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Dracula’s Prelude


Dracula opted for the long road to his destination. He took a rarely used mountain path that crept out from under his castle through dry, craggy cliffs, traveling utterly alone. It wasn’t often that he was unattended by servants or devotees, but the time had come once again to perform another feat of… pest control. 
He did not concern himself with timing—he’d had enough of a warning to allow himself to enjoy the journey. Instead of transporting by mist or as a flock of vampire bats, he opted to head to his mission site on foot. Well, on paw, anyway.
The favored form of the black wolf was always his best-loved method of slinking about the forested hills of the Netherveil. He ran along a hidden pathway, cradled between the trees of the haunted woods that hugged the eastern edge of the mountain which bore his castle on its back. Dracula savored what few tiny joys life still offered him—these quiet, isolated moments were a welcome change now and then, but they came with moments of loneliness and doubt.
Given that he had been alive for centuries, there were few who could understand the profundity of that loneliness. Fewer still could comprehend the pain that comes with it—so powerful that its debilitating effects could prove enough to cripple even a god.
And yet, Vladimir “Dracula” Tepes had assumed many responsibilities of his own free will, crippled as he was by the weight of his world. Each one of those responsibilities he had once hoped would bring him contentment enough to renew his passion for existence. In the end, they were only additional burdens that added to his misery—save for one.
His daughter Rhapsody, who brought him all the joy he’d been missing for much of the last century, still couldn’t quell his death wish. The school, Nosferatu Academy, gave him a new purpose, but it only tempted him toward a world in which he would be obsolete. In which he would be… free to die.
His lupine lips drew back in a bitter smile as he strode through the ashy gray woods. All roads led to Roman and the little suicide pact he and the Dark Lord shared. When Dracula met Arcturus long ago, he had pleaded with the former legate of Rome, the Spear of Christ himself, to not wish for death. Now, some five centuries later, they were on the same page at last, but it was Dracula who had come around, not his friend.
For all the effort it took to build it, the Netherveil wasn’t much to look at. It was dreary, dim, and depressing: a flat, white world draped in a coat of gray and black ink. But this world was one of the last standing pillars of Dracula’s remaining pride. Few could ever guess the amount of work it takes to create a world from scratch, nor imagine what it requires to keep it safe.
There are those who, in their vanity and jealousy, frequently sought to take the Netherveil from him: Gods, demigods, and banished demons with no hell to return to, mostly. Powerful witches like Morgan Le Fey and other legends were left without a safe home to return to. Time and technology had passed the old gods by. They were all orphans now.
These entities wander the Earth in search of portkeys to demiplanes such as this so that they might slay their masters and usurp their achievements for themselves. They wished to make the career leap from orphans to thieves. It was hard to blame them—it was an all too common life path for the desperate, even for humans.
Admittedly, the Dark Lord found it a bit ironic that he himself preferred to be the one to defend his home since his defeat would be the only thing that could permanently destabilize the Netherveil or risk the security of its inhabitants. Still, who else could do the job? Cordelia? Possibly, but she never was much of a killer. Arcturus and Orlok were fair candidates in their own right, but Orlok had his human wife to take care of, and Roman’s bouts of depression were fickle and hard to predict.
I really must seek assistance one of these days, the Dark Lord thought to himself with a groan as he sprinted through the obscure path between the trees. 
His soot-black paws left indentations in the dirt, a reminder to the vampire that this world was far more real, more like an actual Prime Material world than it had been only a few years before.
He had come too far to leave the defense of his home in the hands of others. And yet…
Perhaps there were those that could be trained to take this task with him. Perhaps withholding the truth of the realm’s fragility from his students wasn’t the correct or the smart thing to do.
The slate-black sky overhead twinkled with a thousand dim yellow stars. Its brightest light was an unusually gibbous moon that cast milky white luminescence onto the Dark Lord’s black fur, making it shine with sleek, ethereal grace.
As he looked up at the sky, he saw the damage begin to show, spiderweb fractures like the cracks in a smashed window. It occupied only a small portion of the sky, but always the same place. That was a convenience Dracula was thankful for. Whoever or whatever was attacking would arrive soon, and Dracula would need to be there at the Dull Heath to greet them.
He picked up the pace, sprinting, then shifting from his wolf form into another. He took the shape of a legion of bats, enough to blot the stars out of the sky for anyone directly underneath.
When he arrived at his destination, the night was quiet. The only sounds to be heard were the flapping of his myriad wings and the buzzing, humming sound that came with the breaking of the Netherveil’s exterior shield.
A beam of light broke through, bathing the Dull Heath in an unwelcome vivacity of colors. Such lurid hues were alien to this realm—unnatural even, and Dracula felt the unmistakable presence of the one who’d brought them along.
“Thor, Son of Odin,” he said, his voice thick with power. “Show yourself.”
“I do not hide, foul creature of the night.” The pillar of light dissolved, leaving behind a man with long, blond hair and rippling muscles from head to toe. He was naked but for a leather wrapping around his waist, and the belt, Megingjörð, which held it up. In his hand, of course, was the small but powerful hammer that rippled with the fury of a lightning storm, Mjölnir.
“Foul creature? I promise you, I take great care not to be foul. Perfumes, lotions, so on and so forth—you can call me what you want, but even a single whiff would spell that out for you.”
Thor stood roughly nine feet tall and seemed nearly half as wide. His skin was matted with scars from untold battles with frost giants and demigods alike. To most, the sight of the Norse God of Thunder would be an intimidating thing to behold.
But not to Dracula.
Dracula’s legion of bats coalesced into his human shape. He, too, when showing his power, stood well over eight feet tall, with all the composure and might of a god—even if he didn’t quite possess the healthy complexion of one.
“Are you planning to grant me the same warning you gave Loki, Vladimir?” Thor asked, beating his chest with his hammer. A shockwave of power emerged from the impact—nothing to Thor, but that force would be enough to obliterate a boulder with ease.
“I should think what I did to Loki would be warning enough. Gods are stubborn creatures, though,” Dracula hissed. “You even came alone.”
The Dark Lord stood calmly, staring into the Norse god’s eyes with all the heat of an iceberg. Thor, to his credit, glared back and did not stir under Dracula’s void-black gaze. Perhaps he should, mused Dracula.
“There are few left in Valhalla. Most of us died or disappeared, and yet Ragnarok has yet to arrive,” Thor said, his voice betraying a hint of emotion. “I came as I could.”
The vampire shrugged back at his assailant. “Humans have exceeded the expectations of fate. By now, every apocalypse ever foretold should have come and gone, and yet they keep on thriving.”
“We’ll see for how much longer,” Thor growled.
“Indeed. I suspect humans will outlive us both, though. Certainly, they will outlive you.”
Thor guffawed, throwing his free hand over his mighty belly. “So it is to be a battle, then?”
Dracula’s eyes went blood red as he stared back at the god. “You knew what you walked into, Odinson. You’re in my home now.”
“Then a battle it shall be!” Thor lunged towards the vampire, the Norse god’s speed impressive despite his size, and he almost got the better of the Dark Lord. Almost.
But Dracula was ready. The vampire king dispersed briefly into a swarm of bats, then reformed behind the mighty Asgardian. Dracula’s nails extended into long black claws, and as they did so, he spent the next few seconds dodging and weaving through attack after attack from Thor, who quickly pivoted to face him.
The God of Thunder managed to strike him once with an unexpected bolt of lightning. At that moment, no doubt the Asgardian thought he’d won. A smirk appeared on his face as victory seemed a surety, but when the flash cleared, the vampire was gone.
Thor felt a chill run down his spine. He knew not to trust a death without a body to show for it—after all, wasn’t the Dark Lord of the Netherveil famously unkillable?
He scanned the darkened area, looking for his foe. A subtle clatter of pebbles on the ground had him whirl around. Dracula was waiting as though he’d always been there, looking entirely unscathed. His blood-red eyes stared right into Thor’s soul, and the vampire began to speak.
“Have you heard of the hero Katniss Everdeen?” Dracula asked.
Thor blinked and tried to break his stare with the vampire, but found himself compelled to look back as his foe slowly approached. “No—is it some manner of human hero?”
“The mightiest in all of history, perhaps. With only a bow and arrow, she stood against impossible odds and toppled a tyrant.”
“Why do you bring her up?” Thor asked as his limbs went stiff and numb the closer the vampire edged. “Do you think of yourself as this hero of legend?”
Dracula laughed. “Hardly. But I wonder if perhaps you’re like me—a tyrant that wants to be taken down. A god that wants to die.”
“If I did, it would be a glorious death to fall to the mighty Dracula.” He grinned broadly, hefting his hammer up to his shoulder and striking a ready stance.
It did him no good. His opponent was too fast. Thor raised his legendary hammer and made to charge, but it was over before one foot found ground in front of the other. 
The Dark Lord pierced Thor’s jugular with a long claw and opened his mouth to let his fangs emerge. “Glorious indeed.”
[image: image-placeholder]After the battle upon the Dull Heath, Dracula stayed to watch the fabric of the Netherveil repair itself as he buried Thor beside his brother’s grave. He uttered a few words in remembrance, but as he turned his back to walk away, another headstone caught his eye—one he hadn’t thought of in the longest time.
The Dark Lord stopped and stared. For some reason, he couldn’t say why, he approached it and knelt down, his hand brushing the grave marker of a far less noteworthy individual than his freshly fallen foe. But… she was important to him.
“Catherine,” he sighed as the name fell off his tongue like a stone, “I rarely come here to visit you. I suppose I should do so more often.” 
A soft smile bent his lips, and he found himself seated upon the grave and staring at the inscription.
“She looks just like you. Almost exactly like you on the day that I met you. Our union wasn’t for love, but you will always have my gratitude for the beautiful child you helped me to make. Rhapsody misses you.”
Dracula laughed and shook his head as memories came back.
“You know, I don’t think she ever really understood that you were a human until after your death. You went too soon. I would have loved for you to be more present in her life. Maybe you could have helped her understand things that I couldn’t. She was so lost for so long—but she’s better now. She has friends.”
He reached out and stroked the gravestone as he stood up. 
“If it’s any consolation, this cemetery I set up originally just for you now is home to the bodies of countless heroes and gods. You’re in good company here, and I’d trade any one of them to give you another day with our daughter.”
“Why don’t you, then?” a voice came from behind him. As feminine and beautiful as it was, it could only have come from one woman.
“Cordelia,” Dracula chuckled, turning around and wiping his hands off on his cape. “What brings you out here?”
“Taking care of business on your own, again, are you?” she asked teasingly, crossing her arms. “Who was it this time? Some loon from the ninth circle of Hell?”
Dracula put his hands in his pockets and allowed himself to shrink down to a more human size. “Thor. Lost without his brother, I fear. Looking for death.”
Cordelia rolled her eyes. “Old fools and their death wishes. Come back to the castle with me. It’ll be sunrise soon.”
He nodded, feeling the sting of her words but not letting it show. “Very well. But you asked me a question.”
Cordelia looked at him expectantly and nodded as she crossed her arms.
“Catherine’s soul is gone. I can’t resurrect her in any fashion, even temporarily.”
“Her soul is gone? But how?” Cordelia asked, her eyebrow arched as she lolled her head to one side.
Dracula grimaced as he finally let out the truth he had been guarding for forty years. “I fear that my daughter destroyed it.”




1: The End of Secrets


Some time had passed since Mr. Roman and the Dark Lord gave me the news that I was to be Dracula’s successor. After a week, however, I still wasn’t any clearer on just how that would work. 
My initial reaction of “oh, neat!” had worn off, and the heavy implications were starting to set in. This wasn’t just an honor—it was a duty. A duty that had, by the way, driven Dracula himself to want to die, or at the very least not kept him happy enough to want to live. That’s a fact I couldn’t afford to take lightly.
And yet they heaped their hope on me. I felt their stares whenever I saw them, and I almost fell apart under the oppressive weight of them. I was to be the father of a new breed of vampire, modeled after my own unique suite of powers—which I hadn’t yet fully come to understand, by the way. Part of me didn’t want to understand them, like simply not knowing might keep my fate away until I was ready for it.
It was still a mess in my admittedly disorganized brain, but as it had been explained to me, the areas where I diverged from normal Wallachian Vampires were mostly owed to the presence of archangel blood in my veins—the blood of Michael.
Yep. My biological daddy ripped the blue tongue out of Beelzebub himself.
Now, I could appreciate the “cool factor” of finding out that this grand destiny awaited me. And, without a doubt, yes, it was far more appealing than ending up some pointless drone for all eternity. For one thing, when I was the new Dark Lord, I could buy all the books I wanted, with no one to stop me or tell me no. Now that was almost worth the price of eternal damnation spent walking restlessly upon the Earth.
But there were a lot of “unknowns” to unpack. How would I become separated from Dracula’s bloodline? Once separated, how would I form my own bloodline? When I’d done that, how would I convert other vampires to my new bloodline? That seemed to be the biggest hurdle, as far as I understood it.
Dracula and Arthur insisted that that was their concern. I should simply focus on my studies and enjoy the springtime of my youth, gallivanting with my super sexy vampire harem, and yeah, it was hard to argue with that.
So, tonight, I was taking the girls on something of a camping trip, away from prying eyes. The last few nights, spies from the other houses had dared to venture onto our property, and Rhapsody suspected they may even have been listening at our walls.
Since I planned on using this evening to tell the girls about just what our future held, so far as I understood it, a little excursion seemed to be in order.
I planned to take them to a cave northeast of Hushcreek. It was nestled in a valley where a pale blue creek ran through it, almost silver under the cold Netherveil moon. It was a good spot, and I’d scoped it out in advance. It was unoccupied by predators of any kind when I’d done my exploration during the daytime while the others were sleeping. I hoped that would be true at night as well.
“So, baby,” Demonika cooed, coming up next to me so that her body was rubbing against mine as we walked, “where exactly are we headed?”
“Somewhere private,” I said, grinning back at her.
Mako crossed her arms and blew a stray lock of white hair out of her red face. “You better not be thinking what that smug look on your stupid face implies, nerd. I don’t want my first time to be outdoors or in a group.”
Demonika giggled. “Don’t worry—I’m not nearly as picky as she is.”
“Easy for you to say. You’ve been with him a bunch of times.”
“It’s not like he’s been shutting you down,” the half-succubus said, rolling her eyes. “He’s given you plenty of chances.”
“There were always other people around—besides, it’s not like I’m desperate or anything! Fuck! You’re so annoying!”
Rhapsody remained silent a moment longer, sniffing the air. After a while, she looked at me with caution in her eyes. “Are you certain this place is safe?”
“Is anywhere safe in the Netherveil?” I chuckled. “Whatever’s out here, we can handle it. In fact, Cordelia said it would be a good idea for us to get out and do some exploration to hone our abilities.”
“I don’t think she meant monster hunting,” the stone-faced dhampir noted.
Mako laughed mockingly. “Are you scared or something? I wouldn’t have taken the daughter of Dracula for a fuckin’ pussy.”
Rhapsody blinked and cocked her head. “Fucking pussies is for Barrett and Barrett alone to do. I do not understand the source of your amusement.”
The half-succubus ignored the banter, dangling off my arm. She hummed sweetly as her little wings flapped behind her, lifting her feet slightly off the ground as I stepped over a log. “I’m so happy we’re out here together.”
“I’m happy you’re happy,” I replied, beaming at her. “But what’s got you in such a good mood?”
Demonika looked over at Mako. “Doesn’t this remind you of the time we got lost hiking in Camp Blackwood?
I laughed at the memory. “We’re not getting lost, Nika. Even if we did, I’d just fly up until I can see the castle.”
“I know that, dummy,” Demonika cooed. “It just reminds me of that.”
Mako made a sour face. “I don’t remember it.”
“Yes, you do,” the half-succubus said with a naughty tone. “That’s the time you confessed to me that you had a crush on Barrett.”
“And look at us now,” I said, laughing at the idea of that. We were all so much more innocent back then.
Mako’s red face seemed to go pale from embarrassment somehow, despite the lack of blood flow in our bodies. “You succubitch, what happened to the ho code?”
“The ho code?” I asked.
“It’s like the bro code, but between girls,” Demonika explained. “I thought it was null and void since we both ended up with him anyway.”
Mako stammered. “I—uhh—Listen! It’s not like I was totally head over heels for him or something. I just liked his nerdy glasses.”
“That’s how it starts,” Demonika whispered impishly. “Then you notice his handsome face, and his intoxicating confidence, and next thing you know you’re buying books just to pretend you like to read as much as he does so he thinks you’re cool.”
I blinked, suddenly remembering one summer when Mako showed up at Camp Blackwood with a bunch of novels she pretended to read in front of me. “Did you do that, Mako?”
“Yes, she did,” Demonika giggled.
“No, I fucking didn’t!” the half-oni shouted. “Okay, game over! Stop this shit!”
Rhapsody cocked her head. “Curious—there should be no blood flowing through your veins, but for a moment I felt as though your face got even redder.”
“The magical power of shame,” I chuckled. “Relax, Mako, I barely remember that stuff, and I’ll probably forget it again tomorrow.”
That didn’t calm her down. “Oh, so everything I do is forgettable, huh?”
“What? No—I didn’t mean that. I was just—”
A faint sound like the snapping of a twig rang out, but then the air was stale and silent. It was so quiet, in fact, that it felt unnatural.
I looked at Demonika. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”
“Wolves,” she said through a fanged grin. “Do you think it’s the same group that attacked us on your first day?”
I nodded. “That or someone looking for revenge on their behalf. I wish your godmother taught us that banishment spell.”
For the next three minutes, patches of fur flew through the air, and werewolf blood painted the trees and the dull, earthy ground a vivid crimson. The bright color of werewolf viscera seemed almost out of place on the grayish grass—a stark reminder that this was vampire territory—not theirs.
One big wolf managed to pin me down for a moment after I’d dispatched two of its friends. I placed my arm out in front of me as it snapped at my face, letting its jaws catch on my forearm, ripping it to ribbons.
“Baby!” Demonika squeaked.
“Bear-Boy!” shouted Mako.
While Rhapsody fought off a smaller wolf, tearing savagely into its throat, Mako and Demonika lunged with hellish grace and wrapped their bodies around the lycanthrope, prying it off me, but taking a chunk of my flesh with it.
I watched as the sinews and strands of meat reconnected and healed, hissing through the pain. A moment later, I rose to my feet and joined the fray again.
Demonika and Mako each had one of the wolf’s arms and were pulling them back to expose the monster’s chest. “Do it, baby!” shouted the half-succubus with an out-of-place grin on her face.
I formed a gun with my fingers after performing some subtle gestures and uttering the magic words. “Pistolul spiritului!”
A powerful force erupted from my fingertips, blasting the werewolf in its chest. Its body flew back until it slammed into a tree, toppling it, and the girls jumped out of the way just in time not to be caught in the blow.
Mako looked up at me, scowling from where she landed on the ground. “If your aim had been shit, I would be kicking your ass right now.”
“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I replied, winking at her and helping both girls to their feet. In the meantime, Rhapsody was absolutely filthy with werewolf blood, having bitten the head of her opponent.
She stood up calmly and pivoted to see us. The dhampir attempted to wipe some of the mess off of her face but ended up smearing it instead. “I have made a mess. My dress is ruined, and my hair is gross. I want to go home.”
I chuckled at that and took a step toward her. Most of the other werewolves were similarly dead or in retreat. The one that I’d landed my spell on, however, was groaning on the ground.
“Should we kill it?” Demonika asked.
“I don’t think we’re really supposed to kill them,” I pointed out. “But they’re definitely not supposed to attack us, either.”
Rhapsody, soaked in blood and gore, took a wet step forward that made it clear that the blood had gotten inside her shoe, too. Her face scrunched up in annoyance as she registered that fact. “We should question this one.”
The werewolf was rolling on the ground in agony, making a soft, dog-like whine that made me feel instant pity. I always did like dogs. Who doesn’t?
I knelt down and grabbed its arm—the bone was jutting out of the skin in the worst way. “I’m going to help you set this bone, okay?”
The wolf growled at me, snapping its jaws menacingly, but not making any further move to attack.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” I gripped the bone, and with a quick snap, popped it back into place. As a human, such a feat would have been pretty challenging for me, but thanks to my elevated strength and dexterity, I pulled it off with a bit of focus.
The werewolf howled in pain, its body twisting, but I held it still at the arm.
“Stop moving,” I warned the monster. “Just wait a moment and you should heal. I’ve seen your kind do it before.”
At those words, I had its attention. Its eyes opened back up, and it looked at me. The voice that came out was not at all what I expected—it was feminine, the voice of a girl. “You—you defeated my Alpha?”
I looked at Demonika, who frowned at me. “To be honest, I’m pretty sure we could now, but back then we had a little bit of help.”
“The Sapphire Dragon?” asked the wolf girl, who still looked more or less like a big bad wolf.
Demonika crouched down beside the lycanthrope. “Look—I understand you are probably attacking us out of a sense of honor toward your pack and your Alpha. But making a move against vampires in the Netherveil is a very serious crime. You should know that.”
“Eat the heart and cut off the head,” Rhapsody said with a voice of iced steel. “It’s the only way to be sure.”
I directed a tight-lipped frown at the sexy dhampir. “We’re trying to move beyond violence now, Raps.”
She shrugged at me. “Violence has been done. It’s weak to go easy on them for their insolence. They attacked you—and me, the daughter of Dracula.”
I ignored her, staring at the werewolf. “Go. Get out of here.”
“I have no pack left. They’re all dead or cowards,” she said in a dark tone. “It would be perfectly fine for you to kill me now.”
“See?” Rhapsody sighed, gesturing lazily with a hand on her hip. “She even begs for death.”
Mako cringed at her. “Everyone pulled their punches except for you, you know. Do you think I couldn’t have vaporized them with a single blow if I wanted to? Your father created the Netherveil as a refuge for Night Creatures.”
“Loyal ones,” the dhampir hissed, but then she gave up, letting her hands rest at her side. “Have it your way. When she comes back looking for revenge, we can skin her then.”
I laughed a little at that, ignoring the macabre scene around us. “Yeah, if she’s dense enough to try something like that, I’d say she has it coming at that point.”
The wolf girl nodded, apparently to indicate that she wasn’t planning on trying anything of that nature. “I didn’t want to come in the first place. I was forced—by my packfather.”
“Which one is your father?” Demonika asked.
The wolf girl shot a look at Rhapsody’s blood-soaked figure. “The one she’s wearing.”
“Oof. Sorry about that,” I said, rising to my feet.
She got up too. Slowly. She stared into my eyes for a good long while in silence, and I realized after almost a minute that she was changing—into a human.
Well… almost a human. The claws and wolf ears and bushy tail all stayed, but otherwise she was a buxom young woman with a physique somewhere between Mako and Demonika—large-chested, but lean and fit with wide hips. Her hair was long and black, but her wolf ears and tail had a sort of steely sheen. In terms of age, I’d guess she was a few years older than me. And she was naked.
I tried not to stare. Really, I did. I think my mother would have been proud of my effort. My eyes only slipped for half a moment—but it was long enough.
“Fucking hell, Bear-Boy, you don’t have enough nude women in your life?”
“She’s right there!” I complained, gesturing at her remarkably shapely chest. “I had no idea this was going to happen, give me a break!”
Demonika giggled and leaned against me. “Time to go now, puppy girl. You’re distracting our boy toy.”
“I wanted to see you with my truest eyes,” she said, letting her stare linger for a moment longer. Then she fell on all fours and took off, disappearing into the woods before I could ask just what she meant.
I sighed. “Welp. That was an interesting way to end a fight,” I commented, scratching my head.
“No man should live with the per capita density of naked titties that you do,” Mako growled.
I laughed and threw up my hands to protest. “Hey, it’s not like I asked for that.”
The half-oni smirked at me. “Give me a few minutes, I can still come up with a way to blame you for it.”
I looked over at Rhapsody to see her reaction to what had just happened and found her naked, too, much to my surprise. She was wringing out her dress and rubbing her bloody face and chest on a tree.
“What the fuck are you doing, Raps?”
She looked at me with a blank face. “Ah. Yes. I apologize,” she murmured, standing upright and pulling her dress back on. “That must have seemed a strange thing to do.”
[image: image-placeholder]We finally arrived at the cave substantially later than I had originally planned. I was almost tempted to get a campfire going, if only for nostalgic purposes—it’s not like our undead bodies craved the heat. Mako and Demonika were correct—this trip did bring back some memories of our time spent together at Camp Blackwood.
“Do you remember that time we got caught holding hands by the lake?” Demonika asked, batting her eyelashes.
I smiled at her. “Yeah, I do. I remember your godmother was not particularly pleased to see me at the end of the week after she got the phone call about that.”
“Ohh shut up. She always loved you.”
That almost made me laugh aloud. Suffice it to say I had her approval these days—in fact, we were actively flirting, and both she and I had intentions for the other somewhere down the line. That subject had yet to come up in a full-on discussion, but it would. Not tonight, though. This night was for another, equally important conversation.
“So,” I said, clearing my throat a bit as I sat on a log between Rhapsody and Demonika while Mako was on a boulder opposite us, “I wanted to get you ladies out here for a specific reason.”
“Making out under the stars?” Demonika guessed with a finger to her lips.
I shook my head. “No. Do you remember when Arthur held me after class to talk to him?”
The girls all nodded.
“And then I had a special top-secret meeting with Dracula and him later on?”
They nodded again, but slower this time as curiosity settled in.
I scrunched up my face. “Fuck, this is so weird to explain. To Rhapsody especially.”
The gorgeous petite dhampir blinked at me, but her facial expression remained the same. “Why me?”
I told them what happened. At first, I thought I’d leave out some details for their own good, but Demonika knew just how to get me to talk with her glowing pink eyes and pouting lips. I didn’t have a chance.
I explained everything—how I was supposed to be the founder of a new bloodline, how I was going to ultimately replace Dracula, and—here’s the doozy—how Dracula and Arthur were planning my takeover so that they could die without worrying about their legacies.
It got quiet at that point as everyone looked over at Rhapsody for her reaction.
Rhapsody’s face didn’t change, but her eyes moistened. If you looked carefully, you could see the slightest twitch of her lip as she processed it.
“You are certain you understood?” Rhapsody asked, her voice so quiet it was nearly a whisper.
I nodded. “This is what I was told.”
“You must refuse. If you refuse, he can’t die,” she said. “Barrett—you must refuse. My willingness to be your bride has nothing to do with your status as a vampire lord. I am interested in you for entirely independent reasons relating to your personality, intellect, sexual attractiveness, and vampiric signature. I don’t care about you becoming the Dark Lord. There is no need—”
“I can tell him that,” I said, cutting her off. “I don’t mind, but I don’t think he’s going to take no for an answer.”
She narrowed her eyes. “He will. He must. He is making a mistake. A miscalculation—he has forgotten to factor me in. He will remember me. Oh, he will feel so silly,” she said as tears started to run freely down her cheeks. “Hahaha!” It was the most forced laugh I’d ever heard in my life.
Mako and Demonika each grabbed one of her hands and squeezed, and I cupped her head in my hands and pulled her against my chest. She sobbed.
“He’s made a miscalculation!” she insisted again, wiping her bloody vampire tears on my shirt. “He will change his mind when he remembers me, won’t he, Barrett? He will absolutely change his mind.”




