’s not taking us to the hells, is she?”

      “I doubt it, she’s said that doing that is too tiresome,” Nicollette replied.

      Another puff of purple smoke filled the immediate area, and Belphie’s hands appeared through it, grabbing onto Martha’s and Nicollette’s hands once again.

      “You may feel a slight spinning sensation,” Belphie said as she looked around at us, “but that should pass quickly.”

      “Alright, let’s go.” I grinned at her, meeting her violet eyes.

      She smiled back, dipped her horned head, and closed her eyes.

      Purple smoke obscured my vision, and I was glad for it because it felt like the entire damn world had started rotating faster and in reverse. I held tight to the smaller hands in my own. My brain was so addled that I forgot who they belonged to or why I was holding them, I just knew that I couldn’t let go.

      Then it all came to an abrupt stop and things returned to normal with such an abruptness that I nearly fell to my knees. My gut felt like a washing machine that had taken on a life of its own and spun like a tornado, and my brain was thick with fog, like it had just suffered whiplash.

      I vaguely heard someone gag beside me, and a hand tugged at mine, but I refused to let it go.

      “We are there,” a familiar voice said. I couldn’t place it. It sounded far off and distorted, like it was spoken above water.

      Am I underwater? I wondered. No, I can’t be. I’m not drowning. I just feel heavy.

      “I’m glad I don’t eat food,” someone else said.

      The throbbing in my head faded abruptly, and my body seemed to catch up with whatever had happened.

      My brain struggled to do the same.

      “Where am I?” I pried my eyes open and looked around, my head lulling slightly to one side.

      I was surrounded by five beautiful women, and for a moment I thought I was dreaming.

      Then reality hit. They were mine. This was no dream.

      I blinked back the fog in my mind.

      “Woo! Do it again!” Aisling threw a fist into the air and jumped up, clicking her heels together.

      “Please no.” Nicollette held up a delicate, manicured hand.

      “I…I could use some mint tea,” Martha said, holding her belly.

      “I don’t know what I need.” Wisty held her head in both hands, swaying on her feet.

      “Hm, perhaps I have forgotten how difficult my first time was over the centuries.” Belphie tapped a finger to a plump bottom lip.

      “Ya think?” I let out a slow breath to help even myself, then took a look around.

      I saw the pine trees before I smelled them, as if my nose was still catching up to the sudden change, and I quickly found that they formed a nice hollow around us, shielding us from view and any foul weather that might happen.

      Rocky mountains stood in the distance, the full moon hovering above them. Fingers of moonlight filtered through the trees, and an owl hooted in the distance, but there weren't any other signs of life besides ourselves.

      “Perfect,” I said as I looked down toward my feet.

      As Belphie had said, the stuff within our circle was transported with us, so we weren’t in want of anything. Tent, food, personal belongings. We were only staying a day or two, but in true Martha fashion, we were prepared for about two weeks of surviving the rugged outdoors.

      I was fine with that. It was better than the alternative.

      “Alright, let’s get to setting up this tent.” I clapped my hands before grabbing the bulky bag that contained our tent—a large six-person tent that had three individual rooms to give us a little privacy.

      Of course, I’d used my spatial distortion powers on these rooms to make them even more spacious. We could have lived in the thing until it was summer at the mansion, if we wanted.

      As I saw Nicollete frown in disgust and flick a bug away, I knew that wouldn’t be happening.

      The tent was easier to set up than the first time, when I’d practiced in the dining hall. I was able to get it up in less than half an hour and with minimal help.

      While I worked, Wisty and Aisling collected some wood for a fire, while Martha blew up the air mattresses. Nicollette stood around looking about as out of place as one could in a glittering red dress and matching heels in the middle of nowhere.

      Belphie, having done her part, sat and watched me with a vague look of interest.

      Once we were all set up, we sat around the fire and enjoyed the stillness of the night while roasting wieners and marshmallows. At times we spoke, but even Aisling seemed chilled out, thanks to the calmness of the night.

      Nicollette eventually settled down, taking the time to enjoy the night without all the hustle and bustle of the city. She sat with her chin in her hands, watching the moon and letting out wistful sighs.

      Belphie was the only one who didn’t settle down. She shifted on the log I’d found for her to sit on, wriggling and squirming against it like she couldn’t get situated. Eventually, she huffed and gave up, tugging at my sleeve.

      “Hungry?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Come with me, we must speak.”

      I furrowed my brow, but nodded and helped her to her feet. I didn’t know what she wanted to say to me that she couldn’t in front of the others, but she led me into the tent—to the furthest room, which she had laid claim to.

      I helped her down onto the air mattress, and she let out a groan. Then, she stuck out her legs.

      She looked like a turtle stuck on her back. If turtles were sexy and had an hourglass figure with huge breasts that were slightly smaller because she was laying on her back. Her shapely hips seemed even fuller than usual because of the little baby weight that she’d put on.

      Belphie waved one foot at me, then grunted with effort. She wore laced, knee-high boots that were so tight that her thick thighs bulged out slightly around the faux leather.

      “I cannot get these off on my own. I am too round.” She scowled, which soon turned to a pout.

      “Why don’t you wear simpler shoes?” I rested her leg against my side as I began untying the intricate lacing. “How did you even get these on?”

      “With great effort.” Belphie let out a sigh of relief as I freed her leg, which had a slight ring around it from how tight her boot had been.

      “Why don’t you switch to more comfortable clothes?”

      She frowned, her violet eyes drifting away from me.

      “Belphie?”

      “I do not wish to be unappealing to you.”

      I laughed. I didn’t mean to, it just burst out of me.

      “What?”

      “Belphie, you would be gorgeous in a baggy tee shirt and a pair of sweatpants,” I said as I pulled off her first boot.

      She wiggled her toes, then slowly lowered that leg and offered me the other. “Do you mean it?”

      “Of course. I love that you dress up for me, but you should always prioritize your comfort. Especially now. I hear being pregnant is uncomfortable enough.”

      “I am past the uncomfortable stage and in the aroused one.”

      I arched a brow.

      She did the same.

      “That’s the first I’m hearing of it.” I lightly caressed her shin as I removed her second shoe.

      “It is a new development. One I thought I might share with you.”

      “I’m happy to help with whatever you need.” I threw her shoe aside and crawled carefully atop her—her round belly brushing against me.

      Best I could tell, she wasn’t progressing quite as a human woman would, having ballooned out so fast, but I didn’t mind.

      Whatever it was, it was. As long as the baby was healthy, I didn’t care.

      Our lips met and all thoughts of anything but Belphie drifted away. Her tongue wrestled with mine, and the sweetness of marshmallows assaulted my tastebuds, mixing with her somewhat spicy, cinnamon-like scent.

      She put her hand on the back of my head and drew us deeper into the kiss, while simultaneously trying to flip me over onto my back. I could have easily overpowered her, but I loved the view from below, so I rolled onto my back and watched as she struggled to climb on.

      “Are you sure you can handle this?” I asked.

      Her black dress, which was bound with lace but not tight, covered much of her, but I pushed my hands beneath the fabric to feel her supple thighs.

      “This is what I want,” she said with a note of authority to her voice. “What I need. We demons call this period of pregnancy our ‘needing,’ in fact.”

      “Does that mean what I think it means?”

      “I will use you to quell my lust. It generally lasts a month.”

      “Oh no,” I said lamely.

      “Oh yes.” In a surprisingly nimble gesture, Belphie pulled her dress over her head, revealing her milky thighs, hairless pussy, and massive tits that I swore were even bigger than the last time I saw them.

      I couldn’t resist the urge to reach up and tug the golden chain that connected her pierced nipples.

      She hissed something.

      “What was that?” I cupped her tits, squeezing the flesh as it overflowed between my fingers.

      She said something else, guttural and strange, then shook her head. “It was daemon, the language of my kind.”

      “And what did you say?” I lightly pinched at her swollen, pink nipples.

      “Fuck, yes!”

      I smirked, lightly trailing my hands over the massive mounds. “Are these sensitive?”

      She bit down on her lower lip, then nodded softly.

      Leaning up, I wrapped my lips around her nipple and lapped at it with my tongue.

      “Yes,” she whimpered, clutching onto my hair like she was afraid I might stop. “More!”

      I suckled and nibbled the delicate flesh, and Belphie writhed on my hips, rubbing against my hardening cock. When I’d brought one nipple to complete hardness, I swapped to the other and used my hand to assault the wet one.

      Belphie’s body drew taut against me, but she gently drew me from her, looking up at me with needy violet eyes.

      “There is something I wish to do first.” Her pink tongue dabbed at her deep purple lips, wetting them.

      I stripped beneath her hungry gaze, bouncing us around on the air mattress as I did so, but Belphie refused to get off of me.

      In all her naked glory, she rubbed her hot slit against my cock before sliding down my body.

      My eyes narrowed in delight as her mouth kissed my cock.

      To my surprise, she didn’t take it into her mouth.

      She squished it between her massive tits.

      “Mmm, yes.” She lifted them up and down, working them over my cock and moaning as it slid between the supple flesh. “I wish for you to grab my horns and fuck my breasts,” she said, not in her stoic-Belphie voice, but her ‘I really need a good dicking down’ voice.

      I was powerless to resist.

      Gripping her smooth horns in my hands, I gave a testing pump of my hips. It didn’t feel as good as a blowjob, but the giving flesh still provided pleasure, and I let out a horny growl to tell her as much.

      I thrusted slowly at first, enjoying the way she sighed in pleasure each time I did, her purple eyes staring into mine, unblinking but glazed with desire.

      Then she began to dip her head down, and the next thing I knew, something warm and wet engulfed the head of my cock.

      Belphie moved her head with my thrusting so that she always had my cock in her mouth, her moans rumbling through the head as she ran her tongue over it. Just when I thought she couldn’t make this feel any better, she squished her tits harder around me, giving me more resistance.

      I growled out a string of curse words and fucked her tits hard, gripping her horns and using them to gain more leverage.

      “Mmph!” She slobbered on my dick like I was an ice cream cone, lavishing the taste and taking as much of me as possible into her mouth until she was kissing her own tits.

      Pleasure coursed through me from the tips of my toes to the top of my head, making me twitch and curl toward her.

      Belphie didn’t back down. She worked me hard, like she was a succubus trying to rip my soul out through my dick.

      I groaned out her name in warning, my voice thick to my own ears.

      The pleasure built and built inside me until it overflowed. I tried to hold on, to make the feeling last, but it was no use. She felt too good. The ecstasy overflowed like a flooded dam, bursting all at once and robbing me of all my senses besides the pleasure she gave me. My vision went white as I climaxed and yelped embarrasingly, shooting my hot load into her mouth. Her hungry tongue assaulted my sensitive glans through my orgasm, increasing the pleasure to the point that I couldn’t stop shivering.

      My body trembled with effort as I spilled into her, and I was glad that I was already on my back when I finally relaxed.

      Panting, my skin covered in a thin layer of sweat, I slowly opened my eyes and craned my neck to look down.

      Trails of my seed ran down Belphie’s massive breasts, but she leaned her head down and lifted the mounds of fat to lick up every last bit. She didn’t let any of it go to waste, and all while she licked her own breasts, she gazed up at me.

      “I love when you look at me like that,” she purred, finally freeing my cock from her tits. She crawled up my body, and I grabbed her hips, dragging them to hover over mine. “With such hunger and adoration.”

      Cupping my face in one hand, she held my gaze as she guided my cock into her dripping pussy. We never blinked as she sank down on me. It was damn hard to keep my eyes open against the tight wetness sliding over my cock, but staring into her eyes while she fucked herself on me lent a certain desperate intimacy to our sex.

      “Do not look away from me,” she pleaded as she let my chin go. “Make me feel sexy, not with your words, but with your eyes.” She braced her hands on my abdomen and gyrated her hips, letting out a soft moan as my cock stirred up her insides.

      Belphie’s lips parted slightly in a gasp. She never bothered to close them, just let her whimpers slip free as she pleasured herself with my body.

      My cock throbbed, and she clenched her insides around me, milking me with her inner muscles.

      “Eyes open,” she cooed.

      They were. But it was fucking hard to keep them that way.

      She planted her hands on my chest and leaned forward. Her swollen belly brushed mine, then her heavy tits fell on my chest.

      I reached out, blindly finding the nipples and squeezing them—all the while holding her violet gaze.

      “Ooh, yes.” A shivering breath escaped her. For a moment, her eyes closed, but she pried them open again as she rested her forehead to mine. We didn’t kiss, we just gazed into each other's eyes as she rode my cock in slow, short thrusts that dragged her tits over my chest and her lips over my mouth and chin.

      I couldn’t just lay there any longer. I’d let her have her fun, and now I needed mine.

      I thrust up to meet her pushing back, and her eyes crossed for a split second before focusing on me again.

      “You are such a good man,” she purred, laying her body atop mine and rocking back to meet my hips. “Give your broodmare what she needs.”

      I might have arched my brow at that if I wasn’t balls deep in her sweet pussy. Instead, it made my cock throb, and I thrusted harder into her.

      “Ooh, yes! Such a good boy! Give me your cock!” she cried, so loud that I was sure the other girls would hear.

      All the while she held my gaze as best she could.

      The pleasure was so intense that I closed my eyes for a moment, losing myself in it.

      “No, open them,” she said, grabbing my face with both hands. Her wings spread out on her back, and her tail rattled. “Look at me. Look at me.”

      That became harder with each thrust. Her warm, wet pussy milked my shaft, tightening and clenching around it like she was trying to lock me inside her.

      “Ooh, yes,” she cried, her delicate fingers clutching on my shoulders. “My body is so sensitive! I may climax simply from penetration!”

      I squeezed her tits hard, earning a yowling moan from her, and I flicked my thumbs back and forth over her nipples, the same way I would play with her clit.

      “Oh, hells!”

      I did it a little faster.

      “I…I cannot…”

      I rolled the nubs beneath my thumb as fast as I could.

      “I…I am coming!” Her words cut off with a high-pitched moan, and she clutched onto my shoulders for dear life and her body drew taut against mine.

      The pleasure had already been building inside me, and the moment her sweet pussy pulled even tighter around me, I pushed in to the hilt and blew my load deep inside her.

      We moaned and groaned together, our eyes fluttering open and closed as we tried to watch each other but couldn’t, because our own pleasure was too great.

      I caught glimpses of her dazed eyes, of her drawn expression of pleasure, of her parted purple lips and pink tongue as she moaned and panted for air.

      All at once, our bodies relaxed together, and Belphie practically melted on my chest.

      “That was so…intimate,” she whispered, hugging herself against me. “Intense.”

      “It was.” I wrapped my arms around her back, and her tail coiled around one of my wrists. “Broodmare,” I added, craning my neck to look down at her.

      Belphie’s cheeks turned red, but she turned her nose up, as proud creatures tended to do. “I got caught up in the moment. I did not hear you complain.”

      “You did not.”

      She nodded, satisfied, then snuggled into me. As if she were afraid I’d somehow crawl out from under her, she also cocooned us in her wings.

      “I wish to sleep here,” Belphie said.

      “On top of me and with my dick inside you?”

      “I may need it again in the morning.”

      “...I’m fine with that.”
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      I was exhausted by the time I returned from the trip—in no small part thanks to Belphie, who was on me any chance she could get. I’d lost count of the times that we were together, but I felt it deep in my bones.

      And in my crotch. I was so oversensitive that just my jeans scrubbing me the wrong way through my boxers was enough to make me cringe.

      I didn’t regret a moment of it, but it was for that reason that I kept squirming in the passenger seat of Nicollette’s car.

      The fear vampire smirked knowingly, casting me stray glances that were full of amusement.

      “It’s a good thing you heal fast,” she said.

      “Tell me about it.” I chuckled.

      “You didn’t have to come out with me tonight if you needed the rest.”

      “I wanted to.”

      “I know, and that means a lot to me.” She smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling with mirth. “Though perhaps we should have taken your car to spare my baby all this slush and road salt.”

      “We’ll give it a good cleaning when we get back. Hells, if you want a garage to keep it in over the winter, I’ll get a permit for one.”

      “That would be lovely. I’d hate for her to rust before her time. I don’t suppose I could get the space in there for another?”

      “Anything you want, just let me know.”

      “Excellent.”

      I smiled, glad to have found something for me to do this spring, and turned my eyes to the city. It was noisy outside of Sunnyside, and I found myself disliking the hustle and bustle that I’d once been a part of. Cars sped by, their headlights flashing in my eyes and their horns honking as they cut each other off. Everyone was in a hurry to get somewhere, even in the middle of night.

      Many lights were still on in buildings, even in offices, and I vaguely remembered a time when I was among them, sorting paperwork belonging to homes that I was trying to sell. Fast food restaurants were still open for customers, though almost everything else had closed for the night save for the clubs and pubs.

      None of it appealed to me.

      The rat race just wasn’t for me. Not anymore.

      I had something better.

      “My, you look deep in thought,” Nicollette said. She reached her hand out to brush her cool fingers along mine. “Everything alright, darling?”

      “It’s great.” I grinned.

      She arched her brow at me, but didn’t bother to press me on why I was smirking like a fool. Instead, she looked at the GPS. “We’re almost there.”

      “I can feel it, just barely.”

      “Me too.”

      The closer we got to our destination—a popular escape room that ran on the midnight oil—the more I smelled the fear in the air.

      And the stronger I grew.

      I inhaled the sweetness in the air, intoxicated by it. It smelled like the most wonderful dessert, on the verge of being sickly sugary, but not quite reaching that milestone.

      “Wonderful, isn’t it?” Nicollette breathed in even deeper than I did, her perky breasts rising and falling.

      The closer we got to the escape room, the more prominent the scent became, until it was all around us, basking us in its wonderful aroma. By the time we pulled into the parking lot, Nicollette had all but melted into the driver’s seat.

      “This, this will do wonderfully,” she said, taking in another deep inhale through her nose.

      “I’d still like to have a backup plan, you know, in case something happens and this place closes.”

      “You’re so thoughtful. I’m used to just living off whatever fear I come across. This will do just fine, until it doesn’t. Then we’ll find something else.”

      I frowned. I didn’t like not having another source of food for her besides our meager horror movie night offerings. I wanted her to be as fed and happy as the rest of my girls—it was a matter of pride.

      “When you’re ready, let’s take a drive around, see if we can’t find something else.”

      Nicollette rolled her eyes playfully, but she didn’t argue. She knew there was no talking me out of this.

      A few minutes later, we were on the road again, this time cruising side streets instead of the highway. The smell of fear faded as we pulled away from the escape room, but I was on high alert for traces of it in the air.

      I didn’t know how much time passed until I found some, but I picked it up as easily as a bloodhound once I was in range.

      “This way,” I said, pointing to the left.

      “I smell it too.”

      “Follow your nose.”

      It didn’t take us long to find the source, though it left me perplexed.

      We pulled up outside a university—one that looked like it had night classes, judging by all the lights that were on and the number of cars in the parking lot.

      It dawned on me then that there were different types of fear. There was fear of situations, like being trapped in an escape room, there was fear of the unknown, like Nicollette had wielded against myself what felt like a lifetime ago, but there was also fear of failure.

      That sent my mind reeling with possibilities.

      Fear of heights, fear of needles, hell, there were even social phobias.

      The possibilities were truly limitless when I thought in terms of people, not places.

      “You look like you’ve had an epiphany,” Nicollette said.

      “I think I have.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Well, when I was trying to figure out how to keep you fed, I kept looking for places that scared people instead of considering the people themselves. There’s fear all over, if you just know what scares people.”

      “And you do?”

      “I have a lot more ideas now than I did before.”

      “You must. Your shoulders have finally relaxed.”

      I didn’t notice until she’d said it, but I had sagged into the passenger seat.

      I had almost been thinking of fear as a limited resource, one that could only be found in certain places or at certain times, but I was wrong. It was limitless, and it was everywhere.

      Different people feared different things. It was such an obvious answer that I felt stupid for not considering it before, though I had been juggling a lot.

      “Hospitals, schools, especially during exam season, hell, just driving through the city we can smell traces of it everywhere,” I said.

      “Those are some wonderful, if a little cryptic, ideas.” Nicollette smiled before leaning over and planting a kiss on my lips. “If you weren’t so exhausted from our trip, I might have crawled on you like a randy co-ed.”

      “Don’t tease me, I don’t know if I can take it,” I joked.

      We shared a laugh, and I tangled my fingers into her hair, planting kiss after kiss on her mouth. Our tongues warred, and though she put up a good fight, I eventually won.

      We broke away from each other slowly, to catch our breath, and I fell back into my seat with a content sigh.

      Maybe I couldn’t create fear, but I now knew how to find it.

      Hell, I could even look up a list of the most common phobias for ideas.

      Feeling much more confident in my ability to satisfy Nicollette’s hunger, I relaxed, and my neck cracked.

      “That sounded painful,” she said.

      “The opposite, actually. It feels good now.”

      “Perhaps I should give you a massage when we get home.”

      “Perhaps you should, but I warn you, I’m not easy. I won’t put out just because you rub my shoulders.”

      Nicollette laughed, a light, airy sound that made my heart skip a beat. “Oh, darling, you’ve the most wonderful sense of humor.”

      We spent some time sitting in the parking lot of the college, basking in the abundance of fear and enjoying the relative quiet of the university parking lot, before eventually heading off again.

      “Are you excited?” Nicollette eventually asked. “About the baby, I mean. We’ve talked to Belphie about how she feels in great detail, but I don’t think anyone has asked you even once.”

      “Well…” I trailed off, caught off guard by the question. “I’m excited. A little afraid that I won’t be able to handle it or that I’ll do the kid wrong somehow. I think that’s pretty normal, though.”

      “I’d say so.”

      “Besides that…I’m excited, honestly. I always wanted to be a dad, and sure, that happened sooner than I expected, but I always wanted a big family.”

      “So, you want lots of children, then?”

      “Not necessarily. I mean, all of you girls are my family, so it’s already pretty big, but a couple of kids running around wouldn’t hurt, you know? Maybe a dog. Or a cat. Or both. How do you feel about animals?”

      “I like them more than most people.”

      “I’d have said the same before I moved to Sunnyside.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged. “I never knew how nice it could be living in a tight-knit community. Everyone there helps each other, and sure, they’re in your business, but they genuinely care about you, too.”

      Nicollette nodded. “I’ve enjoyed my time there. Which reminds me that I’ve not had an HOA meeting in a while.”

      “You should get together with them, they think the world of you.”

      “I know, I’ve just been busy.”

      “Oh right, I’m the one keeping you busy.” I laughed.

      “That you are, darling.” She shot me a fond glance. “So, where are we heading now? The night is still young.”

      “Let’s just drive around for a while. It’s noisy, but I like looking at the city lights at night. There’s something…I dunno. There’s just something about it.”

      “Earthly stars.”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      We drove through the city until it started to snow again, then headed home for the night. The moment I walked through the front door, a wave of exhaustion hit, and I barely made it to the living room couch, where I promptly collapsed with a yawn.

      “Sleep well,” I thought I heard Nicollette say as something warm draped around me.
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      Pulling on my snowpants, I waddled over to my heavy winter boots and shoved my feet down into them. Next I put on my insulated jacket, then my mittens, and finally a hat and scarf.

      All of the clothes felt suffocating, but they would keep me warm while I worked, and I’d definitely need that, since it was about zero degrees out. A great deal of snow had fallen during the day, and though I had already done my stretch of sidewalk and enough of the driveway to pull our cars into, I got a message on the group chat about Tim being too sick to do his own.

      He hadn’t asked for help, he’d just apologized and promised to do it when he was feeling better, but I didn’t want to be the sort of neighbor who ignored someone in need.

      So, I was dragging my ass out into the cold again.

      I headed to the shed to grab the snowblower, turned it on to get its tracks moving, then steered it down my driveway and a few houses down the street.

      Tim’s house looked like all the others—it was white, unassuming, and if it was spring or summer, I knew there’d be a ton of flowers blooming in the raised boxes that were now covered in thick plastic and snow.

      I’d been inside a few times, and he had a pretty impressive bar, but I hadn’t made it much further than that.

      With only my eyes peeking out of my getup, I adjusted the chute of the snowblower and started to work my way down his stretch of sidewalk, blowing the snow onto a bank where he’d obviously shoveled that which had fallen before.

      While I worked, I thought about things. Everything. Nothing. There wasn’t much else to do but turn the chute and angle the snowblower.

      I hadn’t seen Jasper or his vampire buddies since the night that they moved in, which didn’t really bother me, besides the fact that I couldn’t keep an eye on them.

      I glanced toward his house. It was covered in a thick blanket of snow, and it didn’t look like anyone had bothered to dig it out yet this winter. I didn’t know whether the vampires were inside or maybe using a backdoor that I didn’t know about, but I guessed it hardly mattered.

      As long as they weren’t causing trouble, I had no reason to take issue with them.

      I kept telling myself that, but the hair on the back of my neck stood on end each time I looked at that house. Something wasn’t right about it, though I couldn’t place exactly what that was.

      Hell, for all I know, the place is abandoned until spring, I thought.

      Shrugging it all away, I went back to my work, and after what felt like an eternity later, I’d finally finished blowing the snow from Tim’s sidewalk and driveway.

      “Mark!” someone called over the engine of the snowblower.

      I turned toward Tim’s house to see him standing in the doorway. We waved at one another. He looked like death warmed over. His skin was almost as pale as the snow, and the bags under his eyes were so heavy and dark that the skin sagged. As he stood there, a blanket wrapped around him, he leaned on the doorway, as if he didn’t even have the energy to stand upright.

      “Thanks, buddy,” he said. “I owe you pizza and beers.”

      “Anytime.” I nodded.

      He returned it, then headed back inside with a final wave.

      I was glad for my enhanced strength as I made my way back down the road and toward my home. Once more, I found myself looking at the house that belonged to Jasper, and again, I felt like there was more to it than met the eye.

      So, I did what any good neighbor, who also wanted to get a better look at the place, would do.

      I started blowing his damn snow too.

      While I worked, I pretended to be focused on what I was doing, but my eyes were everywhere, looking for any signs of life in the house. Up close, I realized that there were footprints in the snow, and that it seemed like they were going around the back of the house, where there was likely another entrance.

      Why they didn’t use the front, I didn’t know, but it didn’t necessarily mean anything.

      Of course, it could have meant that they didn’t want anyone to know when they were coming or going, but maybe I was thinking too much of it. Maybe they just liked their privacy, just as I did.

      I’d kept up to date on all of the news in the city, and there was nothing unusual to suggest that they went out every night and drained people like juice boxes.

      Great, now I’m getting paranoid, I thought, but I quickly corrected myself. Not paranoid, protective.

      I had the girls, sure, but I also had all of Sunnyside to protect. It was my little slice of heaven, and I wasn’t going to let anyone ruin it.

      Not that it seemed like anyone was trying.

      By the time I finished Jasper’s sidewalk and driveway, even I was starting to feel the strain of moving around so much snow. I trudged up my driveway with the snowblower and parked it in the shed.

      I made to head inside, but the sound of giggles ringing out pulled my attention to the backyard.

      There I found Aisling plopping a ball of snow about the size of a basketball atop of two larger ones before stepping back to admire her snowman—and I knew it was a snowman because it had a giant carrot schlong.

      “Having fun?” I asked.

      She whipped around to face me, her cheeks and nose red from the cold. “Am I ever.” She cackled, then pointed at the back door. “Wisty is watching.”

      Sure enough, the green-haired garden nymph was waving at me from inside the house.

      “Don’t spend too long out here or you’ll catch whatever Tim has,” I warned as I started toward the house again.

      “Don’t worry, I’m done now!” She skipped past me, beating me to the backdoor, where we both trailed in snow and ice across the tile floor.

      Even more fell from us as we took off our winter clothes, and I was soaked by the time I was down to my jeans and sweatshirt. I knew some of it was sweat, sure, but the rest was from snow that landed on me as I stripped off.

      “Ugh, I’m freezing.” I gave Aisling a kiss, which quickly turned French, then planted one on Wisty as well. “I’m gonna take a shower to warm up. Mind putting the kettle on for me?”

      “Sure!” Wisty hurried over to the electric kettle, filled it with water, then returned it to the base and clicked the button. “Done!”

      Smiling at her eagerness, I made my way out of the kitchen, through the dining hall, then up the stairs to the second-floor bathroom.

      I lingered under the hot water of the shower for a few minutes, letting it warm my chilled core, then wrapped a towel around my waist and left the bathroom, heading for the room I shared with Aisling and Wisty.

      When I exited the bathroom, I bumped right into Martha.

      “Oh!” She let out a surprised little squeak as her hands planted on my bare chest to catch herself. They lingered there as she looked up at me, her bright blue eyes wide. They soon relaxed, and her cheeks turned a shade of bubblegum pink. “Sorry.”

      “No, I was rushing to get some clothes on, it’s my fault,” I said, closing my hands over her much smaller ones.

      She lingered there, batting her lashes at me, then craned her neck to either side to look around us.

      I arched my brow, then almost chuckled as she pressed a quick kiss to my lips—as if we were sneaking around and needed to be secretive.

      Grabbing her around the waist, I pulled her body against mine, and she yelped softly in surprise but didn’t resist me. My mouth covered hers, and I pushed my tongue against her lips.

      She quickly granted me entry, and I slipped inside. Her tongue submitted to mine, letting me do as I pleased, and I ran mine over hers, tasting her. She was slightly sweet, and I had a sneaking suspicion that she had just eaten some strawberries and whipped cream.

      Martha pulled away, her breaths coming out heavy and uneven. Her eyes had a glossy, dazed look to them, and I couldn’t help grinning down at her petite form.

      “It’s not fair,” she said suddenly.

      “Hm?” I asked.

      “The effect you have on me. It’s like…nothing I’ve ever felt before, but I can’t stop thinking about you, replaying all the time that we spent together in my head, almost…obsessing over you, really.” She frowned.

      “That’s love,” I said with a chuckle. “Irrational. All consuming.”

      “Love.” She tasted the word. “Oh my stars, is that what this is?”

      “Well, it might just be infatuation at this stage. Only you can tell.”

      “Infatuation. Hmm…”

      I smiled, ruffling her hair. “You’ll figure it out,” I said, giving her another quick kiss before heading into the bedroom long enough to throw on some clothes.

      When I came out, she was still standing there.

      “Can’t figure it out?” I asked.

      “I’ll talk to the others about that. There was something else that I wanted to discuss with you.”

      “Oh?”

      “I know I’m not as close to you as the other girls, but—”

      “Let me just stop you there. We’re one big family, Martha. We’re all in this together and we all care about one another. Maybe we haven’t bonded the way that I have with the others yet, but you still mean the world to me.”

      “Oh.” Martha flushed a deep shade of red. “Well, I just…” She stumbled over her words, then bit down on her bottom lip despite her goofy smile.

      “Cute.” I kissed her forehead. “You’re worried I don’t really want to marry you, right?”

      “How did you know?”

      “That’s just how you are. You worry for all of us, and that’s one of the things I love about you.”

      “Oh, I see.” She wrung her hands out. “I love lots about you too, like the way you take care of us, how you give us all your attention even when you’re busy, how you make us all feel special…Stuff like that.”

      “Truly a mother hen.”

      “Hehe. I’ve looked over most of them for years, even if they didn’t know it. I could sense them in the halls or in the garden. I feel…responsible for them. I want them to be happy.”

      “They are, and you deserve the same.”

      Martha lit up like the candle she once was. “Thank you. I’m happier now than I’ve been in…well, ever.”

      “Then I’m doing my job.” I embraced her, laying my head atop hers.

      “As clan leader?” She hugged me around the waist.

      “And fiance.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      “Me too.”
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      I’m driving myself crazy with this, I thought as I flipped through the news for the fourth time that morning. I was searching for hints that Jasper and his vampires were active, but all I read about was a nasty flu, plans to develop the city, and predictions about the economy. It was the same thing day in and day out, but I still couldn’t help checking.

      I’m obsessing over this, it’s not healthy, I told myself. Even so, most of the monster folk that I’d encountered outside of the house had been hostile, at least when I first met them, so it made sense that I was wary of a vampire clan living next door.

      The girls weren’t particularly interested in them, besides Nicollette hoping she didn’t know any of them and Martha worrying, as Martha always did. I assumed that meant that not all monsters were out to kill me, but I just couldn’t shake the feeling that it was too big a coincidence that they moved in next door.

      “Belphie,” I said.

      “Yes?”

      “Are monsters common?”

      “Are you worried about the new neighbors again?”

      “Yeah…”

      She set down her spoon and pushed the empty bowl of black cherry ice cream aside. Shoving herself to her feet with a laborious grunt, she walked around the table until she stood behind my chair. Her slender, nimble fingers rested on my shoulders, and she began to knead at them.

      “Monsters are more common than you likely think, especially after living a life among humans. You maybe even have come across monsters before you met us, but you did not realize who or what they were,” she said.

      “You think I met some and didn’t know it?” I asked.

      “Undoubtedly. Monsters hide in plain sight. Just as monsters of your kind do.”

      “Been enjoying those murder podcasts?”

      “They make me cry now. I do not like that. Instead, I find myself consuming content about parenting.”

      “Oh?”

      “I wish to be a better mother than the one I had.” Belphie leaned down, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. Her heavy breasts rested on my shoulders like pillowy weights. “I know you will be a better father than my own, a father worthy of our child. I will ensure that I am a mother fitting for them as well.”

      “I know you will be.”

      “It makes me happy to hear that.” There was a slight hitch to her voice, and one hand left my shoulder, presumably to wipe at her eyes. When she was done, she draped herself over the back of the chair, hugging me while I sat in it. “We will be a happy family.”

      “We will.” I patted her arms reassuringly.

      The doorbell rang, startling us both.

      “I’ll get it!” Aisling cried. This was swiftly followed by the sounds of thuds on the stairs that made it seem like someone was falling down them.

      “Who could that be?” I wondered.

      “Perhaps she ordered pizza.” Belphie’s tail rattled slightly in excitement. “Let us investigate.” She let go of me, but she waited for me to stand and we headed toward the main entrance together.

      “Guess what’s here!” Aisling bellowed.

      We rounded a corner to see her standing next to several rather large boxes.

      “Stuff for the baby,” I realized, when I saw pictures of a crib on the side of one box.

      Belphie released a soft gasp, and she made her way over to the box, bumping into Aisling as she went because her stomach was so swollen.

      “Wide load, coming through,” Aisling called through cupped hands.

      Luckily, Belphie was too busy looking at the boxes to hear her.

      “Oh, wonderful. Can we get these upstairs and begin assembling them?” she asked, looking at me.

      “I’ll carry them up. You go on ahead,” I said. I knew that she was fully capable of carrying any of the heavy boxes, but I didn’t want her lifting anything too heavy, for fear that she might pop.

      “I will gather the others.”

      “Oh?”

      “Of course. We agreed to decorate the nursery together.”

      “What else did you agree on?”

      Belphie smiled wickedly, then turned to head toward the stairs. “Come, Aisling. It is time.”

      “Woo!” She hurried off ahead of Belphie, pushing open the babygate and surprisingly pausing long enough to let the pregnant demon princess through.

      “I dare not ask what they’ve discussed,” I murmured as I went to the first box and picked it up with ease, despite it being a crib. “My enhanced strength sure is handy, though.”

      I brought each box to the top of the second-floor stairs, then began lugging them to the outside of the nursery one by one.

      I heard murmurs of excited chatter, but I couldn’t pick out what the girls were saying. I almost laughed.

      With all the crazy powers I had, I was limited to the hearing of a mortal man.

      When I’d lugged all the boxes outside the nursery, I carefully pushed the first inside, mindful of the door.

      That was when the smell of paint hit me.

      I paused in the doorway, and I found each of the girls holding a paintbrush and drawing on the walls. Two walls were a dark navy, like the night, and the other was a shade darker than white, though I didn’t know the name of it.

      Nicollette painted on the night wall, drawing a surprisingly detailed moon with a cartoon smiling face on it. I was impressed by her skills, though I supposed that she’d had centuries to perfect them.

      I was equally impressed that she could paint without spilling a drop on her flowing red dress.

      Belphie stood near her, painting twinkling stars.

      On one of the white walls, which was partially colored green like a field, Wisty painted flowers of all varieties and colors—sunflowers, violets, roses, and many more. Her overalls, which barely covered her thighs, were stained with paint. When she turned and smiled at me, I even saw a smudge of red on her cheek.

      Martha, donning a baggy shirt and a pair of shorts that looked ready for the trash, painted sprawling green hills. The sun crested them, shining bright rays out. It too had a cartoon face.

      Aisling, being her usual chaotic self, obviously didn’t have much patience for painting with a brush. Instead, she’d taken to dipping her palms in a paper plate filled with the liquid and making handprints on the wall.

      It looked like an art museum had vomited a variety of styles up on the walls of the room, which had the light on and the curtains drawn tight, but I loved it.

      It was us.

      “You’ve been working on this for a while, then?” I asked as I opened the first box.

      “Off and on,” Wisty said as she carefully drew another daisy.

      “We’re almost done. We’ll finish while you assemble the furniture,” Nicollette said.

      “I think I need a splash of color,” Aisling said.

      “Please don’t throw a can of paint at the wall,” I deadpanned.

      “Aw, okay.”

      Shaking my head, I couldn’t resist the urge to smile as I delved into the first box.

      The instructions were typical—needlessly complicated. Even so, I managed to figure them out rather easily, though it seemed like I’d need an extra pair of hands.

      “Can I get one of you to help me with this? I don’t have enough hands,” I said.

      “Kinda funny. You have all that power but you can’t even assemble a crib by yourself,” Aisling teased with a cackling laugh.

      “I was just thinking the same.”

      “Give me just a moment,” Nicollette said.

      I nodded and began to prep the pieces while I waited for her. I arranged them in the order we needed them, which I knew would make things easier.

      The hardest part was telling the screws apart, since they were all nearly identical, save for some being a little longer.

      Nicollette approached me a few minutes later. “What do you need me to do?” she asked, propping a hand on her hip.

      In that stunning red dress, that dipped down so low it showed off her navel, she hardly looked ready to do even a moment of hard work, but she didn’t shy away when I told her what we had to do.

      No, she just kicked off her heels and got down on the floor with me.

      That was hot. I didn’t know why, but it was like she didn’t mind getting down and dirty with me. Coming from a prim and proper woman like Nicollette, that was enticing.

      She picked up the instructions and began to read them aloud, freeing up my hands to put together the first bits that I didn’t require any assistance with.

      When the time came for her to help, she did so eagerly.

      All while we worked, the girls chatted, and I just kind of absorbed it all. I didn’t feel out of place or outnumbered, not by any stretch of the imagination. I just enjoyed seeing them all bond over something.

      “That’s a beautiful moon, Nicollette, and I love the stars, Belphie,” Wisty said.

      “And your flowers add a much-needed touch of color,” Belphie replied.

      “I’m not good at painting, but I think I did okay?” Aisling asked.

      “You did,” Belphie said

      “Sorry if it kind of ruins the picture…”

      “It does not. This room has a touch of us all. That is what I wanted.”

      “Aw, you big softie.”

      “Hmph.” Belphie’s tail rattled, but it wasn’t threatening.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I did the sun,” Martha said.

      “Of course not, dear. It’s just a drawing. It will not smite me.” Nicollette smiled, showing off a hint of fang. “I have one painted in my room, after all.”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot that.”

      “We should order some pizza,” Aisling said.

      “You have read my mind,” Belphie said.

      “Now, that’s a scary thought.”

      “You’re not joking. I'm catching a hint of fear off you,” Nicollette mused.

      “Yeah, no. I’m gonna order us some pizzas. Don’t finish without me, mmkay?” Aisling said.

      There was a round of agreement from the girls, and I caught myself smiling like an idiot.

      I was the luckiest man alive, of that I was certain.

      About an hour, and a slice of pepperoni pizza, later, I stood next to a fully assembled crib.

      “It is precious,” Belphie said between bites of her pizza. “I love it.”

      “It’s so cute. Can’t you just imagine a little version or Mark or Belphie all curled up in it?” Wisty swooned.

      “I can’t wait for that,” Martha said.

      “It’ll be cute as fuck,” Aisling said.

      “I can hardly wait,” Nicollette added.

      While the girls had a moment over the crib, I wandered over to the next box and began assembling that piece of furniture as well. I let the girls tell me where to put each piece, which took way longer than it should have because they kept getting me to adjust it, but I didn’t mind too much.

      A rolled-up, compressed bag held the mattress, and I ripped that open and laid it out flat in the crib to let it puff up to its normal size.

      Another box held a diaper bin, which was fully assembled, so it didn’t take me more than a minute to get that out and toss the box aside.

      The final ones contained a dresser, a rocking chair, and a little bookshelf.

      I assembled them all before the day was out, and then spent some more time pushing them around the room until the girls were satisfied with their placements.

      With a tired sigh, Belphie sat herself in the rocking chair.

      For a moment, I was sure I saw a vision of the future.

      Of Belphie sitting there, our little bundle of joy in her arms as she gently rocked and sang to the child.

      Joy flooded through me, and a content smile spread across my face. A hand slipped around my waist from one side and another from the other. I put my arms about Belphie and Wisty, who in turn wrapped their free arm around Nicollette and Aisling, and finally Martha tackled me around the gut, nestling into my chest.

      “It’s perfect,” I said, taking in the vibrant paintings and white furniture.

      “More than I ever imagined,” Belphie agreed.

      We stood there in silence, admiring our work, and I smiled.

      Life was perfect. I just needed to slow down and enjoy it.
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      We had less snow over the next couple of weeks, which was a welcome relief after being absolutely hammered by the weather for so long. I didn’t have much to do inside the house, so I spent my time training and drawing up plans for a garage that I could submit to the city and hopefully get approved.

      I also made plans for a little playground in our backyard, but there was no red tape blocking me from doing those, besides the piles of snow.

      And maybe money.

      I could make a swing set easily enough, but a slide seemed more difficult, though I was perhaps overthinking it. I was just about to whip out my phone and take a quick look online when a knock sounded on the door.

      That was odd, at least after dark.

      Standing up from the couch, I made my way toward the front door while wondering who it could be. I figured it was one of my neighbors.

      Jasper stood there, adjusting his blond fringe. The vampire stood there in the porch light, wringing out his hands like he was the bearer of bad news. He straightened slightly to meet my eyes, but he continued to look nervous, and he quickly darted them away again.

      Like before, I sensed some sort of magic about him, but I assumed that this was just the presence he gave off—I had no reference for how a vampire’s aura felt besides Nicollette’s, after all.

      “May I come in?” he asked.

      Normally, I would have declined.

      Given that it was damn cold, and I was getting chilled just standing in the doorway, I obliged.

      I led the way to the living room and gestured for him to take a seat, which he did. He immediately folded his hands over his stomach and crossed one ankle across the opposite knee, looking altogether too comfortable on my couch.

      “First, I would like to thank you for clearing our driveway the other week,” Jasper said. “It was very kind of you, and we appreciated the gesture.”

      “No problem,” I said, leaving out the part where I’d done it just so I could spy on them a little.

      “My clan has been rather busy these last few weeks since we moved in, so we’ve scarcely had time to deal with such mundane tasks.” He stared at me pointedly.

      I could tell that he wanted me to ask what he was up to, but I didn’t. I didn’t care what they were doing, so long as they weren’t causing trouble in my neighborhood.

      “You’ve heard of this new flu, yes? A rare strain that only seems to affect a few?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Several of your neighbors have had it. It’s a mysterious illness that mostly causes weakness. Perhaps a slight sensitivity to sunlight for a while…”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I shoved myself to my feet, ready to throttle the guy.

      “There’s a rogue vampire,” Jasper said it all as one word, like he was afraid I would take it out on him. “Someone from my clan defected, and now they’re using Sunnyside as a hunting ground in order to bring strife to the clan. I thought to tell you as a precaution.”

      “And what of the others?”

      “Well, I can’t very well tell humans, can I? The Council of Clans is already displeased with me. They’d take my head for that.” He lifted a hand to his neck and touched it, like he felt their icy blade hanging over him.

      I narrowed my eyes. I couldn’t tell if Jasper was telling the truth about a rogue vampire or if he was just covering his tracks, but I wasn’t about to let him or anyone else use Sunnyside as a buffet line.

      “Daveth had been acting strange for a while,” Jasper continued, seeming oblivious to my suspicion. “Staying away during the day, lying about his whereabouts, refusing packaged blood…”

      “And what has your clan been doing while he’s been going rogue?” I asked.

      “Looking for him, of course.”

      I arched my brow.

      “My good man, a monster being discovered is as much a threat to myself as Daveth is to the humans. I do not take this lightly.”

      “And why did he defect?”

      “He’s…struggled with his baser instincts since the moment I met him some decades ago. Some vampires are like that. They can never truly get over their need to feed from a living source.”

      He sounded earnest enough, but it just seemed too convenient an excuse.

      First, a bunch of vampires move in next door, then one of them goes rogue and is solely responsible for using my neighbors as juice boxes?

      I smelled a scapegoat, but I didn’t say anything of it.

      With no proof, what could I do?

      I clenched my fists, hating the feeling of powerlessness that suddenly welled up inside of me. As a man of action, I wanted to get out there and look for the vampire myself.

      So, that’s exactly what I’ll do.

      Jasper seemed to sense that I was ready to run out the door, because he daintily got to his feet, then gave a slight bow of his head. “I shall take my leave then. Thank you for hearing me out.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I said, in case he wasn’t the mastermind that I thought he was.

      I saw Jasper to the front door before heading upstairs to tell the girls what I’d learned. It was a quick conversation, but it mobilized them—or most of them, anyway.

      I had Belphie and Nicollette stay home, because Belphie obviously wasn’t in a fighting state, and I didn’t want to leave her defenseless, in case this was some kind of trap.

      So, all bundled up and ready to face the weather—and maybe a vampire—Aisling, Wisty, Martha, and I headed out into the dark of night.

      It was a cold one, the kind where you could see your breath and almost taste the ice crystals of your exhale. What I thought was snow began to fall from the sky, but the moment that the wind caught the flakes, I realized that they were more like ice.

      The weather beat at us, but I was determined to search the area to make sure that there was no immediate threat, so Wisty and Aisling went one way, and Martha and I went another.

      “This winter is relentless,” Martha said once we were alone. “I never remember it being so harsh before.”

      “True, I lived in this area all my life, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen this much snow,” I replied.

      “I hope we don’t get too much more, or we’ll be buried in our home.”

      “Hah, I don’t know about that, but even if we were, I could still grow food for us, so we’d be fine.”

      “Oh, that’s true.”

      “Maybe I should have grown some garlic before we left. I know it won’t kill a vampire, but I’ll settle for annoying the shit out of one.”

      Martha giggled. “Well, hopefully we find him soon. Maybe as a hunk of ice.”

      I was briefly reminded of Captain America, but I kept the nerdy references to myself because I knew that she wouldn’t get it anyway.

      We searched the snowy streets of Sunnyside until we reached the cul-de-sac, and then we turned around, heading back toward our home. There didn’t appear to be anything out of place, but there also wasn’t a soul outside for a vampire to prey on. Judging by the darkened windows, everyone had gone to bed for the night.

      I was glad for that. I didn’t want any of my neighbors to fall victim to a vampire. I hoped that their illnesses were nothing more than the common cold.

      “Will just being bitten turn someone into a vampire?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so, but I don’t know the details,” Martha said.

      “I guess if it were that easy, and if there really is a rogue vampire, then there’d already be a bunch more fledgling vampires running around and causing trouble.”

      “That makes sense.”

      We passed Mary Ellen’s house, the pink nightmare that made me pity her husband, but her vehicle wasn’t home, so I assumed she was at work. As a nurse, she sometimes had to work the overnight shift. I didn’t like the thought of my friend, a middle-aged woman who definitely couldn’t fight off a vampire, out and about at night, but it wasn’t like I could stop her.

      What was I supposed to do? Tell her the truth?

      I scoffed at the thought.

      As we reached the bare hedge that marked the beginning of our property, I spied Wisty and Aisling already waiting at the foot of the driveway.

      “Nothing, then?” I asked.

      They shook their heads.

      Frustration bubbled inside me like a pot threatening to boil over, but there wasn’t anything that I could do, and the weather was rapidly worsening. Before I could at least see a good distance down the road, but that had shortened significantly as the wind picked up. As if that wasn’t enough, the snow was falling harder and faster than ever.

      “We can’t risk getting lost in this storm,” I said.

      “I doubt we’ll get lost in Sunnyside,” Aisling said.

      “Sure, it’s gated, but if the wind picks up any more, we won’t be able to see more than a couple feet in front of ourselves, if that far. That’s dangerous. Probably more so than a vampire. And if the vampire has any sense, he’s already hunkered down for the night.”

      “Good point. Let’s get the hells out of this.” Aisling ran through the gate and up across the lawn.

      “Wait for me, I’m freezing!” Wisty called, taking off after her.

      Martha and I took up the rear once I’d closed the front gate, and we scurried across the lawn as the icy snow tore at our faces.

      “Nothing, then?” I heard Belphie ask the others.

      “Not a damn thing,” Aisling answered.

      “The vampire may have moved on to riper hunting grounds.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but if it had, then it wasn’t really my problem anymore.

      I wasn’t so optimistic as to just accept that excuse, but for the night, there was nothing else that I could do.

      For now, anyway.

      Still dressed in my winter duds, I went to Nicollette and gently took her hands in my own. “I know this may be hard for you to answer, but I was wondering how exactly one becomes a vampire?”

      “That’s sweet of you to worry, but it doesn’t bother me so much anymore. After all, it led me here.” She smiled, a fond glimmer in her eyes, then cleared her throat. “As for your question, it requires the vampire to bite a human, then to force that human to drink their blood. A few ounces, at least. A drop won’t do.”

      “Okay, that makes sense, I guess.”

      “As much as anything you’ve come across in these past few months.”

      I laughed. “That’s for sure.”

      “So, what do we do now?” Wisty asked.

      “I’m not going to let anyone screw with Sunnyside,” I said firmly. “If that means I need to patrol the neighborhood every night, that’s what I’ll do.”

      And that was exactly what I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Sleeping during the day and patrolling by night was starting to take its toll on me, but I refused to give in as long as Sunnyside was in potential danger.

      Besides Jasper, I hadn’t seen so much as a hint of a vampire in the area, but I didn’t let that lull me into a false sense of security. I’d fallen into that trap before, and I wasn’t about to let it get me a second time.