2: Cordelia’s Wish


“Yeah, Rhapsody isn’t taking it well, and can you blame her?” I said. I sat in the private study opposite Cordelia Drake, Demonika’s godmother and the Host Teacher of House Dragon. I had been led to assume that the Dragon motif was likely due to the fact that Cordelia herself was descended from a dragon—a pretty nuts thing to be able to say about your tutor. 
“I suppose it makes sense that she wouldn’t be. It’s a little surprising, though.”
“How so?” I asked, arching a brow at her in curiosity as her scaly tail’s spear-tip-like point playfully teased my calf.
She shrugged. “She’s not the most emotional girl, is she?”
I actually laughed fairly raucously at that, leading Cordelia’s eyes to widen with interest.
“Am I wrong?”
“You are,” I said, wiping my eyes and calming down a bit. “Sorry—it’s just that once you get past Rhapsody’s quirky exterior, she’s arguably the most rash and emotional of all of us. Take what happened with Ophelia for instance.”
Mrs. Drake leaned in and tapped her cheek. “Yes, what exactly did happen there?”
I smirked at her. “Well, now I’m not sure I should tell you.”
She snorted a bit and crossed her arms, and I could have sworn I noticed a sparkle of glittery blue dust puff out her nose with a bit of smoke. “Well, I’m not going to twist your arm, Mr. Bradshaw.”
“Oh, we’re back to last names again, are we?” I teased her. “Fair enough, I suppose I had that coming. In all seriousness, I don’t mind telling you what happened—I’m sure you heard the broad strokes.”
“I’ve heard that Ophelia tied Ms. Takahashi to a tree with silver chains or something like that, and you didn’t have time to get her down.”
“It was silver-threaded rope, and it was tied in fey trickster knots that took fucking ages to undo,” I said, tempted to spit at the memory of it. “I’m getting flashbacks.”
“And then you had sex with her in the tree.”
I blinked, then narrowed my eyes. “What?”
“Didn’t you?” she asked, cocking her brow at me and smiling with one corner of her beautiful lips.
I shook my head. “This is one instance where the rumor is more interesting than what actually happened, I’m afraid. Who told you that?”
Mrs. Drake shifted in her seat with some obvious discomfort. “Forget it.”
“Did Mako say that?!” I asked, appalled at the idea but it seemed the only logical option.
“I don’t know what reason she would have to lie about it,” Cordelia said. She nipped at the tip of one of her plastic pens from Earth and let out a punctuating shrug that signaled she was ready to move on.
I sighed. “Well, we didn’t have sex. Not then, anyway. But we did kiss, and—well it’s honestly really fucked up to talk to you about this since you’re Demonika’s godmother and my teacher.”
“Oh, please, you’ve made more passes at me than Demonika made on the girls’ basketball team in high school,” Cordelia murmured. “We’re somewhat beyond being coy about matters of physical intimacy.’
I chuckled at that, feeling a bit silly for my weird hesitance. “Honestly, yeah. Fair enough. Well—let me cut to the chase. I spent the whole day in the tree protecting Mako from the sun—hence, how we found out I could survive in daylight, and—”
“More on that in a moment, Mr. Bradshaw, don’t let me forget.”
I nodded. “And Rhapsody sought brutal vengeance. She phased into her human-leaning dhampir form so she could walk during the day, then she broke into House Wolf, dragged out Ophelia’s coffin, wrapped it in iron chains, and chucked it in the fucking creek.”
Mrs. Drake’s jaw dropped. “A passionate response.”
“Extremely passionate. And I’ve seen that woman cry tears of anger and frustration and express very real affection. So don’t underestimate her emotional spectrum.”
Cordelia jotted something down in her notebook. “Duly noted.” She closed it and made a little show of crossing her legs in front of me. My eyes naturally followed the movement, but I didn’t acknowledge it in any other way.
“I’d like to touch base with you on both a professional and a personal level about Dracula’s decision,” she said, eyeing me with growing interest as though something had changed about me in the last few seconds.
I actually looked down at my hands to see if anything was different. “Sure. What’s on your mind?”
“Dracula and Arthur obviously have big hopes for you. How does that feel?”
I shrugged and let out a sigh. “Not great? But awesome at the same time? It’s definitely a mixed bag of powerful anxieties and emotions, I’ll say that. I feel like a baby that’s been plucked from the womb and told he’s the new king.”
Mrs. Drake chuckled with her mouth closed and wrote something else down. “That’s more apt than you know. But Dracula has faith in you, and I’ve learned not to doubt him.”
“It doesn’t seem desperate to you?” I dared to ask.
She paused. “Well… it is a bit soon. He wished he could have given you a decade or two of training before springing this on you, but there are those of us who want to move faster than that.”
“So I gathered. Honestly, they gave me a sort of sketch of their plan and reasoning, but it was so fast that I still don’t really get it.”
“That’s to be expected. They’ve been plotting this for a very long time, and from what I’ve heard they made the decision to let you in on their designs only recently. Telling you was more a way for them to make it official in their own minds, to commit to something so that they would be forced to make good on their promise. Honestly, it’s not much about you. Not yet, anyway.”
“Makes sense,” I admitted. “I’m just a means to an end at this point.”
“And how does that make you feel?”
I almost laughed at that. Instead, I smirked at her and rolled my eyes. “Well, gee, Doctor Drake, I guess it all started when I was a child.”
Cordelia’s look of interest faded to one of amusement. “I did sound a bit psychiatric there, didn’t I?”
“We should honestly replace my seat with one of those long reclining lounge chairs you find in a shrink’s office,” I suggested, slouching a bit in my seat.
“Sit up straight.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I grunted obediently.
She giggled at my instant compliance. “Such a good boy. Now, let me add to your pressure.”
I blinked at her and slumped my shoulders. “Oh goody. More of that.”
“It’s not all bad. At least, I hope you won’t think so. Dracula and Arthur have been wondering who might be your first convert to your new bloodline.”
I leaned forward. “Oh?”
“I’ll cut through the suspense, Mr. Bradshaw. It’ll be me.”
I squinted at her. “You? Really?”
“Really. And it’s not because they told me to. The truth is you have something I want.”
I chuckled and nodded confidently. “That’s what I’m talkin’ bout.”
“I’m not referring to your sexual prowess,” she said, showily rolling her eyes back in her head and making a sound of mocking disgust which I knew was insincere. “No, you possess something much more impressive than your manhood.”
“I’ll tell you right now that you’re wrong about that,” I chuckled. “Unless you’re referring to my leatherbound collection of Lord of the Rings hardcovers back in my old house.”
“I’m referring to your ability to survive in daylight,” she whispered. She reached forward, her eyes going wide with a feral quality I’d never seen in her before. “You have… no idea how badly I want that.”
I found myself staring at her lips, perhaps because I’m an incorrigible rogue. I smirked. “How does that make you feel?”
Her severe demeanor was shattered at once, and she broke her sultry character and let out a heady laugh that was sexy enough to get drunk off of. “The tables have turned, then. I suppose now you want to play psychiatrist?”
I tapped my chin thoughtfully. “How’s your relationship with your mother?”
Mrs. Drake stood up with one more look of amusement. “We are absolutely not doing this.”
I grabbed her wrist. “No, sorry,” I said, laughing a bit. “Sit back down. I really do want to talk about this.”
She followed my command, demurely sitting back in her chair with her hands over her lap to keep her scaly blue dress from riding up. “Very well. In which direction do you intend to take this?”
“Let’s keep this professional as always,” I said, miraculously not cracking a smile. “In all seriousness, I’m curious about two things at the moment—one: what do you know about the plan to have me establish a new bloodline? And two: why is it that you miss the daylight so much?”
Cordelia sighed, eyeing a spot behind me as she folded her hands on her lap. “Not every vampire does. Dracula used to. Orlok never cared for the sun much.”
“I’ll be honest. I barely missed it more than once or twice since turning.”
“Yes, well, wait until your first decade has come and gone and see how you feel. But that doesn’t apply to you anyway.”
I nodded. “It’ll apply to the others in House Dragon.”
“Not Rhapsody. She can switch to her other alignment to survive in the day if she wants, but it sacrifices some power to do so.”
I nodded. “She was in a hurry to get back to her vampire-leaning form after the whole Ophelia debacle. I didn’t get the feeling like she had much attachment to the sun.”
“She was born and raised among Night Creatures,” Cordelia said. “She wouldn’t know any different. To her, the sun is something other people care about. Not her.”
“Fair point. Anyway, I’m not here to argue your nostalgia for the sun is invalid. And I’m certainly not going to turn you down for my—”
“Coven,” she interjected with a smirk. “You were going to say ‘harem’ again, weren’t you?”
I pawed at my throat in a show of shock. “Mrs. Drake, please—I would never.”
“In any case, a coven is the more traditional nomenclature for a group of vampires bound together under one master.”
“I’m not Mako or Rhapsody’s masters,” I pointed out. “Nor do I aspire to be.”
She smiled. “That’s good—but you are the leader, without a doubt, and the coven label fits that kind of arrangement too.”
I wiggled my eyebrows. “The ‘harem’ kind of arrangement?”
Cordelia stood up again and groaned. “Barrett. I adore you, really, I do. You’re a wonderful student and a very handsome young man. But, hells below, you do exhaust me.”
“Funny, your goddaughter said the same thing last night,” I noted, scratching my jaw.
She narrowed her eyes at me. “I’ll bet she did. If you were thinking I’d be upset to know you were having sex with Demonika, honestly, I’m relieved. As a succubus, it’s frankly been horrible for her that she remained chaste as long as she did.”
I stared at her. “What? Waiting for me was bad for her?”
“It stunted the growth of her powers,” Cordelia explained as she made her way toward the door. “Or at least her control over them. She turned out alright in the end, but I can’t help but wonder where she’d be if you just put out sooner.”
I just shook my head, not having even the beginnings of a clue on how to respond to that. “Well, I’ll put in the overtime and really rail her into oblivion to make up for lost time, dear godmother,” I winked.
Her index finger jabbed me in the collarbone as she tossed me a snarl on her kissable lips. “See to it that you do. Her libido is naturally enough to keep many men very busy, but she only has eyes for you. That’s quite a responsibility you have.”
“I’ll do my part,” I assured her as we opened the door and walked out into the parlor.
Demonika, Rhapsody, and Mako were there, each of them waiting for their own turns. Mako was wearing a black Sex Pistols t-shirt with a pair of black leather shorts that were almost too short to be called shorts. Demonika was wearing a lacy deep purple nightgown that seemed rather inappropriate for a tutor session with her godmother. Rhapsody was wearing a frilly black dress with a red ribbon tied around her waist. All of them looked hot as fuck.
“Honestly, how do I get any reading done with you three looking like that all the damn time?” I asked with adulation catching in my throat.
Demonika frowned. “And yet you do plenty of reading.”
Rhapsody slammed her own book shut. “Yes. How tiresome. You’re very literate, Barrett. We get it. Everyone is most impressed. But group and individual sexing time must be allotted each and every night.”
Cordelia winced. “This seems like a conversation that could just as easily happen the moment I’m gone. Mako, it’s your turn.”
“Cool, Mrs. Drake. I’m up,” Mako said, standing and stretching. She made sure to flex her sexy abs so that I would catch a peek. “What are you looking at, perv?”
“Your hot body.”
“Fuck you.”
I shrugged. “We’re on a trajectory for that if you play your cards right.”
“Hmmph!”
Cordelia shook her head and groaned as she led Mako into the study room. “Honestly, I am so exhausted.”
Demonika tossed her book over her shoulder and let it land on the floor with a disrespectful thud that made me cringe. “Wanna breed me?”
“Not if you treat your textbooks like that,” I noted.
Demonika growled in a rather sexy way as she stood up and crossed the room to wrap her arms around me and give me a very indecent kiss.
“Ahem,” Rhapsody said. She spoke the word aloud—we were working on the concept of ‘ahem’, and I was proud to say that she at least understood its utility now. “I too must be bred.”
“You don’t even want a baby,” I said, arching an eyebrow at her as I tried and failed to break away from Demonika’s needy kiss.
“No, but it is impossible for any of us to get pregnant in the traditional way anyway, so I decided that I should play along to preserve Demonika’s feelings lest she be faced with this painful reality.”
Demonika broke away from the kiss to scowl at her. “You don’t know. Maybe we’ll have a miracle baby.”
Rhapsody shrugged. “Even so, there are definitely steps that must be taken before your womb would be able to support life.”
Demonika pouted at her. “But…”
“Hey, listen,” I said with a reassuring chuckle as I planted a kiss back on her cheek, “we’ll figure it out. Until then, we rehearse.”
A naughty look played in the half-succubus’s eyes. “An undress rehearsal?”
“Ahem!” Rhapsody said, and I turned my head over to look at her and was greeted with quite the surprise at what my eyes beheld. “While you two were making puerile puns, I already removed all my clothes. There is only one question that remains.”
I lifted an eyebrow as my eyes walked the length of her naked body. “And that is?”
Rhapsody walked toward me and stared intensely at my chest. “Can we finish before Mrs. Drake fetches me for my lesson?”
I cracked my knuckles and nodded with a solemn expression on my face. “I’ll see what I can do.”




3: Definitely Not the Hunger Games


After classes and tutoring sessions concluded for the evening for all houses, an announcement was made, sent to us by psychic message. It was Dracula’s voice I heard in my head, and I realized at once from the context of what he was saying and the looks on everyone else’s faces that I wasn’t the only one. 
“Attention, students. Please assemble at the castle gates in five minutes. Some announcements about special activities will be made, and it is mandatory that all members of Nosferatu Academy’s student body and faculty be present for them. Don’t be the asshole who holds everything up.”
I bit back a laugh at that until I saw Rhapsody’s tempestuous face. It was as straight as always, but there was something like a raging storm behind her eyes.
“You okay, Raps?” I asked.
“I am fine. Why would I not be fine?” she asked, as she set her textbook back on the shelf and pivoted to face me.
I shrugged, trying not to look too concerned. “It’s not my business, but if you want to talk about it, you know I’m game.”
“You are game? Which game are you? I do not understand. Are you the one where we remove our clothes every time we fail to perform a simple task faster than our peers?”
I shook my head, and stood, setting my book down on my chair. “No—I mean, if you want to talk about what’s bothering you, I’m happy to listen.”
“I cannot begin to fathom what this offer has to do with your becoming a game of some sort, but very well. Should I wish to discuss something, I will keep you in mind.”
Demonika and Mako were already by the door. “You can talk to me, too,” Demonika offered. “If you need to talk to a girl.”
Rhapsody walked over and joined them there, throwing on her cloak and handing the other girls theirs from the coat rack. “If I need to talk, I will address the one who is causing me grief.”
“Your father,” I said, frowning. I tossed my cloak over my shoulders as well. We stepped outside and started walking at a brisk and casual pace toward the castle gates. I could see House Viper was already waiting there. Fucking nerds.
“Yes, my father. And also you.”
“Me?” I asked, my face souring. “How have I caused you grief?”
She crossed her arms and made a point to look me in the eyes, which was always intense coming from her. We continued walking, but she kept her gaze fixed on me, so it was more than a bit awkward as I had to try to meet her stare respectfully while we walked since she seemed to be in a delicate state, at least by her standards. “Yes, you,” she reiterated.
“What did I do?” I asked, genuinely mystified, and I was sure my face showed it.
“I don’t wish to be too direct. I have been told it is unladylike.”
I almost sniggered at that but kept my expression stoic for her benefit. I didn’t want to seem like I was laughing at her. “Fuck that. It’s the twenty-first century. Just say what you’re thinking.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “Very well. After we had the sex earlier, you doted many hugs upon Demonika. I received virtually none of said hugs. There were five hugs administered by you in total—to my estimation, the average duration of each hug was seven minutes and forty-two seconds. After a hug was terminated, you would often switch positions, or Demonika would, and it would invariably end with you embracing her again.”
I blinked a bunch of times as I did my best not to make a face. “Rhapsody, what the fuck are you talking about? You actively dislike hugs.”
“Yet I cannot escape the feeling that your preference to embrace Demonika belies a sinister truth—you prefer her to me, your future queen.”
Demonika covered her mouth as she giggled. “You are psychotic, honey.”
“I am familiar with the symptoms of psychosis. I meet only a handful of the criteria.”
“She was being hyperbolic,” I explained, flashing Demonika a warning look. I could be a cocky asshole, but when one of my friends or lovers was unhappy, I took that shit seriously. “I had no idea you were thinking that way. You can be hard to read sometimes.”
Her dead eyes continued to stare at me. “You can always seek clarification when you are uncertain of my feelings or intentions. To use a metaphor which I think may arouse you: I am an open book unto you, my betrothed.”
“Why would that arouse me?” I asked, this time actually snorting a bit at the silliness of it.
She arched an eyebrow. “You find books titillating, do you not?”
I scoffed and held my stomach to stop the laughter pains that resulted from my trying to hold back my amusement. “Like, sexually? What kind of pervert do you think I am?”
“A bibliophile. Is this not a word you have used to describe yourself?”
Mako finally chimed in. “Bibliophilia isn’t a sexual thing. It’s not used that way, like, uh, necrophilia,” she muttered, cringing a bit at the last word she spoke.
Demonika winced. “Would you believe I never made the connection between those two words?”
“I’m not sexually turned on by the idea of books,” I stated as plainly as I could.
“What the fuck are you all talking about?” a deep voice asked, and I almost threw up at the sound of it.
I looked past Rhapsody, whose eyes didn’t compromise their stare at me, and saw the pink-haired, fairy-winged Damian Feyheart walking side-by-side with his sadistic girlfriend, Ophelia Sprinkledew. Such sweet-sounding names for two absolute assholes, I mused privately.
Rhapsody whipped her head so fast that a chunk of her ponytail ended up in my mouth as I prepared to speak. “Barrett does not feel aroused by books. Carry on.”
Ophelia and Damian traded slightly awkward looks, but then the fey girl giggled suspiciously. “Well—I wasn’t thinking it, but now I kinda am.”
Damian shrugged. “Hey, listen. I don’t kink shame. Ophelia can’t even finish unless someone’s crying or bleeding.”
The fairy girl sighed and leaned on her lover’s shoulder. “It’s true. The best sex I had recently was right after I tied you to that tree, Mako.”
The red-skinned oni girl cocked her head and seemed at a loss for words. “Uhh. Glad I could… facilitate that? Also—shove it up your asshole.”
“You guys have some serious issues,” Demonika muttered, casting a disgusted look at Ophelia.
Damian wagged his finger at her “No kink shaming.”
We formed single-file lines in front of the castle gates and were promptly joined by the remaining houses. No one was late, which I was slightly disappointed about. I wondered just what would happen if someone really did tempt Dracula’s rage. Probably nothing, to be honest. The dude was too soft for his own good.
A thick red mist poured through the gates from the inside and coalesced into the shape of a tall man with broad shoulders, and a few seconds later that shape had fully turned into Dracula. He was joined in the same fashion moments later by the other three teachers. By then the crowd was silent, waiting patiently, as well-behaved as any group of students I’d ever seen. But then, if your faculty was made up of a bunch of insanely powerful vampires, you’d probably be on your best behavior too.
Dracula stood tall over the crowd, looking out at us with a neutral expression. “Good evening, students. I hope you’ve been enjoying your classes. It’s been about a month and a half since Nosferatu Academy opened, and we feel as though you have all bonded well with members of your House—but that is a small community indeed, and we are looking for opportunities to help you build relationships with those outside your immediate social circles. As such, we have a few announcements to make.”
The dead silence that followed was loud enough to split my ears. The air was so tense that it was practically palpable. The way he’d made it sound, I’d bet half of us were assuming that they were going to move people into different houses, and that would have been a nightmare.
“Now, I see your constipated-looking faces—don’t worry, very little is changing. We are simply going to have a few school-wide events and competitions to foster healthy rivalries and unusual partnerships. Mrs. Drake, please explain the first event.”
Cordelia stood up straight and floated slightly over the crowd, flapping her draconic wings to stay aloft. She was wearing a tight black dress that was shoulderless, and the bottom was slitted on both sides all the way up to the hip bone. It was way too sexy for a teacher’s attire, but no one complained. “Good evening students.”
“Good evening Mrs. Drake.”
She grinned. “I’ve trained you all well, I see. Yes, it is a fine evening. Over the next few months, we have planned three special events to make life at Nosferatu Academy more exciting. Some are meant to strengthen the bonds you have already forged with your housemates. Others are meant to build and support new relationships with those outside your house. The first event, however, will be simple. We are going on a field trip.”
Students in the crowd exchanged looks and whispers, already speculating what sort of field trip a school for vampires might embark on.
“Next week we will be touring an experimental blood farm on the edge of the Netherveil. We will also be observing Dracula as he performs a special task—a duty that may one day pass on to some of you.”
I raised my hand.
“Yes, Mr. Bradshaw?”
“Which day will this be happening?”
She beamed at me. “A great question. That depends on which day Dracula’s task ends up happening. It may be short notice due to the nature of it.”
Damian raised his hand but didn’t wait to be called on. “So, are you going to tell us what this task is, or what?”
“I will not. I will leave that to Dracula to explain on the date. Rest assured, I believe you will all find it very interesting.”
Demonika raised her hand.
“Yes, Mrs. Darcy?”
“Godmommy, hi. Are there animals on the farm?”
Cordelia sighed and frowned at her goddaughter. “There is an adjacent ranch with goats and chickens if you get bored with the blood farm. We’ll make sure there is some free time to explore with your friends. Any more questions, or can I go on?”
Demonika pumped her fist excitedly at the prospect of cute animals. I looked around, but no one else raised their hand.
“Very well. Later this month, we will have one more event. Another will follow at an undetermined time in the future, still very much in the planning phases. First will be a special evening on which you’ll summon a familiar for your house and then take part in a battle royale all wherein students compete to be the last vampire standing in all of the Netherveil.”
Everyone looked at their peers in confusion.
An arachne man from House Viper raised his hand. “As in, uh—we, like, kill each other?”
Cordelia smirked. “The borders of the Netherveil will gradually shrink until all that remains is Dracula’s castle. If you are staked in the heart with an enchanted silver stake, which we shall provide to all students, you will be transported to the castle, where you will spectate with all the other losers—and teachers.”
Mako snorted with amusement. “Wait, is this just the Hunger Games rebranded?”
Dracula chimed in, waving his hand dismissively. “What?! No—What’s the Hunger Games? Sounds dumb.”
“Father, that’s your favorite book,” Rhapsody said, obviously confused.
“It’s a very good book,” Arcturus added. He nodded at Dracula, and the pair of them pounded their chests in perfect choreographed unison, then raised their fingers in the Mockingjay salute.
“Katniss is my queen,” Dracula sighed dreamily.
Cordelia’s lips twisted in a look bordering on disgust, but she kept it together. “There will be prizes for all participants, and of course a trophy for the winning team, but the highest honors will be reserved for the pair of students who show the most inspiring partnership.”
“How is this supposed to help us make friends in other houses?” asked a blue-haired elf girl in House Raven.
Cordelia smiled at her. “Melphee, all will be made clear when the time comes. For now, just know that the event is coming. If I were you, I’d practice your magic and unique powers as often as possible until then.”
“And the last event?” Ophelia asked, looking and sounding severely bored.
Cordelia eyed her somewhat disdainfully, loathe to be interrupted. “A scavenger hunt—back on Earth.”
That got everyone’s attention.
“Back on Earth?” someone echoed. “Are we ready?”
Professor Orlok actually laughed at the idea. “Ready?! Before Nosferatu Academy existed, vampires spent one hundred percent of their lives back on Earth out of necessity. With all the training in spellcraft and your unique powers that you’re receiving here, yes, you’re more than ready. Do you have any idea how rare it is for you to run into something that can actually harm you?”
“Just stay out of daylight,” Cordelia added, but she winked at me.
That all made sense, but I couldn’t help but feel anxious about the idea. Earth was the world where Human Barrett had lived. Since the day I turned into a vampire, I’d spent all my time here. How would Earth even look to me once I’d returned? Did I even really want to find out yet?
Shortly after that, everyone was dismissed. We started the short walk back to our house, but Rhapsody stopped in her tracks halfway there.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Two things. First, I shall see my father. I will confront him about his miscalculation and set him back on the correct path.”
I nodded. “I hear you. Rhapsody, I need you to understand—I think he’s very aware of what he’s doing, and I don’t think he’s about to change his mind.”
Her eye twitched. “We shall see. Regardless, I imagine there is a high degree of potential for me to arrive back at the house in a tender emotional state. Perhaps it is an opportunity for you to hug me.”
I chuckled. “I am very open to hugging you, but do you even like hugs? My preferring to hug Demonika has nothing to do with picking favorites—”
“Well, maybe a little,” Demonika added with an evil titter.
“Not helpful, Nika,” I muttered. I cleared my throat and pressed on. “I consciously fought the urge to hug you because I didn’t think you liked it.”
“There are a great many things I don’t like which I still desire. I don’t like to be touched, but I still crave you. I know I’m not like some girls—but I want to be treated the same. At least by you, Barrett Bradshaw. I harbor very intense feelings of romance toward you.”
I smiled at her. “Then plenty of hugs await you upon your arrival back at House Dragon,” I assured her.
She smiled very slightly back. “Excellent.”
With that she took off in a blur, heading toward the castle gate while the rest of us wandered back.
Mako rolled her eyes so exaggeratedly I could almost hear it. “I bet you think you’re hot shit, getting girls acting like that.”
I shrugged. “Only because I’ve got the hottest girls.”
Mako grinned and squeezed my hand. “Fuck off, asshole.”
I squinted at her as she pressed her body against me and we continued toward our home. “I am getting mixed signals here.”
“Get used to it,” she sighed.




Rhapsody’s Interlude
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Rhapsody Tepes followed her father into the castle. She misted past the guards, who surely knew of her presence but also knew better than to challenge it. Once she’d made it through the gate, she recorporealized into her own humanoid shape. 
In all truth, Rhapsody was more like a human than any of her peers. Even Barrett Bradshaw, the object of her most sincere affections, had been a human less than two months ago. She was more human than he was, for she still had blood of her own coursing through her veins and a heart that beat in her chest.
These things made her more fragile than her friends. They imposed a ceiling on her potential that few other vampires had to abide by. They made her an other. Her. The daughter of Vladimir Dracula-Tepes, the Dragon of Transylvania, once thought to be the Devil Made Flesh. Her father was practically a god.
But she… was fragile.
Unlike her lover, she would slowly age. One day, hundreds of years from now, she would outgrow him. A thousand years from now, she may even die of natural causes. It was so, so far away, but it felt so very near. For the first time in her life, her father had given her something she wanted forever.
She walked through the castle doors, finding herself moving slowly now that she was inside the building she had spent much of her childhood in. Time seemed to slow down here. Gone was the sense of urgency, replaced instead by a feeling of profound sorrow.
It was sorrow, wasn’t it? She wasn’t very good at labeling her feelings, but she knew this was a rather troublesome one. Her father was planning to leave her—forever. Perhaps had he told her himself, she might have been able to forgive it. But, once again, he had kept something from her and depended on proxies to deliver his bad news.
He had done the same when her mother died. She was ten, though she looked much the same as she did now. Rhapsody had awoken from her first prolonged slumber to hear the news—delivered by Arcturus Roman. Her father was absent. He wasn’t always absent. He was just absent when things got hard.
Rhapsody felt sentimentality grow inside her, making her dhampir heart throb in her chest in the most unsettling way. She walked the corridors where she’d played as a girl. She could almost see a vision of herself holding hands with her father as he taught her life lessons in this very hallway.
Over there, Rhapsody had learned to transform into a bat while perched on that balcony. In that library, before she experienced her most beloved memory of all, her first romantic entanglement with Barrett Bradshaw, she had learned to read.
Crimson tears flooded the dhampir’s eyes, making her nose twitch uncomfortably. Her lips did not budge, and her eyes did little more than blink to release the tears upon her cheeks. At times like this, she wondered what she was missing.
Rhapsody had seen real tears. Demonika had cried so madly when the dhampir chained her in her coffin. The half-succubus didn’t even know why she was being restrained and overpowered—but she knew that Barrett was in trouble. Just that inkling was enough for the woman to go feral with sadness.
Rhapsody envied the urgency of those tears. She envied the pain she knew that Demonika had felt as she wept, grieving at the mere idea of her lover in danger. That was a true woman. A true lover. Rhapsody could not be that.
Her heart was a monochromatic maelstrom of malcontent. Angry at her father. Angry at Barrett. Angry at herself. Just angry, and yet her anger was so muted. So contained.
Rhapsody Tepes stood in front of the door to her father’s throne room. She didn’t need to announce herself, for her father could feel her presence anywhere in the Netherveil. She stood there in silence and took a deep breath.
The door opened on its own. She stepped inside, noticing that only every other torch on the wall was lit. It gave the chamber an appropriately grim feeling, befitting of her malaise.
Her father greeted her gently. “My child,” he said, and his sorrowful smile was audible in his voice. Rhapsody doubted if her smile had ever been audible in her voice. “Sit beside me.”
Rhapsody’s chair was out beside her father’s. She hadn’t seen it in at least twenty years, but its presence spoke to her worst fears. This chair was a sign that what Barrett had said was true. Her father was preparing her for the worst.
And yet she felt woefully unprepared. She shook like a human as she approached, her eyes fixed on her father.
“Darling, you’re crying,” he gasped, rising at once.
“Remain seated. I scarcely feel anything.”
Dracula obediently sat back down, but his brow creased with obvious worry as he beheld his beloved daughter.
“You know why I’m here.”
Dracula nodded. His sad smile decayed into an even more sorrowful frown. “I do.”
“You didn’t tell me yourself.”
He shook his head. “No. I did not.”
Her voice quivered with the next word. “Why?!”
“Sit down, Rhapsody. Sit next to me.”
“I shall remain standing if it’s all the same, father.”
He grimaced at her. “I am sorry, darling. You are the one I fear the most.”
Her eye twitched in confusion. “That makes no sense. I pose no threat to you on any level.”
“My fear is not based on a perceived threat to my safety, sweetheart. I only fear letting you down.”
“And yet you have let me down by not telling me. Curious,” she said, crossing her arms. “Can you not see the vexing ouroboros of self-defeat your lies have made?”
His face contorted. “I’ve never lied to you.”
“An intentionally obscured truth is as good as a lie.”
Dracula sighed. “Sit down, Rhapsody, please. You’re killing me.”
She frowned at his choice of words, her lips actually tugging noticeably downward. “Then am I not doing you a favor? Explain yourself. Your wish to die makes no sense to me. You are Dracula. You have deific power, the knowledge of centuries, loyal allies, and… a daughter who needs you.” Her voice broke with the last bit.
“When you get to live as long as I have, you realize there’s very little left to do. Finding a way for vampires to thrive in a manner that would leave them better off than ever before was my chief wish. Seeing you grow up and fall in love… That was my greatest desire. I have both of those things now. The only thing I’ve never done is die.”
“Foolish. Stupid. Idiotic,” Rhapsody spat. “Overdramatic. Thoughtless. Cruel.”
Dracula smirked at his daughter. “Are you going to keep listing words, or can we talk this out?”
“I am communicating in the way that I can,” Rhapsody said. Fresh tears of blood fell down her cheeks. She felt sick to her guts. “Thoughtless. Cruel.”
“Rhapsody, I—”
“I need my daddy,” she said. “I need you to be there for me. When I marry, I want you there. Perhaps one day I will find a way to bear children of my own, and when I do—”
“You mustn’t,” Dracula interrupted her, his voice suddenly sharp and stern. “Rhapsody, no. I thought you didn’t want that.”
The dhampir shifted from one foot to the other, entirely caught off guard by her father’s strong reaction. “Demonika wants a child. It made me start to think—maybe I want one, too.”
“You cannot have one,” Dracula insisted.
She blinked. “Why? Surely in my human-aligned form I could be fertile, yes? Maybe there is a way to align compatibility with Barrett—you figured it out with a human woman, didn’t you?”
“It’s not about whether you’re physiologically capable.” His voice became soft and she barely heard the next part. “It’s just too risky,” he muttered.
Rhapsody’s lips curled into a discontented snarl. “You are obscuring truths from me again. There are things you aren’t telling me.”
“For your own good. Promise me you won’t try to conceive—and tell Demonika she cannot either. Do not go down that road.”
“You were the one who taught us about dhampir births,” Rhapsody reminded him.
He shook his head. “I know more than I let on, darling. You have to promise me now.”
“Promise me first,” she replied. “Promise me you will never, ever die.”
Dracula’s face recoiled as though he’d been stabbed in the gut. “You don’t know what you’re asking me to endure.”
“My marriage? Your grandchildren? My accomplishments? Which of these things offends you so grievously?”
“You know damn well it’s none of that,” Dracula hissed back. “I cannot soothe you. There is nothing I am willing to do or say that would help you to understand, so we’ll leave it at this—”
“Father, I—”
“We shall leave it at this, Rhapsody: I love you. Death will not stop me from loving you. And I am willing to let you hate me for abandoning you so long as you know in your heart that I love you.”
Rhapsody’s face twitched. “Stupid. Foolish. Selfish.”
“Stop that,” Dracula grunted.
“Thoughtless. Cruel. Wicked.”
Her father sighed. “We’ll speak again when you have had time to process this. We’re done here.”
Rhapsody frowned at her father and lowered her head. “Tell me: how can I process the fact that my father wants to die?”
Dracula shook his head. His mouth opened and closed a few times, but nothing came out.
“Stupid. Foolish. Thoughtless.”
“Cut that out. Rhapsody, my darling—I really am sorry. I should have told you myself.”
“You should have,” she agreed. “However, you did not.”
Dracula stood up and walked toward her, but Rhapsody took a step back. “Sweetheart, listen. I need you to accept just two things before you go. You can leave here as angry as you wish so long as you believe these two things.”
Rhapsody’s eyes remained fixed on her father, but she offered no response.
“First, I need you to tell me you know I love you. More than anything.”
She sniffled and nodded. “I know.”
He smiled at her, a look of soft relief playing on his lips. “Good. And secondly, I need you to trust that I know why I’m doing what I’m doing. It may feel stupid and selfish and foolish to you, but I need you to accept that to me, it’s what I must do.”
Rhapsody’s lip curled out in the slightest pout. “But why, daddy?”
“For the simple reason that I must. No matter how much I adore you, that adoration cannot replace my exhaustion with my continued existence. Yes, you need me now—and so I’m here now. But when you marry, and when Barrett takes over my throne, we will naturally grow more distant. When that happens, my only reason to hang on is gone.”
“Then I won’t marry him,” Rhapsody stated, but Dracula offered a knowing grin back at her.
“Would you be satisfied with your life if you made that decision?”
She shook her head, flinging tears and her long black ponytail all about.
“Exactly. But, with time you will be able to move on from my loss. It may not feel that way now, but that’s the truth.”
Rhapsody’s face scrunched up in pain. “I love you, daddy.” With that, she moved at her fastest speed and appeared in her father’s arms. “I can’t put words to how much I fear losing you.”
“You’ll never lose my love. That will transcend even death, I swear it.”
She nodded, burying her face in her father’s chest as he entombed her in his comforting, cold embrace. Images of her childhood played back in her head. Her father was a constant in just about every memory. No wonder it hurt so bad to think about him gone.
As she squeezed him tightly in her hug, she understood for the first time the meaning of this gesture. It was an expression of need. Of affection. Of reassurance. It was an action that declared possession, intimacy, and urgency. It was an exchange. 
Her father’s embraces had always been there as she grew up, but they were automatic, expected, and had always lacked meaning. But the lack of meaning had been entirely on her end. Every hug that her father had given her as a child must have felt to him the way this one felt to her now.
She went back to House Dragon not long after that, walking the measured walk of purpose. She felt her dhampir heart throbbing like a drum in her chest as she opened the door and saw Barrett sitting in his chair in the parlor.
Before speaking a word, she walked right up to him, sat on his lap, and threw her arms around his neck. She let out a sob as her desperate heartbeats told everything to Barrett that she always struggled to put into words. But she had the words now, and she understood their meaning better than ever before.
She kissed his neck, ignoring his surprise and relishing his returned embrace as she placed her lips against his ear to tell the secret that she had learned. “I love you, Barrett Bradshaw.”




4: Next-Door Neighbors


That night an opalescent moon hung ivory white in the sky. I had always been a day person when I was human, though never a stranger to the possibility of staying up late to get an extra hour or two of reading in. Now, my body and mind had been… reprogrammed for lack of a better word. Recalibrated? Yeah. Let’s go with that. 
To put it plainly, there were changes when you became a vampire, both physical and mental, that were too numerous to count. The big changes, though, were unavoidable. Off the top of my head, change number one was a natural predilection for nocturnalism—this shouldn’t come as a surprise since basically all vampires except for me would be killed by the sunlight.
But there were other changes that snuck in subtly, like trojan horses in my brain. A revulsion toward human food, for instance, was one such change. That seemed logical enough. If a vampire ate human food, they would end up vomiting it up and get sick since, well, we don’t have the internal digestive systems to handle it anymore.
Another change that served an obvious evolutionary purpose was the natural change in attitude towards humans. As Demonika and I sat on the rooftop, looking up at the stars with our textbooks face down on our chests, that was the topic on my mind.
“Nika?”
“Yes, baby?” she cooed.
“How’s your dad doing?”
She shrugged, and her face didn’t change from its adoring grin in the slightest. “I don’t know.”
I turned over on my side and set Van Helsing’s book on vampires down. Staring straight at her, I reached out and touched her cheek. She snuggled against my hand greedily as I did so. “Do you miss him?”
She looked straight into my eyes, and this time her face straightened itself out. “Why are you asking me this? What’s on your mind?”
I let out a sigh. “There’s something that doesn’t quite sit right with me. I’ve started to become desensitized to the concept of human suffering. I don’t even see them as… well, people. Not so much anymore.”
She nodded and cozied herself up a bit closer. “So? That’s natural.”
“Yeah, well, a lot of things that are natural aren’t exactly great,” I pointed out. “War for instance. Conflict. Greed.”
She giggled. “Greed can be good.”
“In what way?”
“If I were less greedy, maybe I would have given up on you a long time ago.”
I chuckled. “That’s not the kind of greedy I’m thinking of.”
She turned her head and looked up at the stars, one of her hands clasping mine in her gentle grip. “There’s only one kind of greed.”
I supposed that was true, and I found myself burying a laugh at the point. “Fair enough. But—back on the topic of your father.”
“I don’t want to talk about him,” Demonika said, her face becoming stern.
I cocked my head at her. “But… why?”
She shook her head. “I’m done with that life. I’m done with that man.”
“I thought you got along with your father,” I noted, lifting a brow at her.
She closed her eyes. “Godmommy told me something shortly after our tutoring sessions began.”
I shuffled closer to her to listen and offer reassurance through my proximity. “Tell me.”
“He killed my mother.”
My eyes widened. “What the fuck?! He killed your mom?”
She nodded. “Granted, he had a reason to. She was a full succubus, and one night lost herself in passion to him. She started draining him—something she promised never to do, and when it became clear it would be either her or him, well—he chose himself.”
“And he raised you alone. So how old were you when that happened?”
She shrugged. “I never knew my mom.”
“Who was your dad to have the love of a succubus?”
She chuckled. “Some loser, honestly. He was a chef at a banquet restaurant, but he got government assistance for me. I saw him maybe once a week for most of my childhood since he worked such long hours. We got along well enough—my neighbors raised me more than he did, though.”
I nodded. “Sounds like he did his best.”
“Still—when I found out about what happened with my mother, it scared me.”
I kissed her on the forehead. “Seems like she just lost control. A union between a human and a succubus was probably a bad idea to begin with. I’m really sorry to hear about that, but probably not as sorry as your dad was.”
She wrapped her arms around my waist and pulled herself against me. “I dunno. It just fucks with my head. Would you kill me if I lost control?”
I laughed. “No. But that’s not something we need to lose any sleep over—you couldn’t drain me completely, since I’m not mortal, and you’re not even a full-blooded succubus.”
She pouted. “Godmommy says that half-succubuses are even more dangerous than full-blooded ones. Their powers are more likely to burst out of control.”
“Even still. No. And I’m not worried about it happening, either.”
She smiled. “Me neither. Truth is, I’ve probably lost myself with you so many times already, but you always pull me back.”
I thought about that, narrowing my eyes at her. “What else is going on in your life?”
She blinked at me. “What do you mean? I’m a student at the same school as you. We have all the same friends. What kind of question is that?” She ended the thought by rolling on top of me. She was pretty light, but her boobs were pretty damn big, and they pancaked on my chest as she stared down at me expectantly, waiting for my clarification as she licked her lips.
“I think you and I were so singularly focused on ending up together for so much of our lives that we never really developed ourselves outside of that goal. And now we have each other, but everything is different. I can tell you’re happy, but I don’t want to be the only thing that fulfills you. That’s… a lot of pressure. So, I’m just curious, what else is going on in your life?”
She frowned—not at me, really. The look on her face seemed to say “Huh. That’s a good question.”
Demonika shook her head after thinking about it and adjusted her position so that she could rest her cheek on my chest. One of her horns ended up dangerously close to my face, but I wasn’t exactly new to this position. “I don’t know. I guess that’s something I need to think about. What about you?”
“I mean—I’m kind of struggling with the fact that my whole life’s purpose has been laid out for me by other people as soon as you showed up. First, it’s ‘Barrett, you have to be a vampire.’ Then it’s ‘Barrett, you have to become the best that no one ever was—’”
“No Pokémon references please,” Demonika pleaded softly.
I ignored her. “Then it’s ‘Barrett, by the way, I want to fucking die, so please take my job so you will probably want to die in a couple of centuries.’”
She giggled. “Are you blaming me for making you a vampire, Barrett Bradshaw?”
I sniggered back at her and kissed her horn. “Yes, I’d like to file a formal complaint.”
She surprised me with a heady sigh. “I get your point, though. That is a lot of pressure. If you had free reign to do whatever you wanted, what would you do?”
I shrugged. “I mean, I’m here now. I’d really just like to focus on learning what I can and rising to the top in this school. And I’d like to pummel House Wolf into the ground.”
“You and me both.” She rolled off of me and sat up, her nose twitching. “Ugh. Your pets are outside.”
“So?”
“So, they’re probably looking for you if they’re out here this late.”
Nodding at that, I got up and stood on the edge of the roof. “Should we go down and see what’s up?”
“Oh, there you are, master!” squealed Eliza excitedly. “And Demonika, too!”
Demonika hung her legs over the edge of the rooftop and peered down at them with a perplexed look on her gorgeous face. “Sorry? You were looking for me?”
“Yes,” Maria said, bowing as she spoke. “We would like to speak with you both about a matter that troubles us greatly.”
I jumped off the roof and landed surely on the ground below, right between the two blonde beauties. They were wearing their peasant dresses, as they always did when they needed to go outside. Maria’s was blue with a brown apron, and Eliza’s reminded me of a tavern wench outfit, but more modest than what your mind might conjure up. Even in these conservative outfits, they were both gorgeous, blue-eyed babes.
“It’s about House Raven, master,” Maria whispered, eyeing one of the other houses beyond our property. “They are having some sort of party tonight. I am concerned for the attendees.”
I cocked my head as I listened. “Sorry? You’re concerned? Why?”
“I know a girl from town who has been invited as a blood giver to one of their parties in the past. She said they treated her terribly. Tied her up, ripped her clothes, and drained more blood than she could handle. She nearly died!”
Demonika shrugged. “It happens.”
I shot a look at her. “Imagine it’s your father or one of ours.”
“I don’t care much for your bloodthralls,” she said, her lips tightening.
I shook my head. “I don’t believe that you wouldn’t stand up for them if someone outside our house harassed them.”
“Well, that’s about territory. You’re my master, too. If they dishonor your bloodthralls, they dishonor you, and that won’t stand.”
“It’s more than that,” I insisted.
She crossed her arms. “Barrett, I love you, but it’s really not.”
My hands bunched into fists, and I shifted my focus back to the two human girls, who were having a hard time processing what we were saying from the scrunched-up looks on their faces. “Is your friend going there again tonight?”
They shook their heads in unison, their hands gripping their skirts. “No, master,” Eliza said. “She would never go back. But there are other humans going tonight—many actually, according to her. And I fear for them.”
“We fear for them,” Maria emphasized.
“Okay. What do you want me to do about it?”
They shared an anxious look like they knew they were about to push their relationship with me to its limit. “Ummm… Could you perhaps… go to House Raven and check on them? Just make sure they’re okay, and maybe offer a word of caution to the vampires there? Remind them to be careful.”
Demonika scoffed. “How dare you ask a favor of your master?”
I held a hand up to quiet her. “It’s fine. It’s literally right over there. I’ll be happy to pop my head in, and if things seem weird I’ll say something. Okay?”
Maria and Eliza nodded excitedly and buried their faces in my neck as they both gave me grateful hugs. “Thank you, master! You’re so benevolent and kind!”
“We truly have the best master!”
I smirked at them and then nodded at Demonika. “You’re coming with.”
Demonika shrugged. “Of course, baby. I was going to ask Melphee what tomorrow’s lesson is going to be about anyway.”
I broke away from the hugs and threw my arm around Demonika’s shoulder. She giggled, but I could feel a tiny rift there that hadn’t been before—just the slightest bit of tension at the fact that we clearly did not see eye to eye on the matter of my bloodthralls or humans in general.
It really made little sense to me. She, like me, was raised in a human world, by humans. While I had to admit that I had lost a lot of my empathy and connection to them, even treating Eliza and Maria as pets, I still clung to some sympathy toward them. How could I not? And yet she and Mako both had so little pity for them at all. Was that how I would feel in a year? Or did my cute bloodthralls help insulate me from that?
The air was brisk as we strode across the grass. We passed through their iron gates and knocked on the door. Raucous shouts rang out from inside, and I looked awkwardly at Demonika as we both wondered what we were about to be greeted with.
The door opened, and the elf girl Melphee grinned at us. “Oh, fuck! Are you guys partying with us tonight?!”
I chuckled at her adorable enthusiasm and shook my head. “Probably not staying long, but we did think it’d be a good idea to pop in and say hi.”
Demonika hugged Melphee and pecked her on the cheek. “Mel, we should definitely hang out more often.”
“Well, shit, come on in! Have a drink!”
We followed them inside, smiling at the warm welcome, but our smiles fell the instant we entered the foyer and a strong odor wafted toward us from their parlor.
Demonika and I made wide-eyed eye contact, and I knew she smelled it too. Death.
Not knowing what else to do, I followed the elf, hoping that I was wrong, or that whatever we were about to find wasn’t going to be as bad as we sensed. But, of course, it was worse.
Way worse.
“Oh my fucking God,” I said, holding a hand up to my mouth as I walked in on the horrific scene. There were five humans in the room and four other vampires.
Now, when I say there were five humans, I have to be entirely clear: that was an estimate. The body parts were strewn all over the place, and only one of the humans, a blonde girl that looked like she could have been Maria’s sister, was still alive, but the light was going out of her eyes fast.
She gaped at me pleadingly as two vampires from House Raven drank from her neck and wrists.
“Hey, Karma, Winston, stop!” Melphee shouted, stomping as we entered the room.
Oh good, I thought. At least she knew how fucked up this was.
But I was wrong. “Let Demonika and Barrett finish her off before she goes cold.”
Winston, a half-satyr vampire, broke away from the dying girl’s wrist as she shook like a leaf in a hurricane. “I’m going to make a run into town to see if we can grab a couple more. We went through these five way too fast.”
Demonika spoke in a shaky voice. “You’re… killing them,” she said, trying to sound calm, but when I looked over at her, her eyes were as big as I’d ever seen them and her hands were in fists at her side. “They’re dead.”
Melphee turned to her, sighing and rolling her eyes. “Yeah, Karma accidentally killed one of them, so we knew we’d get in trouble and decided to go all out, you know?”
I tried to hide my disgust, but some of it came through in the dark grunt of my reply. “No. I do not know.”
“This is…” Demonika shook her head. She failed to finish the sentence.
I grabbed Demonika’s hand, she squeezed mine tightly and gave me a look like a scared little girl asking daddy to take her home. “I think this isn’t really our scene.”
Melphee scratched her messy blue hair and shrugged. “Yeah, I know—we have a tendency to go a bit hard.”
“Leaving already, Bradshaw?” Karma said, laughing a bit as he tried to wipe the appalling amount of blood and gore off of his face. In the end, he just smeared it. “Didn’t think you’d be so soft after hearing about your fight with House Wolf.”
“Give him a break, Kar,” Winston said, nodding at me as if we were on the same page. “He’s got two human bloodthralls. Imagine if you had two cute pigs and then had to butcher them for your meal.”
Karma snorted. “I think I could do it.” He went back in for another bite, but Winston grabbed him by the throat and pulled him back. “Dude, stop. She’s dead. Don’t drink dead blood.”
I looked at the girl again. Sure enough, every ounce of life was gone from those eyes. She died without even screaming, just resigned to the horror of her fate. The poor thing had been broken long before they killed her.
“We’re gone,” I said, turning my back on them and shuttling Demonika toward the door.
“Yo, wait, Demo!” Melphee shouted. “Did you still want those notes about your class tomorrow?”
Demonika shrugged me off of her and turned around, glaring with open disgust at the elf. “I don’t want anything from you ever again, you fucking monster.”
With that, we made our exit, and Demonika made a point to slam the door.
Neither of us said a word until we’d crossed the line to our own property, but then we turned to each other and just stared into one another’s eyes as we tried to put words to what we’d just seen.
“I—I—” she stammered, shaking her head in disbelief.
“I’m glad you and I were on the same page back there, but we probably didn’t need to leave by insulting them,” I noted.
She closed her eyes tightly as if she expected to cry, but no tears fell. “I can’t believe how… disgustingly cruel that was.”
I scooped her up in an embrace. “Yeah, that’s a good way to describe it.”
“I can’t even… think of how to… I don’t know what to say,” she stammered, her voice quivering with a whole lot of hard emotions.
I kissed the top of her hair, planted my face between her horns, and hugged her tightly, avoiding her wings. “Your godmother would be fucking pissed if she knew.”
“Oh, she will be,” Demonika said. “I am going to tattle on those motherfuckers so fast.”
Just then, I heard the sound of footsteps approaching from behind. I couldn’t see who it was, but Demonika could. I glanced down at her face as she looked over my shoulder, and from the terrified look she wore, I could guess who it was.
“Master! You’re back so soon!” Eliza called out.
Demonika and I both faced them, terminating our hug. It was the first time in a while I saw Demonika regarding them with more than a look of irritation or boredom.
“Yeah, we’re back,” I said, trying to force a smile, but it didn’t come.
“Did you warn them, master?” Maria asked. “Is everything okay?”
I sighed and sat down on the grass and patted a spot in front of me. “Come here,” I said. “Let’s all sit down.”
The hopeful looks on their faces faded fast, and I knew that they thought they were expecting the worst at that point, but what actually happened was far, far worse than anything they could have dreamt up.
They obeyed my command and sat down in front of me, swapping nervous expressions with one another more than once. “Is everything okay, master?”
“First of all,” I said, clearing my throat, “I don’t want you to call me master anymore. Just call me Barrett.”
Eliza cocked her head cutely, but Maria winced. “It’s strange,” she complained. “Can’t I just call you master?”
“No,” I insisted. “I never want to be like the monsters in House Raven. I never want to forget that you are people, and I’m concerned that having you call me master may contribute to me becoming desensitized to your humanity. I don’t want you to see yourselves as my servants anymore.”
They blinked, their faces seeming more and more concerned but also intrigued. “But then what are we?”
Demonika bit her lip. “You’re people,” she said, and I could tell she was saying it to remind herself as much as them.
“You’re friends. And from now on, I’ll take care of you just as much as you take care of me.”
“M-Master?” Eliza muttered shakily. “Umm—”
“Barrett,” I reminded her.
She cringed. “Ugh. Well, could you please tell us how our friends are? Did you manage to warn House Raven not to be too extreme?”
To my surprise, it was Demonika that hugged them first, practically falling over herself to reach the girls and throw her arms around them, taking them to the ground with her. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “They’re dead. They’re all dead.”




5: Cordelia’s Class


The next night was our group class with Mrs. Drake. It was our third class with her, and we had heard that it was going to be an important one, though since we weren’t on speaking terms with the other houses, we hadn’t heard why. 
We’d been told to meet our Host Teacher outside for that evening’s lesson, so we awaited her in front of the gates of our manor property.
“So,” Mako started, “House Raven’s on our shit-list, yeah?
I didn’t even want to think about it, but I knew it would come up. Demonika had promised to let Rhapsody and Mako know what had happened, and apparently she’d done so. The somber, quiet mood that permeated the chilled night air was at least partially connected to the dour happenings of the previous evening. I thought I was beyond trauma at this point, having seen and tasted my share of blood in the last month and a half, but I was wrong.
When I slept in my coffin, the images of a parlor, almost exactly like our own, stained and soaked with fresh blood and viscera, haunted me. It was like the image was tattooed on my eyelids. I could still smell it.
“Yeah,” I muttered after a too-long pause. “Yeah, they’re on our shit-list. Just stay away from them.”
Rhapsody cocked her head at me. “Is it possible you are still simply too sensitive? Perhaps with time, sights such as those will not vex you.”
I shook my head and shoved my hands into my pockets, keeping my textbook under my arm. “I hope I never get to the point where that shit feels ho-hum.”
“Ho… Hum? Explain this expression at once,” she commanded, her index finger dramatically outstretched.
Demonika answered for me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “He means he hopes he never gets fully desensitized to what we saw. And I agree with him. It was too much.”
“So you said last night upon your return.”
Mako sighed and looked up at the moon. “Your godmother is late,” she noted, directing the comment of course to Demonika.
The half-succubus kept her eyes fixed on me as she answered. “Yeah. She’s probably busy. She’ll be here.”
As if on cue, a black mist became visible in the sky, swirling about with the wind, but maintaining a more or less clear course in our general direction. I pointed up at it. “There she is.”
The mist formed and pooled into the familiar buxom shape of Cordelia Drake, and it was like she’d stepped out of it as the vapors pulled away from her body. Tonight she was wearing a loose robe that looked like something between a bath robe and something a wizard might wear. It looked comfy at least, but I found myself whimpering at how poorly it showed off her figure.
Just one more shitty thing to ruin my night.
“Good evening students.”
“Good evening, Mrs. Drake.”
“Godmommy, hi!” Demonika said, breaking up the otherwise perfect chorus.
The voluptuous half-dragon beauty glared at her goddaughter but couldn’t restrain a smirk of amusement. “You’re doing it on purpose.”
Demonika shrugged, weakly smiling.
“I sense some tension tonight,” Cordelia said, looking out at our faces. “I’ll address what’s likely on your minds. Yes, Ms. Darcy, your report regarding what happened at House Raven last night has been received and we are following up.”
Mako shot a look at Demonika. “You told on them?” she whispered.
I had to admit it didn’t sit entirely right with me, either, but then again, they murdered five people. Still—we were all vampires and students, and snitching to the teachers wasn’t really a good look for our credibility.
“We would have found out regardless, though perhaps a day or two later,” Mrs. Drake assured Mako. “Reminder that we all have sensitive enough hearing to make out simple whispers when we’re focusing, Ms. Takahashi.”
Mako looked down at the ground. “Fuck. Sorry, Mrs. Drake.”
“Anyway, thank you to Ms. Darcy for—”
Demonika cleared her throat and raised her hand. “Ahem… Godmommy? Hi. I would like to register a name change with the registrar.”
“We don’t have a registrar. What on Earth are you talking about?” Mrs. Drake looked as confused as I felt at this statement.
“Yes, the girls and I have been discussing future plans, and I think it’s safe to start calling me Mrs. Bradshaw at this point,” she said, placing her hand down at her side.
Rhapsody nodded suddenly with a look of recognition on her face. “Ah. Yes. This discussion. Indeed, I shall take the same title.”
Mrs. Drake looked at me as though I should have to answer for this fresh madness, but I just tossed up my hands impotently. “I have no idea where this is coming from.”
“Ignoring that fact that you’re not married, and it isn’t a universal tradition for women to have to take their husband’s surname in the vampire world, it would be far too confusing for me to refer to you both as Mrs. Bradshaw,” our teacher pointed out as she arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow.
Rhapsody narrowed her eyes. “We have prepared for this contingency. When there is a need to differentiate between us—”
“There will always be a need to differentiate you—”
“You may refer to me as Mrs. Bradshaw-Tepes, and Demonika simply as Mrs. Bradshaw.”
I cocked my head. “Why not Mrs. Bradshaw-Darcy for uniformity’s sake? I could see Rhapsody still answering to—”
“For the love of St. Peter, don’t humor them,” Mrs. Drake groaned, her eyes pleading with me as she held a hand up to her face.
Mako rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh my fucking God, can we start class?”
“Yes, I agree.” Cordelia gestured out to the woods away from the castle. “We will be heading into the forest for tonight’s lesson—for privacy and space.”
We followed her, walking at an almost human pace as we made our way off the square lot and into the forest beyond.
My question broke the silence. “Do these woods have a name?” It was something I’d been wondering for a while but never remembered to ask.
“The Whisper Woods,” Mrs. Drake replied. “The woods are enchanted. If you scream or cry out in here, no one outside the forest can hear you. That’s why it’s perfect for private lessons that have the potential to get noisy.”
“Ah,” I noted. “And why might this lesson get noisy again?”
She smirked devilishly at me. “Because it will hurt, Mr. Bradshaw.”
Demonika raised her hand while Cordelia was looking back my way, catching her eye. “Godmommy, hi. Quick question.”
“Please stop calling me that, Ms. Darcy—”
“Hmm?” Demonika made a confused sound, looking around dramatically with her hand over her eyes like she was a sailor peering out across a great distance. “Who’s that?”
Rhapsody crossed her arms as she kept pace. “Respectfully, Mrs. Drake, her name is Mrs. Bradshaw.”
“This class is quickly becoming my least favorite,” Cordelia noted, turning to face the woods in front of her.
“Wait! I had a question!” Demonika squeaked.
Mrs. Drake stopped in her tracks, forcing us all to do the same. “If this question is stupid, I swear, in the Dark Lord’s name—”
“What will happen to House Raven?” Demonika asked.
That silenced the half-dragon woman. She placed her hands at her side and looked her goddaughter in the eye directly. After a short breath, she answered. “They will be firmly reproached.”
“As in, you’ll do nothing but tell them not to do it again?”
Cordelia glowered at her. “Call it a warning. A warning to all students, really. The first time something that obscene happens, we can simply admonish and firmly remind students to behave themselves in a manner befitting the vassals of Dracula himself. The second time, however—try a year in a box.”
I nodded in grim satisfaction. “Better than nothing. Still—five people are dead. That’ll impact the livelihoods of many humans in Hushcreek. These people all had jobs and roles in their community. Their deaths will have a ripple effect, and it’ll hurt our relationship with the villagers as word spreads.”
“Indeed it will,” Mrs. Drake agreed. “Smart of you to make that observation, Mr. Bradshaw. You let us worry about that. For now, I recommend venturing a bit farther when you hunt and barter for blood if needed—and be extra gentle with your quarry.”
We soon came to a clearing with a shimmering silver-blue pond that reflected the moon back beautifully. The clearing was surrounded by a family of tall, proud pines. The scent of their needles filled the air, overpowering my nostrils with its nostalgic aroma.
There were boulders arranged in a circle. Being out here made me recall similar arrangements around a bonfire back at Camp Blackwood, and Demonika’s happy face gazing at me with adoration, lit exquisitely by lapping orange tongues of flame. I chanced a look over at her as we sat down and could see from the grin on her face that she was sharing similar thoughts.
“Alright, House Dragon, today’s lesson will be continuing our first lesson. Who remembers what it was?” Mrs. Darcy asked. When Rhapsody raised her hand, Cordelia nodded approvingly at her. “Yes, Ms. Tepes?”
Rhapsody narrowed her eyes. “Respectfully—”
Our lovely Host Teacher sighed and closed her eyes. “Yes, Mrs. Bradshaw-Tepes.”
Rhapsody smiled slightly and nodded in approval. I fought a laugh back down my gullet. “Mrs. Drake, our first lesson introduced us each to our transformations owed to our unique natures.”
“Very good. Today we will be checking in on your transformations.”
“I don’t have one.” Demonika kicked her feet into the dirt and jutted out her bottom lip as her wings flapped idly.
Our teacher beamed at her, genuine affection for her goddaughter seeping through the veil of her instructor persona. “In many ways, your powers are the most crippling to foes. You can think of yourself as being in your elevated half-succubus form at all times.”
Demonika’s face remained in its pouty state. “I can’t help but notice you didn’t say my name.”
Cordelia’s eyebrow twitched. “I’m actively avoiding it from now on. Ms. Takahashi, please stand up and show us what you’ve learned.”
Mako looked down at her black and white checkered miniskirt and made a sour face. “I didn’t dress for mine.”
“Ahh. Oh,” a look of realization washed over the instructor’s beautiful face. “Yes, of course. I forgot—I told Ms. Thistledown to inform you about what we would be doing in class today, but you weren’t in any mood to speak with her after what happened. Very well. We shall skip Mako for today, but would you like to summarize what you’ve learned through practice?”
“Is Melphee Ms. Thistledown by chance, Nika?” I asked.
She nodded with a look of intense disgust in her eyes at the name’s mention.
Mako folded her hands in front of her. “Well, like—I practiced a bunch, mostly alone. I can maintain my transformation for maybe twenty minutes or so, but it hasn’t really improved since I first discovered it.”
I raised my hand. “I’m pretty sure when you blew me through the window that one time that your arm transformed.”
“I didn’t hit him!” she quickly clarified. “There was, like, a gust!”
“That’s a powerful arm you’ve got, then,” Cordelia noted with a womanly giggle that made my veins hot. “Go on.”
Mako nodded. “But yeah, he’s right. I can briefly change individual parts of my body, or focus on specific muscles.”
Demonika grinned at her wickedly. “Can you do it to your pelvic floor muscles?”
Mako’s eyes widened. “Holy fuck! I never thought of that!”
My eyes bulged. “Experimentation is in order.”
Mrs. Drake flicked a pebble with pinpoint accuracy into Demonika’s nose. “Ouch! Godmommy!”
Cordelia sighed and shrugged in a way that bounced her bountiful bosom beautifully. “I suppose you’re a half-succubus, so I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re incorrigibly lewd.”
I concurred with a nod. “No—we should encourage her truest nature.”
Mrs. Drake narrowed her eyes at me with the tiniest hint of a smirk. Then she looked back at the fit half-oni still standing nervously before us. “Thank you, Ms. Takahashi. That’s interesting. Let me give you a tip—if you want to figure out how to make your form last longer, try doing something active in your elevated form. You’ll wear out faster, but it should improve your duration the next time.”
She nodded. “Okay. Thank you, Mrs. Drake.”
Mrs. Drake looked at Rhapsody next. “Your turn.”
“Say my name.”
“No. Stand up or I’ll tell your father.”
Rhapsody’s eyes narrowed, but she stood anyway. “I have not been practicing my transformation much. I have found that, so far, I cannot reach the form without using the spell that you taught us. The spell is unpleasant, so the incentive to experiment with the form is not enough to counterbalance the agony it takes to reach it. Thank you for your time.”
She sat back down.
Mrs. Drake smirked. “Well, keep trying. For dhampirs of the Wallachian variety, you are perhaps the very first from our Prime Material Earth, so it’ll be trial and error.”
I raised my hand. “Okay, so that’s a term that Nathaniel Van Helsing addresses in his book, but I couldn’t find the detailed explanation.”
Demonika raised her hand excitedly. “I know something Barrett doesn’t know!”
I chuckled. “Okay, then you answer it.”
She did so with a giddy smile. “We live in a nearly infinite multiverse. Prime Materials are the primary dimensions where there is human-level intelligence and physics that follow the same general rules as our home dimension. There are hundreds of billions of Earths, and they tend to be pretty similar, but each one has its own unique aspects.”
Mrs. Drake beamed at her. “I taught you that.”
My mind was more or less blown by that. “Wait—so there are multiple Earths like ours? Are there multiples of me?”
“No,” our teacher explained. “At best, you have doppelgangers out there, but very few will have your name or share anything resembling your life. You are one of a kind. There are universal constants, though. Various local deities, The Great Old Ones, the Outer Gods, the Elder Gods, and the Sacred Bloodlines to name a few.”
“Where can I read more about this?”
She chuckled a bit at my eagerness. “Focus on your schooling for now. This is the sort of thing you’ll have to learn more about when you’re in charge, but not yet. Frankly, it probably won’t ever affect the majority of you.”
I leaned back and crossed my legs, my jaw clenching with annoyance. That answer didn’t even begin to satisfy me. “If you won’t help me, I’ll find answers myself. You’d save me time by just telling me where to look.”
Her face went straight. “I’ll ask the Dark Lord when I have a chance. Now, Mr. Bradshaw, would you like to demonstrate your elevated form for us?”
Being put on the spot like this wasn’t necessarily a great feeling, but I was ready. When the other girls went to bed, I often stayed up a bit later—at first, just because I could. But I found myself using my time during the day to try to get in touch with my angelic abilities, and although I hadn’t made a lot of discoveries, I had, at least, managed to master my transformation.
I stood up and cleared my throat. I let my head hang, and I looked down at the ground, grunting under my breath as I tried to focus. For me, at least, summoning the transformation wasn’t about bringing pain—it was about the burning. Remembering the searing sensation that ignited my shoulder blades always managed to trigger it when I was in the right state of mind, filled with intention.
As the feeling came, I hastily reached back and took off my cloak and tunic, earning a little gasp of delight from Demonika as though it was her first time seeing me shirtless. I tried to ignore it but felt my cheeks tense as I smiled at her cuteness anyway.
I focused on the burning in my back and closed my eyes even more tightly shut. The quiet came—that moment right before it hit. I waited it out. Patiently.
THWOOM.
Six black wings emerged from my back, and I opened my eyes. This time, Demonika wasn’t the only one to gasp.
“What do I look like?” I asked. “I never get to see my own reflection.”
Rhapsody cocked her head almost about forty-five degrees as her eyebrows raised and her gaze walked the length of my body from head to toe. “You look the way sex feels.”
Demonika emitted a horny little whimper and ground her thighs together. “Godmommy, can I demonstrate my progress with my powers with Barrett right now?”
“Absolutely not,” Mrs. Drake said, flicking another pebble into Demonika’s nose.
“Nyah!” she moaned in surprise. “Sorry.”
“Okay, so no one’s going to describe me?” I muttered.
Mako stared at me with bulging eyes. She cleared her throat and made a sound like she was thinking about starting to talk. “Uhnn. Well… Okay, so—you’re shirtless—”
“This much I know,” I grunted.
“Right. And your eyes are like solid fucking red.”
“And glowy!” Demonika added.
“And your hair is even blacker than it was before,” Mrs. Drake added. “Your muscles, much like Ms. Takahashi’s, have become more defined, although your mass hasn’t visibly increased by much.”
I reached over my head. “Do I have a halo?” I asked.
They shook their heads.
“Aww, bummer. That would be cool.”
Mrs. Drake chuckled at the comment. “You shouldn’t have a halo. You aren’t faithful to God. That’s what a halo means.”
“Ah. Interesting,” I murmured. “Fair enough, then. Guess I’ll have to go to church on Sunday to get one of those.”
Cordelia shifted a bit on her boulder as she gawked up at me. “I am fairly certain you’re joking, but it’s worth mentioning that baptizing a vampire can set them on fire.”
My eyes widened, and I sat back down. “Oh. No church for me, then.”
[image: image-placeholder]The class continued with drills for another two hours after all that, forcing us to practice getting into and out of our beastmorphs as fast and consistently as we could. At the end of it, I was exhausted and ready to head back to the manor, but there was one final bit of news we had to hear.
“Now, there’s been a change of plans—in two days’ time will be the field trip, and we will meet at the castle gates ten minutes after sundown. Don’t be late.”
“So soon!” Demonika noted. “Why the change of plans?”
“Because Dracula’s timeline for one of the… items on the agenda has moved up.” Mrs. Drake gestured in the direction of the forest entrance, signaling that it was time to go back home. We offered sounds of relief. “Oh, wait—Mr. Bradshaw, I meant to give this to you yesterday, but I’ve had too much on my mind. Here.” She handed me a folded-up parchment she’d retrieved from inside her robe. I took it and resisted the urge to sniff it, but just barely.
“What’s this?”
She tapped it as I held it in my hands. “That’s a ritual spell for summoning a familiar. Practice it—but don’t cast it yet. If you recall, we will be summoning house familiars as a schoolwide activity next week—before the battle royale event.”
“Why are you giving it to me?” I asked. “Why not Nika, Mako, or Rhapsody?”
She narrowed her eyes to knowing crescents and lifted one corner of her mouth impishly. “The whole of Nosferatu Academy sees you as the leader of House Dragon for… obvious reasons. You will represent House Dragon. Ophelia will represent House Wolf, Winston will represent House Raven, and House Viper will be represented by Xin-Yi.”
“What will our familiar be?” Mako asked, inserting herself beside us as we walked.
Mrs. Drake shrugged. “Whatever beast chooses you. Now, Ms. Takahashi, Ms. Darcy—”
“It’s Mrs. Bradshaw,” Demonika reminded her.
Our poor teacher blinked at her goddaughter, then shot a dirty look at me as though this were all my fault. On some level, I supposed it was. “Well, I’ve had enough for today. I’m going back to the castle now. Find your own way back.”
She turned into a black fox before I could even offer a word of apology or farewell, scampering into the woods and unnatural speeds.
“What are these woods called again?” Demonika asked as she tapped her chin thoughtfully.
“The Whisper Woods,” I reminded her.
An evil smirk spread on her perfect face. “And why did it get that name?”
“Because no sound escapes the forest,” Mako said. “Honestly, how could you forget so quickly?”
Demonika giggled with profoundly naughty energy as her hand clasped my ass. “Oh, I didn’t forget. In fact, now that godmother isn’t here anymore, I have a pretty interesting idea that involves us all being as noisy as we want.”
I arched an eyebrow at her and stopped in my tracks. “I’m listening.”
Mako rolled her eyes. “No. No. No. It’s going to be midnight soon, I still have loads of studying to do, and I am not losing my virginity in a four-way in the middle of a forest like a fucking animal.”
“What if he gets the wings out again?” Demonika suggested.
Mako’s jaw dropped as she considered it. Finally, she sobered up and crossed her arms. “Still no.”
Rhapsody nodded her agreement. “The red woman is correct. For a princess of my pedigree, fornicating on top of mud and moss in a place where anyone could discover us is unbecoming.”
“Yeah,” I chuckled, unable to help myself, “but you’d be coming, too.”
Rhapsody’s eyes narrowed. “This is a joke. I recognize the joke face you are making. It is a dumb face.”
“Do you get the joke?” Demonika inquired with a cooing titter.
“Absolutely not.”
I threw my arms around the three of their shoulders and shrugged. “Fair enough. Well, then, let’s go home.”