      Luckily, the weather cleared up, so I at least didn’t have to wander around blindly in a storm. That was about the only plus I could think of as I walked up and down Sunnyside for the dozenth time that night.

      I was surprised none of the neighbors had called the cops about some weirdo just walking back and forth the street like he was casing places, but no one did. Or if they did, no one came.

      I sighed. The girls had offered to help, to take turns roaming the streets, but I wanted them safe in the house, not out wandering around while a vampire was on the loose.

      Sure, they could handle themselves, but I worried about Belphie, and I worried that it wasn’t just one vampire, but an entire clan. Maybe that meant five, maybe it meant fifty, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t willing to risk the girls like that.

      I spied car lights over my shoulder, but they turned into a house before reaching me. I didn’t bother to turn around. I suspected if a vampire came, he wasn’t coming in a vehicle and knocking on doors.

      So, I carried on. Before long I reached the familiar cul-de-sac and turned around once again. The only footprints I saw in the snow were my own, and there were many. I couldn’t help wondering just how many times I’d walked this path. It was getting to the point where I even saw it in my dreams.

      Stuffing my hands into my pockets to help warm them, I shuffled my way back down the street. From afar, I idly noted that Mary Ellen’s pink car was home now, and that she had likely been the headlights I saw.

      I checked the time on my phone. It was only around ten, so it wasn’t that late, but it got dark so early this time of year that it felt like three in the morning.

      With a sigh, I walked past her home for the hundredth time.

      Something flickered in the corner of my eye, and I turned my head.

      Mary Ellen, dressed in a puffy pink winter jacket and matching mittens, was sprawled in a heap on the ground next to her car.

      A pink scarf lay discarded beside her.

      “Mary Ellen!” I rushed to her side, wondering if she’d just fallen, but the puncture marks in her neck told me otherwise. They were a bright, angry red, and though they had somehow already healed shut, they were obviously fresh—so fresh that they glistened with saliva.

      “Son of a bitch,” I hissed. I knew I wasn’t far behind the vampire, and I didn’t want to waste any time, but I couldn’t just leave Mary Ellen laying in the snow. That could kill her as sure as being drained by a vampire could.

      I fed some of my magic into her on instinct, which made her stir, so I gave her some more. Not much, just a taste. Just enough to restore some of her energy. I wasn’t sure that it would work, but eventually her eyes fluttered open.

      She looked up at me in a daze, her eyes glassy and confused. “Paul?” she asked. I knew from our chats that this was her husband’s name.

      “It’s me, Mark. Are you alright, Mary Ellen? You…you must have fainted.”

      “Mark.” She repeated my name like she didn’t recognize it, and she blinked a few times, her eyes clearing a little more each time. “Why is it so cold?”

      “You’re laying in the snow. Here, let me help you up.”

      “Thank you.” Mary Ellen shook her head, and that seemed to clear her mind, because she looked at me like she finally saw me. “Thank you, Mark. I was just…I got out of my car, and I must have slipped.”

      “Here, let me help you.” I put my arm around her and started guiding her toward her house.

      “Thank you, dear. You’re a wonderful help.” She smiled, but it was pained.

      “Of course.” I brought her to her front door and helped her inside. “Paul?” I called.

      “Yeah?” a gruff voice replied.

      “Mary Ellen fell in the driveway. I didn’t want to leave her alone.”

      A man appeared around the corner. He was short and bald and not at all like what I imagined Mary Ellen’s husband would look like, but he rushed to her, and I saw how much he cared for her as he tenderly took her from me.

      “Do you need to go to the hospital?” he asked in a booming voice that was at odds with his short stature.

      “I’m just really tired, hun,” Mary Ellen replied.

      Paul nodded, then looked at me. “Thanks,” he said. I sensed his deep gratitude despite how curt he was, and we shared a nod of acknowledgment.

      “I’ll lock the door behind me,” I said.

      Paul nodded again. He was more interested in getting his wife to the couch and laying her down, and I didn’t blame him one bit.

      But I had a vampire to hunt down.

      And I knew just where I was going to start.

      Fists balled and ready to smash into the first threat I saw, I stormed toward Jasper’s house and knocked so hard on the door that my knuckle stung.

      Jasper answered, one brow arched high.

      “Someone was bitten,” I said before he could get a word out.

      “It must be Daveth,” he replied with a slight gasp that seemed feigned.

      “And why should I believe you have a rogue? What if you’re protecting them?” I challenged.

      He puffed up his chest. I wasn’t intimidated. “I would do no such thing.”

      “I don’t know that.”

      “I’m telling you so.”

      “I don’t trust you.”

      Jasper clicked his tongue in annoyance. “You can’t lay a finger on me, not without starting a clan war. The Council of Clans won’t look kindly on that.”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck what the Council of Clans thinks. I just want to keep Sunnyside safe.”

      “And the best way to do that is to handle Daveth. He’s the issue here, not me. Well, I’m sure the council doesn’t see it that way, but alas.” He shrugged.

      His utter nonchalance made me want to punch him in the face.

      I was about to do it when I heard a little girl scream.

      “That would be him, probably,” Jasper said.

      I’d already taken off running in the direction of the scream.

      My stomach sank when I saw three bodies lying in the middle of the street.

      I recognized one as Tim, the second as his young daughter, but the third…

      The third fucking moved!

      A newfound burst of speed hit me, and I flying-tackled what I assumed to be a vampire. We tumbled and rolled over the ground, snow and pavement ripping at us. We only stopped when we hit a snowbank, and at that moment we started to struggle against each other, wrestling on the ground. One of each of our hands locked together, while the other clawed and smashed at anything we could reach as I tried to throw him onto his back.

      His strength was too great. I knew he wasn’t a human instantly. Then he bared his fangs at me, hissing and sending spittle flying onto my face.

      Both of our hands locked in a silent war. His arms trembled beneath the strain. Mine did too, but I just pushed and pushed until I’d nearly pinned his hands to the ground.

      I grinned.

      Daveth hissed again, gnashing his fangs at me, and he snapped his jaw forward, trying to latch onto my neck. I threw myself off him, rolling just out of reach before hopping to my feet.

      My plant magic was useless because of the snow, and my spatial distortion powers weren’t the right tool for the job, but I knew what I needed to do.

      I called forth my reaper powers. A black iron lantern appeared in one hand, and a matching sickle and chain manifested in the other. There was no light in the lantern, not yet, but I had every intention of filling it with Daveth’s soul.

      The vampire was on his feet too, and he prowled around me like he thought he was the predator, and I was the prey.

      He launched at me, his fingernails elongating to claws, and his jaw seeming to unhinge as he hissed a guttural snarl.

      I stood my ground, readying the sickle to strike him.

      Daveth backed off before he got to me, as if unnerved by my standing my ground. He eyed me more warily, looking me up and down.

      “You picked the wrong neighborhood to fuck with.” I swung the chain slowly at first, then faster, until the sickle was barely visible to my eye. As the blade came around, I launched it at Daveth’s tall, broad form.

      His eyes widened, and he dove to one side, barely avoiding my blow. A lock of his dark hair went flying through the air, hinting at just how close I’d been to ending him.

      I adjusted my position and yanked the chain to draw the sickle back to me, but again, he managed to dodge.

      “What are you?” he asked. “You look human, you smell like magic, and you wield death.”

      I didn’t answer him, I just threw the sickle at him again.

      He ducked to avoid it, then rolled to try to put himself behind me, but I struck out with the lantern, giving him a hard crack with it.

      Daveth growled, but he came at me again.

      When I saw his fangs elongate and the angle that he attacked me at, I realized he wasn’t just trying to fight me.

      He wanted a literal piece of me.

      Oh, hell no.

      While we fought, I was vaguely aware that we were being watched, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off Daveth. He was weaker than me, but he was about as fast as I was, and he was damned determined to sink his fangs into me.

      I managed to put myself between Tim, his daughter, and my enemy, and that allowed me to focus more on trying to deal with the threat at hand. Tim was still unconscious, but his daughter had woken up, and she was shaking her dad.

      “Daddy, please wake up,” she pleaded through tears. “Mark saved us, but he needs help.”

      Her sobbed words tore at my heart.

      “Give me a taste!” Daveth roared as he sprung at me while I was distracted.

      I lashed out with the sickle, throwing it at him, but he leaped over the poorly-aimed toss and sailed through the air at me.

      Once more, we were on the ground.

      Only this time, he was on top.

      I bashed at him with my lantern, which dented with each whack I gave him, and I tried to yank the chain hard enough to get the sickle back in my hands, but Daveth was only interested in one thing, and it was like the pain I dealt to him didn’t matter. It was like he didn’t feel it.

      His eyes went completely black, his jaw dislocated and spit flew everywhere as he hissed. Daveth’s fangs seemed to tremble with anticipation—then grew longer still, until they were at least a few inches tall.

      He was an animal, a monster completely consumed by his hunger.

      I refused to be on the menu.

      Just as he was about to latch into me, I gripped the handle of my sickle and swung the blade around to sink into his back with so much force that I almost phased it through him and into myself.

      Daveth let out a gasp that sounded like a death-rattle. For a moment he struggled, still trying to bite me, but then he went limp atop me.

      I shoved him off with a grunt of disgust and looked at the blade of the sickle. A ball of dark energy lingered there, and I moved it to the lantern.

      If anyone deserved to have their soul absorbed and power taken, it was a guy like Daveth, but I didn’t know if I wanted that sort of energy rattling around inside of me.

      I’ll think about it.

      I shoved myself to my feet and dusted off my snowsuit, which was weighed down with snow, dirt, ice, and even a little vampire blood.

      That was when the feeling of being watched struck me again, and I looked around, expecting to see the girls watching me.

      But no, they weren’t standing there.

      Tim was still laying on the ground with his daughter sobbing over him, but she wasn’t looking at me, she was still trying to wake her dad.

      Jasper stood off to one side, looking about as dejected as could be for some reason.

      Standing in the middle of the street were five curious individuals standing in a shape reminiscent of flying geese.

      The one at the head of the pack began to clap slowly.

      I barely paid attention to that, because the guy—no, woman—seemed to have scales. She has gills on the side of her neck that fluttered open and then closed. Her green skin looked shiny, as if coated in a layer of slime, and I swore I smelled fish tacos. Her beady eyes stared into me, soulless but with an intelligence that seemed out of place.

      What I could only describe as a werewolf stood to her left. It was a bipedal canine with black fur and glowing blue eyes. Its tail swished back and forth between its legs, and I got the distinct feeling that it wanted a piece of the action.

      Behind the werewolf was a man dressed as a witch, complete with a big floppy hat. When I looked at him, I first saw a young and eerily handsome man, but the longer I observed him, the more that image changed—distorting to a cripple old hunchback with a hairy wart on his nose.

      To the right of the fishwoman was an odd-looking woman who reminded me of Qiqi from Genshin Impact. She appeared human, but dressed similarly to the character and had a talisman on her forehead, which she blew at to reveal her dark eyes and stare at me.

      The final individual brought to mind a cyclops. He was taller than the others by about two feet, his skin was orange, he had a horn atop his head, and, most notably, he had one giant eye. It squinted against the lashing wind. Still, it never stopped looking at me.

      “I am Jakari of the Council of Clans,” the fishwoman said, “and we are here to dole out retribution.”
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      The fishwoman, Jakari, strutted toward Jasper with an air of authority, her head held high and a haughty expression on her face. Her four followers moved with her, without ever being an inch closer or an inch further away from her. They moved in a startling unison that made the vampire quiver beneath their gaze.

      I didn’t really blame him. Seeming them move like that caused the hair on the back of my neck to stand up.

      The werewolf broke free of the formation and started toward me. Its shoulders were hunched, and the fur on its back seemed to stand on ends. Its lips pulled back into a snarl, exposing teeth that were as sharp as they were pristinely white.

      I didn’t know if it wanted a fight or what, but I braced myself for a scuffle. I raised my fists, still clutching the lantern and sickle.

      The werewolf walked past me, hardly sparing me a glance as it picked up Daveth with one hand and dragged him along the ground like a sack of potatoes.

      Unsure what else to do, I opened the door of the lantern and allowed Daveth’s soul to return to his body.

      “Jasper—” Jakari began, but she was cut off by Daveth waking and hissing.

      The werewolf punched him in the head with its free hand, knocking him out cold. It then returned to the formation as if nothing had happened.

      “You have allowed a member of your clan to interfere with the humans,” she continued. Her voice had an odd buzz to it, like I was watching a poor-quality movie. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “I am sorry, madam.” Jasper bowed low, so low that his knee touched the ground. Fear wafted off of him, the sweet smell giving me more strength. He stared at the ground as he continued, “Daveth has long been a thorn in my side, and I—”

      “We do not care for excuses,” Jakari said.

      “I apologize, for his going rogue, for the trouble he caused, for everything, madam.”

      Seeing Jasper grovel filled me with an odd sort of satisfaction, and I just stayed quiet as the Council of Clans dealt with him. Now, I understood the power that they held, and I was glad that I hadn’t crossed them.

      I wasn’t sure that I could beat them, especially when I didn’t have access to some of my powers.

      “Hmph.” Jakari cast a glance over her shoulder, at the wizard. “Damages?”

      “It’s going to take quite the mind-wiping spell to fix this mess,” he said. Tim’s daughter was still wailing in the background. “We’ll also have to heal the humans and provide compensation for the other affected clan.”

      I scratched my head as the guy started to crunch numbers aloud. No one else seemed to question it, but I didn’t know what in the hells was going on.

      “A hefty fine of $50,000 shall do. Or their equivalent in other currencies, artifacts, spells, etc,” he concluded.

      “Wait,” I said, “you mean to tell me, that after all the trouble this guy caused, his clan just gets a fine? There’s no…I don’t know, kicking them out of Sunnyside and forcing them back to monsterland?”

      Jakari blinked at me. One eye, and then the other. “This is how we handle issues such as these. Do you have a problem with that?”

      “I do, in fact. A fine isn’t punishment, it’s just a fee you pay for doing something bad. What about monster jail, is that a thing?”

      They chuckled. Except Jasper, the dude looked like someone had punched him in the gut.

      “We are more civilized than humans. We do not deal with problems by shoving them into a hole.” Jakari chuckled, shielding her mouth with the back of her hand as she did so.

      “That would be rather expensive,” the wizard said.

      The werewolf growled, and the others nodded.

      “So, what? They just pay a fine and go on with their lives?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Jakari said.

      “And that seems fair to you?”

      “It does.”

      “And what if I disagree?”

      A ripple went through them, but it was most visible in the werewolf, whose fur stood on ends and whose maw grinned in excitement. Its tail even wagged slightly.

      “Then you are free to challenge us in combat, but I must warn you, none have succeeded, and we will demolish your entire clan if you fail.” Jakari smiled. It was that sort of smile that people in power gave when they knew that they’d won before anything ever began.

      I didn’t want to start a war with them, and I definitely didn’t want to drag the girls into it over my shattered ego, so I just huffed.

      “A wise decision,” Jakari said. She sounded genuine, as if she were praising me. “A true test of strength is not drawing the sword—it is knowing when to sheath it.”

      “Yeah,” I replied lamely.

      Jakari and the council members lost interest in me then. They turned to Jasper and began asking how he expected to make payment. The wizard broke away from them and, judging from the magic crackling in the air, was casting some sort of spell.

      I turned away from them, heading back toward the mansion.

      I’d won, but I hadn’t felt so defeated since I’d fought Wrath.

      I sighed. I’d solved the issue, so I should have been happy. The neighborhood was safe. The girls were safe. Jasper and his clan weren’t an issue.

      So, why the hells did I feel so crappy?

      I dragged myself toward the mansion, crushing the lantern and sickle so that they disappeared. I’d made it to the gates in time to see the girls running down the snow-covered lawn in nothing but their indoor clothes.

      “What’s going on?” Wisty asked.

      “Is it the Council of Clans?” Belphie asked.

      They bombarded me with questions, and in the end, I just held up a hand to silence them.

      “Let’s talk about this inside,” I said.

      They exchanged glances but no one argued with me, so we headed inside. We gathered in the living room, and I recalled everything that had happened to them.

      Belphie and Nicollette were unsurprised by the results. They just nodded as if they had expected as much.

      “That’s some bullshit!” Aisling yelled.

      “He hurt people.” Wisty frowned.

      “So, their clan just gets a fine?” Martha asked.

      “Yep.” I flopped to sit on the couch and a sigh deflated my chest. My shoulders were so tense that I could hardly move them, and I couldn’t help hiding the look of disappointment on my face.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d wanted this to turn out, but being threatened by the Council of Clans certainly wasn’t it.

      The girls exchanged glances, then nods. I had no idea what was happening, but it was like they had a whole conversation that I wasn’t a part of.

      “You should take it easy,” Belphie said. She rose to her feet, walked behind the couch that I was sitting on, and began to lightly stroke my hair. “You did everything that you could. We cannot ask for more.”

      “But…” I trailed off. Even I didn’t know what I’d wanted to say.

      “Do not worry. Just let Wisty and Aisling take care of you.” She kissed my forehead, then began to make her way toward the door.

      Her juicy ass bounced as she went, and her words went straight to my dick.

      “We love you, and we appreciate everything you do to take care of us. Let them take care of you, darling.” Nicollette brushed her lips over mine, winked, and then sauntered off after Belphie.

      I glanced toward Wisty and Aisling, who were smiling at me.

      “Soon, we’ll have a moment that’s just for us, but I get the feeling that you need something more right now,” Martha said as she gave me a quick hug and a kiss on the lips. She scurried off to join Belphie and Nicollette, leaving me alone with Wisty and Aisling.

      “What’re we gonna do with you, big boy?” Aisling crawled into my lap, draping an arm over my shoulder.

      I hugged her around the waist, pulling her closer. “What do you mean?”

      “You worry almost as much as Martha does.”

      “I do not.”

      “Really?”

      “Maybe a little…”

      “You’re always so tense,” Wisty said as she sat beside us. “You’ve been obsessed over these vampires. It’s not healthy for you. We worry about you.”

      Looking into her bright pink eyes, filled to the brim with adoration but also apprehension, I realized just how much trouble I’d inadvertently caused.

      “I’m sorry, I never wanted to worry any of you.”

      “Well, you have, and now you have to make up for it,” Aisling said.

      “Aisling!” Wisty scolded.

      “Wisty!” She mocked her tone.

      I couldn’t help laughing, and from Aisling’s too-wide grin, I knew that she’d won.

      “I just didn’t want any uncertainties,” I said, caressing them both. “Not with you all here, and definitely not with the baby on the way. I just…I want everything to be peaceful. Perfect.”

      “Things are never perfect, not really,” Aisling said. “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t amazing and wonderful and everything that we need and want.”

      “She’s right. The neighborhood doesn’t have to be perfect for our family to be.” Wisty caressed my ear with a fingertip, making me shiver. “We’ll get through this together. If trouble comes, we’ll fight it together. If the vampires turn on us, we’ll face them together.”

      “And if the council wants to start shit, we’ll fuck them up together!”

      “Exactly.”

      “We probably shouldn’t bother with them.” I melted into Wisty’s caressing, nuzzling my cheek into her palm. “You’re right. The world will never be perfect, but it doesn’t mean that our slice of it isn’t already.”

      “Right, exactly. As long as we’re together, things are perfect.” Wisty beamed.

      “Although, I could think of a way to make it even more perfect.” Aisling winked.

      The two girls shared a look, then fluttered their lashes at me.

      “I am one lucky bastard,” I said, looking at the two beautiful women.

      They started to undress me, removing my clothes slowly, placing soft kisses and caresses on my skin as they moved. I found myself relaxing for them—but also getting rock hard despite them avoiding touching my crotch.

      “What should we do with him?” Aisling asked as she tugged my pants and boxers down my hips.

      “Mm, I dunno. We could put him on his back and sit on his face and dick. That sounds fun, doesn’t it?” Wisty innocently replied.

      “We could sandwich ourselves together and let him switch back and forth between our pussies.”

      “We could get on our hands and knees and suck him dry.”

      “Girls.” I groaned. My cock was twitching from the promise of sex. Their words put wonderful visions in my head that made it throb and pulse with need.

      “I think that’s a good start,” Aisling said.

      “Let’s undress first,” Wisty replied.

      “Let’s undress each other.”

      “Ooh, good idea. Would you like that?”

      “Of course he would.”

      Aisling, ever the boldest of them all, reached out and grabbed the hem of Wisty’s shirt. She dragged the shirt tight against Wisty’s skin, exposing her belly, and pulling it tight around her breasts until the fabric couldn’t hold them against the strain and they bounced free. She discarded the shirt, then started working on the button of Wisty’s short shorts.

      Wisty wriggled her hips as the button came undone, sliding out of her bottoms seductively, her pink eyes locked on mine like I was the only thing in the world.

      She only looked away to undress Aisling for me. She had Aisling turn away from me, then pulled the shirt over her head and discarded it. She worked on her pants next, wiggling them down across Aisling’s ass—then giving the pale skin a spank.

      “Oh!” Aisling gasped, bending over. “Your turn, Master.”

      I leaned in and brought my palm across her ass hard enough to leave a slight red mark.

      “Mm, yes!” she cried, arching hard for me.

      “Come here,” I growled at them both.

      Aisling crawled on one side of me, while Wisty got on the other. They moved together, latching their lips on the sides of my neck and kissing along it, teasing my ears, even nibbling my collar bone.

      I lost myself in the feeling of their soft, supple lips exploring my body, but I was keenly aware of the fact that they were moving downward, toward my hips and my throbbing erection.

      They kissed down my abdomen, over my hips, then down my thighs.

      I groaned their names in an unspoken plea to give me what I wanted.

      “What’s the matter?” Aisling teased.

      “Can’t wait to get your cock wet?” Wisty asked.

      “You’re such a naughty slut now, Wisty.”

      “I learned from the best.”

      “Hehe.”

      They both gazed up at me, then leaned in toward my cock in unison. Their tongues ran over me, Aisling running hers up one side and Wisty paying special attention to my glans. They kissed, sucked and licked my swollen shaft, sending waves of pleasure through me that relaxed my shoulders and had me sinking into the couch.

      Wisty closed her mouth over the head of my cock, rolling it around on her tongue like she couldn’t get enough of the taste. The tip dipped into the slit in my head, lapping up the first beads of precum.

      Aisling slid lower. Her fingers caressed my balls before she took one in her mouth, forming a suctioning warmth around it that forced me to tip my head back and groan to the sky. She slathered her tongue over me, suckling and lapping gently enough as to not hurt but firm enough to give maximum pleasure.

      Wisty lowered her head, sinking her mouth down on my cock. She took as much as she could with Aisling beneath her and working my balls, and eagerly bobbed her head over the length she could get in her mouth.

      Her citrusy scent engulfed me as I closed my eyes and enjoyed their ministrations. Over it, I swore I caught a hint of both of their arousals—slightly musky and earthy.

      I slid a hand into Wisty’s hair, then did the same for Aisling, who let out a little moan.

      Having them both pleasuring me felt good, but I wanted more.

      “I can’t take it anymore,” I said, my voice hoarse to my own ears. “Bend over the seat of the couch.”

      “Yes, Master.” Aisling gave my sack a final lick before obeying.

      Wisty’s pink eyes gleamed mischievously up at me as she went down on my dick, taking more of it now that Aisling wasn’t in the way. She was practically daring me to make her obey, and my cock throbbed hard at the thought of the punishment I’d grant her.

      With my hand still in her hair, I pried her off of my dick, then maneuvered her around so that she was bent over the cushion beside Aisling. I took a moment to admire the two luscious asses lifted high in the air for me, and the glistening pussies that eagerly awaited my cock. Wisty’s was bare, but Aisling’s had a little tuft of wine-red hair.

      I couldn’t resist the urge to give them both a spank. Aisling moaned louder, arching and sticking her ass out for me, so I did it again, and again. Never hard enough to cause any harm, just enough to sting, to dance on the line between pleasure and pain.

      “Mm, thank you, Master!” Aisling whimpered after each strike.

      By the time I was done, her ass was bright pink, and her pussy was dripping her arousal down the insides of her thighs.

      “I’m so fucking horny,” Wisty complained, wagging her ass at me. “Do me first.”

      “What do you say?” I asked.

      “Pleaseeee.” She shifted her legs apart, offering her pussy to me.

      Grabbing her by the hips, I knelt behind her and drove home in one hard thrust that had us both crying out in delight. Her insides clenched tight around me, their warm wetness welcoming me and seeming to pull me in.

      “Ooh, yes.” She clawed at the cushion of the couch, her nails threatening to tear the fabric. “Fuck me so hard that your balls slap my clit!”

      Gripping her hip with one hand and using the other to push her down into the cushion, I gave her exactly what she wanted. I pounded her little pussy from behind, the wet slap of skin hitting skin echoing through the room as our bodies slammed together over and over again.

      “Yes, yes!” Wisty cried, arching to push her ass back to meet my hips. “Don’t hold back! Give me everything!”

      I pushed her down harder into the cushion, put more of my weight on her, and fucked her unlike I’d ever fucked her before. I took out my frustrations on her pussy, jackhammering it like a machine.

      “Yes, don’t stop,” she squealed, her mouth falling open and tongue lolling out slightly. “Use your magic if you have to, just fuck me harder!”