6: Damian and Ophelia
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I lounged in the parlor, scrawling chicken-scratch into my notebook as I paged through my heavily annotated copy of Van Helsing’s guide to all things vampire. A blue fire—lit by Rhapsody through a bit of spell-work, crackled in the hearth, warming the room. Rhapsody sat in her own chair, and Demonika rested with her head on Mako’s lap on the sofa. 
Temperature was such a weirdly relative thing as a vampire. I didn’t really care much whether it was hot or cold at this point, as I could no longer perceive temperature in a particularly positive or negative way. But I did like the ambiance that a lit fireplace provided, so when Rhapsody offered to light it, I was happy to let her.
“You’ll have to teach me that spell sometime,” I said.
“It’s a simple one. You must have come across it in your books. You’ve read the textbooks all more than once at this point.”
I shook my head. “If it was just raw information, I’m sure my retention would be great, but all the charts and diagrams in some of these really slow me down.”
Demonika giggled as she stood up and crossed the room to make her way toward the front door. “Only my Barry would complain about there being too many pictures and too few words in a book.”
Mako chuckled but turned her attention to Demonika. “Where you headed, bitch?”
Demonika smiled at the half-oni as though she’d just uttered a sweet pet name. “I’m going to see if my godmother has any spare time. I have some questions I’d like to ask her.”
“Have a good time, and tell her I say hi,” I said. “Also, ask her to wear one of her sexier dresses next time. That robe wasn’t doing it for me.”
Nika scowled at me. “I will not be passing that on.”
“What was with that, though?” Mako asked. “I was wondering about it too.”
“Maybe she got tired of being gawked at by our community dick,” Demonika guessed, one hand already on the door handle.
Rhapsody smirked slightly. “I understood this joke.”
Mako tittered a bit as she worked up to her contribution. “Our shared schlong.”
“Our public penis,” Rhapsody added. Her face showed obvious self-satisfaction, even if her vocal delivery was a bit blasé.
“Ah yes,” I muttered with the snooty tone of a metropolitan art critic, “the nuanced craft of objectifying your boyfriend with alliteration.”
Demonika snorted, finally opening the door. “You love it. Be back in a bit.”
“Don’t take too long,” Mako called out to her as she walked out into the night. “It’s not that long before sunrise!”
“It’s like five minutes, there and back, if she uses her beastmorph.” I shrugged and looked back down at my notes. “Worst case, she can sleep in the castle. I can send a psychic message to make sure she’s safe.”
Mako’s eyes opened a bit wider. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot that was a thing.”
I looked over at Rhapsody, who was sitting up straight in her chair by this point, staring at the fireplace. “You okay, Raps?”
She shook her head. “No.”
I blinked and felt my insides throb to hear her say that one word with so much confidence. I wasn’t expecting such a direct response, but then Rhapsody never minced words all that much.
Mako glanced at me. I caught her surprised expression out of the corner of my eye.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
Rhapsody turned her head to face me and stared at me with an awkward intensity. “I’m happy, and it makes me fearful.”
Mako leaned forward with interest. “Go on…”
Rhapsody sighed. “I have always been happy. Well. I have always been assured that my life is good. And now, I can say with utmost confidence, my life is richer and more joyful than it has ever been. Thanks in large part to all the members of House Dragon—but especially you, Barrett Bradshaw.”
“Hey, I’m happy too,” I said. “Aside from your father’s shenanigans which are understandably getting you down, what’s the problem?”
“I feel as though I have… too much to lose. It’s a very vulnerable sensation. And what’s worse, I already stand to lose my father.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Perhaps in a few centuries you will wish to die as well—and I will be left a widow.”
“That’s pretty far out in the future,” Mako noted. “But I don’t think Barrett would go that route, right Barrett?”
I was silent for half a second too long, which caused both of them to tense up and make faces of worry. “Hey! No, I didn’t mean that I would,” I tried to explain, “It’s just that something caused Dracula to feel this way, and I don’t know what it is. I don’t think I’m in a position to understand it yet. So who knows what’ll happen in five hundred or a thousand years? But, in any case, I’m sure we have a lot of time together.”
Rhapsody stood up. “Let me explain something to you, Barrett Bradshaw—”
“Raps, you can just call me Barrett at this point if it’s all the same,” I tried to remind her.
“Barrett, then. Allow me to expound on an aspect of my personality which has always vexed my father and attendees. I think in terms of the future. That is why I already consider you to be my husband because I know it will be so. And when I am waiting for something to happen, I tend to treat it as an unavoidable reality—good or bad.”
I nodded. “I see where you’re going with this.”
“I cannot simply discard this dread. I already feel as though my father is dying or dead, and now a part of me has begun to accept this fate for you as well, no matter how far off it may seem.”
Mako remained silent, her eyes fixed on Rhapsody with a look I didn’t recognize in her.
I stood up and walked over to the dhampir. I didn’t say a word until my face was a breath away from hers. “I think maybe now might be a good time for me to give you one of those hugs you’ve been asking for.”
“Dispense it, then,” Rhapsody replied, so straight-faced but sincere that I almost laughed.
I circled my arms around her waist and pulled her into an embrace. She went stiff against me, grabbing me by the elbows.
“Hold up. Let me fix this shit show,” Mako snorted. I could almost hear the eye roll that must have been happening from behind us. “Rhapsody, you need to learn how to hug.”
“I know how to hug. My father hugs me often.”
“Yeah, I’ve seen some of those hugs. He hugs you, you don’t hug him. Here, let me help. This is too painful for me to witness in good conscience without intervening.”
Mako grabbed Rhapsody by the wrists and plucked her hands off of my arms. Next, she wrapped them around my back and let them rest there. She capped her adjustment off by pressing into Rhapsody’s back to push her tighter against me.
“How does that feel?” I asked.
Rhapsody didn’t respond for about thirty seconds.
“Raps?”
“It feels safe,” she muttered at last. “I don’t hate it.”
“Do you like it?”
She paused, then nodded slightly. “I do. But it’s difficult to remain still. However, I suspect this manner of embrace may naturally transition into a sex under the right circumstances—another potential boon in its favor.”
I chuckled softly into her high ponytail, by chin resting on the top of her head, but I was shaken out of my brief mirth as I noticed a spider crawling on the wall. A big spider. Like, half the size of my forearm.
I broke off the hug and pointed. “Check out the size of that fucker,” I grunted.
Mako gasped as she followed the direction of my finger to its target. “Oh, shit! I hate spiders!”
Rhapsody looked away from the spider to squint at Mako in puzzlement. “What? You are a vampire. A spider cannot harm you.” She readjusted her gaze and hummed in suspicion more and more the longer she looked. “On second thought, this one does seem dangerous.”
“Dangerous how?” I asked, taking a step closer to it.
Rhapsody performed about half a dozen subtle gestures in the space of a second and said the words, “întoarce-te, fiară la om.”
A spear of light shimmered from her palm, hitting the spider with some kind of force that made its body ripple with an array of vivid colors. The thing seemed to hiss and click, then fell off the wall and onto the floor. A thick pink mist consumed it out of nowhere, then dispersed, and when it was all gone, Ophelia Sprinkledew was lying on our floor with a spooky fucking grin on her face.
“Oh fuck, that hurt!” she exclaimed. “I had no idea that would hurt so fucking much!”
Her voice wasn’t exactly hitting the tone one usually settles on when one is experiencing agony. It was more like a moan, bordering on orgasmic, and to lend credence to that assertion, one hand was cupping one of her breasts while the other was digging into her robes between her thighs.
Mako gasped in shock. “What the fuck are you doing in our house?”
“I was going to crawl into Barrett’s coffin when he was going to bed and sew his mouth and eyes shut with spider webs while he was asleep,” she sighed, finally sitting up. The hand going to town on her crotch settled down somewhat, instead demoting itself to fondling the other unattended boob. “So much for that.”
“You do realize this is extremely antisocial behavior, right?” I asked.
She grinned. “Fuck yes.”
There was an upsettingly loud knock at the door following that. I didn’t have to guess who it was. “She’s in here, Damian,” I shouted.
The door opened, and Damian Feyheart was there with a growl fixed on his face as he stared down at his girlfriend. “Why are you like this?” he asked.
Her fairy wings fluttered as she saw him, and she rushed over so fast I barely saw her move. “I was going to bully your bully!” she giggled, biting into his neck and raking her fangs down it so that it left a huge gash in his flesh. His face didn’t even react to that rather unorthodox lovebite, so I figured it must not exactly be out of the ordinary for her.
“I’m the bully, not him,” he said with an amusingly offended flavor to his voice.
“If you’re so tough, then help me with Winston,” she pouted, fluttering her eyelashes at him.
I was about to tell them to get the fuck out of our house, but the mention of the student from House Raven piqued my curiosity. “What about Winston? Is this about what happened last night?”
Damian eyed me with a bit of disgust. “Oh, yeah. I heard about that. They were out of line, but really, Bradshaw? Reporting them to Mrs. Drake?”
Word travels fast, I suppose. “I didn’t report them,” I said.
“Well, someone did, and it was either you or Darcy,” he replied. “They were going to get in trouble on their own. Now you have the reputation of being the house no one can trust.”
“Baaaaby,” Ophelia whined, drumming on Damian’s chest, “I don’t give a thin or fat fuck about any of that. Winston called me a crazy slut in Orlok’s class today.”
Damian’s eyes went wide. “He said what?!”
Fuck. Was Damian about to rip a new asshole in House Raven’s top student? I wasn’t sure how tough Winston was, but I was willing to bet the fey prince was tougher. A part of me was practically clamoring to see that fight go down.
Ophelia turned to me, maybe sensing some eagerness behind my eyes. She grinned. “You’ll want a piece of him, too. He called Demonika a cheap whore.”
I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Why should I believe you?”
“Because I don’t lie,” she said, grinning maliciously.
“That’s a lie,” Damian informed me. “She lies all the time. Like, constantly.”
Mako nodded. “I have experience with that.”
“Oh boo hoo, you spent a day getting fucked in a tree,” Ophelia said.
“Why does everyone think we fucked in the tree?” I wondered aloud, and all eyes went on Mako. She shifted awkwardly, and I pretended not to notice. “In any case, if Winston really said that, he’s going to need a talking to.”
“Oh, he said it alright,” Ophelia giggled way too loudly for it to be cute. “Fuck, I wanna watch you boys rip him into messy little chunks. I wanna feed his pieces to a dog so it’s super hard and painful for him to regenerate.” She did a little pirouette and jumped on Damian’s back at the end of it. “Maybe he’ll be a little bit puppy-like when it’s all over, like some of its bits regenerated with him. I bet he’ll bark like a fucking dog, too! Arf! Arf arf arf!” She panted theatrically, letting her tongue hang out of her mouth, then licked the long gash she’d just left in Damian’s throat. “Fuck him up for me, baby,” she whispered in her lover’s ear. “You’ll do it for me, won’t you? Pwetty pwease?”
“This school really needs to add a psychiatric evaluation to its admissions process,” I noted.
Damian looked at me seriously. “You’re going to make it right, though, aren’t you?”
I nodded. “I guess so.”
Mako finally chimed back in. “What? No. Don’t pick another fight. Remember how the last one went?”
“I’m pretty sure we won,” I chuckled.
“Hardly how I remember it,” Damian said. “I remember kicking your ass before your girlfriend strike force came to your rescue.”
Ophelia was still on Damian’s back. She grabbed a few long strands of her long cotton candy pink hair and wrapped it around his head so that it covered his eyes. “I’m not letting you see anything until you promise to fuck him up.”
He chuckled as he pulled her hands and hair out of his face, rolling his eyes.
“Yeah, we’ll take care of it. But when and where?” he asked me.
I looked over at Rhapsody, who was eyeing me quietly but with a look of warning.
Still, I had to do what I had to do. I couldn’t exactly let it get around that I let people insult the members of my house—or my own girlfriend.
I straightened up a bit and looked my rival, now sorta ally, in the eyes. “Tomorrow. During the field trip.”
He nodded in agreement. “How far are you willing to go?”
Mako sighed as I looked at her and Rhapsody for some guidance there. “As far as you need to,” she said. “But don’t kill him! That’ll fuck everything up.”
“Agreed,” Rhapsody muttered. “You’ll end up kicked out of the school, or at best stuck in a coffin for a decade. I will be forced to marry you while you’re in the coffin. It will be logistically challenging, and consummation of our marriage will be even more unwieldy.”
Ophelia whistled like Rhapsody was the weird one. “Whoa. Marrying a coffin? This chick is crazy.”





7: The Field Trip


Mako’s face was twisted up in disbelief that bordered on offense. “I can’t believe we are literally touring a farm for our first field trip. We’re fucking monster hybrid vampires, not grade-schoolers.” 
“Ohh! Goats!” Demonika excitedly declared. She grabbed me by the hand and dragged me toward an animal pen that was bountifully full of bleating goats of various colors, but all roughly the same size.
Rhapsody followed behind at a slow pace, and Mako an even slower one as she ran her fingers through her white hair in irritation. “You’re like children,” the half-oni gritted through her teeth.
“A little childlike wonder never hurt anyone,” I called back to her with a wink.
Rhapsody crossed her arms as she took her place standing beside me as we stared into the pen over the wooden fence. “What is the function and appeal of these creatures?”
“Well, meat and milk, I guess,” I replied with a shrug.
“And yet she fawns over them as though they were some manner of pet, not that differently to the way you admire your bloodthralls.”
I frowned at the comparison. “We’re trying not to refer to them as animals anymore.”
“Humans are animals, from a taxonomic standpoint,” she countered with a cold lilt to her voice.
“You’re half-human,” I reminded her. “Your mother was a full-blooded human. Aren’t you an animal, too, then?”
She blinked, her mouth hanging dumbly open as she tried to process that.
Mako snickered at the dhampir’s expense as she caught up to us. “Rhapsody.exe has stopped working. Hey, when do we need to meet back up at the rendezvous point?” She asked.
I shrugged. “I thought we were going to see some kind of signal in the sky.”
“Oh, right.”
Mrs. Drake approached us from behind. She was quiet as could be, but her perfume gave her away.
“Hey, Godmommy!” Demonika said, throwing her arms around our Host Teacher’s back and kissing her on the cheek.
“For the love of the Dark Lord, don’t be so familiar, I beg you,” Cordelia said with an uncharacteristic level of desperation that made me smirk.
“Can we have a goat for our familiar?” Demonika asked excitedly. “I want that white one with the gray patch over his eye!”
Mrs. Drake laughed. “Familiars are summoned with a spell. You know this.”
“Then make it a pet!” Demonika declared.
“And who will take care of the goat?” Cordelia asked.
I raised my hand. “That’s an easy one. My bloodthralls can.”
“And what would be the purpose of keeping this goat?”
Demonika shrugged. “For cuteness, of course.”
Rhapsody’s eyes narrowed in consideration of something. “I have heard that goats will eat anything. Perhaps we can feed it the bodies of any accidental kills to avoid leaving evidence behind.”
Mrs. Darcy lifted an eyebrow at her. “If that was your attempt to persuade me, you failed miserably.”
“Way to go, Rhapsody,” Demonika hissed.
Rhapsody shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. If you want a goat I will simply ask my father for one. He will have it dispensed at once. I am still mad at him, so he will easily succumb to any and all demands.”
Mrs. Drake frowned. “Please don’t manipulate your father this way.”
“That’s what daughters are for,” Mako inserted.
Our beautiful teacher shook her head but smiled all the same. She pointed at a cabin at the edge of the farm property. “Head there with me. That’s where everyone else is.”
“That’s the experimental farm?” I asked.
She nodded and led us to the building. We followed behind, chatting idly about how cute the goats were and speculating about what we’d do when we returned home.
When we walked inside, our jaws dropped. I was the first to announce my shock. “Holy fuck.”
The walls of the cabin were lined with blindfolded and silent humans, all naked except for some simple white cloths covering their groins. They had their arms outstretched and were held against the wall with iron shackles. All of them were perfectly still, except for their breathing—it was the primary clue that they were still alive at all. 
Most of the other students in the school were already here. Some of them, like us, were standing around gawking at the provocative display of flesh. A few were actually biting at the throats and wrists of the human livestock while a tour guide explained what we were seeing.
“…That’s right, Mr. Feyheart. It’s completely ethical. These are humans whose souls have passed on, but whose bodies are being magically sustained. They continue producing blood long after the soul’s death, making an excellent source of nutrition with no risk of committing murder.”
Demonika dragged into the crowd of students and raised her hand. “Hi, sorry! Just got here. Why are they all so old?”
I looked around and realized she was right. Most of the people being kept here were gray or white-haired and showing obvious other signs of age.
“It’s easiest to preserve the body if we know the death is coming. So, when a villager is set to die of natural causes, we swoop in and, with the promise of helping to provide for the families, make an offer. If the dying person in question agrees to allow their body to be used, then we bring them here. When they die, we keep the body alive with magic but let the soul move on.”
Damian looked over at me. We made eye contact, and he nodded his head in the direction of Winston, who was almost directly ahead of me in the crowd. I nodded back at him. The plan we agreed on was still on.
Ophelia pulled her head away from the wrists of one of the women along the wall. The chick’s face was entirely covered with blood. She looked like a toddler who just ate spaghetti for the first time.
“Why does their blood taste like sand?!” she said, making a face and sticking out her tongue. “Blech!”
The man nodded. He looked thankfully unbothered by Ophelia’s bratty remark. “It’s true. The taste of the Providers—that’s what we call them—is not particularly good.” He raised a finger up in the air and smirked. “Yet. See, the issue is that the soul is connected to the flavor of blood, but not the nutritional value. So, even though it doesn’t taste good, it’s perfectly healthy. Actually, it’s extremely nutritious. But it does have a rather earthy flavor, lacking the sweetness of normal blood.”
“And is there a plan to address that long term?” Damian asked. I raised my eyebrow, surprised to see him interested enough in an ethical solution like this to ask a question.
The man nodded. “There are plans indeed. We have found ways to enhance the flavor, but it’s likely going to require the creation of new magic. Magic that can replicate the appearance of a soul. We have already found one way to do this, but the results were… unsettling.”
“Unsettling how?” I asked, shooting up my hand but not waiting to be called on.
“Once the pseudosouls were in the bodies, they couldn’t stop screaming and crying. On the plus side, they tasted much better.”
Mako winced. “I can see how that might be a bit weird, but in the end, if they’re fake souls, who cares?”
The tour guide nodded. “Indeed, that is one school of thought on the subject. Still, we are in no rush. We want to make sure we have the best, most efficient, highest quality solution ready to go before we begin mass production.”
Mass production. How ‘mass’ were we talking here, I wondered. I kept the thought to myself for now.
I opted not to try the blood—not because I was weirded out or afraid of the taste, but because I had a full meal with the bloodthralls before leaving for the field trip in the first place. Mako tried it, though, but I could tell it was out of a sense of personal responsibility because none of the rest of us were about to.
“It tastes like the bottom of a shoe.” She pouted back at Demonika as she wiped the human livestock’s blood off of her chin. “It’s filling, though.”
“I’ll take your word for it, honey,” Demonika giggled.
Rhapsody turned up her nose at it with obvious disgust in her eyes. “Fake blood. I will never in all my days drink such a thing.”
A pale hand fell on her shoulder out of nowhere. She gasped and turned around, finding her father standing there. “Well, Ms. Tepes, I hope you change your mind.”
“Daddy.” She acknowledged him with a nod, but grabbed my hand instead of maneuvering into the hug she usually went for when she saw her father. “Why would you create such a terrible thing?”
“This terrible thing could one day be the key to safely returning to Earth. If we are able to prove we’re no threat to anyone living, then humanity may accept us.”
I cocked an eyebrow as I regarded the horror-show scene of nearly nude bodies shackled to a wall and bled out. “I… am not so sure this can be the image boost for vampires you think it will be.”
He sighed. “Admittedly, we’re a long way away from perfecting this, but it’s a promising start and I’m proud of it nonetheless.”
Demonika and Mako were long gone by that point, already headed out the door to line up for the hike. Damian eyed me from across the room, and I returned his gaze. I knew what he wanted. Winston was heading out with the other members of House Raven—a reminder that we had a job to do.
I smiled at Dracula. “Excuse me. I’m heading out to get a head start on the hike. Raps, keep your dad company for a bit, would you?”
She glared at me. We’d already discussed this part of the plan, and she gave me a similar look back then as well. She was very clear that she didn’t want to be alone with her father, lest he try to lure her into another heart-to-heart and make her cry in front of her classmates, but she agreed—for the honor of our house.
I walked out the door, and Damian and Ophelia followed behind me.
“Oh my fucking Gawd, is it happening?! Tell me it’s happening!” Ophelia squealed.
It was happening. We followed Winston and the members of House Raven, keeping a casual distance from our own squads that wouldn’t be pegged as suspicious. Melphee cast a few heated glares back in our direction, but I had a feeling it was more about the fact that Demonika had ratted them out than it was a look of caution.
The trail we were on was far from serene. As a human, it would have been a rigorous trek, with rocky cliff faces at almost every turn, but as a vampire with the ability to spider climb up surfaces with ease, it was nothing.
We were headed to a mesa atop this steep slope, where apparently Dracula was going to give us some kind of signal and then a demonstration. Rhapsody was keeping him busy for the time being, so I hoped we had a few minutes before that happened.
Winston was walking alone with Melphee. I didn’t think they were dating, but they seemed pretty close as they shunned the rest of their house to wander off together. That worked great for our purposes.
Damian’s hand slammed down on my shoulder, making me stop in my tracks. He spoke, but it wasn’t to me. “Ophelia, take care of Melphee.”
“Are you sure you want to give her such vague direc—”
Before I could even finish speaking the statement, the pink-haired fey girl had zipped over to the half-elven vampire and snapped her head around one hundred eighty degrees with a loud and awful crunch.
If we were hoping for a stealthy approach, that ship had sailed with that sound and the resulting cackles that the fairy girl emitted.
I clenched my jaw and shrugged off Damian’s hand, shooting him a dirty look. “Nice one, dumbass.”
“Admittedly, I should have qualified those directions further,” he murmured.
We caught up as fast as we could, but Winston had taken off. So much for chivalry. He ran off on his own, possibly sensing that something was up and that his friend was not the actual target.
It didn’t matter. Damian was faster.
“Nuh uh, Winnie,” the fey prince of the Winter Court said, placing a hand around the other man’s throat. He lifted him off the ground and slammed him into a tree. “There’s no running from the consequences of your actions.”
“C-c-consequences?!” the soon-to-be victim blurted out, his eyes bulging with fear.
I caught up and took Winston off of Damian’s hands, wrapping him up in a headlock. “We heard you had some choice words to say about our girls.”
“I—I mean—in my defense, Ophelia is crazy.”
Damian sighed. “You didn’t just call her crazy.” He reached into a leather bag on his back and pulled out some silver chains.
“What are you going to do?!”
We wrapped the chains around him and hung him from the tree by his wrists. As a vampire, it wouldn’t be all that painful. Certainly not enough to get the message across. So we added a step two.
Looking up at him, we performed a series of simple gestures in unison and ended by grabbing hold of different parts of his attire. I grabbed the collar of his shirt, while Damian went for the cuff of his pantleg.
“Flăcările se aprind.”
We spoke the magic words with confidence, and from our fingers bright sparks emerged, igniting his clothes.
He screamed. We took a step back and watched, content to stare in silence.
Ophelia wasn’t. She returned at that moment and leapt so that she landed seated on Damian’s shoulders. “Mmmm burning meat!” she squealed in a giddy tone, her feet kicking the air and her boyfriend’s chest happily. “I’m so proud of you, baby!”
Demonika and Mako showed up next. “Wow. You really went through with it, huh?” Mako muttered through the man’s pained screams as his skin fully caught fire. “This seems like a bit of overkill.”
Demonika sighed. “I agree. It’s a bit too far. But listen, Winston, the important thing is that we all learn a lesson here, right?”
Winston replied with a series of bloodcurdling screams as he flailed in the chains. We needed to wrap this up soon because people were bound to hear. Whether or not they cared was another thing.
“Look—you know, I know that everyone is blaming me for telling my godmother on you. In that sense, I probably deserve the same treatment you’re getting right now. But it won’t happen to me, not in a million years, and do you know why?”
Winston probably did know why, but Demonika took a step toward him anyway until she was staring right into his pleading eyes. The smell of his charring flesh filled the air, but the flames were starting to die down as there wasn’t much left to burn. His brown hair was scorched off, as well as most of his beard, and large swaths of his flesh were black as charcoal, some portions burnt through to the bone.
“It’s because no one in House Raven has the balls to do this because you know what’s waiting for you if you try. I don’t condone this, by the way—but bear it in mind next time, okay? If Barrett and Damian are willing to go this far over a little verbal abuse…” Demonika shrugged and let the implications of that hang. She took a step back and then glared at me.
“Let’s get him down. He’s learned his lesson,” I said.
Damian nodded. “I’ll handle it. There’s just one thing to take care of first.”
I turned to look at him, confused. “Huh? Wha—”
Before I could react, he’d planted a knife in my gut.
I coughed. “Oww, you bitch.”
The fey prince shrugged. “I just had to remind you that we’re not friends.”
I took out the knife and threw it on the ground. Demonika and Mako crossed their arms and glared at Damian and Ophelia, unamused. “As if we’d forget,” Demonika said. “Fucking pink-haired ass-sucking prick. Go fuck your insane girlfriend.”
He undid the chains and smirked. “Don’t mind if I do.”
Ophelia giggled in a way that warned us they might not be bluffing. We excused ourselves promptly.
Looking down at the wound, I let out a sigh. “I liked this shirt,” I grunted.
“Learn a fabric mending spell,” Mako said. “There’s a few of them.”
“Do you know one?” I asked.
She shook her head. “As if I’d help you with it anyway. That whole thing was stupid as fuck.”
I had to agree. “Still, it was a necessary stupidity.”
The half-succubus scowled at me, too. “You know, I kind of did hope that we were starting to see eye to eye with House Wolf.”
I shrugged. I hadn’t been under the same illusions. “Damian is a reasonable asshole, but he’s still an asshole. He’ll work with us when it’s prudent or we have a common goal, but he’s not and will never be our friend.”
“What about Ophelia?” Mako asked.
I flapped my jaw at her a few times, stupefied. “What do you mean? Obviously, she’s bad news.”
“The worst news,” Demonika added.
Mako laughed a bit as we crested the cliff and arrived at the mesa. “No, I mean… I don’t know what I meant. She’s just… weird.”
Rhapsody was already there, waiting for us, along with a bunch of students from other houses. Many of the men were trying and failing to talk her up, which made me laugh to witness.
“Ah. Thank you all for your praises, but my betrothed is here. Away with you.”
Awkwardly, they scattered, and I felt a little bad for a couple of the nicer ones until I remembered they were trying to hit on my girl.
“Hey,” I said as we got close to her.
She narrowed her eyes at me. “I shall require at least four hugs upon our return home. And quite possibly a sex.”
Demonika cast a sympathetic smile at her friend. “Oh. Didn’t go well with your dad?”
“He left shortly after you did. I climbed the cliff face alone and have been waiting here myself whilst you administered righteous punishment to the House Raven boy.”
“Hugs will be provided,” I promised. “What are we waiting for, by the way? “
I had my answer not a second later. The already dark midnight sky blackened as thousands of bats blotted out the moon and hid the stars.
“Holy fuck!” I shouted.
Rhapsody let out a bored sigh. “Ah. Daddy’s here.”