      That was an interesting thought that I didn’t have the presence of mind to explore, so I just tucked it away for later and continued ramming into her with so much force that I pushed the couch a couple inches with each thrust.

      “You’re fucking her so hard, I’m jealous,” Aisling purred. “Save some for me.”

      I nodded. It was all I could do as I focused on giving my all to Wisty. I moved both hands to her hips and lifted them slightly, angling them so I could get just a little deeper inside her.

      “Oooh, yes! Your cock is hitting something amazing inside me,” she whined, laying her torso on the cushion like she didn’t have the strength to keep herself up anymore. Her juices gushed down the front of my thighs, coating me in her arousal.

      “She’s so close to cumming, I can see it in her eyes,” Aisling said. “She’s all dazed. It’s as cute as it is hot.”

      “Y-yeah, I, I am,” Wisty panted out between moans.

      I was close too. The pleasure built inside of me and threatened to overflow, but I held on, determined to make her finish first.

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      “Ahhhn, yesssss!” she cried after a few more thrusts. Her body arched and grew taut beneath me, but I just kept thrusting. I had her hips lifted so high that she couldn’t even rest on her knees, and I pounded her relentlessly as pleasure threatened to make me go blind.

      Wisty’s juices gushed down my thighs, dripping down them until even my knees were soaked, and I pushed into her with one final thrust, unloading my hot seed deep in her pussy.

      “Yes!” she squealed in strangled delight.

      I barely heard it. The ecstasy flooding through me blinded and deafened me. It was so intense that every muscle in my body pulled tight while I poured into her. I started to fear that some of them might tear when my body finally relaxed, and I collapsed on her back.

      “Did she squirt?” Aisling asked.

      “I think I did,” Wisty murmured through a mouthful of cushion. Her green hair was stuck to her lips, and she weakly brushed it away from her mouth. “And it was amazing.”

      “That’s a first.” I grunted as I slowly pulled out of her, my half-erect cock slipping out easily. Beads of white appeared at her opening, slipping down her well-fucked hole and red pussy lips. Her opening clenched and twitched like she was trying to keep it all inside of her.

      “That’s hot,” Aisling said, having crawled next to me.

      “It is.”

      Her green eyes looked up at me, then down at my soaked cock, and before I could tell her to suck it clean, she was already on me. She slid her mouth up and down the head of my shaft, then inhaled through her nose and shoved me down her throat in one slick movement.

      I groaned as my cockhead slid into the tight confines of her throat. She was a master of deepthroating my dick, and the magic that allowed her to disconnect her head also had the most peculiar side effect—a cooling sensation around my cock that felt good, and yet would never allow me to orgasm.

      “Mmph!” Aisling sighed happily as she slid me almost out of her throat, then plunged back down to kiss my hips again.

      “She loves the taste of my pussy,” Wisty said with a giggle.

      Aisling mumbled something unintelligible through a mouthful of my dick.

      My cock easily rose to full mast in her eager mouth, but I was quickly frustrated by the slight numbing sensation of her powers, so I pulled it free.

      Aisling panted and licked her lips like she couldn’t get enough of me.

      I maneuvered her so that she was on her back on the couch, her legs hanging over the edge, and I crawled between them, rubbing my shaft against her eager folds.

      She spread her legs wider, then slid a hand down her belly to spread her pussy as well. “Please fuck me, Master,” she begged. “Use me to make yourself feel good.”

      I pulled her ass out over the edge of the couch and thrust into her in one push of my hips.

      Her tight opening gave way for me, hugging my shaft so hard that I almost blacked out from pleasure for a moment.

      “Wow, you feel even bigger than usual, Master,” Aisling moaned. She craned her neck to look down and watched as I slowly slid out of her before pushing back in again.

      I did the same, watching my thick cock disappear into her pussy, which was drenched and already flushed pink.

      I couldn’t focus on it for long. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I started fucking her faster, and it was easier to look at her perky tits bouncing in my face than to try and watch her pussy swallowing my cock.

      “Ooh, just like that,” she purred, her fingers sliding to her clit and rubbing it gently. It made her clench deliciously around me, so I brushed her hand away and stroked it harder with my thumb. “Oh, fuck! That feels so good, Master!”

      Holding her hips with one hand and using the other to massage her clit, I fucked her as hard as I could while still maintaining the momentum. Before I knew it, the back of the couch hit a wall, and that at least made it easier to plow her, since she wasn’t constantly sliding away from me.

      Wisty pressed herself against my back, giving me room to move but making sure that I never pulled too far out of Aisling. She caressed my arms and chest, then reached beneath me to massage my balls.

      I groaned, my brain stalling out for a moment and my hips slowing to enjoy the sensation.

      “Master,” Aisling whined, looking at me with needy, dazed eyes.

      I shoved aside the fog of pleasure and rutted into her, still using one thumb to caress her clit. The way her insides clenched around me threatened to push my oversensitive cock over the edge, but I held on, determined to draw out the pleasure for as long as possible.

      “Can I cum, Master?” Aisling pleaded. Her hands cupped her breasts, pinching and pulling at the pink nipples. “Please?”

      I nodded. My teeth were grit so hard from ecstasy that it was all I could do.

      “Oooh, oh yes, I’m so close.”

      “Cum on his big cock, Aisling,” Wisty purred.

      “I am, I’m gonna! I, I, ah!” A sharp cry of passion cut off her words, and she convulsed slightly beneath me, her pussy clamping down so hard on me that I had to force myself through her spasming inner walls.

      Ramming to the hilt inside her, I shut my eyes and rode out an intense orgasm that made my balls clench while I spilled my hot seed inside her. Spurt after spurt filled her pussy, each making my vision go white and my brain fog with pure ecstasy, until I didn’t have anything else left in me.

      I collapsed atop her, burying my face in her breasts.

      It took me a few moments to gather my strength and pull out of her, but when I did, I felt like a new man.

      “You girls are the best,” I said, grinning at them. “That was exactly what I needed.”

      “We figured.” Aisling winked. Wisty flopped down next to her, and Aisling wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her close. After a moment, she frowned, squeezing at Wisty’s belly. “How the hell are you putting on weight when you don’t even eat?”

      “Rude!” Wisty gently slapped her.

      I froze.

      It couldn’t be, right? I thought. Then again, we have no idea what side effects come with Wisty being disconnected from the core…

      “It’s okay, there’s just more of you to love,” Aisling said, squishing her.

      Wisty pouted but hugged her back.

      “Girls,” I said as I began to pick up articles of clothes that had been tossed around the room, “I’m grateful, but I’m absolutely exhausted.”

      “Let’s go to bed.” Wisty jumped up, helping me gather clothes.

      “Last one upstairs is a rotten egg!” Aisling jumped to her feet and ran out of the room completely in the nude. Her ass was still pink from her spanking, and my cum was running down the insides of her thighs, but as usual, she didn’t give a fuck.

      I laughed.

      My life was so chaotic, but it was perfect.
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      Despite Daveth being caught and taken away by the Council of Clans, I continued to patrol Sunnyside at night. It seemed too convenient to me that this new strain of flu people were going on about was all caused by one vampire, and getting a mere fine for using humans like cattle wasn’t exactly a huge deterrent if you had the cash to pay for it.

      Sure, I couldn’t outright fight with Jasper unless I wanted to start a clan war, but if it came down to it and I discovered that he was in on this all along?

      Well, I had a cozy little spot ready for him in my soul reaper lantern.

      Despite the Council of Clans using some kind of mind wipe spell to erase the memories of every normie in Sunnyside, there was an air of fear that never quite dissipated—as if everyone knew that something was wrong, but no one could quite place what that was.

      Parents no longer let their children play outside, no one went out after dark unless they had to, and the neighbors who had been acquainted for years had started to avoid each other.

      Each time I looked out the window or strolled the street, I did so alone. The only time I glimpsed a neighbor was when they were shoveling themselves out or on their way to work—and even then, they rushed to their cars with their heads down.

      I hated it.

      This wasn’t the Sunnyside that I fell in love with, it was one that was tainted by at least one rogue vampire.

      “It’s so quiet,” Martha whispered from beside me. The girls were taking turns keeping me company, and because it wasn’t too cold out, I allowed her to join me. “And dark. I’m thankful for the streetlights.” Her much smaller hand searched for mine, then gripped it tightly.

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” I assured, even though there were a bunch of vampires next door. “I’ll kick the ass of anything that tries to start shit.”

      She giggled. “I know you will.”

      We walked in silence for some time, just sort of enjoying each other’s company, but from the way Martha stole glances at me, I knew that she had something to say.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Hm?” she asked.

      “Seems like something is bothering you.”

      “Well, it’s just…” She hesitated, then stood a little taller, as if trying to mentally assert herself. “We haven’t had a chance to spend much time together lately.”

      “Not since Belphie started this whole ‘needing’ thing.”

      “Yeah. Which! I do understand. I just wish we could…I dunno, steal some time away for ourselves.”

      I stopped, gently pulling her to a halt with me. “Like now?” I asked.

      “Yeah, like now.” Martha smiled up at me, her lashes fluttering.

      Sliding a finger under her chin, I lifted her head, drawing her into a kiss. She submitted to me easily, nearly melting where she stood, and by the time she broke away, her cheeks were a bright red that contrasted against the blue of her eyes.

      “You know,” she said, clearing her throat. She took my hand and started walking again before continuing, “I really didn’t feel like I belonged at first.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I feel less like that.”

      “Less, but it’s not gone?”

      “Yes, but I’m grateful for how welcome everyone has made me feel.” Martha beamed.

      “It can be hard to change how we feel, but all you ever need to bring to the table is yourself.” I slid an arm around her, pulling her against my side. “You’re enough just as you are, Martha.”

      “It makes me so happy to hear you say that.”

      “I wish you believed it.”

      “Hm, I think I will soon.”

      “Should I say it again.”

      “Later.” She slid her arm around my waist and lay her head on my shoulder. “Say, did you ever think of a solution to your money problems? You were worried about that, right?”

      “I was, and I haven’t yet, though I’ve had a lot of time to think about it,” I grumbled.

      “Well, I’m sure it’ll come to you. You think of a solution for everything—even for keeping a fear vampire fed. That’s impressive, you know.”

      “Maybe, but I hate that I haven’t come up with a solution yet.”

      “Did the Council of Clans give you some money?”

      “Yeah, but it felt weird taking it for myself. I’ve been thinking of using it to add a bench or to spruce up the local park or something here in Sunnyside.” I shrug.

      “That’s a nice thought.”

      “It’s not really my money, in my opinion. It’s money that we got because Daveth was being a dick in Sunnyside. That belongs to the people, as far as I’m concerned.”

      Martha smiled and nuzzled her face into my shoulder. “You’re a kind man, Mark. If more were like you, the world would be a much better place.”

      I shrugged slightly, then lay my head atop hers.

      “How about the house? What more needs to be done?” she asked.

      I got the distinct feeling that she was trying to keep my mind off of our vampire neighbors, but I didn’t mind.

      “Well, there’s not a lot left to do, besides things that need to wait until spring. A garage for Nic, maybe a little playset for the baby to play on when they’re old enough, the siding on the house needs to be replaced because it’s seen better days, and I need to find some way to fix the gargoyles, but besides that…” I trailed off, frowning.

      “You don’t seem happy.”

      “I am, it just feels weird. Surreal, you know? I never imagined myself finishing the house this quickly, and now that it’s almost done, I keep asking myself what’s next.”

      “You’ll find something, I’m sure of it. Maybe you could buy a beach house and fix that up. I rather enjoyed playing around in the ocean.”

      “If I had the money, I would in a heartbeat.” I laughed.

      “Well, don’t dismiss it entirely.” She smiled. “Anything could happen.”

      “Maybe I’ll become one of those guys that buy crap properties for cheap and fixes them up to flip them.”

      “That sounds like a neat idea. We could all help.”

      “Yeah, that would be a pretty cool business to have with all of you. We could turn a craphole into a dream home for some young family…Now that appeals to me.”

      “So, you’ve kinda come full circle, huh? But instead of selling mansions you’ll be selling dream homes.” Martha jumped up and down excitedly. “Let’s do it!”

      “When the time is right. Let’s deal with the vampires first and then see how much time we have when the baby comes.” I laughed, ruffling her hair.

      “Oh, true, but there will be lots of people to watch the baby.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to miss out on bonding time with my kiddo, either.”

      Martha smiled. “You really are perfect, you know that, right?”

      “I just want to be as good to my kid as my dad was to me…” I trailed off and shrugged. “I can’t help thinking about my parents lately. They’ve been gone for a long time, and I always missed them, but having a baby on the way really makes me wish they were here.”

      “That makes sense,” Martha said. “My creator was not always the best to me, but I do miss her, at times.”

      “Elenor?”

      “Yes. She was wonderful to Wisty but scarcely treated me like I existed. Perhaps to her, I didn’t.”

      “So, she like, straight up made you? With magic?”

      “She was a very powerful mage.”

      “Yeah, I get that impression every time I hear something new about her. She had a book that could summon Belphie, was a magical mercenary in her prime, and she created you and Wisty.” I didn’t know whether to be impressed or glad that I never crossed the woman.

      “In saying that, she did not make me like this.” She gestured along the length of her body. “I was a mere spirit. You gave me shape.” Martha beamed up at me. “I cannot begin to tell you how grateful I am for that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m just happy I helped.”

      “I knew you would say that.”

      Silence fell over us as we continued to walk through Sunnyside. It was a quiet night, one where I was sure that I could’ve heard a pindrop from a distance, and there wasn’t so much as a mouse stirring, as far as I could tell.

      The fear in the air made me stronger and sharpened my senses, so it was easy enough for me to tell that if Jasper or his buddies were home, they hadn’t moved all night.

      I was beginning to wonder if Jasper had to sell the house in order to pay the fees from the Council of Clans.

      Whatever the case was, I didn’t let my guard down. I’d even turned on my security system again. It kept an eye on everything around the property and sent an alert to my phone whenever someone approached. No one did—not even Tim or Mary Ellen.

      A yawn passed my lips. It slipped out unbidden, and I muffled it with the back of my hand.

      “Should we call it a night?” Martha asked.

      I took out my phone and checked the time. It was only midnight. It wouldn’t be light for another seven or eight hours. The days were slowly getting longer, but there still seemed to be more hours of darkness than light, and all of the patrolling was taking a toll on me.

      “It’s not strictly legal, but I’ll point a couple cameras at Jasper’s house for the night so I can get a bit of rest,” I decided.

      “Who are you sharing a bed with tonight?” Martha asked.

      “Oh, I dunno.” I turned around to face the mansion and stole a glance at her from the corner of my eye. My heart hammered in my chest, so hard that I felt it rising into my throat, but I played dumb.

      “I…Well. I’m cold, and I could use a cuddle buddy,” Martha said, wringing her hands out in front of herself. “I’m tired, so I don’t know if we’ll…y’know. Do the thing.”

      “Yes, the thing.”

      “You know.”

      “I do.”

      “Aisling mentioned a human tradition, of waiting until marriage…”

      I pictured myself getting on my knees between her legs, which were covered in a wedding dress. I nipped the garter with my teeth and slowly dragged it down…

      “I’m not sure I can wait that long,” she admitted. “I…I ache for you.”

      The admission made my mouth go dry, but I nodded. I wanted her too. I didn’t know when we were getting married, it depended on how long it took Belphie to make five wedding gowns and my suit, but I didn’t want to wait that long if I didn’t have to.

      “Let’s just let it happen naturally,” Martha said. “That seems like the best way.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      We headed back to the house together, and I rearranged several of the cameras so that they were watching Jasper’s house instead of my property. I knew it wasn’t strictly allowed, and I’d fix them eventually, but it seemed like a better solution than spending every night on the street, away from my family.

      We stripped out of our winter clothes before heading to the second floor. Martha led the way into her room, flicking on the light the moment that we entered. She hesitated, then crossed the room to turn on a lamp before shutting off the overhead light again. She carved a petite but sexy silhouette against the light, one that accentuated her slight curves, and my eyes trailed down her body.

      “Do you need a night light?” I asked absently.

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, you plug it in and it gives off light all night.”

      She considered this, pressing a finger to her lips. “I think I’d rather get over my fear. Or at least try to.”

      “You’re a brave girl.”

      She blushed and turned away from me, clicking the lamp off again.

      “I can see in the dark,” I said.

      “Oh…right.”

      Chuckling, I crossed the room, joining Martha at the side of her bed. I took off my shirt and pants but kept my boxers on.

      Martha put her hand behind her back, unzipping her dress, and I watched as more of her pale, flawless skin revealed itself to me. The fabric of her dress slipped down her frail shoulders and thin arms. She shimmied out of the thing until it had pooled around her ankles on the floor, leaving her in only a pair of delicate pink panties that clung to her folds, showing me the outline of the lips of her pussy.

      With her back still to me, Martha peeked over her shoulder, nervously nibbling her bottom lip. “I usually sleep like this…”

      “I won’t be offended if you’re more comfortable wearing a shirt.”

      Disappointed, I thought, but not offended.

      “No, it’s okay, as long as you don’t mind,” she said.

      I snorted a laugh.

      She giggled. With flaming red cheeks, she lifted the blanket and crawled into bed.

      I slipped in after her, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her close. She hadn’t been lying, her skin was cold to the touch, and I shivered involuntarily.

      “You didn’t have to stay out there with me if you were cold,” I said, frowning.

      “I wanted to be with you,” Martha said.

      “That’s sweet but don’t do it again.”

      “Mm. Okay.”

      “Good girl.” I kissed her forehead, then wrapped her in my arms to share my warmth with her. My hands ran up and down her bare back as I used friction to generate heat. Her skin was soft and smooth beneath my calloused hands. As she nestled closer, I felt the poke of her hardened nipples against my chest.

      One hand slid around to the front of her body, cupping a pert breast. Even it was cold.

      Martha let out a little gasp. She arched, pressing herself into my palm, and soon I massaged both of them with my hands, bringing them warmth…and pleasure.

      “That feels nice,” Martha whimpered. She rolled to lay on her back, and I covered her body with mine. Her arms wrapped around me, hugging me impossibly close. “Can you warm them with your mouth?” She bit down on her bottom lip like she couldn’t believe those words had escaped her.

      I smirked and lowered myself, burying my face in her chest. I kissed both of her breasts before latching my mouth around one and suckling gently.

      “Oooh,” she whined, sinking her fingernails into my shoulders. “That feels so good.”

      I swapped to the other, giving it the same treatment.

      Martha rolled and bucked beneath me, all while I played with her breasts. My mouth covered one, lapping at the pink, budded nipple while my hand teased the other, warming it and gently pinching the nub.

      I pressed my pent-up cock against her inner thigh, and she gasped.

      “You’re so hard…” Pleasure, temptation, and hesitation all warred in her beautiful blue eyes. She wanted more, of that I was certain, but something held her back.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I just…I really like you, and I want to, but I’m afraid…”

      “Of what?”

      “That it’ll hurt. That something will change between us. That…I won’t be any good.”

      “You did great with what we did last time.” I crawled up her body so that I was eye to eye with her.

      Martha smiled, but the hesitation was still there.

      “I’m so confused. I want you so bad,” she whispered, “but part of me is scared it’ll hurt. It’s so big…”

      I thought about telling her that the other girls managed to take it, but it didn’t seem the right thing to say.

      “Want me to try with something smaller?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      I wiggled my fingers at her.

      “Oh.” Martha blushed, her eyes clouding over with desire. “Okay. We’ll consider it training.”

      I chuckled, then slid my hand down her stomach. At first I stroked her through her panties, but when I found that she was already wet, I slid my hand inside the fabric. My fingers touched the thin line of hair on her pussy lips, and I found her slick and ready for me.

      All while I touched her, I watched her face, taking in every quiver of her bottom lip.

      My cock ached for attention, but I ignored it to give her what she needed.

      My middle finger circled her clit before going lower, caressing her opening.

      “I’m gonna close my eyes and pretend it’s your thing,” she whispered.

      Sliding down slightly so that I could suck her breast while playing with her pussy, I drank in her scent—slightly sweet but musky from arousal. My finger teased at her opening before pushing in slowly.

      “Oh!” she gasped, clutching onto my shoulders. “That’s right, give it to me!”

      Despite my desire to fingerbang her like there was no tomorrow, I slid into her slowly, letting her insides adjust to my intrusion.

      To call her tight was an understatement. She fit like a glove—one that was too small for me and had to stretch to accommodate me.

      I groaned at the thought of being buried to the hilt inside her. I could just imagine how good she’d feel, all tight and wet and warm.

      “Wriggle it around,” Martha pleaded, so I did. “Oh, yes, stars above!” Her legs thrashed on either side of my palm.

      “Have you ever touched yourself?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “And no one has ever touched you?”

      “Only you.”

      That lit a fire in my belly that threatened to push me over the edge.

      I swallowed hard and angled my hand so that I could slide my finger in and out of her while my thumb stroked her clit.

      “Ahhh! Yes, that feels so good!” she cried, throwing her head back and tossing it around, lost in passion.

      Because she took to it so well, I fingered her faster and stroked her clit harder. It didn’t take long for her to start curling toward me, and when she did, I knew that she was close.

      “Yessss!” she moaned as her body drew taut and she stiffened beside me.

      I gently stroked and fingered her through her orgasm, until she couldn’t take it anymore and collapsed into the bed.

      Her white hair formed a halo around her head, and she panted hard, her body quivering from aftershocks.

      “That was amazing,” she said, hugging me.

      “Good,” I hoarsely said.

      “I could just—” Her words cut off with a yawn, and she snuggled into my chest. “I’ll just…close my eyes a minute…and then I’ll return the favor.”

      Martha started to drift off, to my great disappointment, but she jerked herself awake.

      “Can I use my hand?” she asked sleepily.

      I nodded, my heart racing.

      Martha rolled onto her side and draped a leg over me. Her hand gripped my cock, which looked massive against her small fingers, and she stroked me slowly.

      “Maybe I’ll suck it a little too,” she whispered, sliding down my body and kissing the tip to taste my precum.

      Groaning, I tangled my fingers into her hair, pushing it out of her face so that I could watch her supple lips swallow my cock.

      Her hand did most of the work, stroking up and down my shaft, but she kept the head in her mouth, swirling her tongue over it and lapping hungrily at my glans.

      “Mm,” she hummed, sending pleasant vibrations through me.

      My cock ached with need, and I pulsed against her mouth and hand. While she worked, I thrust up slightly to meet her. She took it so well that I bucked harder, filling her palm and mouth with my hard shaft.

      Each lick of her tongue and squeeze of her palm nearly sent me over the edge. Pleasure built in my gut, tensing my thighs and making my back arch.

      Martha tucked a strand of hair out of her face, her lips seeming plumper than usual as she swallowed me. Her hand tightened around the base of my cock, stroking me harder and faster as she got used to the rhythm.

      She kept up a steady pace that increased the tension in my gut until I couldn’t take it anymore.

      Gripping her hair, I let out an embarrassingly guttural groan as I finished in her mouth. My body twitched all over, and my toes curled with pleasure as wave after wave of ecstasy assaulted my senses until I was giddy.

      Martha swallowed my load, licked her lips lasciviously, then crawled up to lay next to me.

      I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her close, and before I could say anything to her, she was out.
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      I woke before Martha the next morning, so I decided to let her sleep while I made breakfast for everyone who ate.

      It had taken far too long for me to fall asleep the night before, but I’d managed some solid shuteye eventually, and my security system didn’t trigger on my phone, so that was a plus.

      I was in the middle of cooking a hearty breakfast of hashbrowns, toast, eggs, and various kinds of breakfast meats when Martha walked into the kitchen.

      “I’m so sorry!” she said, throwing her arms around me. “I was so selfish. How could I just fall asleep like that?!”

      “Why, what were you supposed to do?” Aisling asked from the doorway. “Get some vitamin D?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Then you didn’t get it.”

      “Don’t be mean, Aisling,” Wisty said as she made her way into the kitchen and sat at the table.

      “Fine, fine.” Aisling joined her.

      Martha looked up at me expectantly, and I kissed her forehead.

      “It’s alright. It happens. Might be me next time,” I said, patting her head reassuringly.

      She hesitantly joined the others at the table.

      Belphie was the last to arrive. Considering Nicollette had likely just gone to bed, I didn’t expect her to join us.

      Belphie’s nose twitched as she smelled the food, and she sat patiently, then grunted because she sat too close to the table for her expanding belly.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, shoving the table a couple inches to make room for herself. “Oh!”

      “What?” I asked.

      “The baby is punching my internal organs, I believe.”

      “You mean it's kicking?”

      She nodded.

      I abandoned the stove and rushed to her side, planting my palm firmly on her belly.

      “What are you doing?” Belphie asked.

      “Trying to feel the baby kick.”

      She arched a brow at me, then looked at the other girls.

      “Ooh, I wanna feel too!” Aisling jumped up and joined me.

      “I wouldn’t mind feeling. Is that okay?” Wisty asked.

      “If you must.” Belphie looked at Martha. “And I suppose you wish to as well?”

      She nodded sheepishly.

      “As you will.” She sighed, but she held her head high with pride.

      Part of me thought that she maybe even enjoyed the attention a little, but the thought was ripped from my mind when something moved beneath my palm.

      “Did you feel that?” Aisling asked excitedly.

      “I did!” I said in unison with Wisty and Martha.

      “And again!”

      “Again!”

      “Alright, that is quite enough.” Belphie waved us off. “Do not burn the food.”

      “Right, sorry.” I backed off, as did the others, and I headed back to the stove to tend to the food.

      “Say, Belphie,” I began as another thought struck me. “How and where is this birth going to happen? We can’t just go to a human hospital, right?”

      “Correct,” she said. “I will create a pocket dimension, where I will be able to safely give birth. I will return when I have had the child.”

      “So, you’re just gonna leave one day and come back with a baby?”

      “Yes.”

      I frowned.

      “Is that not acceptable?” Belphie cocked her head to one side. “This is the way I was born.”

      “I don’t like the thought of you being alone while you give birth. What if something goes wrong?” I asked.

      “Hmm. I suppose you are right. Then, will you be joining me?”

      “Of course!”

      Belphie nodded, a slight smile spreading over her lips and her violet eyes twinkling with pride.

      Wisty cleared her throat to get our attention, and we looked at her.

      “Maybe we should all be there to help,” she said, looking hopefully between the two of us. “One person needs to catch the baby, the rest can tend to Belphie or hold her hair back or something.”

      “She’s not vomiting in a toilet, she’s having a baby,” Aisling said.

      “She may be right.” I began to butter toast and pile them on the platter of food I’d cooked. “It would be good to have everyone there, helping out.”

      “You all wish to be there with me?” Belphie asked, looking at everyone.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Wouldn’t want to be anywhere else,” Wisty said.

      “How else am I gonna get a peek at your snatch?” Aisling joked.

      Martha nodded.

      Belphie’s eyes began to tear up.

      “Damnation!” She slammed her fist on the table before wiping at her eyes. “These infernal hormones will be the end of me.”

      “It’s okay, Belphie.” Aisling put an arm around her shoulders. “We know you love us.”

      Rather than glare, as Belphie normally would, she let out a sob.

      “Wow, these hormones really got her fucked up.”

      “Don’t pick on her too much, Aisling,” I said as I moved the platter to the table.

      “Alright, alright.” The dullahan waved at me dismissively, then sat back down. “But I can’t wait to have someone new to hide my head for.”

      I rolled my eyes slightly.

      We chatted about everything and nothing while we ate, and I listened to the girls as they chattered excitedly about the baby, the clothes Belphie was making for it, the dresses for the wedding, and everything in between.

      The girls were happy together, but it didn’t make me feel out of place—like I was a man outnumbered. No, I loved it. I was thrilled that they got along so well. It made life much easier and much more peaceful.

      I hadn’t meant to, but somehow I’d made five awesome women fall in love with me, and I loved them back with all my heart. It was cheesy, and I felt goofy even thinking about it, but it brought a smile to my face nonetheless.

      I knew I would never let anything happen to any of them—or my unborn child.

      “What is it?” Wisty asked as she gently nudged me.

      “I’m just happy, is all.” I shrugged.

      “Me too.”

      “Say, I don’t think our kid can go to public school, since it’s a half-demon and all. Are we gonna homeschool it?”

      “Of course. I possess more than adequate knowledge to school a child,” Belphie said.

      “Hmm, maybe I could redo a room into a classroom,” I mused, perhaps a little too eager to have some new project to work on.

      “Oh, we could paint the alphabet and some other stuff on the walls,” Wisty said excitedly.

      “There’s lots of things we could do,” Aisling said, “but we definitely need a playground for the kid to play in. And won’t it get lonely?” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      “We’ll figure something out when the time comes,” I said.

      Belphie rubbed her belly, and I swore I heard her whisper something to the baby—then I realized that she was singing.

      I hadn’t a clue what she was singing because it was in daemon, but it sounded like she was singing a peaceful lullaby, and her tone was so perfect that I found myself relaxing along with it.

      When the chatter stopped, Belphie lifted her head and looked around. “What?”

      “What was that song?” I asked. “It was beautiful.”

      “It is a song about fooling unsuspecting humans into giving up their soul.”

      “Erm. Okay. Well, it sounded nice, and you have a great voice.”

      “Of course. I shall learn some human songs to sing to the baby as well.”

      “That would be for the best, I think.”

      A beat of silence passed before Aisling whirled to face me. “What’re you doing today, Mark?”

      “Oh, I dunno. Shovel more snow, I guess?” I sighed.

      “How about we all do something together? We won’t have as much time to have fun when the baby comes along.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Well, we could spend the day flopping around in the snow, but I was thinking more like a cozy movie night with lots of snacks.”

      “How about watching a movie in a theater,” I suggested. “I bet Wisty and Martha have never seen one.”

      “Should we wait for Nicollette?” Martha asked.

      “I’ll see if she wants to go.” Aisling took off before anyone could really protest.

      Nicollette did indeed want to go, if only to see how Wisty and Martha enjoyed themselves, so we waited until after dark before heading to the theater.

      We walked into the building looking like we were all going to different places—which was pretty typical for us.

      Nicollette wore a sparkly red dress that was surprisingly conservative for her, in that it didn’t show off her belly and lower back or thighs. It hugged her full hips deliciously, the fabric drawing tight over her juicy ass.

      Belphie was dressed in a flowing black ball gown which had been adjusted around the stomach to accommodate her recent growth. There were bows and ribbons and layers of ruffles. It looked altogether too fancy for where we were, but she wore it like a queen looking down upon peasants, and in a way, I supposed she was.

      Meanwhile, Wisty and Martha looked like they were freezing, the way they were each huddled into one of my hoodies. Wisty was so cold that she ended up putting her jacket back on, and Martha soon followed suit.

      Then there was Aisling, who bounded around in a pair of booty shorts and an ugly Christmas sweater.

      I shook my head in amusement.

      While the girls decided amongst themselves which movie they wanted to see, I wandered over to the concession stand and began ordering our snacks. I knew Nicollette and Wisty didn’t want anything, but I just didn’t feel right watching a movie on the big screen without any snacks.

      So, I ordered a bit of everything. Popcorn, nachos, candies and chocolates, drinks, even some fresh-made pretzel bites dusted with cinnamon and sugar. I was paying for it all when Aisling bounded over and whistled.

      “‘Spensive,” she said.

      “Just don’t throw it at the screen or other people,” I replied.

      “Aw, okay.”

      “What are we watching?”

      “Some movie about a guy who dies and then his spirit is transported into the future where he becomes a heroic dragon on a meteor city that’s hurtling through space.”

      “Oh, I heard that one’s really fuggin' good.”

      “Guess we’ll find out!”

      Aisling helped me by carrying the drinks back to the other girls while I carried the food, and Nicollette grabbed my wallet from my pocket to pay for the tickets, since my arms were full, and I didn’t want her to pay.

      She playfully rolled her eyes, but she didn’t put up a fight.

      The six of us made our way into the screen room and found some seats near the back. Wisty and Martha sat on either side of me, while Belphie, Aisling, and Nicollette sat in the row behind us.

      “This popped corn is not bad,” Belphie said before tossing another piece into her mouth. She crunched on it, swallowed, and then reached for a pretzel piece. “But not as good as these.”

      “She loves her sweets.” Nicollette chuckled.

      “They are pretty good,” Martha agreed.

      The girls chatted quietly amongst themselves as the theater gradually filled with people. The time flew, and before long the lights dimmed, then shut off completely.

      Martha let out a quiet gasp and latched her hand onto mine.

      “It’s alright, it just means the movie is about to start,” I said.

      “Oh.” She laughed nervously. She didn’t let me go.

      A few moments later, light flooded the room as the screen came to life.

      “Wow,” Wisty whispered, “it’s like a giant TV.”

      I looked between Martha and Wisty, taking in their wide eyes and slightly slacked jaws. They looked at the screen with awe, even though it was only playing advertisements, and I smiled.

      As the movie started playing, I turned my eyes to the screen and allowed myself to get lost in action and adventure. Occasionally, the girls would gasp or whisper a question, but I didn’t mind. It was all part of the atmosphere.

      When I’d handed off the last of the snacks to Belphie, who had a voracious appetite lately, Wisty grabbed one of my hands while Martha gripped the other. I squeezed them both and smiled without breaking eye contact with the screen.

      A couple of hours later, we walked out of the movie theater together, after the crowds had passed.

      “Snitties,” I heard Aisling giggle.

      “I can’t wait for the next one,” I said.

      “It was fun seeing it on the big screen,” Wisty said. “Maybe we can go again sometime?”

      “How about a drive-in movie next time?”

      “Oooh, that sounds fun!”

      “Probably cheaper too, those snacks cost an arm and a leg…or a head.” Aisling gripped her hair like she was about to rip hers off.

      “Don’t,” I deadpanned.

      “Aw, okay.” She gave a too-wide grin and scurried off ahead of us. “Last one in the car is a rotten egg!”

      “Sometimes I think that we already have one child,” Belphie said.

      Nicollette chuckled into her hand.
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      “Please let this be the last snowstorm of the year,” I grumbled as I shoveled snow off of my car for what felt like the millionth time that winter. Another few inches had fallen, and I’d managed to make a path up the driveway with the snowblower. I still had the entire sidewalk to do.

      At times, I regretted buying such a big house because such maintenance sucked, but I told myself to suck it up and do what I needed to do because it wasn’t that bad once I got into it.

      Sighing, I resigned myself to my fate and set to work.

      While I guided the snowblower, I looked toward Jasper’s house, which for once had been dug out. I’d watched a few vampires working on it the night before, but they didn’t do anything more than clear the path and then head back inside.

      I shook my head, then looked off down the street. Tim was out doing his driveway, and Paul, Mary Ellen’s husband, was working on theirs, but neither interacted at all, wordlessly working, not making eye contact with one another, their posture stiff and closed off to the world like it might attack them again.

      Ever since that night with Daveth and the Council of Clans, Sunnyside hadn’t been the same.

      I still hated it.

      Wonder if their spell actually worked, I mused as I worked.

      “Mark!”

      My name sounded like a desperate scream in the wind and over the roar of the snowblower. I cut the engine and whipped around toward the house.

      Wisty, standing in the snow and not wearing so much as a pair of winter boots to cover her feet, waved frantically at me. “It’s Belphie!”

      That was all she had to say. I left the snowblower where it was and charged toward the house. Wisty, wearing only her indoor clothes, ran in ahead of me, but I was close behind her.

      I didn’t bother to undress. I didn’t care where I got snow or ice.

      “Where is she?” I demanded.

      “In her room,” Wisty’s trembling voice replied. I didn’t know if it was because of the cold or fear. I didn’t have time to ask.

      I was up the stairs in an instant, nearly tripping because I wasn’t used to wearing my heavy snow boots when I climbed them. My footsteps thundered through the house as I ran to Belphie’s room, and I hit the doorframe hard enough for it to creak when I failed to turn into the room fast enough.

      “Damnation!” Belphie cried, her voice filled with anguish.

      “What is it? Are you okay? Is the baby coming?” I asked as I rushed to her side. Nicollette stepped out of the way so that I didn’t plow her over, and it was only when I got closer that I realized Martha had Belphie’s head in her lap.

      “There, there. I need you to focus, Belphie. Does it hurt?” she asked while stroking Belphie’s dark hair away from her face.

      “No, not really, but…it feels…it feels like the baby is coming. Everything seems to be moving. I do not know what to do to make it stop,” Belphie’s panicked voice said. “What if it is too soon? What will happen to the child?”

      “We read about these, remember?” Martha said.

      Belphie shook her head.

      I sat down on the edge of the bed and lightly laid my hand on Belphie’s stomach. Even I could feel the movement beneath her skin. It must have been especially uncomfortable.

      “Are these Braxton Hicks contractions?” I asked.

      “I believe so,” Martha said.

      “What are those?” Belphie asked. A bead of sweat ran down her brow, and I had no doubt that she would’ve known the answer any other time, but she was scared.

      My chest clenched at the sight of the usually confident and knowledgeable woman, reduced to a trembling frightened mess.

      “They’re…real, but they’re just contractions. Your water hasn’t broken, and you’re not in any pain, so it seems the most likely.” Martha gently brushed Belphie’s hair out of her face, then used her sleeve to wipe away the beads of sweat.

      “We could go to a doctor if you’re scared,” I said, “even a human doctor is better than nothing.”

      Belphie swallowed hard, looking between us. She searched my face first, then Martha’s, Nicollette’s, Wisty’s, and finally Aisling’s.

      I knew mine was panicked, and so was most of theirs, but Martha remained calm. She wiped at the tears forming in Belphie’s eyes and smiled gently down at her.

      “It’ll be okay, Belphie. The baby is fine. You can feel it moving, still, right?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Belphie nodded and sniffled, trying to hold back tears. “I am sorry, I just…I panicked and—”

      “Shhh,” I gently quieted her, leaning down to press a kiss to her forehead. “I want to be here for you, Belphie. We all do.” I cupped her cheek in my palm and used my thumb to caress her soft skin. “Don’t be ashamed to ask for us, okay?”

      Belphie nodded, her bottom lip trembling slightly. “I am awash with hormones.”

      “I know.” I smiled to reassure her. “You’ll be back to your old self soon, got it?”

      She nodded again.

      “That’s a good girl.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” I leaned over her, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “It has stopped, finally.” She tilted her head back, her purple eyes staring up at Martha, who still held her head and stroked her hair. “And thank you, for remaining calm.”

      “Of course.” She smiled, tucking some white hair shyly behind her ear.

      “Do you need anything?” I asked.

      Belphie shook her head. “Just rest.”

      “Want me to stay with you?”

      “You are making my bed wet and cold.”

      I paused, looked down at myself, then stood from the edge of the bed. I’d forgotten I was still dressed for outside, and I tracked a trail of slushy water up three flights of stairs.

      “We’ll leave you be then,” I said.

      “Leave the door open please, just in case I need something,” Belphie said.

      I nodded and headed for the door. The other girls followed, with Martha taking up the rear.

      “I’ll fetch her some ice cream,” Nicollette said as she sauntered off. “That will surely make her more comfortable.”

      “I’ll get some more pillows!” Aisling bounced off.

      “I’ll, um. I’ll get some flowers with relaxing scents.” Wisty ran away too.

      “They’re all so eager to help her, it’s a good sign,” Martha said.

      “And you were there to comfort her when she needed it most.” I smiled at her.

      “I just did what anyone would do.”

      “But only you managed to do it.”

      “Hmm, I suppose so…”

      “Belphie is normally the rational one, but you’re the most compassionate of us all. You used your knowledge and excellent bedside manner to soothe her when nothing else could.” I hugged her, squeezing her petite frame against my much larger one. “You did great.”

      “I, oh. Well, thank you.” She hugged me back, burying her face in my chest. “I’m just glad that I was here to help.”

      “As am I.”

      “I think the time is drawing near though. She’s a demon having a baby that is also half-human, so it’s hard to say when exactly she’ll give birth, but I get the feeling it could be any day now. We should be prepared.”

      “Agreed.”

      “I’ll gather the supplies I think we’ll need, then we’ll just have to depend on her to make the pocket dimension.”

      “Does she even need to do that?”

      “I think she just feels safer there, like it’s her nest or something.”

      I scratched my head. It didn’t make too much sense to me, but who was I to argue with a pregnant woman when this was what she wanted?

      “Okay. Need me to help gather supplies?” I asked.

      Martha shook her head. “You’re already busy. Let me handle this, okay?” She stood on the tips of her toes and placed a soft kiss on my mouth.

      “Alright, I’ll leave it to you, then.” I started to turn away, but I paused. “And Martha? Don’t think for a second that you’re not needed around here after what just happened.”

      “I won’t!” She beamed at me, then scurried off.

      Smiling, I headed back down the stairs and outside to finish what I’d started.

      By the time the sidewalk was finished, I was exhausted, but it was mostly because my adrenaline had spiked and then crashed.

      I put the snowblower in the shed, then dragged myself inside, where I stripped out of my outdoor clothes and wandered into the living room to crash on the couch.

      Someone, probably Martha, had been kind enough to clean up the water I’d trailed inside, allowing me to lay back on the couch and do some gaming.

      I was in the middle of playing some Donkey Kong when I heard a commotion upstairs.

      “Girls?” I called. “Everyone okay?”

      There were more thumps and stomping around, so I set my game down and headed toward the stairs.

      “Girls?” I called.

      “It’s the back-end hiccups again!” Aisling called down.

      “Braxton Hicks,” Nicollette corrected.

      “Need me up there?” I asked.

      “No!”

      “Yes!” Wisty cried.

      “Maybe?” Aisling said. I could hear the shrug in her voice.

      “Does Belphie want me?” I started up the stairs.

      “No!” Belphie yelled. “Wait!”

      “What?”

      “She pissed herself! Hahaha!” Aisling cackled.

      “Her water broke!” Martha shouted. “Oh, stars above, it’s time!”

      “Oh, fuck.” I tripped three times on my way up the stairs and nearly face-planted into the floor. I just managed to catch myself, then skittered down the hall toward Belphie’s room just as a burst of magic hit.

      “I thought you couldn’t make pocket dimensions?” Aisling asked.

      “I can, I just cannot—argh!”

      “She can’t distort places that exist in this plane, she makes her own,” Nicollette quickly explained.

      “Does that really matter right now?” I snapped as I ricocheted off the doorway and into the room.

      I ran to Belphie’s side. She grabbed my hand and instantly began to crush it.

      I grit my teeth, not daring to complain as she, half bent over and barely able to stay on her feet, dragged me into a magical orb that hovered in the center of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Some hours later, I stumbled out of the pocket dimension holding a small bundle of blankets in one arm and using the other to support Belphie, who was understandably exhausted.

      I helped her to the bed, and Martha piled up pillows beneath her torso so that she could sit up without any effort on her part.

      The moment Belphie was settled, she opened her arms.

      With a look down at my son, who already had a dark curl of hair on his forehead, I smiled, sat on the edge of the bed, and handed him off to her.

      “He is beautiful,” she said, a tear in her eye.

      “He is,” I agreed.

      The other girls crowded us, cooing and fawning over the baby and Belphie.

      I couldn’t have been prouder of her or them.

      Or to be a father.

      Belphie sank back into the pillows, her violet eyes half-lidded with joy as she looked down at the bundle in her arms. Her fingers carefully brushed the blanket aside so that she could get a better look at our baby, and a content sigh passed her lips as she tore her eyes away from him to look at me.

      “I have never been happier,” she said, her fingers playing with the bit of dark hair atop the baby’s head.

      “Even if he doesn’t have horns and a tail?” I asked.

      “He will get them in time, and they will be mighty.” She brushed her lips tenderly against his forehead.

      “You know…we haven’t really discussed a name,” I realized. It seemed stupid in hindsight, but somehow neither of us had thought to bring it up.

      “I have already chosen one.”

      “Oh? What is it?”

      “I do not know.”

      I stared at her blankly. “How can you have chosen a name and yet not know what it is?” I asked.

      “Because I do not know your father’s name, but I know that he was a good man, one whom you respected, and one whom I wish could have met our child.”

      That punched me right in the feels, and I had a hard time holding back my emotions as I thought of my parents. I swallowed hard to keep from choking out a strangled sound of anguish, and I forced myself to think of our baby instead of my parents—but I couldn’t stop thinking of either.

      I wanted them to meet my child too, but I’d been trying not to think about that.

      Belphie brought all those feelings to the surface, but in the most beautiful way. She wanted to honor him, the man who had meant so much to me, the one who taught me about DIY, camping, and even girls.

      “That’s a great idea,” I said, my voice slightly choked with emotion.

      Wisty bawled her eyes out somewhere behind me, and that made it even harder to hold myself together, but I managed.

      “Then our baby’s name is Michael,” I declared.

      Belphie smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkled in mirth. “Michael. I like the way that it flows off the tongue.”

      “Me too.”

      A long silence passed between us, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable one, not even with the other girls acting as a live audience. We were together, and we were all happy and healthy—even my son.

      My son, I thought, looking at him as he made a little noise.

      He started crying. It was loud and shrill, and I had no idea what was wrong, but I immediately wanted to fix it.

      Belphie bounced him gently against her chest and began singing sweetly to him.

      I leaned over, resting my head on her shoulder, and she propped her own on mine.

      Michael slowly stopped crying, his little hands flailing against Belphie’s chest.

      “I never thought that I could love someone as much as I love the two of you,” Belphie admitted, her voice catching in her throat.

      “I know how you feel.” I kissed her shoulder. “I promise to provide for you—all of you—and to give you the lives that you deserve.”

      “That’s so sappy,” Aisling said, “but I’ll allow it because he’s so fuggin’ cute.”

      “I could just squish those little cheeks and eat him up,” Nicollette said. There was a twinkle of moisture in her eyes, but she wiped it away.

      “He’s gorgeous.” Wisty smiled, tears flowing freely down her face.

      Martha said nothing, but her smile spoke volumes.

      They crowded around us, sitting on the bed, laying over it, joining us in our special moment.

      And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.
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      I always knew that I was lucky to have all of the girls, but I never felt that quite so keenly as in the first weeks after little Michael was born. Because there were so many hands to watch him, I scarcely had to lose sleep or get up in the middle of the night because he cried. It was a luxury that few were afforded, and I was sure not to take any of the help we received for granted.

      Even so, I took a hands-on approach with Michael because I didn’t want to be an absent father. I had him in my arms every chance I could get, even if I was just walking the halls and rocking him gently.

      And the girls swooned over us both every time they saw us. I didn’t really understand it, but I was happy to be on the receiving end all the same.

      Humming a tune that I was pretty sure was from a Metroid game, I shuffled down the hall with Michael held against my shoulder. The little guy squirmed, but he didn’t make much noise, even when I headed over to a window and stood in the sunlight.

      “I guess those vampires really weren’t up to anything,” I said, looking at the house across the street and then down at my son. “It’s been a while and nothing has happened.”

      He made a little noise and gripped the blanket in his little hand.

      “I was just being paranoid, after all.” I sat on the windowsill and gazed out over the snowy lawn. The weather was warming up just a little now, but I was sure we’d get a surprise storm to remind us that winter wasn’t quite done with us yet.

      The neighborhood was peaceful, and I was tempted to think that everything was alright because that lingering sense of fear was starting to decrease, but it got me wondering…

      “Did the Council of Clans botch their spell or something?” I murmured. It was a thought that had come to me many times, because there was a definite change in Sunnyside since that night, but I couldn’t figure out why that was.

      Supposedly, the Council of Clans had wiped the memories of all the normal folks involved, but did they just remove the memories, or did they replace it with something else? Did my neighbors think there was some phantom attacker on the loose who had hurt Mary Ellen and Tim, or did they just not remember anything at all?

      Those questions plagued me, but what was I supposed to do, walk up to them and ask if they remembered a vampire making a meal of them?

      “Yeah, that won’t do,” I said.

      Michael gurgled an agreement.

      “What will not do?” Belphie asked.

      I turned to see her making her way toward us with an unnatural stillness that made me think she was gliding across the floor rather than walking. I hadn’t seen her move like that in a while, and it made me smile.

      “Oh, nothing,” I eventually replied.

      Belphie slipped up beside me, gently taking Michael into her arms. “I think it is about time for someone to take a nap,” she said, rocking him in her arms.

      “Him or you?” I teased.

      “He is half sloth.” She smiled fondly as she looked down at him, then let out a wistful little sigh. “We will nap together. I sleep better when he is near.”

      “Alright, have a good one.” I kissed her on the lips and Michael on the forehead, then watched as she glided out of the room. Her ass didn’t even bounce, which I guessed was a sign that she indeed wasn’t walking, but that didn’t stop me from staring at the juicy cheeks.

      When she disappeared around the corner, I stood from the windowsill and headed out into the hall. I had no real idea where I was going, but I ended up in the kitchen. I wasn’t particularly hungry, so I just grabbed an apple and munched on it while I stared out the backdoor.

      “You look like a man deep in thought,” Martha said, startling me.

      I hadn’t even heard her approach, but when I turned, I found her standing almost directly behind me.

      She filled the distance between us, hugging herself against me and burying her face in my chest.

      “It’s been a while,” I realized. That made me hug her even tighter.

      “Too long,” she agreed. “But I understand. We’ve all been busy since your little one came along. Helping with him, the chores, the cooking, it’s been a wild ride.”

      “One I hope you enjoyed, at least.”

      “I do.” She beamed, then hugged me tighter. “Especially now that we have a moment to ourselves.”

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Belphie and Michael went for a nap, Nicollette is resting, and Wisty and Aisling are in the greenhouse doing stuff.”

      “Probably gardening and playing with Imogen.”

      “Mhm.” Martha fluttered her white lashes at me. “So, we’re all alone.”

      “We are. And what would you like to do?” I cupped her chin, raising her head to press a soft kiss on her lips.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Ready?”

      She looked at me pointedly.

      “Oh!” I stared down at her, searching her face.

      She smiled and nodded, playing with a lock of her hair.

      “It’s time,” she declared as she took my hand. She led me out of the kitchen, barely giving me time to chuck my half-eaten apple on the counter, and up the stairs.

      Before long, we were in her room, the door was locked, and she led me over to the bed like I was the one about to have my first time.

      Martha sat on the edge of the mattress, then patted the space beside her for me to sit with her. I did.