8: Dracula’s Class


Dracula didn’t speak as the cloud of bats swarmed tightly together and took his shape. Instead, we heard his voice in our minds. 
“Good evening class. I’m quite busy this week, so consider this demonstration as this week’s lesson. I offer my apologies in advance, especially to my students in House Raven. Mr. Roman will be handling their tutor sessions for the remainder of the week.”
I looked uneasily over at Rhapsody. “What the fuck is going on?”
She just squinted straight ahead as her father coalesced from the throng of vampire bats, and it was that look that told me she didn’t know the answer either.
Dracula had appeared upon another hilltop across a short chasm from our own, still well within viewing distance. If he raised his voice a bit, we would have been able to hear him too. Instead, though, he kept speaking directly into our minds.
“In approximately fifteen seconds, I want you to look up at the sky. you are going to see the fabric of the Netherveil tested by outside forces. Today’s lesson isn’t strictly about vampirism and what it means to be a vampire—it’s more about what it means to be a resident of this specific demiplane.”
We looked up at the sky, and surely enough, it seemed to wobble, ripple, and crack.
“What’s going on?” someone shouted. Most of us weren’t able to communicate a broadcast psychic message just yet, so no one judged him. After all, the question was on all our minds.
“The Netherveil is a created world—constructed by me. It took a great deal of study and a lot of sacrifice to carve out my own little world between dimensions, and as it turns out, creating these demiplanes, or subplanes, is not all that uncommon.”
“It isn’t?” I asked, surprised by that. I didn’t bother to raise my voice. He could hear me.
“Indeed, Mr. Bradshaw. Old Gods, alien gods, and particularly powerful demigods like myself all tend to naturally flock to their own worlds sooner or later once their homeworlds become inhospitable. It often begins with technology reaching a certain point. For me, seeing the invention of the camera and the proliferation of mass communications was the warning chime, and I knew my days on Earth were numbered.”
The Dark Lord turned his back to us and pointed at the sky. The fracture among the stars spilled out a dazzling array of vivid colors I hadn’t seen in a long time. They somehow felt wrong in the Netherveil.
“Look. Our visitor is emerging!”
A pair of giant hands reached through the hole in space and spread it wider. The wretched beast that we were looking at was a red, scaly demon with four horns that dwarfed its own head, accompanied by tiny, beady yellow eyes, easily as many teeth as a shark, and a torso covered with scars. The creature saw the group of students clustered below and roared, a bestial sound that spoke of little intelligence, and magma dripped from its mouth, falling onto the ground in front of our teacher’s feet.
I looked around, suddenly aware that our other teachers were here, too, hanging far behind us, not joining their boss in the fight. It seemed… odd, but sure. Who was I to question the Dark Lord Dracula?
“Ah. So tonight’s special guest is Molech, one of the chief demons of Hell parallel to our own Earth. Class, please applaud.”
Everyone lightly clapped, while looking around at faces mirroring their own confusion. Even Rhapsody had an eyebrow arched, denoting a degree of befuddlement I don’t think I’d ever seen so clearly expressed on her dainty face.
Molech roared again, ripping the hole in space open with great black claws, each the size of Dracula’s forearm.
Dracula stood with his hands in his pockets as he waited for the so-called guest to emerge. He looked over his shoulder at us and flashed a thumbs up and a toothy grin. A few people returned the gesture.
The great demon tumbled on the portal, landing on his hoofed feet. I felt the earth shake beneath us, and I worried a bit for Dracula. This was a creature of Biblical significance. Would he really be alright?
Moloch took a swipe, but when his hand slammed into the ground, Dracula was gone. I looked around for a moment, trying to find where he went, but my jaw dropped when I realized he was standing on the demon’s head.
“Now, class,” he continued, “this is a good reminder that speed is often more important than strength. Furthermore, size doesn’t always mean that much in a battle between supernatural entities.”
Rori from House Wolf, a half-demon of some kind and one of Damian’s lackeys, cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted out, “Why are you doing this again?”
Yeah. That was more or less my question as well. One of them, anyway.
“Ah. Yes, of course,” Dracula muttered in our heads, sounding a bit bashful as he dodged Molech’s attempt to grab him again and again. “Molech here is actually a demon I have some history with. He was one of the seven sent to curse me when our bloodline was formed. I saw him in my dreams, though—not in the flesh quite like this. Molech is here to take our domain for himself.”
Dracula shifted in the blink of an eye into a giant black wolf, and suddenly there was some balance in the sizes of the two combatants. He pounced and pinned the demon to the ground, locking his jaws around one of the demon’s horns and tearing it off. He let it go, letting it clunk to the ground, then went for another as the devil fought to get the Dark Lord doggy off of him.
“There are many entities such as Molech who want what he wants. Gods such as Thor, Odin, Ares, and other entities you’ve certainly never heard of make regular attempts to seize this domain for themselves. For many of them, it’s their last chance at survival. For others, it’s a hideaway as they wait for civilization to collapse so they can make their return to Earth and rule again.”
“And that’s bad?” Winston the charred husk asked. I was impressed he bothered to come, and even more amazed that the display was apparently impressive enough that few bothered to comment on his bedraggled appearance. I didn’t see Melphee anywhere, though.
“Well, it’s simply not our problem—and don’t think I’m turning a blind eye to what happened with you, either. We’ll all discuss that later.”
I winced a bit. Seeing Dracula teach a lecture while fighting an archdemon of Hell was a pretty good reminder of just how powerful he was. He ripped out another horn as he continued his lesson.
“Anyway—we are not allies, nor are we enemies with any other supernatural faction. But we fight for our own survival. Here in the Netherveil, we have an open door back to Earth and a golden ticket to a future where vampires will one day thrive. This is our only allegiance.”
With his front horn gone, the demon’s head fit easily in the Dark Lord’s lupine jaws. The demon groaned in agony as the wolf’s jaws clenched and trembled. It looked like the demon’s head was going to pop any second.
“Anyway—why am I showing you this, you may be wondering? Obviously, I can handle myself. I knew in advance that this would happen and timed this field trip to exactly this moment. And none of these extraplanar threats, unless Cthulhu or Jesus Christ himself decides to come knocking on our door, pose me any danger. But that may not always be the case.”
I heard Rhapsody utter a little “Hmmph” sound beside me. We knew the hidden meaning behind his words, and she certainly wasn’t looking for any reminders on the subject. She grabbed my hand again, and I squeezed back.
“One day it will fall to you, the students and faculty of Nosferatu Academy, to see that this demiplane never falls into the wrong hands. This is our legacy. Even should the day come that we all move back to Earth on a permanent basis, I want this world and its people protected. That is my wish.”
He ripped off the demon’s head and gulped it down, and its body went limp. Noxious magma oozed from the stump instead of blood, and I had to imagine that Dracula would be experiencing rather intense indigestion a bit later.
“Can we even eat in our animal forms? We can’t in our vampire forms,” I pointed out, leaning against Demonika.
She shrugged. “Fuck if I know.”
Mrs. Drake placed her hand on my shoulder, and I looked back at her in surprise. She shook her head, a grim look on her beautiful countenance. “This is a thing only he can do. Don’t try it.”
I nodded. “Good to know.”
Dracula shifted back into his vampire form. His cape billowed in the wind, and he somehow seemed a bit taller and more regal as he looked back at us across the chasm. “Practice hard, students,” he said. “Next time perhaps some of you will help.”
“What do you do with the bodies?” Damian asked, learning from my example that shouting wasn’t necessary.
“I have a place where I bury them. Don’t go looking for it. Their bodies make for excellent batteries for the demiplane’s defenses. If we kill enough of these bastards, it’ll eventually get too hard to break through. They may turn their attention to another demiplane instead—if they can find one. Now. Mrs. Drake, Mr. Orlok, and Mr. Roman, please take the students home. Except for Mr. Bradshaw, Mr. Feyheart, Mr. Umbris, Ms. Sprinkledew, Ms. Darcy, and Ms. Takahashi. You stay here.”
Shit.
He walked across the air of the chasm as though he were walking on solid ground. At that point, nothing really surprised me. I was more concerned with the reaming we were about to receive.
The other students left anxiously as those who’d been called out remained standing exactly where we’d been the whole time. Rhapsody clung to me, though, even though her name wasn’t called out.
“Ms. Tepes, you may go home.”
“I wish to stay,” she said, tossing her father an angry look.
Dracula sighed and watched as the last of the other students and faculty disappeared. “Is everyone alright with Rhapsody being here for this?”
No one said anything to the contrary.
“Very well. Obviously, it’s time for us to address the animosity between your three houses. I understand that you have your pride, and a little rivalry is all good and well, but I think we can agree that perhaps things went a smidge too far concerning poor Winston here.” Dracula gestured to the vaguely humanoid lump of walking charcoal that went by that name.
“He insulted our friends,” Damian explained. “And he stepped far out of line with the humans. A slap on the wrist isn’t enough.”
“So you’re judge, jury, and executioner, then?” the Dark Lord said through a smirk as he arched his brow. “You, Damian? I’m fairly certain you’ve killed a human or two in your day.”
“Never in the monstrous fashion they did,” the fey prince protested. “Even I have more respect for life than that.”
It was news to me that this was about that drama at all. Maybe Damian was clinging to an excuse to exaggerate the extremes we went to, but I couldn’t disagree. I chimed in with my support. “In one night, Winston and his house murdered five humans and upset the balance in Hushcreek, ruining their trust in us for who knows how long. The very next night, he made personal attacks on the character of our close friends.”
“Your girlfriends,” Dracula said. “It’s fine, I’m aware of the story. I hear everything. Well, Winston, do you have anything to say for yourself?”
The barbecued vampire straightened up with a jolt of surprise. “Like what? Sorry? Am I supposed to apologize to them?” His voice was hoarse and raspy, and he didn’t dare to acknowledge either me or Damian.
“How about to me?” Dracula said, narrowing his eyes. “They aren’t wrong about the damage you did to human-vampire relations in Hushcreek. I know you know how I feel about vampires who disregard the value of humans as intelligent creatures. It’s natural for newborn vampires such as yourselves to struggle with the feeling that you’re some sort of apex predator and lose sympathy for the living—but that’s a phase, and one that I’d like you to get through sooner rather than later. It was bloodthirsty, amoral newbies like you that made me feel I needed to leave Earth behind.”
Winston hung his newly bald head. “I—I’m sorry, Dark Lord.”
Dracula nodded and looked back at Damian and me. The girls all watched in stunned silence. “Now it’s your turn. Obviously, I don’t need to explain what you did wrong.”
“I’m not apologizing to him,” Damian said, perhaps a bit too quickly.
Our teacher’s eyes went red as he glared at Damian. “If you’re sure, I’ll kill you now, then. I can’t have continued friction between the houses.”
“Uhh. Dark Lord, I—”
“If you’re sure, say so now.”
Ophelia gasped and wrapped her arms around Damian possessively. “You can’t! The Winter Court will know!”
“And yet I do not quiver in fear,” Dracula growled.
Ophelia looked up at her lover and batted her eyelashes at him. “Damian, please, just say you’re sorry!” That was fucking rich coming from her.
Damian’s face soured. He pulled a lock of his pink hair back behind his ear and forced himself not to frown. “Fine. Winston, I’m sorry.”
“Obviously I don’t forgive you—”
“Winston!” Dracula roared.
“Obviously I forgive you.”
“Much better.” He looked at me next.
I took a deep breath. “I am sorry if my actions made you uncomfortable.”
“Ah yes, the non-apology apology,” Dracula muttered. “Try again, jackass.”
“I’m sorry, Winston. I won’t set you on fire and hang you up in silver chains again.”
Our teacher nodded approvingly. “Well, Winston? That was fairly heartfelt, wouldn’t you say?”
Winston finally looked at me. “I would not. But I accept your apology. More importantly, I acknowledge your promise not to burn me alive again. That sucked. Like, a ton.”
Dracula slapped Winston on the shoulder and nodded at us. “Good. Just men being men. Nothing manlier than friendship and forgiveness, eh?”
Demonika shot a message into my brain. “Why is he so fucking cringe?”
“No passing messages, Ms. Darcy,” Dracula scolded her.
“Sorry, sir,” she whimpered, her eyes wide.
“Well… if that’s all,” I started.
“Just about,” Dracula interrupted me. “Ophelia—whatever happened to Melphee?”
The fey girl’s black and pink eyes widened in alarm. “Oh, shoot! I crucified her and forgot to let her down!”
We all sighed collectively. “Very well. Lead the way,” Dracula muttered with his arm extended back the way we’d come from. “And, I’m letting you know right now, your apology had better make someone weep.”




9: Beastmorph Practice


“Are you all just going to sit there?“ Mako asked, sneering at us as we lounged in our parlor. Eliza and Maria were already in bed, given how late we’d returned from the field trip, so it was just us vampires up and about. 
“As opposed to doing what?” I asked.
“Dracula gave us homework, dumbass! We have to practice our beastmorphs.”
I shrugged and let my eyes fall back on my book. “Ehh. I’m not worried about it. I use mine regularly enough.”
“I’ve used mine for over forty years,” Rhapsody said. “I need no practice, Mako.”
Demonika giggled. “My beastmorph came naturally to me the first day I turned. I think we’re okay.”
Mako crossed her arms and clicked her tongue. “Not the fucking point. He said we had to practice, so we should practice.”
“Since when is little miss punk princess the dutiful student?” I asked with a smile, relenting and closing my book.
“Since our teacher killed an archdemon of hell in front of us for a fucking field trip activity,” she hissed.
She had a point there.
Demonika’s voice took on a faraway nostalgic tone in her reply. “I miss school when we went to normal places like pumpkin patches for field trips.”
“I feel as though if you looked around a bit more you probably could have found some pumpkins on tonight’s field trip,” I chuckled. “This whole world has that Halloween vibe.”
Mako eyed me as I stood up. “So you’re coming with me?”
I shrugged. “I mean, he did say we had to do it together.”
Demonika and Rhapsody joined us in standing, and we headed out into the night. It was getting late—or early, depending on who you asked, but we still had an hour or two before we needed to rush the girls back home and get everyone in their coffins before the sun came up. It would hopefully be enough for a quick jaunt in the woods in our beastmorph forms.
We formed a circle without even trying, our eyes darting to one another for who would make the first move. “I guess I’ll transform first,” I said.
The girls watched me, offering grunts or nods of confirmation as I let the black fog come. It swallowed me up, and when it was gone, I emerged into the sky, a six-winged raven.
“Ooo, pretty!” Demonika cooed, her hands clasped in front of her face. “Do you think we could bang in animal form?”
Mako’s face soured up at that. “I don’t know, but that’s about the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever said.”
Rhapsody narrowed her eyes. “I am no biologist, but I suspect the reproductive functions of bats and birds are too far removed from one another.”
I landed on Demonika’s shoulder, and she nuzzled me and scratched my chest affectionately.
Mako sighed. “Well, I guess I’ll go next.”
She closed her eyes and disappeared in the dark mist that billowed at her feet. She emerged a short two or three seconds later, a cute, fluffy black bunny.
“I’ll never get over how cute she is,” I said to myself.
“Hey!” I heard Mako’s voice in my head. “Yo! I can hear you!”
I looked down at her in disbelief. Did that really just happen?
“Can you hear me now?” I asked.
“Yes! Can you hear me?”
“Obviously.”
Rhapsody bent over and picked Mako up, squishing her against her face. “She is like one of my stuffies, but warmer. I will not be quick to relinquish her.”
“Oh God,” Mako groaned.
Demonika smiled and kissed my birdy head. “I guess that means I’m next.”
I took off from her shoulder, circled them, and landed on Rhapsody’s head instead.
Rhapsody squeezed Mako tightly against her face and shifted as I perched atop her head. “Barrett. You are far less pleasant than Mako’s bunny body. However, I shall allow you to remain on my scalp due to my immense affection for you. Be honored by this.”
“This chick…” Mako sighed. “Oof! Too tight! Gyah! She’s hugging me too tight!”
I laughed internally and watched as Demonika made her transformation into bat form. When she emerged, she stayed fixed in the air with a steady beat of her wings, seemingly watching Rhapsody expectantly.
“Demonika, can you hear me?” I asked.
“Whoa! We can hear each other in beastmorph form?! Since when?!”
Mako’s psychic sigh of relief was audible to us as Rhapsody set her on the ground. I fluttered down to the ground myself and remained there, looking up at Demonika as she hovered in the air. “We’re not entirely sure, but it seems like it affects us all.”
“Could this be why Dracula gave us all this homework, I wonder?” Mako posed.
Rhapsody transformed, and we all watched, no one bothering to answer the half-oni-turned-bunny’s question just yet, including herself. The fog came for the daughter of Dracula too, and seconds later a black wolf stood in front of us.
“Man. Rhapsody’s so much bigger than the rest of us,” Demonika sighed.
Rhapsody’s wolf cocked her head. “Did the bat just… speak?”
“And so did you,” I said, hurrying to get her up to speed. “Apparently we can communicate as though we’re speaking in beastmorph form.”
Rhapsody planted her rump in the grass. “Curious. I have been able to communicate with my father in this form, but I thought that was due to his powers, not my own.”
“There was nothing about this in our textbooks,” I noted. “The section on beastmorphs in Van Helsing’s book was actually really limited.”
“That book was written from the perspective of the son of a monster hunter and a vampire’s husband, and his wife isn’t even from our Prime Material. Dracula commissioned that book to be written with what information he was willing to share,” Demonika said.
I flapped my wings on the ground, considering taking off, but I delayed. “Hmm. I think it’s safe to say we probably were meant to discover this on our own. Got any theories?”
Mako’s bunny nose continuously twitched as she spoke. “Just one. Probably it has something to do with our closeness to each other—hence why Rhapsody thought it was her father’s power. She only ever was all that close with him.”
“This seems plausible,” Rhapsody agreed. “It is an interesting way to see who does the homework. Presumably, then, the bond is established with continued exposure to another vampire in close proximity. Meaning the other houses should all have this ability as well.”
“I wonder if we were meant to discover this now because of all the upcoming events,” Demonika reasoned, still flapping away tirelessly. “Fuck, we need a low-hanging tree or something for me to hang upside down on.”
“Why don’t we move out,” I suggested. “We should see just how far we can stretch this new power.”
Everyone agreed, and we headed out into the Whisper Woods together.
As it turned out, our range wasn’t far. It worked almost exactly like speaking did. The further away we were from one another, the quieter our psychic voices seemed to be. Yelling worked the same way. I could shout, and they would hear me more clearly from further, but I felt strained by it, and it came in less pleasant to hear, almost like it hurt.
Still, even with its limitations, it was incredibly useful. And, for the first time, I thought to test my psychic link to Demonika while in this form. It worked as expected. She and I did not experience the same limitations. We could communicate freely across much greater distances.
Eventually, we more or less broke away from each other. Rhapsody and Mako went off together on foot since they were both on the ground, and Demonika and I took wing and flew through the forest together.
“I wonder if—”
“No,” I muttered firmly. “Not boning in animal form. Besides, I’m pretty sure our anatomy doesn’t line up.”
She giggled. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”
“No will here,” I murmured. “Hey, heads up. I think I see Raps ahead.”
A black she-wolf came into view on the far side of the clearing we had just entered. She was drinking from a brook, but there was no bunny in sight.
“Rhapsody, hey,” I called out.
No response.
The wolf did seem to hear us though. She looked in our direction and growled momentarily. After a moment, she relaxed and sat, watching us circle the area.
“That’s not Rhapsody,” Demonika observed.
Still, the wolf seemed familiar. I was sure I’d seen her before but… Maybe not on the best of terms.
I landed on a tree branch, and Demonika clung upside-down to the same limb. The she-wolf did not seem threatened or upset with our presence, so our curiosity got the better of us all. We all stared at one another in silence for a time, and the longer I stared, the more I realized this couldn’t have been Rhapsody from the start.
First of all, this wolf was not strictly shaped like a normal wolf. It was bigger and more muscular, with hind legs slightly longer than the front legs. Furthermore, its front paws were somewhere between paws and hands, and its back paws were way too big to be normal wolf feet.
“That’s a werewolf,” Demonika said.
I would have nodded if it weren’t such an awkward thing to do in raven form. “Yep. I think I know which one, too.”
The werewolf crawled up to our tree but remained on the ground. She planted herself on the grass beneath the tree and looked up at us.
“I remember you,” she said. Her voice came back strong and sultry. Perhaps a bit older than me, but not by much. I was sure it was her now. “You killed my pack.”
“We didn’t ask for any of that violence. We were attacked by you,” I reminded her. “I’m tired of getting attacked by your kind. Can you please not do whatever it is you’re thinking of doing?”
“Do you sense aggression from me?”
I scanned her in depth. I wasn’t a master of canine psychology or trained to pick up on the subtle cues of lycanthrope anger tics, but she was sitting in a fairly relaxed manner. No growls, no slobber, no snapping jaws. She didn’t howl to call out for any help. She just looked at us with interest.
“I guess not,” I admitted after a moment or two.
“Because there is none. You’re not the only one tired of the violence between vampires and werewolves. The elders can’t help their hatred. Even though Dracula gave them a home here, their suspicion of him runs deep. Our kinds rarely get along.”
“That much I know,” I said. I had read all about the history of vampire and werewolf relations in my textbooks. It was… fraught, to put it lightly.
“Then you understand why they behave like dumb dogs around vampires.”
Demonika bent in a cute way to get a better look at the wolf. “Then why don’t you?”
“Younger pups like me don’t have the history of hatred. They tried inducting me into their way of thinking, but as I see it, Dracula has changed. He genuinely wants to protect our kind. There’s no point in fighting.”
“Why haven’t you joined up with a new pack?” I asked. “Strength in numbers and all that.”
She shrugged. “I’ve avoided others. I don’t want to join another pack. I’m stronger than most, and not even in my prime yet.”
Demonika shifted back into her own form, appearing out of the smoke and seated on the ground in front of the wolf. “Wanna be our pet?”
“Demonika!” I said in shock but realized she couldn’t hear me anymore now that she wasn’t in her beastmorph. Reluctantly, I abandoned my form too, ending up seated on the tree branch. I hopped down and landed beside her, but I wasn’t able to respond before the wolf did.
The wolf girl shifted back into her human form, and it was quite a process. Her limbs shrank, her fur receded, and with painful-sounding cracks and pops, her bones all settled back into place. 
Soon she was once again naked. Like last time, she had a bushy black tail and wolf ears. Her bronze skin was a refreshing change of pace from all the paleness I saw day-to-day. I found myself staring into her eyes, too, a beautiful golden color like a sunrise at sea. Her hair was interesting. It was almost black. Her tresses were long and wild and probably could have covered her breasts. But they didn’t.
Her body? It was good, but I decided not to gawk. She was taking this form so we could communicate, not so I could… No, wait.
Her breasts were—
“Don’t stare, you greedy boy,” Demonika chided me, flicking my shoulder.
Caught. No matter.
“I’m sorry for her—”
“I would like very much to join you, but I don’t appreciate the label of ‘pet.’” she said.
I blinked a few times in surprise. “You want to join us?”
She nodded and crossed her arms in a way that mashed her sizable bosom together. Again, I resolved to not stare, summoning up my iron will… However…
Her prodigious valley of cleavage was—
“Ouch!” I got flicked in the ear this time. Perhaps deserved.
“Sorry. You want to join us?”
She nodded again. “I would like to align myself with a vampire.”
I cocked my head. “But you’re a werewolf.”
This time she slitted her eyes at me, earning my curiosity. “And what difference does it make to you what I am?”
“But—well, I mean the school year has already begun,” Demonika said. “Most of us endured trials and tests to get approved by the school. And I don’t know if we can make you a vampire or not.”
“I don’t need to be part of your school. Or a vampire.” She took a step toward me and grabbed my hands, making Demonika hiss. “I just want to make a vampire friend or two. Maybe have a second home outside of the forest. I have a feeling it’s a smart move. No one else in the Whisper Wood is doing anything like this. They’re all stuck in the past.”
“Why do you want that, though?” I muttered. “What do you gain?”
The wolf girl sighed. “Well, I—”
Suddenly a loud howl pierced the night air, and her ears perked up. Her bushy tail stopped wagging.
“I must go. But consider my wish and find me again if you want to talk more about it. If you wait too long, I may grow impatient and find someone else—and that would be a pity, as I doubt they’d be as attractive as the two of you.”
She scampered off on all fours, shifting back into her bestial form as she ran. I looked over at Demonika with the look of a child at a pet store asking his mother to buy him a puppy.
“No,” she said firmly, crossing her arms and furrowing her brow. “We don’t need another one.”
“But—”
“No.”
“It was your idea,” I sighed. “I promise I can take care of her.”
She cocked an eyebrow at me. “That’s what I’m afraid of. You need to take care of me.”
Rhapsody and Mako showed up in their human forms a few minutes later while we were walking back to the forest entrance. “What was that howl?” Mako asked as she ran up to us. “Are you okay?”
“Obviously,” I chuckled.
Demonika made a face at me before turning back to our other housemates. “Some werewolf bitch threw herself at Barrett.”
“Technically she didn’t specify I had to be the one to turn her,” I noted.
The half–succubus gave me an eyeful of skepticism. “Yeah, but she wasn’t eyefucking me.”
Rhapsody stroked her neck thoughtfully. “A werewolf offering herself to a vampire? Even in the Netherveil, such a thing is highly unusual.”
“Well, we didn’t say yes,” I informed them, “so no one freak out.”
Mako narrowed her eyes to crescents. “Did she show you her human form? Was she hot?”
“It was the one whose arm we fixed last time. As for if she’s hot,” I murmured, “I didn’t really notice.”
“He stared at her boobs.”
I frowned. “Aren’t you supposed to be my vampire thrall or something? And yet you betray me.”
Demonika’s eyes widened. “Oh my Gawd, baby! I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to!”
I laughed and kissed her on the forehead, pulling her into a side hug. “I was joking. By all means, use that free will. In any case, I’m not worried about the wolf girl right now. Let’s go back to the manor. The sun will be up soon.”
No one had any protests for that. As we headed home, though, I couldn’t help but wonder about the strange she-wolf. Why did she want to be with a vampire? Why was she resisting joining a pack? And if that was true, why was she answering the howl of another wolf?
There was one more question on my mind, too. Something that might not be so obvious, but definitely bore mentioning. Why were her boobs so big yet perky?




A Harem Interlude


The wind’s howl drowned out much of the night music of the Netherveil. The songs of birds and the cacophony of chirping insects that normally filled the otherwise quiet evening air were muted against the forceful abuse of a chilly gale that seemed determined not to cease. 
For most creatures under creation, it would have proved unpleasant, but it made little difference to vampires. The bite of a cold wind did nothing to impress Demonika Darcy’s skin as she bit into the warmer flesh of a young villager outside the girl’s home in Hushcreek.
“Don’t drink too much,” Mako cautioned her. “I’ve had her before. She’s got a good flavor, so I’d like a bite too if you don’t mind.”
Demonika pulled her blood-soaked lips away from the young woman’s face to flash a look of bitter irritation at the half-oni. “Get your own!”
Rhapsody emerged from a nearby cottage, wiping her lips and nodding with satisfaction. “There is a fat woman in there that has more blood to offer, Mako. She was willing but rather anxious.”
Eliza and Maria looked far more anxious than anyone else. “I still don’t know why you asked us to come along,” Maria protested. “Surely we should be seeing to Barrett’s needs now?”
“Thanks to House Raven, we needed your help to convince these donors to cooperate. You know that. Besides, Barrett is sleeping in,” Demonika said, her voice muffled against the whimpering girl’s neck. “He’s planning to stay up when the rest of us go to bed tonight so he can spend some time in daylight and experiment with his powers.”
Eliza and Maria exchanged mischievous looks. “We’ll have him all to ourselves!”
Mako scowled at them. “Don’t distract him too much. He’s got work to do.”
“Oh yes,” Eliza giggled. “Very important work.”
Rhapsody looked at the bloodthralls with detached wonder. “It’s so strange that I share a romantic partner with human peasants.”
Demonika swept the girl she’d been drinking from into her arms. “I’m going to put this one to bed. Mako, find something to eat and we’ll head to the tailor after that.”
Mako’s face displayed a rather unamused expression. “You could have saved a bit for me, you know.”
Demonika shrugged without looking back as she shuttled the village girl into her home and closed the door behind her. The bloodthralls whispered conspiratorially to one another about their plans for the next day.
“And then we can suck—”
“You realize we can hear you, yes?” Rhapsody said, arching an eyebrow at the two blondes. “Our hearing is keen enough to pick up your whispers if we wish to. You can’t keep secrets from us in our presence.”
Mako sighed as she looked at the giddy girls. They seemed entirely unalarmed by the epiphany that their lewd machinations had been overheard.
Demonika emerged from the cottage again and nodded at her half-oni friend. “Did you find a drink?”
“I’ll pick something up on the way home,” she shrugged. “I drank last night anyway, so I can skip tonight if I have to.”
Rhapsody squinted at Mako. “There is little need for such abstinence. We can wait. There is plenty of time left in the night.”
Mako bobbed her head from side to side. “I just want to get the shopping over with so we can get home around the time that Barrett finally wakes up.”
The half-succubus grinned. “Fair enough. To Atelier Imala’s, then!”
The presence of the human thralls slowed travel down more than a little, so before long they all found themselves sharing conversation again as they walked out of Hushcreek toward the tailor situated near Castle Drakul.
“Hey, Mako,” Demonika said, looking back at her friend with a smile, “I saw you writing a letter earlier. Who was that for?”
Mako looked down at the ground and watched her feet as she walked at a brisk pace. “Umm, that was for my… my mother.”
“Is your mother still alive?” Rhapsody asked, her eyes still watching the road ahead of her. “I have never met a mother aside from my own, and she is dead.”
Mako chuckled under her breath. “Yeah. She’s alive. Hence me writing the letter.”
“What is she up to?” Demonika asked. “Sorry to pry, I’m just curious. You never talked much about her.”
The half-oni’s face sank into a frown. “I—I dunno. She rarely writes back, and it’s always just a few lines.”
Eliza and Maria shared concerned looks with one another. “Oh, Miss Takahashi, do you and your mother not get along?”
Mako’s face twitched a little bit to be addressed so directly on such a personal topic from the humans, but she answered anyway. “No. Well, she doesn’t care for me very much. But I look up to her.”
“If your mother doesn’t have the decency to offer you her love, she is not worth your letters or your care,” Rhapsody said rather indelicately. “Discard your relationship with her. If she loves you, she will approach you eventually.”
The half-oni punk girl cringed a bit at those words. “Yeah, uh. That’s kind of what I’m afraid of. That she doesn’t care, I mean. If I don’t fight to keep in touch with her, I think she’ll just… let me go.”
“Then this is a win for you,” Rhapsody reasoned. “Congratulations. You can be rid of dead weight by doing nothing at all.”
Mako actually laughed a bit at that. “I know you’re right on a logical level, but emotionally I just can’t bring myself to do that. I want to prove myself to her. I want to make her love me.”
“You can’t make her love you,” Demonika remarked. “If she only accepts you once you’ve proven yourself, she never loved you at all. Rhapsody isn’t the most tactful, but I have to agree with her here.”
It got quiet after that for a while until finally, Rhapsody’s curiosity got the better of her. “And just how do you plan on proving yourself, Mako?”
Mako looked back at the ground so that her chin dug into her chest. “I… She said I was weak. As a half-oni, I wasn’t strong enough for her. She thought by letting me become a vampire, I might become stronger and be able to unlock some of my latent oni powers that are hard to access due to my status as a half-blood.”
“You’re the strongest person I know,” Demonika muttered. “I don’t mean that in a cute Hallmark movie kind of way, either. When you transform, you’re buff as hell.”
“Yeah, but I can’t keep that up for long,” she murmured, crossing her arms. “It tires me out too quickly if I have to focus on it.”
Rhapsody made an awkward grunt. “Yes. I can relate to this. I have trouble accessing and maintaining my elevated form as well.”
“It can take decades to master, Mako,” Demonika said. “Don’t rush yourself. You’re doing fine.”
Mako’s hands balled into fists, and she shook her head with defiance. “No. I need to be faster. I’m not working hard enough.”
“So work harder. Win your mother’s love, then spit in her face after you vanquish her in single combat,” Rhapsody suggested. “However, if you require assistance, we shall aid you.”
Mako couldn’t help but giggle at that. “Thanks, honey. I’ll keep that offer in mind, but I don’t currently plan on beating up my mom.”
Demonika winced. “Well, I’ve got mommy issues, too. Turns out my mom tried to kill my dad, and my dad killed my mom in self-defense.”
“Yeah, that is a big ol’ yikes for sure,” Mako agreed. “I can’t even imagine how messed up that news was to receive.”
“Very messed up, for the record.”
“A ghoul ate my mother,” Eliza said.
“My mother’s still alive,” Maria added cheerily. “But she has the whooping cough, so it’s a bit touch and go at the moment.”
Rhapsody remained quiet, but everyone was more or less aware of her situation anyway.
Demonika beamed at Mako, falling back to squeeze her cheek. The half-oni slapped the half-succubus’s hand out of her face. Demonika laughed at her friend’s needlessly violent repudiation. “Hey, at least you have a direction to point your angst. Some kind of goal—impress mommy. I can dig it. I wish I had something like that.”
“You don’t have any dreams?” Mako asked.
Demonika shrugged. “Being candid? No. My whole life has been aimed at getting Barrett to love me. Now that he does, I have a hard time thinking about anything else but how happy I am with him.”
“Well that’s pretty good, then,” Mako giggled. “You got what you wanted.”
Demonika smiled back at her. “But he wants me to aim higher. He doesn’t really want me to make being a good lover for him my whole personality, and I can understand that. But as a half-succubus, all I really want to do is give him pleasure—and as his vampire thrall, that desire is even harder to ignore.”
Rhapsody thrummed her fingers against her leg as she kept her pace at the head of the pack. “Hmm. Perhaps you need to allow your love for him to guide your ambitions, then. If you have no desire for yourself, then set goals that will make him proud or happy or serve to make you a better concubine.”
“Queen,” Demonika corrected her. “And yeah, that’s kind of what I’m thinking, but—”
Rhapsody stopped abruptly and spun on her heel to face the half-succubus. “Excuse me? What did you just say?”
“I mean—Barrett and I have been basically engaged in my mind since childhood. We’re going to marry someday, and if he’s the king of the vampires, that’ll make me his queen.”
Rhapsody furrowed her brow. “Insane. Stupid. Selfish. Ignorant.”
Demonika blinked. “What are you doing?”
“Barrett already promised my father that I would be his queen.”
The half-succubus giggled, tossing her brown hair over her shoulder. “Oh, honey, you won’t be the first or only queen.”
“He loves me,” Rhapsody said. “I’m sure of it. He won’t back down from his duty.”
Demonika smirked and folded her hands in front of her face, doing a happy little spin. “He loves us all. And for sure, you’ll have your role in helping him run things from a political standpoint—but who’s going to be his emotional anchor? Who’s willing to be the mother of his children?”
Rhapsody blinked repeatedly, her fingers squeezing the hem of her skirt and bunching it up. “I dislike you at this moment. Intensely.”
Demonika rolled her eyes but grinned all the same. “There’s no need for anger. We’re not rivals. We both have our place. I’ve loved Barrett for his whole life. Do you really think you can—or deserve to—stand in the way of that?”
Mako cleared her throat. “I also was kind of thinking I might be a queen.”
Rhapsody and Demonika whipped their heads to face the red-skinned girl in unison. “You?!” Demonika asked as though the notion was absurd.
“I’ve loved him almost as long as you,” Mako murmured. “I mean—don’t tell him that, but—”
“If you cannot even be direct about your affection, you don’t deserve this title,” Rhapsody said coldly. “Demonika at least has a point, even if the underlying notion is absurd and offensive. But you?”
Eliza and Maria traded nervous looks, like two rabbits stuck in a cage with fighting tigers. “Excuse me, mistresses?” Eliza said, raising her hand demurely.
All the vampires glared in the bloodthralls’ direction, their dark malevolent eyes twinkling as their lips snarled in anger. 
“Can you please not fight? It’s scaring us.”
Demonika hissed at them before returning her gaze to the other two vampires. “Rhapsody and I will be queens. I will be the queen he comes to for love and affection, and Rhapsody will help him with politics and governing the vampires under his control. But Mako—what would you even bring to the table? Abuse?”
Mako’s eyes widened, going glossy as they filled with red tears. “I can’t believe you just said that.”
“I mean, answer the question. You want to be queen? You spent your whole life bullying him while I gave him nothing but love and support. I sacrificed my own ability to progress to elderhood as a vampire in order to bring him to all of us. What did you do? Punch him through a window?”
“I didn’t hit him—”
Demonika huffed and plowed past both Rhapsody and Mako. “I don’t have the time to hear this. Get your shit together. I’m not opposed to the idea of a third queen, but honey, you have a lot of apologies to make and habits to change if you want to be worthy of that title.”
Rhapsody blinked, her lip twitching in a look that bordered on pity for the half-oni. “You are correct in your statements, but I don’t believe it was necessary to speak so coldly to our friend, Demonika Darcy.”
Mako sniffled, wiped some tears from her eyes, and shook her head. “No. She’s right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
Rhapsody watched Mako with concern as they resumed their walk, occasionally casting looks Demonika’s way to see if the busty beauty was about to apologize, but no such apology came.
They arrived at the tailor’s shop soon enough, though none of them were keeping track of the minutes by that point. Silence had fallen over them like a shroud, and it was the most uncomfortable Demonika remembered feeling in front of Mako since she was fifteen years old and they had their first major confrontation about their feelings for their mutual crush.
Demonika had gone too far. She knew it, Mako knew it, Rhapsody knew it, even the bloodthralls knew it, and that was her shame to bear. But there was something so unforgivable about the notion Mako had just put forth. Demonika alone had put in the hours, made the sacrifices, and given of herself unconditionally for the man they all loved. She understood why Barrett had to say yes to Dracula about Rhapsody—that’s just the cost of doing business. But Mako?
She shook her head, dismissing that thought. Don’t be a fucking bitch, Darcy, she urged herself. Mako didn’t deserve her sass. The last thing Demonika ever wanted to do was to make her cry.
Somewhere along the line, she had started to see Mako as a genuine friend, but there was a part of her that still clung to the idea that she was a nuisance, an obstacle, and Mako’s comment about becoming queen was a reminder of that. She would always be there, pining for him, needing him just as badly as Demonika needed him, but doing things all wrong. It was like looking in a clumsy mirror.
The tailor’s shop was set in a hamlet outside the eastern edge of Castle Drakul’s walls. The miniature village wasn’t quite large enough to have a name, but it was the only spot that had shops that catered specifically to vampires, particularly the students of Nosferatu Academy.
The building was a simple structure, with wooden beams holding up the corners of the rectangular foundation. The spaces in between were filled in with painted white bricks. The roof looked more modern than the typical cottage in one of the human villages, complete with gray shingles. The front door, however, was no different from any other wooden door you’d find in the Netherveil, and as they approached, it opened of its own accord.
Eliza cleared her throat as the vampire women made their way to the entrance, putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Home is right over there. If you won’t be needing us anymore, we’ll head back.”
Demonika smirked at them. “Actually, I was planning on getting you some new outfits, too.”
The girls’ eyes widened. “Wh-what?! These fancy clothes for us?”
Demonika suddenly felt like she needed to find a way to show her regret to everyone without spelling it out. Maybe later she could find the strength to say a proper ‘sorry’, but it was too soon. It wouldn’t mean anything until they’d had a chance to get some space from the outburst.
What she could do was be nice. “Yeah,” she continued. “In fact, I’ll use my whole stipend for the month to put toward any outfit that anyone here wants.”
Mako didn’t look up from the ground, but her eyebrows lifted. “You don’t need to do that, Nika.”
“Truly—money is not an object, Demonika. I can cover myself.”
Demonika rocked back and forth on her feet with her hands behind her back as her wings flapped anxiously. “Well, I just want you all to know that I—I love you guys, and I want to do something nice.”
The resulting silence hinted to the half-succubus that her intention was well-received. They walked into Atelier Imala’s place together, and the mood slightly lifted once more.
“Now,” Demonika said with a mischievous tone, “Let’s get sexy.”