      “I thought about this moment so much over the last several weeks,” she admitted, her cheeks turning a slight pink as she played with her long, white hair. “I wanted so badly to go to you and…Well, and steal you away from everyone else for a while, but I knew it wasn’t the right time for you—and you waited for me, so I wanted to wait for you.”

      I reached out, caressing her face, and she nuzzled her cheek into my palm. “And you deserve more than just a quickie for your first time, no matter what I have going on.”

      “Thank you, it makes me happy to hear you say that.” She smiled up at me, her bright blue eyes seeming to shine.

      “I love you,” she said, her voice trembling with emotion, as if she was testing the words—or perhaps afraid that I wouldn’t say them back.

      “I love you too,” I replied, leaning in to brush my lips against hers.

      She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, hugging me hard, squishing her body so tightly to mine that I decided to just pull her into my lap.

      I broke from her lips to kiss along her jaw, and she let out a wistful sigh. She tipped her head back to expose more of her delicate, pale throat to me, so I kissed along it, lightly suckling the skin.

      Martha gasped, clutching onto my clothes. Her body wriggled in my lap, further exciting my already hardening cock because her pert ass was grinding into me.

      I maneuvered her in my lap to lay her down on her back on her bed, then crawled on top of her. Her slender body was so much smaller than mine that I completely eclipsed her when I crawled on top of her, but rather than being frightened by my size, she pulled me down on her, eager to feel the weight of my body on her own.

      “I want you so bad,” Martha whispered, her voice breathy and somewhat thick. Her eyes fluttered shut as I bent down to kiss along her neck again, a soft gasp passing her lips.

      I relished the way that she trembled beneath me. Before, I was sure that it would have been in worry, but now it was anticipation. Pure, unabashed need. She quivered with desire and pent-up lust that I was eager to quell.

      But I took my time.

      I knew it would be all the better for it.

      Slowly, I undressed her. I slid my arm around her back and deftly pulled down the zipper of her dress. The top of her dress pooled around her shoulders, slowly falling down her chest to reveal a horizon of pink nipples peeking over the blue fabric.

      I kissed at them each in turn, dipping my tongue beneath the cloth to taste her skin.

      “Ooh,” she purred, tugging at my shirt to try to get it off.

      I was too busy to help. My fingers clutched the silky fabric, pulling it down her torso and letting it fall in a heap around her hips. After freeing her perky tits, I slipped my hands under them, lifting them and jiggling the mounds of flesh in my palms. They didn’t have much weight to them, they didn’t really even fill out my palms, but I didn’t enjoy playing with them any less.

      “Hehe, that tickles,” Martha said as I bounced her breasts in my hands.

      I kneaded them in my palms for a moment, then pinched her nipples between my thumbs and forefingers. Her quiet little moans urged me onward, and I couldn’t resist the impulse to lean down, take a nipple in my mouth, and suckle the nub until it was completely hardened against my tongue.

      “Ahh! Stars above, that feels so good,” she murmured, her words sounding slightly dazed.

      I kissed her mound then switched to the other, wetting that nipple and bringing it to a hardened point as well, then I kissed my way down her flat belly.

      “Ah, you’re leaving a warm trail down my skin, it makes me wanna shiver,” Martha whispered, then bit down on her bottom lip. She wriggled as I slid the dress down her hips, leaving her in only a pair of silky white panties that had some sort of fancy lace sewn into it. “I picked these out just for this,” she admitted with a blush.

      I suppressed a growl, barely resisting the urge to rip them off of her, then slid my fingers between her thighs, feeling the softness of her panties and the silky folds beneath. As I pressed against the cloth, it became wet with her arousal.

      “Take them off,” Martha pleaded. “I want you to see all of me.”

      I slid her panties down her thin hips, her slender thighs, and off of her feet, then sat back to look at her.

      Her head was propped up on a pillow, and her hair fell around her like a white halo, some of it sticking to her lips as she breathed in and out heavily. Her chest heaved, her breasts falling in on themselves because she was on her back, but they looked no less tantalizing to me. Narrow hips led to lean thighs and a delicate crevice between her legs that didn’t have so much as a single hair or bit of stubble.

      While I drank in the sight of her, she spread her legs, showing off the pink insides of her folds. Her tiny opening flared slightly, like it was inviting me.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said.

      Martha pouted. “I wanna be sexy.”

      “You are.” I grabbed her hand, guiding it to my crotch—where my pent-up cock waited, eagerly twitching against her touch.

      “You promise?” Her voice was hoarse with need.

      “Mhm.”

      Martha’s pink tongue darted out to dab her lips, and she spread her legs even wider, her chest heaving harder. Her pussy glistened slightly, and she was obviously aroused enough for me to take her right then and there…

      I didn’t.

      I wanted to, but I knew how amazing it would feel for both of us if I denied what we wanted just a little longer.

      A part of me also wanted to make her beg for it.

      So, I lay on my gut, adjusted my dick to make myself more comfortable, and I buried my face in her sweet pussy. I ate her out slowly at first, enjoying the sounds of her moans as my tongue traced her clit, but I gradually picked up the pace. Lapping up her arousal, I brought her to the edge of her orgasm, until her toes were curling, her chest was heaving, and her breath was ragged.

      And then I slowed.

      “No!” Martha cried, raising onto her elbows. “Don’t stop!”

      I didn’t. I just licked her slowly, savoring her slightly salty flavor.

      She flopped back on the pillow, growling in frustration. Her back arched, pressing her pussy into my face, but I held my pace steady. “Please!”

      I slid my face down slightly, allowing my tongue to poke at her entrance.

      “Oh,” she gasped, her opening clenching slightly. “Are you gonna—ahhn!” Her words turned into a sultry cry when I pushed my tongue into her. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      I buried myself so deep in her pussy that I could hardly breathe, and I pushed my tongue in as far as it would go, fucking her with it and occasionally curling it inside her.

      Martha bucked against my mouth, grinding her hips into my face. “More,” she mewled. “Stars above, I want you inside me!”

      That was all the begging that my aching cock could take.

      I withdrew from her long enough to throw all of my clothes off, then crawled on top of her again, positioning myself between her legs. I lined myself up against her entrance, and she spread her legs wider for me. She hooked her hands under her thighs, holding them up and out of the way a little moreso.

      I was treated to the wonderful sight of her folds spreading to accommodate my girth as I eased the tip forward. I sank into her slowly despite my need to fill her, letting her adjust to my intrusion.

      We both moaned when the whole head finally slid inside her, and I couldn’t resist telling her how fucking tight she was.

      “You’re just big!” she said, giggling dazedly, as if she were drunk on my cock.

      I eased myself into her, rocking my hips back and forth so that I drew out slightly before pushing in a little further. It was a frustratingly slow process, but Martha’s whimpers of delight made it all worth it.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” she promised as she stroked my face. “It feels strange, but in a good way.” She cupped a hand around the back of my neck and pulled me down to kiss her. “Push it all into me, I want to feel all of you.”

      I looked down. I was only about halfway into her pussy. It hugged tight around me, and the folds seemed to be spread as far as they could go. For a fleeting moment, I doubted whether Martha could handle the entire thing.

      While I lingered a moment in doubt, she wrapped her legs around my hips and pulled our bodies together, ramming my cock to the hilt inside of her.

      I groaned so loud that I barely heard her moans. She was wrapped so tight around me that it almost hurt. Almost. Instead, the sensation danced on the brink of pain and pleasure, sending shocks of ecstasy through my body that made my cock throb.

      “Ohh, it’s getting bigger!” Martha moaned, growing still beneath me.

      The stillness was short-lived. The moment my cock stopped throbbing, she clenched her legs around me and gyrated on my cock like a woman possessed.

      I cursed under my breath. I’d expected a meek virgin and instead received a woman hungry for pleasure.

      I couldn’t have been happier.

      Loosening her legs around me so that I could get some room to work, I then braced my elbows on either side of her head and gave a testing thrust.

      “More!” she pleaded, clinging off of my shoulders.

      I gave it to her slowly at first, unsure how much her petite frame could take, but the moment I realized that she wasn’t in any pain, I started pounding her.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” she cried over and over before sinking her teeth into my shoulder. “More!” She growled through a mouthful of my flesh.

      My cock throbbed again, harder this time, because I was so turned on by her feral display. I angled her hips, pounding her into the bed with enough force to make the headboard slam against the wall. It was like a levy broke. I’d craved her for so long, had to make due with touching and fondling, and now that I finally had her, all of that pent-up need burst to the surface at once.

      “Yes, like that,” Martha cried before biting into me again. Her fingernails sank into my back, forcing me to lay atop her, squishing her with my weight. “I want to feel all of you—every inch!”

      The wet slap of our bodies coming together was barely audible over the headboard ramming against the wall, and the smell of our sex filled the room, musky and earthy.

      I wrapped my body around Martha’s much smaller one, using one arm to raise her hips and angle thrusts into her, and the other for leverage. Her small tits bounced in my face, and I buried myself in them, sloppily licking and sucking.

      Her moans were music to my ears. They were high-pitched and desperate with need, so much so that I knew it was time to swap things up.

      Especially since I felt the pressure building in my gut and knew that I was close too.

      The arm under her pulled back to slip between us, and my thumb easily found her clit, rubbing the swollen little nub hard.

      “Oh, stars above! I can’t take it! I can’t! I’m gonna…” Martha trailed off into a feverish moan and gibberish. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, arching so hard that I thought she might break.

      She didn’t. She arched further still, until she was nearly doubled backward, and then her body drew taut. Whimpered moans slipped past her quivering lips, but I barely heard them because the moment her orgasm hit, her pussy tightened around me so much that I couldn’t even pull out.

      It squeezed my cock mercilessly, milking me to my own climax, and I moaned as I blew my load inside of her. Wave after wave of pleasure assaulted my senses, so intense that for a moment I transcended pleasure and felt something even greater still.

      By the time Martha finished, she had wrung my cock dry, and I collapsed atop her, unable to move.

      “Can we do it again tomorrow,” she whispered hoarsely.

      “Sure,” I said, muffled because my face was in her tits.

      “Good, because I want more but I definitely don’t have the energy for that right now.” A deep sigh escaped her, and she mustered the strength to wrap her arms around me. “Can we sleep like this? You’re like a really warm weighted blanket.”

      “Sure.”

      “Is that the only word you know?”

      “Sure.”

      Martha giggled and hugged me tighter.
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      I made good on my promise and bent Martha over first thing when we woke up. She was still as absolutely fucking tight as the night before, and I almost fell asleep again immediately after we finished, but the moment she roused me and guiltily admitted that she was hungry but too tired and sore to get food, I was up.

      “Thanks for making me realize that I don’t have to be anyone but myself,” Martha said as she shifted on her chair.

      “Of course.” I nodded.

      She couldn’t quite seem to get comfortable on her chair, so she shifted to another, and then another, before finally settling down on one that had a more cushioned seat.

      “Glad you enjoyed yourself, but I’m sorry you’re so sore,” I said as I prepared us a simple breakfast of eggs, toast, and bacon.

      “It was what I wanted. I don’t regret anything.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Except maybe leaving the bed.”

      “I could bring you breakfast in bed.”

      “That’s a nice thought, but I might as well stay here now that I’m up.” Martha smiled, fluttering her lashes at me. “And I can’t stop looking at you. I can’t believe we finally did it!”

      “I can,” Aisling said as she entered. “The whole neighborhood probably can. You were screaming like a banshee. In fact, I’ve heard quieter banshees.”

      Martha blushed a deep shade of red and shrunk into herself slightly.

      “Aisling, you’re embarrassing her.” Wisty gave her a light slap on the arm.

      “No need to be ashamed of having a good time,” Nicollette said with a smile and nod of approval.

      “Luckily, Michael was not awoken by the noise.” Belphie walked in, our son resting in some kind of sling against her chest so that her hands were free. “I am hungry.”

      “Odd to see everyone together so early in the morning,” I said as I began to throw more eggs and bacon into a pan and more slices of bread into our massive toaster. “What’s up?”

      “Just checking in on the new sister wife.” Aisling cackled.

      “I am just hungry,” Belphie said.

      From what I could tell, she was more like her old self with each passing day.

      “We wanted to make sure you weren’t too hard on the poor thing, darling.” Nicollette winked.

      “He wasn’t,” Martha sheepishly said. “Sorry to disturb everyone. I’ll be more mindful in the future.”

      “There’s another reason I’m here. I spied some movement around my old home last night, did you see anything?”

      “Huh?” I took my phone out of my pocket. “The security system didn’t pick up any movement…Or it didn’t alert me, at least.” I went into the app and scowled immediately.

      The fucking cameras were covered with too much snow to see anything.

      “How long have they been like that?!” I shook my phone as if the damn thing would answer me, but wisely scrolled back through days and days of footage to try to see the last time I had a visual on the house.

      “Ugh, that last big storm knocked them out, and I didn’t get so much as a notification. Stupid junk.” I barely resisted the urge to hurl my phone against the wall and instead jammed it into my pocket.

      “How didn’t we notice it wasn’t working?” Aisling asked with a cock of her head.

      “Well, I aimed it over the street so that I wouldn’t get a notice every time a car drove by…I guess I tipped it back far enough that snow could collect on the lens…Ugh.” I ran my fingers through my hair and pulled at it in frustration.

      Smelling a hint of burning bacon, I turned back to the stove and started furiously poking our food around.

      “An honest mistake,” Nicollette said, resting her hand on my shoulder. “One that anyone could make.”

      “I need to check on the neighbors after breakfast,” I said.

      “Why not ask on the group chat?”

      “I need to see them. I’ll know right away if a vampire has bitten them. I still remember how pale Mary Ellen and Tim were after Daveth bit them.”

      “I wish I could join you…”

      “Stay here and watch over Belphie for me.”

      “I do not need watching over.” Belphie scowled.

      Michael began to cry, and she looked down at him.

      “I will murder anyone who sets foot in this house long before they touch our son.”

      “There’s one thing you’re neglecting, Mark,” Wisty said.

      I turned to her, frowning. “What?”

      “Shouldn’t you have a new power now?”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t even thought about that.

      “Oh yeah!” Martha exclaimed. “Do you feel any different, Mark?”

      “Hmm, not really.” I wasn’t in the mood to fool around with powers, I wanted to eat my breakfast and run, but I could tell from the glint in Martha’s eye that she was excited to see if I’d inherited anything from her.

      So, after pulling breakfast off of the heat and setting everything on the table for us to enjoy, I sat and closed my eyes.

      Something new lingered just beneath the surface, but I couldn’t get a feel for what exactly it was. It didn’t feel ominous like the reaper powers, or natural like my plant powers. It didn’t feel like looking into an unlimited empty box, like my spatial distortion, and it certainly didn’t feel like I could taste any new emotions in the air.

      No, it felt like I was connected. To everyone. Everything.

      “Mark!” Martha exclaimed with a gasp.

      “Hm?” I opened my eyes. It took them a moment to adjust, but I soon realized that I was sending out tendrils of magic to everything. The girls, the house, anything with a hint of magic. “What’s happening?”

      “Are you siphoning or gifting magic?” Belphie asked.

      “I have no idea.” I frowned, sending out a pulse of magic to feel out the thread connected between myself and Belphie.

      A siphoning skill would be useful, I heard Belphie say, though her voice was strange and somewhat echoey. Especially if he could borrow from us.

      “It would be useful, but I wouldn’t want to take magic from you guys.”

      Belphie looked at me like I’d grown a head.

      “What are you talking about?” Wisty asked.

      “Hmm,” Nicollette mused.

      “Belphie said siphoning would be useful if I could borrow magic from you,” I said.

      The girls looked between one another, then at Belphie, who let out a low chuckle.

      “I thought that, Mark,” she said.

      It took a few long moments for the insinuation to mean anything to me.

      “You mean I read your mind?” I asked, my jaw dropping.

      “What am I thinking of?” Aisling excitedly asked.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but I followed the thread that connected us and found myself swarmed with images of bananas.

      “Bananas, for some reason,” I said.

      “Wow, shit he can read minds!”

      “Can you sever the threads as well?” Belphie asked.

      “I think so…” I focused my mind, and with a little effort because it was my first time doing it, I managed to cut our connection.

      No matter how hard I tried, without the thread I couldn’t read their minds.

      “That’s so cool!” Martha said. “I’m not even able to do that!”

      “Talk about an invasion of privacy,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Consider this,” Belphie raised a finger. Her opposite hand patted Michael on the back as he made some noise. “You may be able to stay connected to us no matter where we are. You may be able to sense if anything is wrong with us. You may even be able to tell what is wrong with Michael when he cries. And you may even be able to read the minds of those vampires next door.”

      “Holy shit, Belphie, you’re a genius!” I said.

      “I know.”

      “We won’t be offended if you dine and dash,” Nicollette teased.

      “I love you gals,” I said.

      “Love you too,” they said in unison.

      Michael gurgled.

      I stuffed food into my face like there was no tomorrow, then ran out the front door.

      My first instinct was to go directly to the vampires, but I knew that they wouldn’t be up at this hour, and they certainly wouldn’t answer the door, so I instead headed down the street.

      I easily spied Paul and Mary Ellen out shoveling snow. It still surprised me that any man lived in that pink abomination of a house with Mary Ellen, but Paul seemed the sort to do anything to make his wife happy.

      And also not care that his house was pink.

      “Mark,” Paul greeted.

      “Mark!” Mary Ellen waved. “I wouldn’t come too close to us. We’ve got a bit of a flu.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Their skin was a sickly pallor that reminded me of corpses that I’d seen in Belphie’s murder shows. They had raccoon eyes with deep, dark bags hanging from them, and their lips seemed to have a tinge of blue to them. I couldn’t see any bite marks on their scarf-covered necks, but I didn’t need to in order to know what had happened to them.

      “Something the matter?” Mary Ellen asked. “I know we haven’t been overly friendly lately, things have just seemed…different.”

      “I’ll make it right,” I declared.

      She cocked her head at me.

      Paul looked at me appraisingly, then nodded like he believed me.

      “I’ll see you both later, and take care! Go up to the house and borrow my snowblower, if you like,” I called over my shoulder. Then I remembered that I was about to drag some vampires out into the street and beat some sense into them. “Actually, I’ll have someone bring it by!”

      “That would be wonderful, thank you!” Mary Ellen called after me.

      I stormed down the street, snow and ice crunching beneath my feet as I went. I was so angry that I’d forgotten to try to attach a thread to them to see if I could read their thoughts—but I also didn’t want to violate my neighbors like that.

      The non-vampire ones, anyway.

      The words of the Council of Clans rang in my head, telling me what I could and couldn’t do.

      I ignored them.

      I had every right to defend my home, and I would damn well do it.

      Slamming my fist against the front door of Jasper’s house, I heard the door rattle in the frame and the wood creak, but there wasn’t so much as a sound from inside.

      I thought of breaking in, but I wasn’t so far gone that I would drag them out into the streets where everyone could see them burn to a crisp.

      But it was tempting.

      Still, my pride told me that I needed to fight this out fair and square, even if the vampires didn’t deserve it.

      “I’ll be back at midnight, you better fucking be here and be ready for the asskicking I’m gonna hand out!”
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      I spent the day pacing the house when I should have been resting for the fight to come, but I was too unbelievably pissed to even sit down. Each of the girls tried to comfort me, but I wouldn’t have it. I didn’t want to be comforted, I wanted to take action.

      And I couldn’t, because the vampires had a sun allergy and because our human neighbors might see something. I needed to keep them safe, I needed to keep everyone safe, and it was for that reason that I told the girls that they all needed to stay home.

      “No,” Belphie said in a deadpan tone.

      “What do you mean, no?” I scowled. “I’m the clan leader, and I say you’re all staying home.”

      “How many times must we prove to you that we are capable before you finally allow us to stand at your side without having this argument?”

      “I know you’re capable, I just—”

      “You are afraid of losing us, as we are afraid of losing you.” She stared at me, her violet eyes swirling with emotion. “If we die, we do it together. If we live, we live as one.”

      I stared at her, and for a moment I allowed myself to consider things from her point of view.

      She’d just had a baby, and now the father of her child was running off to fight with a clan of vampires—without even knowing how many vampires were in the clan or what else he might face.

      Yeah, it seemed stupid to go alone in hindsight, but I still wasn’t thrilled at the thought of them being involved.

      “What about Michael?” I asked, looking at the baby that was still in a sling around her torso and curled against her chest. “You can’t exactly jostle him around.”

      “Mark,” Belphie said dryly, “he is a half demon, I could drop him from the roof and he would not be scratched.”

      “I hope you don’t know that from experience.”

      “Well, not from the roof, but…” Aisling mumbled from the sidelines.

      I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “I was throwing him up and up and kinda…sorta…maybe threw him against the ceiling.”

      “Holy fuck, Aisling!”

      “He giggled!” she yelled defensively.

      “Did you do it again?” Belphie asked.

      "No..."

      "Aisling!"

      "Only a little!"

      I rubbed my temple. “Great, so Michael is the kid from The Incredibles, good to know.”

      “He just needs a little super suit,” Aisling said.

      “I could make him one,” Belphie offered.

      “We’re getting way off track here.” I groaned.

      “Are we? We were establishing whether Michael is as vulnerable as a human child, and we have confirmed that he is not.”

      “I’d still rather he wasn’t on the front line!”

      “Hmm. So would I…Perhaps we need a warden to watch over him while we are away.”

      “But none of us want to stay behind,” Martha said with a frown.

      “I…may know someone.”

      “Who?”

      “Leviathan has been wanting to meet our son.”

      “Well, I could think of a worse sitter, I guess…” I mumbled. I knew how much Belphie meant to Levi—and I also knew that the guy could get the fuck outta town with my kid if anything did happen to us, so I eventually nodded my agreement.

      “Then I shall inform him.” Belphie dipped her head and walked away, swaying slightly from side to side to rock Michael as she went.

      “My blood pressure must be through the roof.” I massaged my temples, then checked the time again.

      It was still several hours to midnight.

      I groaned.
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      Leviathan didn’t come alone. As it turned out, he, Raum, and Beelzebub were still traveling the world together, so I ended up with not one babysitter but three.

      I didn’t entirely know how I felt about that because I was still so pissed off at the vampires that steam was basically pouring from my ears, but I accepted it. Belphie trusted her brother, and I trusted Belphie, so I let her make the final decision.

      Minutes to midnight, I stormed out of the house in my winter jacket, which I hadn’t even bothered to zipper up, with my girls flanking me.

      I slowed long enough to assure myself that Sunnyside was quiet and that all my neighbors had shacked up for the night, before continuing across the street and to Nicollette’s old house.

      I raised my fist, about to basically ram it through the door, when it suddenly pulled open.

      It wasn’t Jasper that answered.

      The moment I saw the scales and the gills, I knew that the little shit had called in backup.

      “Jakari,” I said.

      “Mark.” She inclined her head slightly toward me. “Jasper has asked that I oversee this evening’s events.”

      “Has he?” I asked flatly.

      “I trust you know that a loss for your clan means that you must forfeit all of your possessions to the rival clan?”

      “I trust you know that he’s been feeding on humans?”

      “This will take time to investigate.”

      “I don’t have time. Tell him to get his cowardly ass out here.”

      “As you wish.” She inclined her head slightly, then stepped to one side, revealing the man of the hour.

      Jasper stepped out from behind her, dressed in a skintight bodysuit and wielding a rapier that told me he had expected me to choose to fight despite their attempt at scaring me off.

      “I shall make sure that the humans know nothing of today,” Jakari said as she stalked away from us. She waved her arms around, and a pulse of magic rushed through the air, filling it with shimmering, glittery blue sparks of magic that vanished as quickly as they appeared.

      Aisling, who had fetched Imogen from the greenhouse, cracked her knuckles as she stood beside the massive black horse. “Let’s fuck ’em up.”

      “I find myself in need of some good exercise,” Belphie said, “perhaps it would help me shed the last of my baby weight.”

      “You look wonderful,” Nicollette said, “but a fight does sound fun. It’s been a while.”

      “I don’t like fighting, but I won’t let you hurt the neighborhood!” Martha balled up her fists.

      “Yeah, you can’t just do what you like to humans because they’re weaker than you!” Wisty cried.

      I glanced over my shoulder at my girls. I’d never felt more proud of them—or more worried for them.

      I reached out with my new magic, connecting us via tendrils so that I could read their minds or keep track of them, if I needed to. I began to explore their thoughts, searching for hints of weakness or fear.

      But I didn’t have much time to focus on that, because Jasper lurched at me, swinging his rapier.

      It slashed across my jacket and tore the fabric slightly, but it didn’t actually do any damage to me.

      No, he’d just rapidly carved a ‘J’ into my clothes to mock me.

      Jasper went for another slash, but I dodged this one by taking a step back. I summoned forth the reaper lamp and sickle with chain and slashed out at him to help put some distance between us, then took a quick glance around as I spied movement from the corners of my eyes.

      One, two, three—I lost count of how many vampires swarmed around us because they moved so fast and there was just so many of them. I didn’t know what constituted a horde, but I was pretty damn sure that this vampire clan came close to one.

      Some circled us, as if to keep us from fleeing, while more still edged toward the girls, who braced themselves for a fight.

      Movement in the corner of my eyes made me whip around to face my opponent again, and I barely dodged a strike of his rapier.

      Then I launched myself as Jasper, throwing the sickle at him. If I could just take him out, then I could end this quickly, before anyone else needed to get hurt.

      He wasted no time in dodging the weapon. I jerked the chain back and swung it around, but even that didn’t manage to hit him. He moved with the grace of a dancer and the fierceness of a beast.

      I should’ve known that it wouldn’t be so easy to defeat him, but a part of me thought he was just a pushover.

      I was wrong.

      Jasper came at me like a predator, his nostrils flaring and fangs flashing. He slashed relentlessly with the rapier, which had such a flimsy blade that it wobbled with his movements, making it a little harder to dodge.

      That was fine. It only stung.

      A jolt of fear hit me from Wisty’s connection, and I craned my neck to find her surrounded by vampires.

      Normally, that wouldn’t be an issue, but in winter her powers were limited to manipulating nearby trees.

      The endless snowscape offered nothing besides a few wiry branches that were weighed down with ice.

      The rapier slashed across my back, tearing through my thick jacket and my flesh, but I ignored Jasper and ran to Wisty’s side. I clobbered one vampire with the lantern, then sliced another with the sickle, reaping its soul. I bulldozed my way to her, then put her back to mine so that we were covering each other.

      “I’m sorry, I thought I would do better.” Wisty’s chest rose and fell in heavy pants, and she let out a shuddering breath that formed mist in the cold night air.

      “It’s okay.” I shouldered another vampire aside, lashing out with my sickle, but he dodged.

      “There are more of these guys than I imagined.”

      A hellish screech filled the air, followed by the cackling of a madwoman. A moment later, Aisling and Imogen rode by in full dullahan form—Aisling wearing armor and wielding a spine whip, and Imogen leaving sizzling hoof marks in the snow. The pair looked like an image pulled from the wildest of nightmares, and they circled the street, trampling vampires.

      I would have expected Aisling to clean up this entire mess by herself, but there was one problem.

      The fucking snow made it difficult for Imogen to move anywhere but on the street. It was piled so high that she had to slow to climb it, and that made them both vulnerable.

      The vampires quickly learned to stay out of the street.

      “Do not go beyond my barrier!” Jakari warned. “That will be a hefty fine!”

      The vampires didn’t listen. They spread out, standing on banks of snow, and launched themselves down at us from the higher ground.

      I smashed them away, protecting Wisty, but I hated being on the defensive.

      Nicollette hopped by, slashing out at a vampire and knocking it to the ground. She seemed fairly evenly matched with them.

      Given how outnumbered we were, that wasn’t a good sign.

      Vampires piled onto Belphie, and she threw them off time and time again, but they seemed to know to keep her busy, to keep her moving—and I quickly realized that she wasn’t as fast or strong as usual.

      “Belphie, what’s wrong?” I yelled. “You can take them!”

      “The baby feeds on my demonic energy because there is none in the air here. I am afraid that I am not as strong as usual,” she said while tossing a dozen vampires down the length of the street.

      I hadn’t forgotten about Jasper, but the guy had lost interest in me. In fact, from the way he glared at Nicollette now, I knew that he was never really interested in me at all.

      No, this was about her.

      “Do you realize who I am yet, wench?” he snarled at her.

      “Some uppity vampire pretending to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing?” she replied.

      A wave of magic shimmered in the air. It reminded me of the magic I sensed every time that I’d encountered Jasper. It was cool and somewhat greasy, and as it dispersed, the faces of the vampires began to melt.

      No, not melt, change.

      “Of course it’s you,” Nicollette spat as Jasper’s face rearranged itself.

      “It is I, Jameson.”

      The name and the face meant nothing to me.

      “Who the hell is that?” I asked.

      “Elspeth’s heir. The vampire who came into power when I killed my former clan leader.”

      “About what I expected,” I said.

      “You didn’t expect this,” Jasper of Jameson or whatever his name was said.

      I laughed. “I’ve been watching every move you make, just waiting for you to fuck up. I knew you were up to something, and I knew that you were bad news the moment I met you.”

      Jameson recoiled in shock, seeming offended that I’d seen through his acting. “Daveth was the perfect decoy.”

      “Too perfect.”

      “Ah, screw it. Show them why we really came here!” Jameson snarled and threw himself at me, seeming angrier now than ever before.

      I dodged his flimsy weapon with a tuck and roll.

      “Stay within the boundary!” Jakari shouted.

      The vampires dispersed, running through the magical distortion and down Sunnyside.

      Running now that they know they’re in shit, I inwardly scoffed as I swung the sickle at Jameson. I focused entirely on him until I felt fear shoot through all five of the girls.

      “Mark!” Martha screamed.

      I put some distance between myself and Jameson and looked in the direction that she was hurling bolts of blue magic and knocking vampires off of their feet.

      The vampires weren’t fleeing. They were trying to break into houses.

      My heart hit my gut.

      “Aisling, cut off whoever you—gah!” Four hot lines tore across my face, and I staggered backward.

      “Mark!” the girls cried.

      Blood dripped from my open wounds, but I ignored the searing pain as I backed away from Jameson, who had used his claws to slash me across the face. He cackled and scurried off after the other vampires.

      “Stop the vampires from tearing apart Sunnyside!” I commanded.

      Aisling nodded and reared Imogen around, galloping down the street after them. Fear leaked from her because she knew that she couldn’t stop them all, no matter how fast she was, and we could only watch as vampires reached houses.

      Belphie panted, and through our connection I knew that for the first time in her life, she felt exhausted during a fight. She looked on helplessly as vampires came at her again and again, subduing her and preventing her from reaching the rest of us.

      Nicollette moved gracefully from fight to fight, faster and stronger now that she sensed the fear of our clan, but no matter how fast and strong she was, it wasn’t enough to catch up to all of the vampires. Whenever she caught one, two or three inevitably slipped away from her.

      Martha had given up trying to aim her bolts of magic and instead hurled scatter-shots of tiny magic balls that exploded in all directions. She wasn’t used to fighting, or to using so much magic, and the connection between us quivered as fright filled her mind.

      Wisty was powerless, and the fear coming from her was the strongest. She ran down the street, tackling a vampire to the ground before resorting to fist-fighting. As afraid as she was, she was determined to protect Sunnyside.

      So was I.

      Whatever happened, we weren’t about to lay down and take it.
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      “Leave those humans be!” Jakari roared. The instant that the vampires started breaking into houses, she was no longer a neutral party. “Help me save the humans and everything that these vampires own is yours.”

      I didn’t give a shit about having what he had, I just wanted to protect what was mine—and that included the peaceful gated community of Sunnyside.

      My neighbors had their front doors caved in by the powerful fists of vampires, who broke through the wood as easily as if it were cardboard. One by one, they entered the homes, and we rushed to stop them.

      Aisling was the fastest, and she launched off of Imogen, allowing the ghastly horse to trample everything in her path while the dullahan herself ran into a house behind a vampire.

      A moment later, the vampire came flying back out through a window, sending glass raining across the snow.

      Around me, Belphie threw off those that weighed her down and soared toward the homes. Even with her strength and speed sapped, she was still a force to be reckoned with, and she fell upon vampires with frightful strength.

      Martha hurled bolts of pure magic at any vampire in range, and Nicollette knocked out any vampires that were unfortunate enough to fall.

      Jakari seemed able to manipulate anything with water, because she moved the snow around effortlessly, using it to bury vampires and block them from entering homes, but also summoning forth water from a nearby fire hydrant and blasting vampires with it.

      Wisty couldn’t perform much in the way of magic, but she hurried into the house that Aisling had entered, presumably to check on the occupants.

      Others weren’t so lucky.

      I was halfway up Mary Ellen’s driveway when Jameson emerged from the shattered front door, holding her by the throat.

      “This life you’ve built, I’ll ruin it,” he cackled, his fangs extending.

      A frying pan smashed down on his head from behind, and he wavered slightly in place, losing his grip on Mary Ellen, who screamed and ran toward me.

      I put her behind me.

      “Don’t touch my wife,” Paul warned as he held the dented frying pan like a baseball bat. He wound up to swing again, but Jameson punched him in the gut.

      “Paul!” Mary Ellen screamed.

      Jasper went for a killing blow, but I intercepted, whacking his hand away with the lantern. I aimed a blow with the sickle at his head, but he staggered backward and out of my reach.

      A machine roared to life, and I turned to see Tim chasing a vampire away from his house with a chainsaw.

      In the same way that Sunnyside had mobilized to come after me so long ago, they were ready and willing to protect their own—even against monsters.

      Some humans were dragged out into the street kicking and screaming, while others ran out after them, wielding anything they could get their hands on. Kitchen knives, golf clubs, baseball bats—everyday items became weapons to protect everything that they held dear.

      Seeing Sunnyside rally together filled me with a new wave of adrenaline. Sure, part of it was because I smelled their fear mingled with the vampires’ fear, but it was more than that.

      It was downright inspiring.

      With a roar, I charged at Jameson.

      Vampires tried to swarm me before I could reach him, but I dodged some, and Belphie took care of the rest.

      I knew that cutting off the head of this snake probably wouldn’t kill the body, but it would demoralize them. That was all I needed. A chink in the armor.

      Our weapons clanged together, and I knocked Jameson back with a hefty blow from the lantern.

      The sounds of battle raged all around me, and a flash of black feathers told me that Raum had joined the fight as well.

      “These humans are something else!” Beel cackled.

      “Where is Leviathan?” Belphie demanded.

      “Vampires swarmed the house from behind, so we dealt with them while Leviathan took your child to safety,” Raum said.

      The words left me cold. Not with fear but with anger.

      “They did what?!” Belphie roared.

      I hadn’t expected them to launch an ambush against the house, but I was damn glad that I had the friends that I did.

      Belphie snarled like a woman possessed and tore through vampires like they were tissues.

      I stared down the orchestrator. I knew Jameson was to blame for this—for everything.

      And I wouldn’t let him get away with it.

      Jameson swung his rapier, and I met it with a mighty slash of my sickle that cut his blade in two. He swung again before seeming to realize what had happened, and then his eyes went wide. They looked at my face and grew wider still.

      I took advantage of his moment of weakness and lunged for him with the sickle. It phased through his torso, and he collapsed in a heap. A faint, black light waited at the point of the sickle, and I swapped it into the lantern.

      The vampires didn’t even seem to notice he was gone. They just kept fighting.

      Aisling’s hellish whip cracked in the air, lashing several vampires at once and sending them face first into the ground. I stole their souls, and the souls of every other vampire that had fallen so far—and then I moved on to those who were still on their feet.

      Aisling, Imogen, and my neighbors helped herd the vampires toward me, and I attacked the enemy one by one. Jakari froze more in ice and snow, and I stole their souls as well.

      While I worked meticulously to make Sunnyside safe again, Belphie went on a vampire-killing spree.

      I didn’t blame her, and I wasn’t about to get in her way.

      Nicollette, Martha, and Wisty helped the humans, bringing those who were too small, weak, or injured, to safety inside Mary Ellen’s home and protecting them.

      One by one, we picked off the vampires, until there wasn’t a single one left standing besides Nicollette. The usually quiet street was littered with bodies—some soulless, others completely eviscerated.

      I didn’t feel bad for them. They’d gotten what they’d deserved.

      Belphie finally calmed down when the threat had passed. She was covered in blood, looked like a demon straight out of hell, and she stood tall, her chin in the air, daring anyone to say something about what she had done.

      No one did. I doubted anyone disagreed.

      She wiped a bead of sweat from her brow.

      “I am going to find Leviathan and Michael, and then take a shower,” she announced. She didn’t wait for anyone to reply, she just stomped off, stepping on downed vampires as she went.

      “I’m afraid to tell her not to track blood inside,” Aisling whispered.

      “I shall need to inform the Council of Clans,” Jakari said. “We shall need one hells of a cleanup team.”

      “Good luck wiping this from everyone’s memory.” I snorted a laugh.

      “Indeed…”

      “Erase our memories?” Mary Ellen asked. She had a colander on her head and a pair of gardening shears in her hand. “What even happened here tonight?”

      “Vampires,” I said.

      My neighbors exchanged glances. Everyone was silent.

      Then they all tried to speak at once.

      “We don’t want to forget!” Mary Ellen cried over the lot of them.

      “I knew something was off about them!” another neighbor said.

      “If we forget, we won’t know what Mark and the others did for us,” Mary Ellen continued.

      “No,” I interrupted, “you won’t know what you did for yourselves. We have powers. You don’t, but that didn’t stop you from picking up arms to defend what’s yours. You’re all the real heroes here, and it would be a shame to forget that.” I turned to Jakari and found her talking into a cell phone of all things, but she acknowledged my speech with a slight nod.

      “Is everyone accounted for?” I asked as I faced my neighbors again.

      Mary Ellen did a head count, her expression pensive, but it soon turned to a smile. “Everyone’s here!”

      “And the children?”

      “Away on a sleepover, thankfully.”

      “I knew there was something up with you,” Tim said, giving me a nudge with his elbow. “Never thought it was this, though.”

      “Yeah, so, basically. I’m a clan leader. We’re monsters, demons, whatever,” I said, not giving a single care in the world to what the Council of Clans thought of me spilling my guts. “But we’re just like you, and all we want is to live here in peace.”

      A beat of silence passed.

      “Even Nicollette?” Mary Ellen asked.

      The fear vampire stepped forward, brushed a dark lock from her face, which was coated with a slight sheen of sweat, and smiled wide enough to show off her fangs.

      “She’s a vampire? Won’t she eat us?”

      “She feeds off fear.”

      “Oh…” Mary Ellen seemed about as confused by that as by everything else, and I didn’t blame her one bit.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      “Suppose we go to bed and fix the doors in the mornings. Gonna be a cold one,” Paul said. He put his arm around Mary Ellen, and the two kissed briefly.

      “Is it that simple?”

      “Probably not.”

      “The shock will kick in once the adrenaline wears off.”

      “I imagine so.”

      The people chatted amongst themselves and eventually started to disburse, heading to their homes to assess the damage.

      It was all too easy, but maybe it just felt that way because we’d defeated another clan in battle.

      “To answer your question,” Jakari said as she came up to stand beside me, “we will have a cleaning crew pick up the remains, and they should be able to repair any structural damage with magic.”

      “That’s a relief,” I said.

      “Now, we have other matters to attend to.” She folded her hands neatly in front of herself. “We must swap all of Jameson’s assets to you. The cars and home shall be the most troublesome. So much paperwork.” She sighed and shook her head.

      “Wait, I really get all of his stuff?”

      “Of course. I told you as much.”

      “Well, yeah, but I thought that was just posturing.”

      “We do not posture.”

      I stared at her.

      “Perhaps we do some posturing, but this is our way.”

      “I guess that’ll help with my money problems for a while.” I shrugged.

      Jakari laughed. It sounded like a fish gasping against the air, and I barely resisted the urge to cringe.

      “They have old money, my new friend. You shall not be wanting for anything.”

      I scratched my head. I didn’t know what to think of that, or say to it, so I just looked at the lantern, which glowed brightly from all the souls that I had collected.

      “Do you intend to keep those?” She cocked her head curiously and the scales on the side of her neck flared.

      “No. I don’t have a use for them. I’ll release them when your backup arrives.”

      Her eyes glimmered with something I dared think was amusement, and she bowed her head slightly, taking a step back.

      “Mark, you’re bleeding!” Wisty said as she threw herself at me.

      I only then remembered the gashes on my face and those on my body.

      “A healer is en route,” Jakari said before bowing out of the conversation and strolling over to a group of my neighbors, who she observed like someone watching animals at the zoo.

      Wisty still hung off of me, and she kissed me on a spot on my cheek that wasn’t covered in blood. “You did wonderfully.”

      “My hero!” Aisling feigned a swoon and fell into my open arms.

      “It is rather impressive that we defeated such an old clan,” Nicollette said.

      “I’m still shaking.” Martha wormed into my arms beside Aisling and hugged herself against my chest. “Do you think Belphie is okay?”

      “She will be,” I said.

      I watched as a familiar group of individuals appeared nearby—the Council of Clans members whom I had seen before. They materialized with a bunch of lackeys, who started to clean up the scene, so I opened the door of the lantern and let the souls out.

      “They look like a rainbow of fireflies,” Martha marveled.

      We watched them float lazily toward their owners, and an odd sense of peacefulness overcame me.

      “I’m hungry,” Beel said, interrupting the silence.

      “You know what? So am I. Let’s order a fuckton of pizza.”
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      Spring had sprung, taking the snow and bringing back all of the colorful flowers Wisty loved. I had a few projects to work on, but the biggest and most important of all was our wedding.

      At the behest of the girls, who were happy to do all the planning, I’d built a wooden trellis at the front of the house, draped it in foliage, and hung white curtains from it. It was so large that I couldn’t see the doors of the house—and that was exactly what they wanted, since they took the whole ‘it’s bad luck for the husband to see the bride in her dress’ thing a bit too seriously.

      That was only the beginning of my preparations. Though there weren’t many guests invited to the wedding, I’d built a wooden platform for myself and my brides to stand on, as well as constructed a giant tent where we’d have food, drinks, and basically party the night away.

      My part was done, so I spent much of the day of our wedding puttering around making sure that there were enough chairs, that none of them wobbled, and that everything I’d constructed was holding up well.

      It was a beautiful sunny day, and set to be a warm night, but I couldn’t fully enjoy it.

      I felt like a kid who’d had too much chocolate. I was ready to bounce off the walls because I was so excited for what was to come.

      Sure, they were all technically already my wives according to clan laws or whatever, but this made it feel more official—and more than that, I couldn’t wait to see them all in the dresses that Belphie had worked so hard on. I had no idea what to expect in that department, but I couldn’t wait to see each of them all dressed up for me.

      She’d made a suit for me, which was a pretty typical tuxedo. It had a black blazer, a white undershirt, and a tie, as well as a matching pair of sleek, black pants. The cufflinks were rough and handmade, and I had one from each of the girls.

      Wisty’s was a tiny pink flower that she dried and then had Belphie help her preserve in epoxy resin. Aisling had drawn a taco on a scrap of paper and had Belphie preserve that as well—saying it was a throwback to all the food pun shirts that she used to wear. Belphie had meticulously bent tiny pieces of metal to craft a miniature version of the tome that I had used to free her. She’d even made her own paper and put tiny pages in the tome. Meanwhile, Nicollette had crafted a small crescent moon, which had a sparkle for each of the girls. Martha had some help, but she created a wick and candle flame from metal, a reminder of what she’d come from.

      As I dressed in the kitchen because the girls wouldn’t let me go further into the house, for fear that I’d see one of them, I poked at each of my cufflinks and thought fondly of the girls. I hadn’t even been living in the mansion for a full year, but they’d managed to turn my life completely upside down in all the best ways.

      Sappy thoughts filled my head, so I shook it, then headed outside because I knew the guests would be arriving soon.

      Levi was the first to arrive, but that didn’t surprise me, because beside carrying Michael, our ring bearer, down the aisle, he was genuinely excited for his sister.

      Raum and Beel weren’t far behind. They arrived together, and Beel headed over to the piano, where he’d be playing music while the girls walked down the aisle. Raum took a seat in the front row and sat there with a stillness that would have been unnerving if I wasn’t used to demons and monsters. He was acting as our pastor because I couldn’t trust him not to get distracted by the rings if I’d made him carry Michael instead of Levi.

      Our guests were numerous, consisting of some of Belphie’s relatives and our neighbors, and among them was Jakari, who I’d invited just as a nicety. I hadn’t actually expected her to show up, but she was there, and she had a pack of tissues like she was expecting the waterworks to start at any moment.

      Mary Ellen and Paul, Tim and his wife, and all the other people who had joined us in the fight against the vampires also attended my wedding. I had never expected myself to feel close enough to so many people to invite them to my wedding, but I had literally invited a whole community.

      And they all showed up.

      Once it was dark, I gave Raum the thumbs up, and we headed to the stage that I’d built. He whipped out a small notebook from his pocket, and I was touched by the amount of time that he’d obviously spent researching what to say.

      “Dearly beloved,” he began, “we are gathered here tonight to join Mark and Wisteria, Aisling, Belphegor, Nicollette, and Martha, in holy matrimony.”

      Beel began playing a quiet, calming tune in the background, and from the glances the two exchanged, I knew that they’d practiced this, even if they were doing things out of the typical order.

      “We are here to celebrate their love, their devotion to one another, and their prosperity. We are here to rejoice with them, in the most joyous of nights, where the greatest of promises is made to one another—the promise that their love is eternal.”

      The music grew louder, and Raum gave a sweeping bow, indicating toward the house.

      I looked at that trellis I’d built and my vision tunneled. The white curtain was pushed aside, and Levithan walked through them holding my son.

      Michael was several months old now, had a head full of black hair, and he was wearing the cutest little tuxedo that I’d ever seen. He didn’t seem much interested in what was going on around him, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of the little guy as Levi walked up the aisle.

      “Good luck,” Levi whispered as he handed me the rings.

      “Thanks.” I pocketed them and watched as he sat in the front row and positioned Michael so that he was watching the wedding—though I doubted the little guy would retain much.

      Beel began to play the traditional song that millions of women had walked down the aisles to, and I sucked in a breath.

      The curtains began to move again, and a head full of green hair appeared with a ring of colorful flowers woven around Wisty’s head like a crown. My heart skipped a beat as I watched her. Her pink eyes glittered with excitement, and I was so drawn in by her beauty that it took me a moment to take in her dress. She wore what I considered a traditional gown, with a long, white skirt that trailed behind her, and a strapless dress top. The fabric of the skirt was transparent and lacey, but a shorter skirt was beneath it, covering to about her feet. Her baby bump was only visible because the fabric of her dress hugged her so tightly. She held a multi-colored bouquet of flowers in her hands, and I caught the little nibble of her bottom lip as she took me in.

      She joined me on the stage, and then the music changed.

      To Born To Be Wild, of all things.

      The curtain whipped out of the way, and Aisling pushed through it, her head held high and those green eyes sparkling. Her wine-red hair was untamed as ever, and she threw her head like a wild mare before starting down the aisle. In one hand, she held a cluster of disheveled flowers that looked like she’d taken them randomly from across the yard, and it was perfectly Aisling.

      Her dress clung to her body, showing off her curves. It dipped low enough in the front to show some cleavage, but even that was covered by some patterned lace. The skintight dress stopped at her knees, where there was a small ruffle of fabric, and she wore a pair of Converse sneakers on her feet, earning a chuckle from me.

      Now that was Aisling.

      She hopped up onto the stage with us and grinned.

      Beside her, Wisty teared up slightly.

      The song changed again, this time to something that I could only describe as a gothic church tune. The curtains pulled aside, revealing Belphie, who walked with her head held high. She didn’t bother looking at the guests, she just stared at me as she walked, drinking me in.

      Her corset dress was pulled tight around her, lifting and accentuating her already huge breasts. It had long sleeves that hung loosely around her wrists, and a plunging neckline that left little to the imagination. The knee-length skirt was layered with ruffles, and I had no idea how she did it, but the fabric was puffed up. On her head, sitting between her horns, was a small, jeweled tiara, and she even had some sort of glittering bracelet wrapped around her tail near the rattle. Her shoes had a slight heel to them, but they didn’t prevent her from moving the way she usually did—like she was gliding. She held a bouquet of black and purple roses.

      She joined us on the stage, her violet eyes crinkled with mirth.

      The music changed again, to something that sounded more like it belonged in a nightclub, and Nicollette slapped the curtain aside, revealing herself as she stepped out in the highest heels I had ever seen. They were a glittering white, and I had no idea how she walked in them without breaking her neck, but she did so gracefully.

      Her wedding dress was sparkly. It reached to about her ankles, putting her strappy shoes on full display. The material hugged her body snugly, especially around her hips. The fabric pulled so tight there that I expected it to give way at any moment. There was nothing keeping the dress up but decorative straps hung on her upper arms. The neckline didn’t dip as deeply as Nicollette usually went, and small, white strings held the front together. Slits ran up the sides of the dress, revealing her pale thighs with each step she took. Her hands were covered in sheer gloves, and she held a cluster of red roses.

      Her crimson lipstick stood out particularly well against her dark hair, pale skin, and white dress. She smiled, looking me over like she wanted to eat me alive, then stepped up onto the stage and took her spot beside Belphie.

      The music returned to the traditional song that had played during Wisty’s walk, and I set my eye on the trellis, waiting for my final bride to appear.

      She didn’t. A knot of worry settled in my gut.

      Then the curtains rattled, and Martha came stumbling out in heels. She walked a few steps, nearly tripped with each one, then paused to kick off her shoes.

      I chuckled softly, watching as she uprighted herself.

      Her cheeks were red, and I knew she was embarrassed, but she didn’t need to be.

      She was gorgeous in her modest dress. It had a long skirt, which now dragged on the floor, over which a sheer layer of fabric lay, making it look fuller. A bow was tied around her waist, and the torso of the dress had a v-neckline paired with thin straps. Over her shoulders, she wore a see-through wrap that matched the veil that was pulled over her face. Her slender fingers were covered in delicate white gloves. In her hands, she held a bouquet of blue flowers that I didn’t recognize, but they matched her eyes.

      The music trailed off, and Raum quietly cleared his throat.

      “A marriage, like forming a clan, is not something to be taken lightly,” he said. “It is a representation of your bond, eternal, your promise to share the good and the bad. Even your shinies.”

      Aisling snorted a laugh.