10: Fun in the Sun


As I exited the manor and felt the morning sunrise hit my face for only the third time since I came to the Netherveil, I felt the inexplicable urge to stretch. I adjusted my magic glasses and gave into that desire, extending my arms out and, with a deep yawn that probably wasn’t strictly necessary, I stared out into the dawn. 
A little “eep” squeaked out behind me. I jerked my head and looked back into the foyer. I smirked as Eliza, with her big eyes staring at me, adorably clutched her heart and took several short breaths at once.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“I’m sorry, master,” she panted as she walked up to me. “I still have the reflex to jump out of my skin if the sunlight gets anywhere near you.”
“Call me Barrett,” I reminded her.
She cringed and nodded like it hurt her. “Master Barrett.”
I furrowed my brow at her. “No, not like that.”
“Barrett… Master?” she whimpered. She puffed up her cheeks and pounded on my chest lightly as though it were a drum. “I told you I can’t get used to it! Please, master, stop making me call you that stupid name!”
“But… That’s my name,” I chuckled, running my fingers through her long blonde hair. She hadn’t put it up yet in her braids. “Is it stupid?”
Her eyes widened as I touched her. “Are we going to make love now? Maria’s not awake. It could be just the two—”
“I literally just got up,” I said, withdrawing my hand.
She crossed her arms and pouted. “Some folks like to finish things they start, I hear. Perhaps it’s something you might try one day.”
“I didn’t get up just to have sex during daylight.”
One of her eyebrows raised and she bit her bottom lip. “Just?”
I couldn’t restrain myself from rolling my eyes, but I hid it by pulling her in for an embrace as my head rested on her shoulder. She melted against my chest easily, all complaints forgotten as we looked out at the sun as it crested a distant hilltop.
The Netherveil morning was as dull and gray as the night, but the silver light and tiny hints of pink and blue that entered the palette made for a beautiful display. “It’s really pretty,” I said.
Eliza let out a tiny gasp and looked up at me expectantly. Her big eyes narrowed as I failed to meet whatever expectations she’d had.
“What?” I chuckled. “Why are you making that face?”
“Like, you, Eliza,” she murmured. “That’s what I thought you were going to say.”
“Huh?”
“It’s really pretty. Like you, Eliza.” She swooned a bit at her own impromptu fan fiction, making me chuckle.
I kissed her on the forehead, which made her face relax again. “Let’s wait for Maria and then we can go into the village together.”
She spun around to face me, breaking free of my grasp only to grab my arms and place them around her again once she’d changed positions. “Do you mean it?! You’ll spend the morning with us?!”
I nodded. “Yeah. Why not? I just want to walk around and see how it feels. For a longer period of time, I mean. The other times I tried this it was just a quick experiment or two before I slipped into my coffin. I want to grant myself at least the whole morning.”
“Oh! By berries and twigs, that’s exciting! What pleasures we can show you!”
I winced. “Let’s not make this whole thing about sex.”
Her cheeks went rosy at the comment. “O-of course not. Not just sex. Do you think I’m some kind of harlot?”
Grinning, I helped myself to a pinch of her red cheeks. “Of course not, Eliza.”
“There will also be blowjobs aplenty, and maybe you’ll finger us, and—”
“Or,” I interrupted her, grabbing her hands, “we can just spend time with each other.”
She whimpered a little bit and nodded. “Stingy master. But yes, that would be nice—it’s just most of the time Ms. Darcy drains you dry and you hardly have any energy left for us. This is our chance to have you to ourselves. I don’t mean to waste it, master.”
“Barrett.”
She cringed. “Yuck. Horrible name.”
“That’s my fucking name,” I laughed, clutching my heart as if she’d broken it.
“Master, did you know that it physically pains me to disobey an order from you?”
I blinked at her, not sure what she was getting at. “I guess you know about the experience of a bloodthrall better than me.”
She nodded. “Yes, I do. And every time I call you master, I feel a stinging in my chest because you ordered me not to. It’s terrible. Like stepping on a nail, or stabbing myself with a shard of glass.”
“So stop calling me master,” I suggested with a shrug and screwed-up facial expression.
“Never!” she replied, then clutched her bosom and made a face of anguish. “Ouch! See? It hurts!”
I groaned loudly and grabbed her shoulders, squeezing them. “Ugh. Fine. You can call me master.”
She jumped up and down for joy, bouncing her bosom wonderfully as she still wore her evening negligee. The concession was almost worth it for the jiggle, I had to admit.
Just then, Maria strode into the foyer, yawning as she held her hand to her mouth and stood on her tiptoes to kiss me on the cheek. “Good morning, m—Barrett.” Her face twisted for half a moment into an obviously displeased look.
Eliza grabbed Maria’s palms and twirled her around like a dance partner, giggling all the while.
“My gracious goodness, Eliza! What has gotten into you!”
“Master says we don’t have to call him that stupid name anymore!”
“Again, and I can’t stress this enough: That’s my actual name.”
Maria clutched her breast with one hand and her throat with the other, smiling as teams instantly streamed down her face. “Praise the Dark Lord,” she said. “Amen.”
[image: image-placeholder]I took the girls into Hushcreek Village, wearing my glasses and dressing in the most normal, human-looking clothes that I had—a brown vest over a white tunic and black pants. It was a simple look, certainly not an outfit I’d want any of my vampire peers seeing me in, but I hoped it would help me pass as human.
Wearing the glasses Orlok gave me helped quite a bit to shield me from the brightness of the morning, especially once the sun had gotten a bit higher in the sky. They weren’t the most stylish frames, but they did the job they were designed to do.
“You look so cute with those, master,” Eliza giggled, poking my frames.
It was funny that she said that, because today I was by far the least cute of the three of us. Apparently, Demonika had treated everyone to new outfits for some reason, even the bloodthralls. I was proud of her for that—including them showed some real maturity and compassion. I’d be sure to reward her for it later.
Eliza had her hair down this morning, with only a floral blue headband keeping it out of her face. She wore a long, elegant dress with a tight leather bodice that pushed up her apple bosom in the best possible way. The dress was striped white and blue, working well as a complement to her headband, save for a red sash around her narrow waist.
Maria, on the other hand, wore her blonde mane in braided pigtails that went down to the small of her back. Her chest was slightly larger, and she was thicker of ass and thigh than her counterpart. Her dress was a sleeveless red summer dress with a dark brown corset and matching lace embellishments here and there. Upon close inspection, there was a tiny clover pattern in the fabric.
It was a bother trying not to stare. Both of them looked more like goddesses today than peasant girls.
“Thanks for the compliment,” I said with a grin, “but in the village at least, you can’t call me master.”
Maria nodded. “Yes, I’ve been thinking about that. What if we call you by a pseudonym, like Carrot Cradshaw?”
My mouth opened as if to say something but I failed. “Why not just my real name, Barrett?”
The girls traded disgusted looks.
“Okay. How about Garret? That’s similar,” I murmured with a shrug.”
“Garret Gradshaw,” Eliza tried it out, then nodded her approval with a sweet grunt. “I like it. Much better.”
“Or… just Garret.”
“Come with us, Mr. Gradshaw!” Maria cooed as both girls grabbed one of each of my hands. “We’re going to take you to the most delightful breakfast vendor in all of the Netherveil! Mr. Carp has the best sweet buns around!”
They dragged me through town, giggling as I took in the sights around me. Everything looked different during the day. That wasn’t a particularly profound epiphany, I realized, but it was true. It reminded me of my hometown, how there were certain neighborhoods I knew only in daylight, and when I rode my bike or drove my car through them at night they seemed so alien.
This was the opposite of that.
I’d been to Hushcreek many times. More often than not it was to keep the other vampires of House Dragon company as they hunted since I usually opted to drink the blood of my thralls. Maria and Eliza, in my experience at least, had the sweetest, most addictive blood around, so while I’d occasionally get my jollies seducing and hunting for blood, it really only served as the occasional way to break up the monotony of having things too easy.
But I recognized this place, and, indeed, I even recognized some of the people I saw working around the town as we moseyed through. I had drunk the blood of the shepherd girl who I spotted carrying a little ewe in her arms. She smiled at Eliza and Maria, who curtsied politely back. No conversation broke out, though.
I was glad about that, actually. I seemed to be benefiting from the Clark Kent effect at the moment—mundane clothes, parted hair, and thick glasses made it a bit easier for me to pretend to be someone else—someone who didn’t know what the girl tasted like and sounded like when she was moaning from the intoxicating effect of a vampire’s bite.
“She looked at him a bit too long,” Maria noted as we got out of earshot of the shepherdess.
“It’s just because she didn’t recognize me,” I said, trying to reassure her away from her possessive instinct.
Eliza shook her head. “No. She wanted you.”
“I doubt it. I’m dressed like a nerd,” I laughed.
“But you’re built like a god,” Maria giggled back. Then her frown returned. “I don’t think I’ll be talking to Clara anymore.”
“Oh, come on. It’s not a big deal. Now show me this sweet bun vendor before I take you two behind that stable and give your sweet buns a bite.”
Eliza and Maria scowled at me, which was a reaction I didn’t expect.
“Did I say something?”
“You said that like it was a threat, but that’s precisely what we both want,” Eliza muttered under her breath. “Stingy master.”
“Cheap master, withholding all the seed for his vampire girls,” Maria added, her lip twitching. “Hmph! I’ve gotten myself upset now.”
I chuckled. “Well, tell you what. Let’s live the rebellious peasant life for one morning. After we get your breakfast I’ll take you both in that barn at the edge of town and withhold nothing.”
The two blonde beauties traded devious grins. As though they were of one mind, they each seized a hand in unison and dragged me to the breakfast stall.
Not only was it the best one in town, but I also suspected it might have been the only one. Hushcreek wasn’t all that big after all, and most people seemed to eat in their own homes, but enough folks either didn’t like to cook, or couldn’t, that a place like this was allowed to exist.
The owner was a pudgy man who smelled of sweat, but he had a kind and gracious smile. “Good morning, girls! And who is this—”
“Two sweet buns,” Eliza growled, grabbing the man by the wrist and impatiently handing him the coins. “Give us fat ones loaded with mutton!”
“None for your friend?” Mr. Carp asked.
The girls shook their heads but offered no more explanation.
I reached out my hand, and he took it in a strong grip. “Goodness, you’re cold to the touch, like one of them vampires!”
I laughed. “I just washed my hands in the stream nearby. That must be why.”
He nodded as we ended the handshake. “I’m Jon Carp. Pleased to meet you.”
“I’m Barr—I mean Garret.” My face soured. “Uhh, Garret Gradshaw.”
“Curious name,” the man muttered. “Tell me, wouldn’t you like to—”
“Sweet sassy molassey, Mr. Carp! We’re in a hurry!”
The man looked taken aback by Maria’s sudden urgent declaration. “Oh. Of course, I’m sorry.”
“Me too,” I muttered, a bit embarrassed. “It’s just that the girls are giving me a tour of Hushcreek. I’m not from this part of the Netherveil.”
“Hard to imagine you’re from the Netherveil at all, the way you talk,” the chubby man said, his rosy cheeks creasing with his smile. “Funny accent you got.”
“Anyway, I already ate, so that’s why I’m passing on breakfast.”
He nodded. “No worries. Two sweet buns for the beauties of House Dragon, coming right up!” the man said, handing the girls their food. The buns smelled nice enough, but not at all appetizing to me.
Rather than bite in, the girls grabbed my hands and started directing me toward the barn. “Whoa, slow down,” I laughed. “Eat your breakfast first. We have all morning.”
“And we’ll use all morning,” Eliza whined, stomping her feet. “Come oooon!”
While she was saying this, Maria was shoving her sweet bun into her face.
“Maria, honey, you’re gonna make yourself sick.” When she inevitably started choking, I reached around her, holding her body tight against mine, and gave her the Heimlich Maneuver. She spat up a lump of her sweet bun and coughed.
“You saved me!” she exclaimed with wide eyes and open arms.
Eliza meanwhile started wolfing down her own breakfast, her eyes fixed intently on me.
“You’d better not be trying to choke so I do that again.”
“It’s not fun,” Eliza cautioned her, lowering her arms. “It’s probably best to slow down, honey.”
Maria took her friend’s advice with a bitter sigh and furrowed brow.
We walked around town as the girls finished their breakfast at a more natural pace, and they introduced me to a few of their friends as well as pointed out some places they visited most days.
“That’s Betsy’s house. She’s really good at sewing. Sometimes she’ll patch up our dresses for free!”
“And that’s Mark and Denise’s home. They sell fruit from their orchard outside of town here. They’re probably not home now.”
Being with the girls made me forget all about the real reason I’d come to Hushcreek. My mind was not preoccupied with questions about what it meant for me to be a vampire who could walk in daylight. Instead, my eyes and attention belonged to them.
Eliza and Maria were—well, let’s face it: they were a bit ditzy at times. But they were sweet to a fault, free-spirited, lovely, and devious in the best way. They were so much… fun. That was it. It was as simple as fun. I enjoyed their company, enjoyed being with them every second I could. How I ever managed to think that their lives were worth less than mine because of what I was—I felt a sudden lancing bolt of shame as I recalled that arrogance.
Humans were just as important as vampires. Maybe more. To be frank, they were just as deserving of happiness, love, compassion, and safety as Demonika, Rhapsody, or Mako. Perhaps those girls would think that such a thought was treacherous, and I wouldn’t be in a hurry to express the feeling, but that’s what I felt. Deep down, very passionately, that’s what I understood.
I looked down at the ground, my eyes going wide as I noticed bare toes gripping the grass. “You two aren’t even wearing shoes,” I noted.
They giggled. “We like being barefoot when we can,” Maria explained. “The grass tickles the soles of our feet.”
It was something about the purity of that which made my desire for them swell to bursting. Maybe it was just the final excuse I needed to move things along, but that’s when my mood changed. The girls’ giggles stopped abruptly when they saw me eye the barn at the edge of town.
“M-master?” Eliza asked. “Are you ready now?”
I nodded.
We walked toward the open barn in silence, the only sound being the heavy breaths of the women on either side of me. The barn had been emptied and abandoned for whatever reason and was now used communally as a place to store things and seek shelter from a quick gale or fleeting rain shower. Now, however, it was going to be used like a bridal suite.
I closed the barn doors and latched them shut behind us. The girls found a bale of hay lit by a beam of sunlight from the barn’s second level. It was a nice enough spot for the naughty things we were about to do.
Maria hastily unlaced her corset and shimmied out of her dress, dropping it to the ground on her own, while I helped Eliza do the same. The whole time, I was being assaulted with kisses at every break in the action, the girls letting out cute little moans and whimpers of anticipation as their needs welled up inside them.
They lay on the hay, side by side. They looked up at me, both biting their lower lips. Maria reached down and opened up her pussy with her fingers, making her dripping entrance gape. Eliza fondled her own supple breasts, pinching at the nipples as she parted her legs.
“Get on your sides,” I commanded them. “Facing each other.”
They scrambled to obey, rolling onto their sides, the action bringing them so close that their breasts touched. They looked excitedly into each other’s eyes and grinned.
“It’s been so long, Eliza.”
“It’s been, like, three days,” I muttered. I threw their top legs over each one of my shoulders and dropped my pants to the ground, letting my cock spring free.
Eliza gasped with offense. “Three days! That’s practically criminal!”
Their womb brands throbbed with pink radiance. The icon with the flaming sword and angel wings that was below each of their navels drew my eyes with their glow, but my attention was quickly stolen by their damp slits.
I placed a hand on each of their asses and guided their bodies together. Their labias closed in on my cock, sandwiching it between them. I hadn’t done a double pussyjob in this position, but I had a feeling it was going to be fun.
The girls let out discordant moans as I started moving, grinding my prick up and down their wetness. My fingers gripped their asscheeks tightly, keeping them pressed into me, keeping my cock mashed between their warm pussy lips.
Sloppy wet sounds rang out, playing wonderfully in chorus with their whimpers and groans of pleasure. It wasn’t long before the sensation got me as well, and soon I was letting out my own grunts.
I couldn’t help myself. I picked a hole, any hole, and slammed my cock inside. It turned out to be Maria’s cunt, so I diligently got my fingers to work on Eliza to keep her stimulated.
“Ohh—yes, master!” Maria cried out, “go as deep as you wish! It’s like my body was molded especially for you!”
That was a bit melodramatic, but I didn’t hate the enthusiasm. I worked inside of her, thrusting with my hips in a rhythmic to and fro. She whipped her hair from side to side, her braided pigtails going wild. “Nyaaaa!” she cried out, her noises getting so unrestrained I almost felt embarrassed for her.
I pulled out with a gooey plop and slid my cock inside Eliza. She let out a breath that she must have been holding for a while, her body practically melting as she felt my cock swell inside her desperate pussy.
“Yes, master—would you like to finish inside of me?” she asked with obvious hope lifting up her voice. She waited for a response.
“Uhh—we’ll see,” I grunted, not really in the mood for conversation.
“Cum inside me, master—let’s make a dhampir!”
“I don’t think it’s that easy,” I murmured, but the breeding talk didn’t hurt. I found a new, more frantic pace inside her, my balls slapping against her skin with every powerful insertion.
The girls were looking into each other’s eyes, grinning as I fingered Maria and fucked Eliza, both practically moaning into the other’s mouth. Suddenly, things changed as Eliza’s eyes went wide.
“Are you cumming, Liza, honey?” Maria cooed, stroking her friend’s hair and pinching her nipple.
“Yes, Maria!” she squealed. “I’m cu—ooohhhh fuck! Fuck fuck!”
“That’s it, baby,” Maria giggled and pecked her friend on her forehead. “Cum for your master. Cum all over his cock like a good girl.”
“Did you kiss your mother with that mouth?” I asked. “Jesus.” Not that I was complaining mind you. In fact, the dirty talk was threatening to make short work of me, too, but I couldn’t have that. As a point of pride, I always tried to climax last—because nice guys finish last, after all.
But I really had my work cut out for me this time. Eliza’s insides tried to milk me like a slimy, hot, wet fist, gripping and relaxing on repeat as I pumped inside her. I needed to finish so badly.
“I’m switching,” I grunted, and I pulled out and grabbed hold of Maria, changing positions to let myself calm down. I pressed Maria’s face into the hay bale as she pushed her ass up in the air. It was a nice view. I scrambled to get inside her, every second out in the cold air was practically torture for my dick. Sex was the one time I actively craved warmth.
I found her hole and pushed inside. It felt different this time—not as naturally lubricated as I’d expected, but tighter and just as warm. Thanks to Eliza’s juicy contributions, I had enough moisture to work with to get started.
I rocked my hips, and Maria whimpered. “Okay, master. If this is what you want.”
I looked down in confusion, then went wide-eyed as I realized my mistake.
“I—I didn’t—”
“I didn’t know you wanted to fuck my asshole, but it’s fine. I’m sure I’ll enjoy it, master, because it’s you.”
“Well, it was an accident, but now we kind of have to. Can’t go ass to vag,” I muttered.
I started thrusting, and honestly, it turned out to be serendipity. Her little puckered bud squeezed me tightly with each thrust, and the noises she started making after she found a way to relax showed that she had no regrets as well.
“Gaaaawww fuck my ass, master! Get my butt pregnant!”
My face scrunched up at that, but I pressed onward like a good soldier. I couldn’t stop if I wanted to, to be honest. Things were in motion then that could not be undone.
Soon came the familiar pulse and throb of my balls, begging me to let them empty their contents inside the mewling peasant girl’s dark star. I gave my balls my blessing, and soon I felt their contents draining, blasting inside Maria’s bountiful booty while Eliza watched, playing with her friend’s boobs as Maria’s head rested in her naked lap.
When I’d finished, I shook off a bit of dripping cum onto the hay and pulled up my pants. I fell backward onto the bale beside the girls, and they clambered to claim a place on top of me.
“Thank you for spending your morning with us, master,” Eliza said, kissing my cheek. “I’m having a great time.”
“We should do this more often!” Maria added.
I chuckled. “Yeah. We really should.”




11: Getting Familiar
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“How did your day date with the bloodthralls go?” Mako asked a little bitterly. Her nose twitched, and I figured she probably smelled something I wished she didn’t. 
“Fine,” I said, quite underselling the truth. “Why? Are you jealous?”
She scoffed. Three times in a row. “Hmph! As fucking if. Like I’d be jealous of a couple of blood-bag bimbos.”
Eliza walked into the parlor from the foyer and frowned at Mako. “That was mean.”
“I agree.” I stood up and cast a stormy look at Mako. “You really should treat them better. They’re members of this house like anyone else.”
She shifted in her chair and tossed her head from side to side. “Well, I mean… not really. They aren’t students. They’re only here because they’re bound to you. If you left, they’d be gone too.”
“And so would I,” Demonika cooed as she strolled in looking as gorgeous as ever. While Mako was wearing torn urban camo capris and a white crop top ripped in strategically modest places, Demonika was wearing a blood-red evening gown that only traveled down to mid-thigh. The rest of her pearly white skin was on display, including a rather exceptional canyon of cleavage.
She bent over and kissed me on the top of the head, then lifted up her boobs and let them rest on my scalp.
“Those things are heavier than they look,” I noted as my inner demons urged me to reach up and give her mammaries a honk.
“Yeah, yeah, we get it—Demonika’s the favorite girl,” Mako protested, sticking her nose back in a textbook that I sadly doubted she was reading.
“You’re damn right I am,” she giggled.
I cleared my throat. “That’s not something I feel comfortable being joked about.”
“Who’s joking?” the half-succubus said.
Mako’s face was growing more and more irritated by the second. It looked straight and normal enough at a glance, but as I studied it I couldn’t ignore the tightening of her lips or the twitching of her nose. I really needed to give the poor girl some attention.
That was the danger of a harem, I’d come to realize. It was a selfish construction, centered around one man who couldn’t possibly do right by every girl every single day. And more often than not, Mako was the girl I failed. In fact, somehow we hadn’t even had sex yet. We’d fooled around, sure—but never actual sex.
That wasn’t because I liked her the least. We’d been friends for a long time, and during childhood, I’d really come to trust her, despite all the fake bullying. Deep down, she was a sweetheart like any other, and gorgeous In a way that was uniquely her. Any man would be lucky to have her love. 
But my mom always said the squeaky hinge gets the oil. Demonika and Rhapsody were more outspoken about their affection and far more clingy, so by default, it was way easier to give them my attention. In fact, when I went out of my way to give Mako some love, it almost felt like a slight to the other girls—they were right there after all, practically begging. Why should Mako, who actually tried to convince me she was less interested, get alone time with me when the others weren’t shy about asking for it?
But too many days had gone by since I’d shared more than a quick kiss with the half-oni, and I needed to find time to set that right. It wasn’t even about sex. It was about letting her know that I saw her value because right now I doubt she felt it.
“What do you think our familiar will be?” Demonika asked, rubbing her palms together behind me. “Do you think we’ll get a dragon?!”
“Because we’re House Dragon?” Mako asked. She chuckled a bit at the idea. “I don’t think it works like that.”
“Wouldn’t it be fucked up if we got a wolf or a raven or snake?” Demonika said, snorting a little as she broke into her musical laugh.
I thought about that. “I wonder if that’ll happen. That would be confusing.”
“I get the feeling they didn’t plan for that,” Demonika noted. “It feels like they’re making things up as we go.”
I shot up suddenly, dropping Demonika’s boobs. “Oh shit! Is that today?!”
“The familiar ceremony?” Mako asked. “Yeah, in like an hour. You’re ready, aren’t you?”
I was not ready. “Oh, sure. Let me just… go get something really quick.”
“You should change your clothes too,” Demonika noted. “You’re wearing your normal cloak and pants but we should be dressed up hot as fuck. The whole school will be there.”
I nodded. “Yeah. That’s totally what I was going to do.”
I excused myself and hurried into my room, darting for my wardrobe. In one of my pairs of pants was a parchment with the familiar summoning spell on it—which I hadn’t looked at even once since receiving it from Mrs. Drake.
I unfolded the paper, letting my eyes dart over its contents.
Yeah. Okay. This seemed manageable. I could make this work.
I reread the document a dozen times, committing the spell to memory. The ritual components were pretty basic as well—nothing we didn’t have lying around if I dug around—candles, daggers, incense, pretty run of the mill junk.
I wasn’t the kind of student who forgot this sort of shit, either. In my defense, though, I had a lot on my mind… not that I was going to inspire a lot of sympathy from the student body and faculty if I tried to tell a sob story about harem management.
I got dressed in an all-black ensemble that was generally shinier and more formal than just about anything else in my closet. I couldn’t see my reflection in any mirror, but I was pretty sure I looked good, and the reactions I got when I left my room and returned to the parlor seemed to corroborate that.
I threw my satchel over my shoulder and hastily loaded up the contents needed for the spell while Mako and Demonika just gawked. 
Rhapsody was also walking out of her room, wearing a skintight black leather dress with a long slit on one side that went all the way to her hip. Her hair was in its signature high ponytail, but she made the extra effort tonight and put on a bit of makeup.
Normally makeup was pretty unnecessary for a vampire because the transformation or rebirthing process made us the most perfect version of ourselves, exaggerating our best features and diminishing our worst. Our complexion cleared up, our physique improved, and our teeth whitened, just to start.
But Rhapsody got properly dolled up tonight, complete with blush on her cheeks and black lipstick.
“You look great,” I told her as I walked out of the room.
She pivoted to face me, then instantly scowled and furrowed her brow with a sneer. “You look frustrating.”
I cocked my head. “Huh? What? I thought I probably looked pretty decent in this outfit.”
“You are better than decent, husband. I am frustrated because I know that the acts I wish to perform on you will take too long and make us late for the summoning.”
I chuckled and shook my head at the explanation. “Ah. Okay, go figure.”
“Holy fuck, baby,” Demonika moaned, licking her lips as she joined the conversation. “You look hot!”
“Yeah?” I chuckled. “What do you think? Will you ladies let me hit it later?”
“I’d let you hit it so hard that whoever pulled you out Merlin would have to name the next king of Camelot.”
“I will hit you however you wish to be struck as long as you grant me a sex,” Rhapsody added.
I laughed and looked around. “Where’s Mako?”
“Oh, she went into her bedroom to change,” Nika explained. “I warned her that I don’t think gray camouflage shorts or whatever she was wearing were gonna cut it for tonight.”
“She put up some resistance until we reminded her that Ophelia will almost certainly be dressing up.”
I cocked an eyebrow at that. “Why does she care what Ophelia looks like or thinks?”
“She hates her, that’s why. Besides—I bought her an outfit with my own fucking money. She’d better wear it at least once.”
I quirked an eyebrow at that, not being privy to the events that led to the purchase, but I didn’t have time to follow up.
Mako swung the door open and made a dramatic entrance, stomping into the room in her leather high-heeled boots. She was wearing heavy black eyeliner, black lipstick like Rhapsody’s, and a strapless, backless minidress that seemed to cling to her body as if by pure magic. In addition, she had on those aforementioned matching heeled boots, and it was at that moment that I realized at some point in the evening the girls had all done their nails, including Mako.
She tightened the spiked collar on her neck and grinned at me. “How do I look, asshole?”
“Like someone I’ll be sucking face with later,” I told her.
She smirked. “You wish.”
“I do. Let’s make that wish come true.”
Mako laughed and shook her head. “Tell you what. Maybe if you lead us to victory in the battle royale later. Well, if you think you can get these hags off of you for a few minutes,” she gestured at Demonika and Rhapsody, who didn’t seem pleased with the remark.
“Sounds promising,” I chuckled. “But they’re not hags.”
“I’m literally a few months younger than you, Mako,” Demonika sighed.
We exited the house and started off in the direction of the castle, recapping everything we’d heard from Mrs. Drake in both our tutor sessions and class. The summoning and the games that would follow afterward seemed straightforward enough, but our nerves were officially wracked nonetheless.
We headed to the preordained rendezvous point, a canopy-style canvas tent that had been put up in front of the gates to Castle Drakul. House Raven and House Viper were already there, as was Mrs. Drake.
“You’re on time,” she noted with a smile.
“Was there ever any doubt?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Not really. Did you practice the spell?”
I fought the urge to cringe. “Practice is a really strong word,” I murmured.
Her smile fell. “You’d better not fuck this up, Bradshaw.”
Demonika raised her hand. “Godmommy, hi. What order will the summoning happen in?”
Dracula appeared in a fine black mist I hadn’t even noticed welling up in front of the growing crowd of students. “I’ll answer that. House Viper will go first, followed by House Wolf, House Raven, and then you, House Dragon.”
“Who determined the order?” I asked.
Dracula smiled at me. It was a bit off-putting. “Louis Orlok did a very intensive reading involving stars and crystal balls. I’m told tarot cards may have made their way into the process.”
“Really?” I asked.
“No. I forgot the event was today and just spat out that order when you asked. So that’s what we’re going with. Ah! There’s House Wolf. Looks like we can begin soon. Gather round, everyone! Form a large circle inside the tent!”
We obeyed, and I was struck by just how humble the venue was, but in the end, it made sense. The courtyard inside the castle gates was too packed with flowers and things like fountains to be good for something like this, and it made sense that it should be off our individual lots and on neutral ground. And of course, as the spell dictated, it needed to be outdoors.
“Tonight is the first night of a new moon—a time of changes,” Mrs. Drake began. We all stood in a respectable circle, and I could tell from the sea of faces around me that I wasn’t the only nervous one in the crowd. “In a moment we will begin the ceremony. Tonight is a night when your House becomes more than a place where you sleep and study, and your bond with your classmates grows, for tonight is the night that you gain your communal familiar. These familiars will accompany you, serve you, protect you, and cherish you, and in return, you must do the same for them. A familiar hails from the fey realm but takes on a biological earthly shape, usually from the mundane world—but they are not creatures of biology. They are ethereal, magical, and intelligent. They have feelings of their own—and magic. Treat your familiars well, students, and they shall treat you in kind.”
Silence washed over us all, and for a minute the only sound was the wind. “Will the young lady from House Viper please step forward?”
Xin-Yi, a petite half-serpentfolk girl I didn’t know very well more or less shivered her way to the center of the tent.
“Why are you worthy to represent your housemates?” Arcturus asked.
The girl straightened her back and took on a look of determination. “Because I am the strongest and the most driven and they look up to me.” It sounded cocky, but to her credit, her housemates clapped and cheered until Roman raised his hand to silence them.
“You may begin.”
She etched the casting circle from memory and opened her bag, dumping out its contents. Several candles, some incense, all those things I already knew I needed. They suddenly felt heavy in the bag I was carrying at my side.
I focused intently as she set up the ritual bit by bit until I was sure she was ready for the incantation. From where we stood and the rustling of the wind, her whispers were inaudible, but I knew the words well by now.
“Come forth, familiar! What form will you take?!” she shrieked as she finished the spell.
A puff of white smoke appeared in front of her, billowing out from the incense at the center of the casting circle. It swelled and expanded until it filled the entire tent, but once it reached that point it quickly dissipated.
What was left standing in front of the girl from House Viper was a little black and white sheep.
Everyone clapped. Rhapsody leaned in and whispered. “Curses. It is quite cute. Ours must be the cutest. Bear this in mind, Barrett Bradshaw.”
I swallowed a loud gulp and nodded. “Gotta be cute. Noted.”
The familiar followed the girl back to her place in the circle, where her friends greeted them both excitedly.
Next up was Ophelia. She was looking, sorry to say it, hot as fuck in a glittery pink dress that seemed designed to just barely contain her boobs—which I hadn’t realized were quite as big as they appeared now. She had her hair done in long pigtails too.
Though I expected her to freak out and start murdering someone any second now, she kept it together somehow. Her face was a straight line, iron focused on her task.
“Ophelia of House Wolf, why do you deserve the honor of representing your house,” Orlok asked her, the vampire wizard who taught us spellcraft and helped us practice our magic.
“Because I was selected by my house to do so. Because I work hard and never back down from a challenge. Because I am driven by a hunger that no one else here will ever know.”
That seemed… more or less accurate.
She performed the same ritual, and the process repeated. When the smoke cleared for her, they were left with an albino crocodile that was roughly Ophelia’s size.
The psycho girl’s eyes lit up with instant love, and she picked the croc up and squeezed it, dragging it back to House Wolf.
We all applauded, and then the ceremony went on.
It was close to my turn now. Only one more House before ours. Winston walked up, still showing some scarring and lacking some hair from the burns he suffered at Damian and my hands not long ago. I couldn’t help but notice that people looked at the fey prince and me just as much as they looked at Winston as he approached the center.
I blacked out for whatever he said when Dracula asked him why he deserved this honor. I was too anxious to listen. Winston performed the ritual even more competently than the first girl, and I could tell he’d practiced it at least a dozen times. I was not going to have that level of finesse, but it helped to see them do it before I had to.
When the smoke vanished, Winston had a brown bear cub follow him back to the crowd, and loads of ‘awwws’ rang out from the student body.
And then it was my turn.
Mako slapped my ass, and Demonika pinched it as I stood up and started to make my way toward the center. That didn’t really help with the nerves, but I appreciated their spirits.
I knelt down and took a big, unnecessary breath.
“Barrett Bradshaw,” Cordelia Drake began, “Why have you been chosen for this honor?”
I cleared my throat. “I’ve paid my dues, Mrs. Drake. Time after time. I’ve done my sentence but committed no crime. As for bad mistakes—”
“Are you quoting Queen?” Dracula asked, his face contorting in a bemused fashion.
“Nah,” I said. “That doesn’t sound like something I’d do.”
That earned me a round of laughter from some of the student body, which I happily took before continuing on. 
“I was chosen because I’m the selected leader of House Dragon, and I appreciate my teachers and housemates allowing me this honor.”
I laid out the ingredients from my bag and set the ritual up in complete silence. Some incense in the center, and drawing new lines for the fresh casting circle. I lit the candles, burned some sage, and uttered the incantation. “Însoțitoare, te chem. Însoțitoare, te chem!”
To my great relief, the incense smoke whitened and spread as it should, filling the tent until I felt alone. Soon, however, it cleared, and when it had completely gone I was left staring wide-eyed at House Dragon’s brand-new familiar.
A duck. A red-billed, white-headed, otherwise black duck with glowing red eyes.
Well, I thought, It could have been worse. It could have been a goose.




12: Let the Games Begin 


After the summoning, we were granted a one-hour break. During that brief respite, everyone went back to their houses to change out of their formal attire and into the gear we were meant to wear for the main event. Once that was done, though, we were right back under the exact same tent. I couldn’t help but feel like Nosferatu Academy bore a lot of the same summer camp DNA as Camp Blackwood. Arthur and Dracula probably planned them both. 
“It is at this time that I would like to make an announcement,” Dracula said. “Daylight in the Netherveil has been suspended, and we are entering a period of perpetual night.”
Count Duckula quacked in my lap as our teacher delivered the intriguing news. I perked up to listen, wondering just what kind of power it took to cause this rather monumental change to the way the world worked all of a sudden.
Demonika and Mako stopped petting our new familiar for a moment, gasping in unison, but Rhapsody seemed far less surprised.
Ophelia cleared her throat and waved her hand violently in the air. “Oooh! Oooh! I have a question!”
“Yes, Ms. Sprinkledew?” Dracula asked, smiling at the girl as though she weren’t evil on a clinical level.
“How long will daytime be canceled?”
“It’s more like it’s being postponed until the conclusion of the tournament,” Dracula replied, “assuming it doesn’t go on for far too long, anyway. But I imagine, if anything, it’ll be over well before the allotted time is up. There are some competitive individuals here at Nosferatu Academy that won’t let their classmates enjoy much downtime in a competition like this one.”
I tried hard not to make eye contact with Damian, but I could feel him looking at me. If he ended up on the other side, he’d be the first one to take out—well, him and Ophelia. For personal reasons as much as practical ones, honestly.
“Mr. Orlok is walking around the circle now, distributing one silver stake to each person here. At this meeting’s conclusion, I will release an element of chaos into the fabric of the Netherveil, which will randomize the locations of everyone standing under this canopy.
“Your job will be to survive while attempting to eliminate people from other houses—but here’s the catch. You will be assigned a partner—and that partner will be from another house.”
Someone actually gasped, which made me roll my eyes. I raised my hand but didn’t bother to wait to be called on. “Okay, I’m sure you’re getting to it, but if we’re trying to take out people from other houses, and our partner, from another house, is doing the same thing—”
He nodded and chimed back in with his own interruption. “Each house has an allied house. House Raven and House Viper will work together, while House Wolf and House Dragon will buddy up, forming two opposing teams. Your partner will be from House Wolf, Mr. Bradshaw.”
“I swear to God if it’s Damian—” I started to mutter.
“Not to worry, you’ve been assigned to work with Ms. Sprinkledew.”
Hmm. Somehow that was even worse. Damian laughed and flashed me a mocking thumbs up and winked, while Ophelia’s jaw dropped, then transitioned into a ridiculously evil smile that reminded me a little bit of the Grinch. Some others in the circle laughed.
Tell you who didn’t laugh—my girls.
“I don’t like that,” Demonika muttered, her eyes narrowed. It was a psychic whisper, so no one else heard it.
Mako glared at me in preemptive anger, and I flashed her an expression of confusion as to why she was looking at me like that. I was just as irritated as her, after all. It was my funeral on the line.
“Don’t you dare fuck her,” she mouthed.
My face twisted in disgust at the notion, but then I looked over at the fairy chick, and I had to admit that she would have been an interesting lay. Still, I valued my life and sanity, so I was going to pass for the time being—not that I expected the matter to come up. “Well, at least not before I fuck you,” I said, grinning at her.
She rolled her eyes. “If we can finally get some alone time after this is all over, maybe I’ll think about it.”
Dracula continued with his exposition. “The rules of the tournament are straightforward. Once you hear my voice in your head, wherever you appear at the start of the tournament, you will be within a few minutes’ walk from your partner and able to sense which direction they are in. Do not lose your silver stake as it’s preloaded with all sorts of nifty enchantments of this nature.
“When you find your partner, you and he or she have one mission: survive. Outlast all the other contenders, and you will be declared the winner of the Bloodthirst Games.”
“Bloodthirst Games?” someone from House Viper remarked in a skeptical, mocking tone.
Dracula furrowed his brow. “Shut up. Now, there are several dos and don’ts to discuss, of course. You are absolutely allowed to stake your classmates in the heart—”
“What?!” Cries like that rang out and filled the night air and panicked students looked around at their friends and lovers with new worry on their faces. It was misplaced—the silver stakes wouldn’t kill us. They’d just fuck us up real bad, but some of those who slacked off in their studies apparently didn’t remember that fact.
“Your silver stake is enchanted to send your target back inside of Castle Drakul, provided of course that you land a perfect shot in their heart. Other methods of elimination are not allowed—especially decapitation and burning alive, or anything else that has a risk of actually killing your target. Those will mean an instant ban from the tournament and expulsion from Nosferatu Academy.”
“So we just stake as many of our classmates from our two enemy Houses in the heart as possible until there’s no one left on those teams?” I asked.
Dracula grinned, his fangs protruding wickedly from his handsome face. “Correct. And from there we’ll tabulate the winning house and then the most lethal player—based on eliminations, mainly, but there will also be other prizes awarded. Special prizes will go to the victors, but don’t worry: I have participation trophies in the dining hall for everyone.”
A cacophony of groans pierced the following quiet.
“Welp,” Damian grunted, “I didn’t give a shit about this tournament before, but if all I end up with is a participation trophy I’ll probably kill myself. So consider me invested.”
Dracula beamed proudly at him. “That was precisely the idea.”
The devious bastard. That bit of reverse psychology worked on me too. Granted I had already resolved to try my best, but now? Forget it. We were either winning or not showing up—and we were already here.
Mrs. Drake stepped forward and nodded at Dracula, who grunted his permission for her to speak.
“Now, there is a twist—All the humans have been moved inside Castle Drakul. As we speak, even Mr. Bradshaw’s bloodthralls will be escorted into the dungeons, where they will be taken care of until the tournament is over. This means you have free reign of the entire Netherveil, and any damage you do to any property will be temporary. Dracula has reserved some of his power to create a fixed snapshot of this moment in time, and this is what we will return to when it’s ended.”
My eyes went wide. “That’s a lot of power,” I uttered, mostly to myself.
Mr. Orlok cleared his throat and continued. “To encourage things to move along at a steady pace, however, there will be a translucent wall closing in on you at all times from the outer edge of the Netherveil. Your playing area will get smaller and smaller until it has consumed and erased everything but Castle Drakul. If you are eliminated by falling outside the boundary, just like being impaled through the heart with a silver stake, you will be instantly teleported to the dining hall of Castle Drakul and allowed to watch the end of the tournament. There will be plenty of blood to drink there too.”
“You are allowed to use any and all of your powers to your advantage,” Arthur said. “So, please—”
“Except for you, Ms. Darcy,” Cordelia interrupted him, looking at her goddaughter. “Your powers would ruin the event for everyone.”
Demonika growled, balling her fists at her side. “What?! That’s so unfair.”
Dracula frowned. “If you so much as look into Mr. Bradshaw’s eyes for inspiration, you can conjure powers that cause crippling prolonged orgasms and erections to anyone within a mile radius—including your teachers. And there is simply no defense against it which I know of, aside from being impotent.”
“Winston’s safe then,” Ophelia giggled until Mrs. Drake shot her a murderous look. That shut even the psycho fairy girl up.
“This is bullshit,” Demonika growled, crossing her arms over her chest. She rested her head on my shoulder. “So I’m gimped just cuz I give people boners?!”
“To be fair, they’re very intense boners,” I chuckled. “But I do have to agree that it’s unfair. If everyone else is allowed to use all their abilities to their maximum potential and Demonika is just hearing now that she can’t minutes before the event is starting—that’s not really cool.”
“That’s why Demonika’s stake has been given an additional enchantment to make her spells easier and faster to cast. She doesn’t need to perform the complex finger gestures as she holds it, but she still needs to use the correct wrist movements,” Mr. Orlok explained. “It’s not the perfect solution, but it should help with the balance at least a little.
Demonika rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue at her godmother. “Hmph. Whatever. If I lose, we all know why.”
Dracula gestured at my chubby duck, who was now seated on Mako’s head. “Lastly, please note that your familiar will appear in front of whoever calls out its name so long as they are in your house, at least for the duration of the special event. Following that, the familiar will be under the most direct control of the one who summoned it.”
“Quack,” our familiar offered.
Mrs. Drake looked around the circle. “So make sure you all agree on a name and inform the familiar of your decision in the next few minutes.”
Mako turned to me. “I was thinking Quacksylvania,” she said as she reached up and pulled the fowl off of her head, handing it back to me.
I scoffed. “I already decided on Count Duckula.”
Demonika shook her head. “Count Quackula, The Duck Lord. Two puns in one.”
“Fuck. That is better,” I conceded, grinding my teeth together.
Rhapsody chimed in. “I care not what the name is, but if we have to say Count Quackula, The Duck Lord every time we wish to summon him I imagine that could backfire at some point or another. It is a wordy moniker.”
I chuckled. She had a point there. “Okay—let’s go with Quackula, but keep the rest of the title unofficial. For fun.”
Demonika nodded. “Good thinking.”
A few minutes later, Dracula and the other three teachers were standing at the center of the circle, their eyes closed, channeling and chanting.
Arthur opened his eyes as the spell seemed near to finished and the other teachers went silent. “It’s my job, then, to inform you all of your partner allocations. As mentioned already, House Wolf and House Dragon are partners, and House Viper and House Raven will be partners too. The partners for House Dragon and Wolf are as follows: Mako, you are with Damian. Barrett, you are with Ophelia. Demonika, you are with Kenzie. Rhapsody, you are with Killian. Due to the uneven number of participants, Rori will act as support but has no partner. Quick aside: if you are too close to members of your own house for more than a few minutes, you will be teleported to a random location away from them. You only want to be near your own partner for any extended period of time.”
Ophelia waved at me like a pageant princess, sporting an evil smirk from across the circle, while Damian nodded at Mako, who nodded back. Both of them were businesslike enough to make the partnership work. Kenzie and Demonika weren’t even pretending to look at each other, and the case was more or less the same for Rhapsody and her partner, a half-yeti dude that towered over her, and who was also one of Damian’s goons.
Dracula spread his arms outward in a broad gesture of completion, grinning at us. “Let the games begin! And may the odds be ever in your favor!”
Before I had a chance to lean in and wish my girls good luck and point out that the Dark Lord was once again plagiarizing the Hunger Games, though, my vision went white, and I found myself on my back, staring up at a twinkling slate gray night sky with only the tiniest hint of blue.
I sat up, dizzy and discombobulated as I tried to understand where I was.
Mrs. Drake’s voice belted through the sky out of nowhere as I scrambled to my feet and dusted off my combat attire—black leather armor and fitted gray pants that I hoped would help me blend into the blandness of the Netherveil at least a bit.
“Quack!”
I whipped my head and found the Duck Lord staring at me from atop a boulder jutting out the side of a cliff. I couldn’t help myself but to grin broadly at the ducky boy.
“Ahh. Count Quackula. Good to see you. Do you know where Ophelia is?”
He shook his head—which was rather illuminating as it confirmed that he did indeed possess a rather unexpected degree of intelligence.
“Nice,” I grunted as I fumbled for my silver stake, finding it in my pants pocket. I flipped it in my hands and furrowed my brow as an elevated, almost nirvana-like level of focus and determination washed over me. “Well, then. Let’s get this party started, motherquacker.”




13: The Games Continue


My eyes darted around the foggy clearing, surrounded by nothing but tall trees that seemed to reach toward the sky. The piny smell filled my nostrils, overwhelming me with their fragrance and the sheer impressive sight of them. 
With a soft grunt, I sat up and straightened my back, quickly rising to my feet as I looked around for any sign of my partner. Grumbling silently to myself, I uttered a quiet curse at my misfortune. Ending up with Ophelia was about as bad as things could get in terms of partner assignments. At least Damian had honor to some extent, but his girlfriend had only bloodlust and a few screws loose.
“Quack!” Count Quackula poked me with his bill, jabbing me in the calves to get my attention. I looked down at him and grinned. I had no idea what use a talking duck was going to be in this particular situation, but at least we had a cute companion. He was a fun little mascot if nothing else.
I knelt back down, patting my duck on his smooth head. “Do you think you can find Ophelia, boy?” I asked. It was… a bit of a stretch to expect anything from him, but I might as well ask.
Count Quackula quacked an eager reply and took off into the air, shooting up from the ground with very little warning. At the very least, I could see that he was quicker than I’d expected—faster than a normal duck for sure.
Stealth wasn’t my chief concern at the moment, so while he was searching, I cupped my hands to my mouth and called out the name of my pink-haired partner. “Ophelia!” There was no return sound for a moment, so I tried again. “Ophelia! It’s me! Get your ass over here if you can hear this!”
A giddy cackle rang through the air, and I knew she was close. Within seconds she was right in front of my face, zipping within spitting distance of me with the speed and the cocky evil grin I’d come to associate with her.
“Well that didn’t take long,” she giggled, rubbing her palms together. “Do you have your duck?”
“He’s looking for you,” I chuckled. I pointed up at the sky, and Count Quackula was circling over us lazily, apparently a little disappointed that he wasn’t the one to complete his task. “It’s okay, buddy. Come on down here.”
“You look delicious,” Ophelia commented, glaring at my duck companion. “I bet Steve Irwin would love you.”
I scratched my head in confusion, one corner of my lip lifting up in an awkward smirk. “Um… Steve Irwin? The crocodile guy?”
“That’s what we named our familiar,” the fey girl chortled noisily. “He’s with Rori since he’s alone.” Suddenly her face fell into a gloomy frown out of nowhere, all the vibrancy of her expression drained away in an instant.
“What’s with the long face?” I had to ask.
Her lips twitched. “We still haven’t killed anyone,” she murmured—truthfully, it was more like a whine.
I grinned at her, unable to hide my amusement at how predictable I should’ve found that response. “All right, the way I see it, we have a few options.”
She watched me expectantly, arching one perfectly sculpted eyebrow as her pink irises locked onto my face. She said nothing.
I went on. “Basically, we could continue on foot and go charging into the forest and fields blind, or —”
She grinned as she interrupted me. “Let me guess, you want to go into your freaky six-winged blackbird form.”
I winced a little bit at that since I was rather proud of my rather unique beastmorph. “I’m not a blackbird in my beastmorph. I’m a freaking raven.”
Ophelia rolled her eyes but smiled wickedly, almost as though she just said it to get a rise out of me. “It’s a bird, and it’s black. But actually, I don’t think it’s a great idea to use our more magical powers now. They take energy to use, and we have no idea how long this battle royale is going to last.”
I shrugged, unswayed, but I had to admit internally at least that she had a point. It did expend a certain amount of energy to maintain any magical effect, even those native to us as vampires. Beastmorphs also required a burst of power just to begin using them.
Still, in the end, I decided to trust my own instincts. “I hear you, Ophelia, but we need an early advantage. We just need one of our teammates to be the last one standing, and our houses get all the glory. Don’t you want to win?”
The pink-haired fairy woman studied me with half-slitted eyes, red lips twitching every few seconds. “Of course I want to win, dumbass. And, for the record, I think you and I have the best chance.”
I chuckled, not because it was cute or naïve, but because I agreed entirely. With her aggression and my unusual degree of strength, not to mention our competency with our powers, Ophelia and I actually stood a pretty good chance at being something like a dream team… Assuming that she could keep her sanity together.
Nodding at her, I set my eyes on the sky, narrowing in on a splotch of gray that seemed easy to reach between the treetops. It would be a great spot to exit out the canopy and get, forgive the cliché, a bird’s eye view of the surroundings. “I’m going up there.”
The black mist billowed at my feet, swallowing me up from toe to brow. I felt my body shrinking, changing, feathers protruding and my face turning into the beaked visage of a Raven. I exited the mist like a bat out of hell, bursting straight into the sky, targeting that point that I’d set my sights on.
The wind cut nicely through my wings, and I felt its chill bristle my feathers. I could enjoy the coolness of the air in this form far better than I could as a vampire. In my undead body, temperature meant very little to me, but in this shape—I was alive. That was a profound little realization that I didn’t have time to dwell on… But in this form, I was alive, complete with a little birdie heartbeat thumping away in my chest.
I glided through the sky like a kite on the wind, stretching my six wings as I flew. The grim blues and grays of the horizon spilled outward in all directions like the color palette of the most depressed artists imaginable. But it wasn’t the sky I needed to pay attention to.
With my avian eyes, I looked down for any signs of movement, or anything interesting at all. I endeavored to keep Ophelia’s location firmly fixed in my memory, but I found myself distracted by the unsettling blandness of the forest below.
It wasn’t all woods, though. There were plenty of trees, yes, but beyond them, and sometimes in empty spaces between them, there were mossy patches and mounds of wet dirt beside a silver creek. Further out, there was even more to see.
Goddammit, I thought to myself. We were so removed from anyone else. There was a tall speck on the horizon which I knew had to be Dracula’s castle. That meant that we were far, far away from where we were only minutes ago.
I took solace in the fleeting freedom my wings brought me. It felt good to fly, but I also had to be mindful of my energy reserves. I may require this form later in the royale, or I may simply need to make use of some magic. The less time I was shifted into the six-winged raven, the more power I could save for when I actually needed it.
The Duck Lord joined me in the air, finding a comfortable position at my side. I scanned the surrounding landscape, which sprawled out in all directions with equal magnificence. Nearest to my location, a thicket, mostly evergreen, made it difficult to see the ground directly beneath us. But somewhere out there, beneath all those muted colors were our friends and rivals, waiting to be found.
I didn’t feel words in my mind, per se, but there was a definite intelligence there that wasn’t all that dissimilar from the way Demonika and I communicated psychically. Unlike the way we tended to communicate, I didn’t hear a voice, but I definitely felt… Something.
I turned my corvid head to the right and found Quackula staring right at me. He was telling me something.
“What is it?” I asked in my mind, feeling a sense of urgency about them. But before he could answer, he was gone in a poof of white smoke.
If ravens could sigh, I’m sure I would’ve done it at that point. Now, I wasn’t exactly confused about where he’d gone. It was explained clearly enough that anyone from House Dragon could summon The Duck Lord at will. Probably Mako or Rhapsody had need of him or just wanted to see him, so poof. I was on my own with Ophelia.
I decided to keep going and call the familiar back after a little bit of time passed to see what was the matter. For now, I was on my own.
As I soared over the trees, I focused my sights on a bit of movement that I detected coming from below. It was a black coyote darting from the edge of this patch of woods across a narrow clearing where a muddy creek emerged from between the base of two cliffs.
I swooped down a little bit lower, letting the air slice into me and that delightfully aerodynamic fashion. I dived, just a bit, not getting greedy as I didn’t know who or what the coyote was or if they were alone.
I searched my memory, wondering if I’d overheard anyone talk about beastmorphs and, by chance, been informed that there were coyote beastmorphs out there in the student body. As much as I racked my brain, I drew a blank. Though, I realized with a start, whoever that was could not have been in House Dragon or House Wolf. I knew all their transformations.
That was a hell of a thing to realize, and I got my blood pumping as my predatory instincts kicked in. I still had the mind of a vampire, even if I had the circulatory system of a raven, after all.
I realized that I should probably tell Ophelia about my discovery. She would catch up to the coyote quicker on foot than I could anyway, and she’d probably prove quite efficient in taking it out. Still, a selfish part of me wanted a little bit of the glory for myself. I entertained that temptation as I felt a burning bloodlust welling up inside me, and for a moment I started to dive, bringing myself closer and closer to the target.
But… in the end, I realized that would be stupid. Better to make a coordinated strike and not piss off my partner so early in the game.
I returned to Ophelia, but it took me a moment to find the spot where I’d been, where I’d burst through the trees only several minutes before. Part of me doubted that she would be exactly where I left her, as the fey girl didn’t seem the patient type. When I reached the ground, however, there she was—anxiously tapping her foot on the forest floor with her arms crossed in front of her pouting face.
“That took, like, fucking forever,” she noisily complained, whining and sneering at me in a bratty manner that made me simultaneously want to flick her nose and spank her—never mind.
I transformed back into my vampire self as rapidly as I could—that recent rehearsal paid off. “Yeah well, I got good news. Consider it a peace offering: I spotted a black coyote running off not too far from here.” I pointed with my index finger while behind her, in the direction of our intended quarry.
Ophelia’s eyes lit up like it was Christmas morning, clutching the stake between her breasts excitedly. “That sounds like Jolaviko in House Viper. Show me.”
We zipped through the trees in haste, and she followed behind me, groaning with impatience. I was too slow for her, I knew, so the speed at which we were traveling was kind of like a light jog for her at best.
“How do you move so fucking fast?” I asked.
She giggled behind me—at least banishing her bad mood for a moment. “How do you move so fucking slow?”
“I’m serious,” I told her, not looking back of course. I kept my eye on the path ahead.
She paused for a moment, apparently considering my inquiry with some sincerity at least. “It’s just instinct. All vampires can move that fast, but some of us take to this speed a little bit earlier than others. The Dark Gift is different for us all.”
Let out a groan as we emerged from the tree line. “So I’ve heard. Many times. Still, do you have any tips or something?”
I stopped at the edge of the forest, spinning on my heel to face her. She stopped too, skidding to a halt. Her eyes looked past me, her lips twitching as she tried to see where the coyote might be—if he was still out there.
“I don’t know,” she muttered, sounding bored. “Let’s go kill him!”
A needle of worry prickled the back of my neck. “Remember, you can’t actually murder whoever that is. Silver stake through the heart—that’s the only way.”
She groaned and rolled her eyes, kicking her feet into the dirt hard enough that it knocked up a dark cloud of dust. Losing her patience, she whooshed past me, and I lost track of her almost immediately. “Fuck!”
I rushed out there, looking for any sign of the coyote that I’d seen before. I found some pawprints and picked up the scent fast enough. His animalistic musk infiltrated my nostrils, but soon, with it, I started to detect Ophelia’s familiar girly perfume. Then I heard her laughter.
I found Ophelia crouched by a brook, grasping the throat of a man from House Viper that I didn’t know all that well. The poor bastard had a lot of holes in him already, and he was clawing and grasping at Ophelia’s face in an attempt to push her off of him. It didn’t seem to be going all that well from his perspective.
Ophelia bit down on one of his fingers as it found its way into her mouth, ripping it off and swallowing it. The boy, who had eight eyes on his head and six thin arms in total, screamed in pain and horror.
“We talked about this, Ophelia.” I took a slow step toward her, putting up my hands. “You got him right where you want him. Stake through the heart, that’s all we have to do.”
She laughed maniacally and drove the stake into one of the man’s eyes, and then another. She did this a few times, then licked some of the gunk off of her weapon’s tip. “I just want to have a little fun,” she said, turning her head to pout at me. “Damian would let me have fun.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not Damian. Wrap it up.” I gave her a stern look, probably looking a lot like one of our teachers after hearing about our shenanigans. I suddenly felt a little sliver of pity for Mrs. Drake having to deal with crap like this all the time.
Ophelia whined and sighed exaggeratedly, throwing back her head and running her messy fingers through her pigtails. In that moment of distraction, the Viper boy attempted to grab her stake, apparently having lost his own.
The fairy girl dodged his swipe, slapped him hard in the face, then drove the stake down into his heart. The man vanished into thin air underneath her, and she fell through where his body had been, her pert rump landing softly on the grass.
She looked up at me as though she were about to cry. “This is the worst day ever,” she protested. “You are a terrible partner.”
I shrugged, snickering a bit at the overblown reaction. “Well, at least the ladies of House Dragon like me.”
The pink-haired beauty shook her head. “I don’t know what they see in you.”
I helped her to her feet anyway, and she accepted the assistance. We made brief eye contact for a second, and I noticed her lip quiver as though she already regretted what she’d said to some extent.
“Well, hey, one down, nine or so to go, right?” I muttered.
She looked at the ground. “I fucking guess.”
“Buck up, buddy,” I laughed. “You ready to get moving?”
A loud, thunderous hum suddenly shattered the relative quiet and shook the ground. We both looked up and around, discovering that the outer boundaries of the Netherveil were shrinking just as Dracula had said they would. The world seemed to contract and recede, trees in the distance disappearing beyond a certain point, leaving only a featureless wasteland. It all happened at once, at an accelerated pace, but when it was over I realized it was still going on—just slower as various vegetation disappeared.
“We’d better get going,” I muttered.
She nodded as well, a stormy look still fixed on her pretty face, her antennas bobbing with irritation.
We took off. Though there were not all that many of us populating this place at the moment, it wouldn’t take long in order for us to be forced into a confrontation. The way I saw it, we did have a couple of strategies available to us.
“We should hide close to the edge,” I suggested. “Let danger find us and stay safe until then.”
She looked at me like I was crazy, squinting, narrowing her eyes on me as her mouth opened slightly. “As in, trying not to kill people?”
I shrugged. “If we want to win, yes. I think the right strategy is to let other people pick each other off first. Maybe try to use my connection with Demonika to find her and stay close to her and her partner in case we need backup.”
Ophelia planted one small palm on my shoulder, squeezing it tightly. “I’m really curious. What in our history together made you think that I would ever agree to this plan?”
I let out a big sigh at that. “All right then,” I murmured. “I guess we’ll try Plan B.”