      “For a human, it lasts a lifetime, but for creatures like us, for monsters, it lasts many.” He looked between me and the girls. “A marriage between monsters is to love eternally, perhaps until the end of time.”

      That didn’t scare me—the promise of a long life with my girls excited me.

      “Do you accept these terms?”

      “I do,” we said in unison.

      “Then I would ask that you exchange your vows.” Raum bowed slightly and took a step back, so that he wasn’t between me and the girls any longer.

      Wisty walked forward, and we took each other’s hands in our own.

      “I, Wisteria, promise to be by your side, rain or shine, for better or worse.” Her pink eyes glistened with tears. “I promise to always love you, to alway cherish you, and to always strive to be a reason that you can smile, even in your darkest days.” Tears started to spill down her cheeks, and I couldn’t resist the urge to raise my hand and brush them away. She rested a hand over mine, nuzzling into my palm.

      “I, Mark,” I began, my voice hoarse with emotion, “promise to love you, to take care of you, and to keep the garden thriving so that you may as well.”

      Wisty slipped her fingers between her breasts, pulling a ring from her cleavage, and her trembling fingers fumbled to slide it onto my hand. I helped her, or I tried to, but I was shaking almost as much as she was. When my ring was secure, we slid on hers.

      “You may now kiss the bride,” Raum said.

      I embraced Wisty tightly, planting a passionate kiss on her mouth. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and hugged me tight while kissing me back.

      When we broke away, we rested our foreheads together for a moment, she gave me a final, fleeting kiss, and then took a step back.

      Aisling bounced into her place, grabbing my hands.

      “I, Aisling, promise to always love you, and to try not to make too much trouble for you.”

      “I, Mark, promise to love you, to take care of you, and to keep you out of trouble as much as possible.”

      “Good luck, hubby, you’re gonna need it.” She whipped the ring out of her wild red hair and slipped it onto my finger. I did hers next, and we grinned at each other. There was a slight twinkling in her eyes like the beginning of tears, and I leaned in to kiss her.

      Aisling grabbed me and dipped me toward the floor, planting a wet and audible kiss on my lips before uprighting me.

      She then returned to her spot in line and wiped at her eyes with a choked sob.

      Belphie stepped up next. She was a little taller than I was because of her heels, but she stared into my eyes as she took my hands in her own.

      “I, Belphegor, promise to treat you like the king that you are.”

      “I, Mark, promise to love you, to take care of you, and to regard you with as much adoration as a queen.”

      We bowed our heads slightly toward one another and exchanged rings in a business-like fashion that was very much Belphie.

      The kiss that came after was anything but. She stuck her tongue into my mouth as if claiming me in front of the crowd, then retreated back to her spot, leaving me slightly dazed.

      Nicollette stood before me next. Her heels made her as tall as I was.

      “I, Nicollette Le Fleur, promise to love you, to hold you, and to cherish you.”

      “I, Mark, promise to love you, to take care of you, and to provide you a place where you need not fear the sun or anything else.”

      She smiled, her honey-brown eyes sparkling slightly at the corners.

      “I didn’t think I’d get choked up,” she whispered as we exchanged rings.

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      I drew her close by the waist and pressed a soft kiss to her mouth.

      “I love you, darling,” she whispered against my lips.

      “I love you too.”

      She smiled, her eyes grew even more watery, and she stepped back, then inhaled to regain her composure.

      Martha was the last to stand before me. She was shorter and smaller than all of the others, and her voice trembled slightly as she spoke up.

      “I, Martha, promise to love you, to cherish you, and to always be your home.”

      “I, Mark, promise to love you, to take care of you, and to be your guiding light in the darkness.”

      “That’s lovely,” she whispered as her fumbling fingers slid a ring onto my ring finger—which was rather full, but the girls must have coordinated, because the rings were slender and somehow all locked together into one giant ring with a multi-colored stone.

      I slid my ring onto her finger, which was slender and with a small blue gem, and we embraced before kissing.

      A wail sounded from the audience, and I thought that it was Michael getting fussy, but it turned out to be Jakari, who was dabbing her eyes with tissues.

      “With that, you are married,” Raum said, giving a deep bow to us.

      “You know what that means, right?” Aisling grinned.

      “It’s time to party!” I said.

      “But first we throw the flowers!”

      “You toss them, you know you don’t wing them at people, right?”

      “Aw, come on.”

      The single women in the crowd gathered—mostly Belphie’s sisters, but Jakari was among them—and the girls each tossed their bouquet over their shoulders.

      Belphie’s sisters fought over several of them, but Jakari caught Nicollette’s collection of red roses. She sniffed them, then glanced around and caught Leviathan’s eye.

      Both of their eyes lit up, and the fishwoman, who I would not consider attractive in any sense of the word, slid over to Leviathan.

      The girls and I headed for the dancefloor, and I switched on Belphie’s laptop to give Beel a break from playing.

      Rather than dancing with the girls one on one, we joined in a circle and danced as one, because we were all in it together. We spun and twirled one another, and the girls giggled and laughed like we were playing Ring Around the Rosie.

      Beel headed to the table of food, which I was surprised that he’d resisted for so long, and Raum joined him. Belphie’s sisters crowded them, as they were the only eligible bachelors that they weren’t related to.

      Between dancing with the girls, I saw Leviathan and Jakari chatting it up, bonding over my son being adorable. He was the cutest little wingman.

      When Belphie slowed enough to collect Michael, she swayed back and forth, rocking him in her arms like she was dancing with him.

      “I hope we have a little girl,” Wisty said as she took my hand and spun me around. “Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      “Son or daughter, I’m happy.” I twirled her hand over her head, then dipped her low and kissed her on the lips.

      “Aisling is spiking the punchbowl,” Martha warned.

      “Eh, let her. It’s her wedding day after all.” I chuckled, then pulled Martha against my other side. “You’re all so beautiful. I can’t begin to tell you how lucky I am.” A swell of emotion began in my chest, but I swallowed it down and grinned like a fool.

      Our wedding was a simple affair, but as I looked around the crowd, I could tell that everyone was happy to be there. Throughout the night, I met all of Belphie’s brothers and sisters, who paid us their respects. I ate and drank and partied until I was red in the face.

      By the time I finally flopped to sit, my feet were killing me.

      “We monsters do not have weddings,” Jakari said as she stopped beside me and folded her arms behind her back, “and I think that is a pity. This was a beautiful event.”

      “Thank you. I think we did things a little out of order, but that suits me just fine.”

      “Perhaps you could raise this to the Council of Clans at our next meeting.”

      “Me?” I asked.

      She nodded. “You are an anomaly, unlike any man or monster that I have met, and I mean that in the most flattering of ways. You have gone above and beyond for your clan, even for your homeland, and it is a quality we monsters have forgotten. We have gotten comfortable in these modern times with these modern conveniences. The Council of Clans has forgotten the old ways, of handling business instead of giving out fines. It is time we return to the old ways.”

      “That sounds like a good start,” I said.

      “I should hope so, as I would like your help in executing this.”

      I blinked. “I thought you just wanted me to pitch the wedding idea?”

      She smiled, her eyes drifting to the dancefloor, to Leviathan who was staring at her from across the room. “There is much I would like you to do, but perhaps now is not the time to discuss it.”

      “Mark!” Aisling waved at me from across the dancefloor that I’d constructed and strung fairy lights around. “Come riverdance with me.”

      “Alright. I look forward to hearing from you, Jakari.” I nodded slightly to her, then headed back to join the party.

      The girls welcomed me with open arms, dragging me into another round of dancing.

      We partied hard until dawn, then crashed in a pile.
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      I strode down Sunnyside with my six-month-old snuggled up against my shoulder. It was well past nap time for the little guy, but Michael decided that he didn’t want to sleep, despite being tired and cranky. The best way to get him to fall asleep was to walk with him in my arms, and fresh air practically seemed to knock him out, so I ended up walking Sunnyside several times every week.

      “You’re gonna have to get over this phase, little buddy,” I said as I rubbed a hand up and down his back. “You’re the big brother, you gotta set a good example for your little brother or sister.”

      His tiny fists balled up and smacked against me in protest.

      “I know, but it’s not so bad. When you get my age, you’ll love naps.”

      Michael drooled on my shirt, chewing the fabric—poor kid was already starting to grow his fangs, so he was chewing everything under the sun. Now that he could crawl, that meant table legs, the coffee table, and even ankles fell victim to his wrath.

      Still, it was hard to get mad at him. He was just too fucking cute with his black hair and violet eyes.

      “Can’t get him to sleep?” Tim called from where he was watering the lawn.

      “Nope. He’s tired, but he refuses.” I sighed.

      “Mine used to do that too. Had to drive around until they fell asleep and then try to get them inside without waking them up.”

      “Hah, yeah. This guy loves waking up as soon as I lay him down.”

      “It gets easier.” Tim grinned. “Or so I hear.”

      “People keep telling me that, but we’ll see.” I laughed. With a half-demon child, I was sure that I was in for one hells of a terrible twos, especially if he ended up with any of mine or Belphie’s powers.

      I tried not to think of that too much.

      “Drop by whenever you like,” Tim said, “we can shoot the shit.”

      “Will do!” I continued down the road, heading back toward my own home.

      It was a far cry from the rundown mansion that I’d bought over a year ago. I’d fixed it up entirely—the windows, the walls, even the chipped gargoyles were now in perfect shape. The garden and lawn were impeccable and producing more fruits and vegetables than we could even eat, and though I had aspirations for chickens, I knew damn well that the HOA would never allow it.

      Which was hilarious. I was on the Council of Clans, but I still had to follow the rules set by the HOA. It might have annoyed me, but I had already used my spatial distortion powers to make the greenhouse huge on the inside. Wisty had invited bees in to give us fresh honey, Imogen ran around in there without anyone needing to fear her being seen or heard, so what did it matter if I added some chickens to the mix?

      I grinned to myself as I passed Mary Ellen’s house. I was in the driveway before I noticed her on her hands and knees, pruning flowers. Paul was there as well, though he was pulling weeds.

      “Good day,” I said, slowing to a stop.

      “Oh, if it isn’t Mark and little Michael!” Mary Ellen jumped up, wiped her hands in her pants, and scurried over to us. “He’s such a sweetie pie. I can never get over the color of his eyes, they’re such a bright purple.”

      “Just like his mom’s,” I said.

      “And you have another on the way?” Paul asked gruffly.

      I nodded.

      Paul made a face that I took to mean ‘not bad.’

      The neighbors were well aware of our situation—and they were happy to have us as their protectors. Mary Ellen even stood up for us when someone from outside the community tried to judge our situation. She told them that it was none of their business what happened behind closed doors.

      When I had first moved in, she would have been the first to throw a stone at me.

      How far we’d come.

      “I’ll have Wisty drop by with some more fruits and veggies,” I said as I shifted Michael to my other arm. He was chewing on his fist, so I gently pulled it out of his mouth.

      “That would be lovely. We’re always happy to have your leftovers,” Mary Ellen said, “but I can come over, so that the poor dear doesn’t exert herself.”

      “That’s some good growing that you’re doing over there,” Paul said. He was a man of few words, which made the compliment all the more powerful.

      “Let’s get together soon for a barbeque,” I said as I started to turn back to head up the street. “Maybe we can have a block party or something.”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful!” Mary Ellen clapped excitedly, then turned to Paul. “Let’s start planning!”

      He nodded, inclined his head to me, then returned to weeding the flowerbeds.

      “See you both soon!” She dropped to her knees in the dirt and began pruning, all while rattling off things that they would need to do or buy for the party.

      Smiling, I continued toward my house. Sunnyside was alive and well, and I’d recently sold the house that I’d inherited from Jasper’s defeat. I didn’t really need the money, we had more than we knew what to do with, but I didn’t want the house to go to waste.

      So, Levi was my new neighbor, and Beel and Raum regularly visited both him and us.

      I didn’t mind. I liked being busy—and it felt good to have friends from all walks of life.

      They weren’t the only ones to visit Levi, though. Jakari made every excuse in the world to see me for ‘council business,’ but she always ended up at his house afterward.

      I shook my head at how transparent she was, but I didn’t really mind.

      Michael let out a little gurgle that told me he was finally losing the fight against sleep, and I headed up the driveway and into my house. It was unnaturally quiet in there, but I didn’t stop to see what was up. I headed upstairs, through the multiple baby gates, and to Belphie’s room on the third floor.

      The door was open, but I knocked on the frame before walking in.

      “Ah, there you are,” Belphie said from where she sat at her desk. It was covered in fabric and a sewing machine, and I wasn’t exactly sure what she was making, but she was busy with it. “Is he still resisting sleep?”

      “He’s trying.” I headed toward the crib, which was a smaller one than the one we had in the nursery, and gently laid him in it.

      He blinked up at me sleepily, then began sucking on his fist again.

      “I find him cuter each day,” Belphie admitted as she joined me at the side of his crib. “We should leave and allow him to rest.”

      I nodded, and we made our way out of the room.

      “So, what were you up to, Belphie?” I quietly asked.

      “I was simply working on more clothes,” she said. “We do not need the money, but my online shop is booming, and I enjoy making clothes for others.”

      “Who would’ve thought that the world needed a goth baby clothes store.” I chuckled. I’d thought the endeavor was simply a way to keep busy, at first, but she was actually making good money at it.

      “I have also finished a collection of onesies that I shall donate.”

      “That’s nice of you.”

      “No child should be forced to wear pastels,” Belphie said simply.

      Nicollette’s bedroom door opened, and she stepped out, rubbing her eyes slightly.

      “Sorry if we woke you,” I said. “I didn’t think we were being that loud.”

      “Oh, don’t fret, darling, I’ve been up for a while.” She ran her fingers through her brown hair to help tame it. “I’ve a rather busy night ahead of me, after all.”

      “Volunteering at the library next to that haunted-looking abandoned building again?”

      “Mhm. Everyone is terrified of walking past that place—and I’ve discovered an appreciation for books since becoming friends with Belphie.”

      “They are wonderful, especially when you are bound somewhere.”

      “Well, I’m not bound, by any means, but I still find them enjoyable.”

      “When Michael is a little older, we should see about going on another trip somewhere,” I suggested.

      “You have another baby on the way, remember. It’ll be a while before you can go on a trip, if you’re waiting for them all to be older,” Nicollette said with a chuckle.

      “All? I have one, and one on the way.”

      “Yes, I suppose so.”

      Her smile told me that she knew something that I didn’t.

      “Nicollette…” I narrowed my eyes at her.

      She waved a hand at me. “It’s not for me to say, darling. Surely you understand.”

      I slowly turned my eyes to Belphie.

      “I am not with child again. I have taken precautions,” she assured. “I love Michael dearly, but I am not ready for us to have another.”

      My shoulders sagged in relief, and I let out a sigh I didn’t know I’d been holding in.

      “You shouldn’t tease me like that, you’ll give me a heart attack.”

      “I suppose not.” Nicollette’s smirk made me think that there was a secret that I wasn’t in on.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Perhaps you should speak to the others,” Nicollette replied.

      Belphie arched a brow.

      “Right…I’ll see you two later,” I said, hurrying off.

      Belphie and Nicollette said something to one another as I headed down the stairs, but I was too far away to hear it.

      I found Wisty first, kneeling in the garden and smelling some flowers. She tried to get up when she saw me, but she struggled to get to her feet, and ultimately I had to help her.

      “You don’t need to be crawling around out here picking vegetables,” I said as I helped dust some grass off of her clothes.

      “Oh, I don’t mind.” Despite saying that, she was panting from exertion. “I like the fresh air.”

      “I’d hate for you to accidentally pop the baby out because you’re trying too hard to get up.”

      “Hehe, I don’t think it’ll be that easy, not after seeing Belphie give birth, but it’s a nice thought. I do have some plants I’ve been growing that should make it easier, though.”

      “Oh yeah? That’s good.” I looked at her normally petite form, which now looked like she had swallowed a beach ball. Her breasts had swollen as well, and she shook them slightly when she caught me staring.

      “See something you like?” she asked, fluttering her lashes at me.

      “You know I do.”

      “Good!” She gave me a hefty slap on the ass, then turned to look at her garden—which was meticulously organized. She had rows of strawberries, blueberries, raspberries, then traditional vegetables like onions, potatoes, and carrots. The veggies that required trellises or special supports, like cucumbers and tomatoes, came next, followed by her leafy greens.

      It was a marvel to look at, a variety of colors and fruits and veggies that were larger than anything I’d ever seen before.

      “The community sharing box is almost empty again,” Wisty said, her chest swelling with pride. “I’m going to fill it up again.”

      “Need some help with that?”

      “That would be great.” She smiled graciously.

      I spied several baskets nearby which were each loaded with fruits and veggies, and I snatched the two bigger ones up, allowing Wisty to carry a smaller third basket.

      We made our way to the front gate, then made a left turn, to the community pantry that I’d made.

      It was basically just a series of shelves with an old window as a door, which allowed people to see what was inside. Since I’d installed it, it had become a hub of the community, and Wisty’s pet project. She loved sharing the rewards of her labor, whether it involved growing food naturally or using her magic to speed things up a bit.

      I watched with pride as she filled the shelves and hummed a happy little tune to herself.

      “When the baby isn’t taking up so much of my energy and magic, I’d love to extend this project,” she revealed sheepishly. “Belphie mentioned donating clothes, and I thought it would be nice to give people in need better access to fresh food.”

      “That sounds like a great idea, Wisty,” I said.

      She smiled, tucking a strand of green hair behind her ear.

      After finishing up at the community pantry, Wisty returned to the garden, and I joined her for a bit before I remembered my initial purpose—to see what the hell Nicollette had been hinting at.

      “Say, you’re not having twins, are you?” I asked, staring at her large belly.

      “Not as far as I know.” She tilted her head slightly to one side.

      “Okay.” I scratched my chin in thought. I was beginning to think that Nicollette, who could be a little mischievous, had sent me on a wild goose chase.

      I kissed Wisty on the lips, then headed off again.

      I found Aisling easily. I just had to follow the noise.

      I would have thought that we were under assault if I didn’t see the second firecracker that she lobbed down the driveway. It hit the ground rolling, spun in a circle while spitting colorful sparks and smoke, but eventually fizzled out.

      “I love these things!” she cried, doing a little dance on the spot.

      “Where did you get those?” I asked.

      She startled slightly, then looked sheepishly over her shoulder at me.

      “Internet,” she said.

      “Of course. And what else did you buy on the internet?”

      “Um. A bottle rocket, some fireworks, itching powder…”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “I wasn’t gonna use them on Michael. Or Wisty. Everyone else is fair game, though.”

      “Please don’t shoot fireworks at anyone.” I sighed.

      “Oh, no, those are just for our viewing pleasure.” She smiled innocently.

      I didn’t really buy it, but I let it go.

      “Is there anything else you need to tell me?” I asked.

      “Like what? I wasn’t the one who ate all of your cookies, that was Belphie.”

      “Er, no, but I kinda figured as much.”

      “I did ask her to share some of her milk and cookies but she threw a punch at me.”

      “You didn’t mean cow’s milk did you?”

      Aisling flashed one of her signature too-wide smirks.

      “She’s gonna flatten you one of these days.” I sighed.

      “Until then, it’s fun to torment her.” She cackled, lit another firecracker, then lobbed it down the driveway.

      I began to walk away, but Aisling reached out with her free hand, grabbing onto my shirt.

      “Say, I’ve been thinking…” she began.

      “Yeah?” I asked when she didn’t continue.

      “This is maybe gonna sound dumb, but I’ve had this idea for a while…”

      “Yeah?”

      “A magician show. You could saw my head off! People would think it’s magic.”

      “I don’t think the Council of Clans would like that much.”

      “That makes it even more exciting, doesn’t it?” Aisling grinned. “Come on, Mark. Learn some magic with me.”

      “I already know lots of magic.” And I was already thinking of ways that I could use my spatial distortion powers to make her disappear. “What’s brought this on, so suddenly?”

      “Well, Tim’s kid had that birthday party a while back, and everyone was all excited by the clown at first, but they turned out so lame!”

      “So, you just want to make kids laugh?”

      She nodded excitedly. “I want them to have a great time! And it seems fun to learn, y’know.”

      “Okay,” I said, “we’ll learn some plain old human magic.”

      “Yay!” She lit another firecracker and threw it down the driveway after doing a little spin on the tips of her toes.

      “I’ll order some stuff online for us.”

      “Belphie can make the outfits.”

      “She’d love that.” I nodded. I wasn’t sure of the idea, but Aisling’s excitement was infectious. “Say, have you seen Martha?”

      “She was in the attic, last I heard.”

      “The attic? What the hells is she doing in there?”

      Aisling shrugged, lit a cracker, then tossed it over her shoulder.

      Leaving her to her business, I headed back inside. I was nearly to the third floor before I heard what sounded like someone playing a piano—poorly, at that.

      I passed Belphie and Nicollette, who smiled knowingly at me as I went, then continued toward the pull-down stairs that led into the attic.

      I easily spotted Martha sitting at the only thing in the room that looked to have been cleaned in the last ten years.

      A piano. I didn’t even know we had one.

      I watched her struggle to read a sheet of music that Belphie must have printed off for her, then slowly crossed the room to sit beside her on the bench.

      “Learning to play?” I asked, though it was obvious. I was just trying to start a conversation.

      “Trying.” Martha frowned. “It’s harder than I expected.”

      “Would you like a teacher?”

      “You know how to play?!”

      I laughed. “No, but we can afford to hire one.”

      “Hmm, that might be a good idea…”

      “What spurred you to learn? You’ve never shown much interest in music.”

      Martha nibbled on her bottom lip, then sucked in a breath and turned to face me more on the bench.

      “I wanted to teach the baby, when they’re old enough,” she said.

      “Michael?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Wisty’s baby?”

      She smiled shyly and shook her head. “Try again.”

      “You’re…You’re not, are you? Can you even?” I stumbled over my words, feeling momentarily terrified that I had a third child on the way, but the panic vanished.

      I had Michael, and it wasn’t easy at times, but it was rewarding, and I had more help that I knew what to do with.

      Hells, I had a whole community that was ready and willing to help me out.

      I smiled, sliding my arm around her shoulders before she could even reply.

      “That’s great, Martha.” I kissed her temple.

      “Is it? I was worried that a third might be too much.” She wrung her hands out in her lap.

      “It’s a lot, yeah, but I’m thrilled, you know?” I nuzzled my face into her white hair and inhaled her sweet scent.

      “We definitely need to slow down on the baby-making from now on though.”

      “We’ll stick to practicing.”

      She slapped my chest playfully.

      “Do the others already know?” I asked.

      “I think some of them figured it out,” Martha said.

      “Well, let’s go tell them all.” I took her hand, pulling her gently to her feet and guiding her toward the stairs.

      “She finally told you,” Nicollette said as we walked down the steps together. “Shall we start planning a baby shower?”

      “You don’t need to go through the trouble,” Martha insisted.

      “It’s no trouble at all.”

      “I shall make us some more baby clothes,” Belphie said.

      Likely having heard us, Wisty, aided by Aisling, made her way up the stairs, with Wisty leaning heavily on Aisling and panting slightly.

      I’d come a long way from the guy who worked as a realtor for the rich and shameless. I had discovered everything I’d ever wanted—and then some. I’d made friends, a family, I’d found a little community that I could be a part of and make better.

      I’d even defeated a few monsters along the way.

      A little over a year ago, I would never have guessed that my life would end up where it did, but I was so damn happy that it did.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Nicollette asked.

      I blew out a happy sigh and shook my head.

      “Things couldn’t be more perfect,” I said.

      “Couldn’t they?” Nicollette asked with a playful smirk that showed off a hint of fangs.

      I realized all the girls were smiling at me, and I looked between them.

      “What?” I asked.

      Nicollette reached between her breasts and pulled out a keychain. She handed it to me.

      “What’s this for?” I asked. I didn’t recognize the key, but it looked old.

      “Belphie, would you do the honors?”

      Belphie nodded. She went into her bedroom, returned with Michael, and then held her free hand out. One by one, the girls joined hands, and Nicollette grabbed mine.

      “What’s going on?” I narrowed my eyes as I looked between them.

      Then, they disappeared from view as purple and black smoke engulfed us.

      Teleporting was easier on me now, so I only stumbled a little when we came to an abrupt stop. I didn’t complain, because Michael didn’t even let out a whine of displeasure.

      The ground shifted beneath me, and I realized that I was standing in sand. The moon hung high above us, barely a crescent but still casting down plenty of light, and the sky was filled with stars. It reflected off of an endless surface of water as waves gently lapped at the shore.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Our winter home,” Wisty replied sweetly. She tugged at me until I turned.

      There was only one house on the beach. Calling it a house was generous. It was a decrepit shack with a caved-in roof, broken windows, and a shattered stone walkway. It looked like a good gust of wind could blow the place over—at least until I got closer. That was when I realized that, though it needed to be entirely gutted, it had solid bones. The structure was sound.

      I pictured the place as what it could be—our second home.

      I walked inside and saw not peeled wallpaper and chipped paint, but a spacious floor plan and solid roots. I pictured our kids running in the halls, then out the door, where they could play in the sand and water. My foot went through a floorboard. It didn’t really hurt. I wasn’t even mad. I just needed to replace the floors, the windows, the walls.

      “Well?” Belphie asked from behind me.

      “This is perfect.”
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