14: The Games Must Go On


Before I went full murderhobo on the other half of the student body, I decided it was high time to check in on Demonika. 
“Why do you look constipated all of a sudden?” Ophelia asked, scrunching up her nose as she looked me over.
I smirked with my eyes closed. “I’m reaching out to Demonika. Gonna see where she and Kenzie are.”
“Tell Kenzie I say hi,” Ophelia sighed, making sure to sound as bored as she possibly could. “I swear, you are the most boring motherfucker around. How you landed all the babes in House Dragon is fucking beyond me. I heard you even read books—for fun!”
She gagged performatively, pretending to throw up while I sent my message to my half-succubus lover.
“Hey, babe. How are you hanging in there?”
“Baby!” she cooed in reply. “I’ve been meaning to contact you but it’s pretty busy here! Thank God for Count Quackula!”
I cocked my head and furrowed my brow. “Huh? What did he do?”
“Kenzie told me familiars can twin our spells! And with this wand they gave me, I’m an unstoppable spirit bullet-flinging killing machine!”
I raised my eyebrows at that fun little revelation. “So when you shoot a spirit bullet—”
“He shoots one too! At the same target.” Her voice was high-pitched with excitement in my head, making me smile in spite of myself.
Ophelia was not amused. “If I don’t cut something in the next five minutes—”
I held up a hand to shut her up. “Where are you, Demonika?” I asked psychically.
“I just took out Winston and his partner in Hushcreek. I lost track of Kenzie, finding her now.”
“I was supposed to tell you to say hi to her,” I noted.
She giggled in my brain. “When I get a chance. Let me tell you something—I kind of think I like her! Honestly, maybe House Wolf isn’t all that bad!”
I smirked at that, looking at Ophelia as she started sucking on her silver stake and dragging her tongue along its entire length. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she let out an indecent moan that made me feel dirty.
“Yeah, maybe not.”
“Okay—did you take out anyone?”
“Just one—some House Viper guy who I think was on his way to find his partner when we caught up to him.”
There was a pause. A painful one. I sensed what she was hesitating over. “And… how’s the fairy girl? Sweet as always?”
Ophelia chose that moment to stab me in the stomach out of boredom—not all that deep, and since I couldn’t bleed and healed quickly it didn’t matter much. But still.
“Yeah. Sweet as cyanide. We’re going to start making our way toward the castle now.”
“See you soon, boyfriend,” Demonika cooed, and the link between us was severed.
Ophelia shoved me with one hand, planting it roughly into my chest but not hard enough to knock me back. “Are you fucking done?”
I nodded. “Let’s go.”
The plan was simple—Castle Drakul was the center of the Netherveil, and the domain was already shrinking slowly. As time went on, our battle area was only going to get smaller. The strategy was to get to Castle Drakul before everyone else and find a place to fortify and prepare for a showdown.
I started running, going as quickly as I could, and Ophelia followed behind me, groaning in complaint.
“It feels so weird going so slow!” she cried, smacking me in the back of the head.
I shot an angry look back at her and snarled. “Why are you so committed to being the worst?”
“Let me ride you!” she commanded me in a whiny voice.
The look I tossed back at her after that choice phrase was less angry and more confused. “Pardon?”
“It’s so annoying just following behind you. Give me a piggyback ride!”
I stopped, turned around, looked at her with suspicious eyes, and nodded cautiously. “Don’t fucking stab me while I’m carrying you.”
Her jaw dropped. “Dude, wow,” she said, clicking her tongue in offense. “Obviously I can’t agree to that. What the fuck is wrong with you?”
I rolled my eyes. “Hop on.”
I turned my back to her, and she jumped and latched her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist, hanging on easily. For extra security, she dug her nails into my chest, rooting them there, holding her stake in her teeth.
Good, I thought. Maybe that’ll keep her quiet.
As I ran, I felt the bounce of her boobs against my back and tried to ignore it. I was a taken man, and she was a taken woman—plus she had about the least stable personality of anyone I’d ever encountered. Something as mundane as perfectly soft breasts poking into my back wasn’t going to win me over, no sir.
We made good time, trekking over hill and through woods on the most direct path we could take to get to Dracula’s castle, but it was so far away. Just as I was about to complain, though, there was a voice out of nowhere, booming through the sky. It was Dracula’s voice, trying a bit too hard to sound important.
“Participants in the Bloodthirst Games! The first hour has come and gone. Let us acknowledge those that have fallen. Mako Takahashi, Alex Heartsworn, Karma Isolde, Killian Furbjorg, and Lestra Ramirez have been defeated and are awaiting their teammates back at the castle. Those of you close to the edge will have noticed the Netherveil’s walls beginning to contract. Reminder—venturing outside of the play area will result in instant forfeiture.”
I frowned at the announcement. “Man, sounds like Mako was the first to get eliminated.”
“Don’t care. Keep moving,” Ophelia urged me, raking her nails in my chest to punish me for trying to make conversation.
I kept on running until a blue bolt of energy landed in front of me, kicking up an explosion of dirt. I found some cover behind an oversized oak tree and skidded to a stop there. I set Ophelia down, who clutched her stake in her off-hand and started performing a spell with the other. To my surprise, just as I was trying to figure out where the blast had come from, my partner threw her forearm over my eyes.
“Lumină orbitoare!” she shouted, and even with my eyes closed my vision went painfully white for a split second.
Ophelia pulled her arm away from my face, and I rubbed my eyes instinctively, blinking and looking around.
“What the fuck was that?!” I blurted out in shock at what had just happened.
“Look! Two of them!”
I looked upwards, following her pointing finger. Even with my eyes half-closed, I could make out the shapes of two people hiding in the tree ahead of us, perching on large branches. It was Melphee the elf from House Raven and her partner, a man I didn’t recognize, and they were groaning and still covering their own eyes, momentarily blinded by Ophelia’s spell.
This seemed like a damn good opportunity to test an easier spell I’d come across in my reading. My hand performed a series of simple gestures, and I shouted, “pușcă!” A white ball of energy burst from my palm, slamming against the trunk of the tree with a great crack.
“Timber!” Ophelia squealed, laughing maniacally as she zipped into place beside where the tree was likely to land as it scattered the elf and her partner onto the ground.
It hit the ground with a thunderous crash, shaking the soil beneath my feet—but that soil was downright steady compared to the terrified elf girl as Ophelia sat on her chest.
“Ophelia, just stake her!” I shouted as I rushed to do the same to the other partner. One instant later, my half of the deed was done, and the body of my victim disappeared, leaving nothing behind.
“I will!” she yelled at me, hurling a bitter look in my direction. “I just—”
She was cut off by a spirit bullet spell which hit her square in the forehead. There was another one!
I dashed to collect her body before it landed on the ground, catching her in my arms and ducking behind another tree.
“Come out, Bradshaw!” my attacker taunted me, one of the House Viper people—Xin-Yi, the fox girl. “Come out or you’ll find out you’re not the only one who can knock a tree down.”
I shook Ophelia in my arms. Her eyes flitted open slowly, and the expression she wore demonstrated her confusion. “B-Barrett?” she stammered, shaking her head. “What just happened?”
I set her down and grabbed my stake, offering not a word of clarification.
When I’d caught Ophelia, instinct had taken over, just like she said. I moved as fast as her—at that moment, at least. The easiest way to get the drop on these bastards, whoever they were, was to tap into that energy again. But first, I needed backup.
“Demonika, babe—I think I need our baby boy more than you at the moment,” I grunted. “Count Quackula, I choose you!”
The Duck Lord himself appeared with an audible poof high in the sky, circling overhead. He bellowed a powerful quack that shook the timber around us, signaling to me that he was ready for blood.
Ophelia wiped her eyes and stared up at me with a puzzled look like she was trying to read something in a foreign language. I didn’t have time to explain. 
I shunned my cover, darting out from behind the massive pine tree. They were ready, firing spirit bullets at me, but I blocked them with a shield spell. Thankfully, that spirit bullet helped me peg my target’s location.
And then the speed kicked in.
Once again, primal instincts took over, and I was at one with the predatory nature inside me. The world was a blur, and the only thing I could see was my target and her admittedly cute face. Her horrified, cute face.
I appeared right in front of her, and I didn’t waste time. Grinding my teeth, I forced the stake into her chest and watched as the moment of realization washed over her face—and then he was gone. “Good game,” I grunted, standing back up and dusting off my shirt.
Ophelia stepped out from behind the tree. “You’re a little less boring than you were a few minutes ago,” she granted me. Her nose perked up, and hey eyes darted around. “I lost track of Melphee, though.”
I bowed deeply, which got her to emit her most wholesome, least insane-sounding giggle yet. “We’ll get her, or someone else will. Let’s keep moving.” She hopped onto my back without prompting.
From there the journey to the castle was much smoother. Assuming no one else had been taken out yet, our team was clearly in the lead, almost by a long shot. We stood to win this thing as long as we didn’t fuck it up, so a lot of the urgency was gone.
And something weird was happening. Maybe as a result of me carrying her on my back, I started to feel like maybe I didn’t hate Ophelia. That was crazy, though. She was the reason Mako almost got burned alive by daylight, and there wasn’t a single time that I’d seen her where she hadn’t done or expressed a desire to do something sadistic or evil.
No, I did not like her, nor were we about to become friends. What I was experiencing was only the tricky trick of a nice-smelling girl whose boobies were pressing into me for an extended period of time. Good perfume and soft breasts can fool a lot of men into thinking a girl is cool. But not me. Not Barrett Fuggin’ Bradshaw, baby.
“Let’s be friends after this,” Ophelia whispered in my ear, digging her nails just a bit deeper into my pecs.
“Okay,” I responded automatically.
Fuck. I blame the tits.
[image: image-placeholder]Another hour passed by the time we got to the castle’s exterior. We took shelter in an empty farmhouse outside the castle walls. As I peered out the window, looking for signs of action or a potential victim for an ambush, the Dark Lord’s voice started broadcasting again.
“Contestants, it is I, your favorite teacher—ouch, just kidding, Mrs. Drake. And I am here to offer you the bulletin for the hour. Only seven students remain—three from House Viper and House Raven, and four from House Wolf and House Dragon. All seven survivors are hiding around the castle walls, so I’m going to go ahead and shrink the traversable domain to keep everyone in close proximity. Good luck, students, and may the odds be ever in your favor!”
I made eye contact with Ophelia, who grinned. “It’s four on three. Let’s just go.”
I nodded at her. “Stakes up. Do you have your Zamatta spell prepped?”
She slitted her eyes at me suspiciously. “What’s Zamatta?”
I grinned from ear to ear, unable to help myself. “I don’t know. What’s Zamatta wit’ you?” Before she could stab me in reprisal, I ducked out the door and braced myself for the final showdown.
As it so happened, everyone else apparently had a similar idea.




15: The Games End


Back in high school, I used to play Dungeons & Dragons. I always had the most fun setting goals for my character and solving the mysteries my Dungeon Master set out for us to achieve those goals, but a big feature of that particular gaming system was combat. In fact, it’s fair to say that the game’s mechanics are largely built around combat. 
Why do I bring this up out of nowhere? Good question. See, in D&D, combat can go on for a long time. It wasn’t unheard of for a single battle to take up to four hours of gaming time, and while it was very intense, after a while everyone would have to admit that it was starting to wear out its welcome. The oddity of it was that each round of combat only takes about six seconds from the character’s perspective.
So in other words, once you did the math, that long-ass four-hour battle really only took a few minutes from the perspective of the characters. Just like when I used to play D&D with my friends, the battles that commenced during the Bloodthirst felt much longer to me than the short minutes or seconds that they each lasted.
Ophelia and I darted out the front door, keeping our heads down. A projectile darted past my head, hitting the building I’d just emerged from, splintering the wooden siding. Ophelia shifted into a spider, and I took some inspiration from her and changed into my raven form.
Wherever Ophelia went, I had no idea, but I flew up into the sky, getting as high as I could and flying in a zig-zag, hoping it would make targeting me more trouble than it was worth. My attacker seemed to be persuaded, whoever it was, that I was no longer worth the effort and the missiles ceased.
The noise didn’t end there, though. I looked down at the ground and saw three figures huddled against one side of a wall, their backs to it like they were soldiers about to make a dive for the next checkpoint. I did some mental math.
If those were the people attacking me, then that was all that was left of the enemy side. Ophelia and I represented fifty percent of our side of the fight, and at least Demonika was left. I decided to send a message to her.
“Nika, baby,” I said through my master-thrall link, “is Kenzie still with you?”
“Hi, Pumpkin Butt,” she cooed, “Uhhhh, no. Kenzie took a stake for me. So no. I think Damian’s still out there though.”
“Kenzie saved you?”
“One of the House Raven guys got the drop on us. She jumped in the way—I don’t know why.”
“Maybe she just reasoned you were more valuable—”
“Ahhh shit! Gotta go!”
An explosion down below cued me into her approximate location. I zeroed in on it and dropped, diving as fast as I could. I changed back into my vampire form midair, coming down like a black meteor, and landed on my feet right in the midst of where the explosion had been.
“Barrett!” gasped Demonika with relief. “You were so close!”
I grinned at her and fought the urge to give her a hug. When she made the move anyway, I planted my palm on her forehead and stopped her from getting any closer, watching with amusement as her arms swung and grasped to reach me.
“Remember, we can’t stay close to each other for too long or we’ll be forcibly separated.”
“Is Ophelia out?!” Demonika gasped, finally giving up on Operation: Hug Boyfriend. “Are we going to be the last two from our team? Like Bonny and Clyde?!”
I chuckled at the idea. “Where did the explosion come from?”
Demonika grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me down to the ground just in time. Another silvery projectile flew over my head, slamming into the wall behind me.
I scooped her up and carried her behind the slowly crumbling structure, seeking temporary cover. I set her down.
“Is Ophelia out?” she asked again, this time less excited about the question.
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. She beastmorphed the second we got out here.”
Demonika whistled, and Quackula appeared in front of her. “Quack!”
“Oh mighty Duck Lord!” Demonika began, clasping her hands together, “Go out there and try to find out exactly where the enemy is hiding, then report back to us!”
“Quack!”
I watched with a disbelieving smile on my face as our wonderful waterfowl took flight. “I could do that, too,” I told her.
Demonika shook her head. “No—you need to find Ophelia and Damian. I’ll hold them off here, keep them clustered. As soon as Quackula reports back, I’ll tell you what he finds out.” She leaned in and kissed me. “Be safe!”
I shrugged at that, and left, heading out the back way, far from where we’d been attacked—leaving my girlfriend alone. It didn’t feel right, but she could handle herself, and she was correct—I needed to find Ophelia—and apparently Damian.
Luckily, I could feel Ophelia’s presence, thanks to the way our silver stakes were linked. I closed my eyes and raised the stake in the air, letting it guide me. I kind of expected it to work like a dowsing rod, but instead I felt the connection internally.
My eyes opened when they were ready to, and I charged in the direction that I sensed my partner. I darted past multiple buildings, going at that newly unlocked speed that rivaled the pink-haired fey girls and Rhapsody’s prowess—Well, maybe a bit slower. The smell of dust kicked up by debris was already clinging to the air.
I leapt through one window, charging through the house without slowing down rather than arcing around the structure, then used brute force to smash a hole in the opposite side with my body. When I got there, I was treated to the sight of Ophelia and Damian making out, the fey girl’s back pressed against a part of the wall that I hadn’t turned to rubble.
I blinked at them, cocking my head as they both looked at me with very different expressions—Damian’s was annoyed, but Ophelia’s was, dare I say it, relieved to see me.
“Oh, good,” she giggled as Damian got himself off of her, a bit of the fey girl’s hair still caught in his teeth, “Where’s Darcy?”
I furrowed my brow at that. “Good question.” I retreated into my head, closing my eyes. I held up a hand as a signal to the pink-haired fey pair and focused in on my lovely vampire thrall. “Hey, babe. What’s the word?”
“They’re behind the tailor, all three of them. I’m two buildings down from where I was when you last saw me. They keep flinging spells my way, but they aren’t budging.”
I relayed the message to the surviving members of House Wolf.
Damian listened intently, nodding. “There’s no tactics to this. Demonika’s got them cornered so long as she doesn’t budge, and your familiar is keeping tabs on their location. All we have to do is make a coordinated sneak attack.”
“We’re faster than them,” I grunted, nodding at Ophelia in acknowledgment of the lesson she imparted. “We have every advantage—even numbers.”
Ophelia looked up at Damian as though she’d suddenly remembered something important. “Wait! Where’s Steve Irwin?”
“He was with Kenzie and Demonika when Kenzie got staked,” he muttered. “He disappeared with her.”
I looked at Ophelia. “Can’t you just summon him again? A fucking crocodile would be a good ally to have.”
Ophelia gritted her teeth and tried, but ultimately shook her head. “I don’t feel him. He’s in the castle, and that must be locked off from us.”
“Fuck it,” I muttered. “Demonika’s doing her best, but we can’t leave her alone forever. Are you coming with me?”
Damian smirked. “You can’t get too close to her for too long—just like I can’t stay close to Ophelia. I’ll go to Demonika, and you and Ophie can head straight to the enemy’s location. Blitz in there, shock and awe. Blow shit up, rip them to pieces, and stake them the first chance you get. Demonika and I will go in from the other side once you have them distracted.”
Ophelia and I took off, slipping into our beastmorphs for extra safety. The itsy bitsy spider crawled onto my back and wrapped her legs all the way around my raven chest. I liked this far less than having her boobs pressed against my back.
I flew through the air, and it was easy to find the spot where I was supposed to be because Count Quackula was circling like a vulture over it, occasionally dodging the odd projectile—but magical blasts from the enemy were becoming fewer and farther between. I had a hunch why.
I heard Demonika’s voice in my head. “Hey, Sugar Booty. Damian just got here. He told me to tell you we’re ready when you are.”
That sounded like a party invitation to me. I plummeted toward the ground, fixing in on the narrow space behind the tailor. Ophelia’s spider legs wrapped even tighter around me, the prickly bristles on her limbs digging into my chest.
Boobies, I thought, willing it to be true. Boobies, boobies, boobies.
I summoned the mist of transformation and shunned off my beastmorph, about twenty feet up. The same mist swallowed Ophelia, and I felt her change back, still attached to me, her arms and legs wrapped tightly around me. Without explanation, she bit down absurdly hard on the back of my neck. It fucking hurt.
One of my feet landed firmly like an anvil on the head of one of the remaining enemy combatants. He screamed as I smashed him into the dirt, and I whipped out my stake and plunged it into his chest without hesitation. With a scream, he vanished, but two more remained.
A barrage of unfamiliar spells was flung at us, and Ophelia and I stood back to back, each raising a golden shield spell to protect ourselves. Most of the spells were colorful projectiles of some kind, but the most noteworthy and intriguing one involved flinging a bunch of rubble our way. We had to dodge that one. 
Damian and Demonika would be here any moment, I assured myself—that would tip the scales back in our favor. For now, though, we just needed to hang on. Dodge. Block. Survive. Press the attack when we saw an opening.
But they weren’t about to let us do that too easily. One of them—a woman with black hair and white streaks in it and long straight red horns coming out of the top of her head, charged me with a scream. I recognized her as Rita from House Raven. She brandished her silver stake, broadcasting her intentions clearly enough.
I dodged out of the way of her first strike, shoving Ophelia to the dirt in the process so she would also not meet the pointy end of that thing. Rita backed off as her partner signaled to her. That other remaining guy, a snake dude, took our moment of weakness as an opportunity.
A spirit bullet spell left his fingertip on its way to Ophelia, destined for her face. Stupidly, I reached over and blocked the blast with my left hand, and the impact of the projectile blew off my pinky and ring finger.
I let out a hiss of pain and heard a shrill gasp from Ophelia that made me worry I failed to protect her. She was fine, though—She rolled over and got back into action with a phenomenal speed that was impossible for me to follow even after my recent gains. With her heeled boot, she kicked the serpentfolk bastard into the back wall of the tailor shop so hard that it left the imprint of his body in the stone-hewn foundation.
“Finish him!” I shouted as I hastened to my feet in time to dodge another attack from Rita, who was much closer to me and readying another strike with her weapon.
Ophelia drove the silver stake into our enemy, the one who’d taken off a piece of my hand, but she did it in all the wrong places. At machine gun velocity, she stabbed the stake again and again into the poor man’s face, shoulders, chest, and arms until he was more ‘hole’ than vampire.
“Finish her!” I repeated as I made my own lunge at our other enemy. The horned girl dodged out of the way, and black mist pooled at her feet. She was going to try to make a run for it in beastmorph form.
She turned into a black cat and darted toward the corner—but her escape plan was doomed to failure.
Damian appeared right at the spot where she was trying to go, and he punted that kitty like he was trying to score a field goal. She went flying and slammed into the tall wall behind her, freeing some rocks that ended up landing on her once she hit the ground, pinning her in place.
Demonika strode in casually and waved at me. “Hi baby!” She crouched down and staked the cat in the heart, and it vanished. “Feels weird to stake an animal.”
We turned our attention back to Ophelia. Contrary to my expectations, she did not look like she was having a blast. Her face was not twisted in the blood-horny look I’d come to picture when I saw her in my mind. It was, instead, locked in a rictus of rage. She was covered in the dark gunk and gore of the vampire in front of her, who seemed to be more or less unconscious or even dead, but she was still poking holes in him and taking the occasional messy bite, squealing with hate.
Damian approached slowly, glancing at me with a cocked brow that seemed to ask, “Do you know what broke my girlfriend?”
I just shrugged.
“Ophelia, babe,” he called out. “We won. That’s the last one. Just stake him in the heart and it’s over.”
Ophelia whipped her head in his direction, then looked at me, her eyes going to my mangled but quickly healing hand. “He hurt my partner!” she said, and unexpected tears started streaming down her cheek. “Only I can dismember him.”
Wow. “Okay, for a split second I thought you were being sweet.”
She looked at me as though deeply offended. “I am!”
Damian nodded at me. “She is.”
Demonika strolled up to Ophelia, patted her on the head, and finished the job that someone else started one more time. She staked the final member of an enemy house as though she were doing the most nonchalant thing in the world, and I fell in love with her all over again.
“There! All better,” she cooed. “See?”
Ophelia let out a heady sigh, and we all paused and looked at each other for a good, long while. 
“Uhhh,” I grunted. “Now what? Isn’t it over?”
I had my answer a second later. “Congratulations to House Wolf and House Dragon! You are the winners, and your houses will be honored! Special congratulations to Ms. Darcy, who achieved the most stakes to the heart of any contestant!”
She cringed. “Only because I basically stole three kills.”
“The competition is almost over! Unfortunately, I am introducing a new rule as a final experiment. Just for fun! The rule? Only two of you may survive and be the true champions, getting the highest prize. So—work it out.”
“What?!” I groaned. “Man, that—”
I turned around and found Damian ready for me. He shoved his stake in my heart and shrugged with a neutral look on his face. “In the history of no-brainers, this was the biggest,” he said.
I watched as my body started to disappear, half in disbelief.
“Damian!” Ophelia shrieked.
“Sorry, babe, I—” His voice was unexpectedly cut off when his own girlfriend drove her stake into his heart. Damian and I made eye contact as we faded away, both of us still in a state of shock.
Man, the award ceremony was going to be awkward.




16: Award Ceremony


The courtyard of Dracula’s castle had an air of foreboding, with high walls of black stone and towering spires that stretched into the sky. Those spires looked upon us like gothic sentinels, keeping watch over our proceedings. The ground was paved with cobblestones, and the air was heavy with a floral scent I couldn’t trace since most of the flowers in the garden appeared to be freshly dead. They always looked that way, though.  
It was all surrounded by tall, blackish, twisted trees, their branches bare and gnarled in the cold, dark air of the Netherveil. In the center of the courtyard stood a large, ornate fountain, its waters still and stagnant but somehow clear, having the appearance at least of freshness.
We had gathered for the award ceremony, and the excitement in the air was palpable. I was actually impressed with my fellow classmates as we stood out in the open air of the courtyard because no one seemed to hold any grudges against the others. Well—almost no one.
Damian eyed me as though he’d caught me making out with his girl two minutes before, and, honestly, I could understand his conclusion. When he’d offed me, he obviously meant for Ophelia to do the same to Demonika so they could ride off into the sunset together on the wings of victory, but instead, his girlfriend staked him, apparently as punishment for staking me.
So yeah.
Reunited with my lovely housemates at last, though, I tried not to care about the drama. I beamed at Rhapsody and Mako, who had Count Quackula clutched tightly in her arms. “So, how did it go for you?”
Mako’s lips turned downward in a heavy frown. “I got staked by Melphee, like three minutes in. Man, I could have pulverized her to bits so easily, but she got the drop on me.”
Rhapsody shrugged, folding her hands behind her back. “I achieved one slaying. At least I mustn’t bear the shame of zero eliminations.”
Mako’s frown sank to even greater depths. “Man. Fuck.”
The half-succubus clinging to my arm giggled her musical giggle and nuzzled my shoulder. “Barrett made a friend.”
I clenched my anal sphincter when Mako and Rhapsody’s eyes both zeroed in on me with the same questioning look—bordering on an accusation.
“Ophelia?” Rhapsody asked calmly, while her eyes bored into me.
I held up a pleading hand to preempt any interruptions. “Now, hang on. I know we—”
“No.” Mako crossed her arms in front of her and scowled at me. “Fuck no. No, no, no, no, NO.”
Demonika’s titter transitioned into a laugh, and she squeezed my waist tightly in her hug.
“The, uh, ceremony’s gonna start soon,” I muttered, gesturing at Dracula as he stood on a fancy bench next to Mr. Roman and Mr. Orlok. Mrs. Drake was nowhere to be seen at the moment.
Demonika apparently made a note of that too. “Hmm. Where’s my Godmommy?”
As if on cue, the gorgeous dragon-winged woman walked out of the castle’s wings into the courtyard holding a manila file filled with a stack of thick papers.
“The certificates are ready, Dark Lord.”
Dracula nodded without looking down at her, instead gazing out at the four short single-file lines of students. “And the participation trophies?”
She clenched her jaw and winced like she’d just bitten into something rotten. “Are they really necessary?”
Dracula shot her a look. “Of course. I didn’t make an emergency trip back to Earth and visit Rick and Jay’s Sporting Goods just to not hand out the trophies.”
She sighed. “They’re in the dining hall.”
Dracula grinned, his handsome fanged visage looking quite intimidating and drawing a temporary silence from the crowd of students. “Excellent. Then we can begin.”
The line of students straightened themselves up. We had been given time to change back into our more formal attire, so everyone was looking great—Demonika’s red dress in particular seemed destined to distract just about everyone in the courtyard from the proceedings.
“Students and faculty of Nosferatu Academy—this is a very small school,” Dracula began, looking out at the paltry sum of people in front of him. “Admittedly, receiving an award in such a small group may feel meaningless, but don’t forget what you are. All of you are unique—hybrid elves, demons, satyrs, and even angels,” he continued, nodding at me, “made even more unique by being gifted with the powers of a Wallachian Vampire. You are less than two dozen, but you are special among the billions of Earth. As a result, no matter how lackluster you may feel your performance may have seemed today, don’t forget that you are an apex predator.”
He reached for the folder and took it out of Mrs. Drake’s hands.
“Not everyone will get a certificate, but there is always next year. And if your strengths aren’t in hunting your fellow vampires, then, well, I’m certain your gift merely lies elsewhere. Would anyone like to say anything before we begin?”
I had no idea what we could possibly be expected to say, but it was a nice enough gesture. The dead silence was pierced with a loud “quack!” as our duck made his presence known in Mako’s arms. Everyone laughed at that, including Dracula.
“Charming familiar you’ve got there, Mr. Bradshaw. What did you name him?”
“Count Quackula, the Duck Lord,” I confessed with a smirk.
Dracula’s smile faded for a moment, but when just about everyone else blurted out with chuckles and giggles, his cold exterior melted. “I’m happy to have inspired you so deeply. Well then, let’s begin!”
He pulled the certificates out of the envelope and flipped through them quickly. Grinning, he lifted up his chin and stared out at the crowd, making sure to hover over each of us with his gaze. “The award for First Elimination goes to Ms. Melphee Thistledown. Congratulations.”
Mako winced and leaned her bodyweight against me for support. I could practically feel her shame.
“You’ll get her next time,” I chuckled, playfully flicking her horn.
Melphee went up and claimed her certificate, smiling deviously wide. “Ohhh! I won something!” Her friends in House Raven laughed. They whooped and cheered for her, and although I still didn’t like them I respected the show of support for their own.
“Next,” Dracula said as Melphee returned to her line, “Ms. Demonika Darcy has a slew of awards, so let’s address them all at once.”
Demonika’s eyes lit up with surprise. “What? Me?”
“For Last Enemy Elimination, Most Eliminations Overall, and Best Use of a Familiar, the glorious institution of Nosferatu Academy awards you, Ms. Darcy, these certificates.”
Demonika sauntered confidently in her high heels up to the bench that Dracula was standing on. He stooped down awkwardly to hand her the certificates. She took them with a grin and made a thumbs up and winked back at me.
“Maybe I should get down,” he muttered, taking a step off the seat. “I’m already so much taller than everyone else.”
“I wasn’t going to say anything,” Arthur chuckled, standing nearby.
Demonika squealed excitedly, letting her wings carry her back into my arms where she promptly shoved her tongue down my throat.
“A little restraint goes a long way, Ms. Darcy,” Mrs. Drake commented dryly.
Another sound of irritation came from House Wolf. I turned my head to see Ophelia glaring at us with her arms crossed. “Hmmph.”
Dracula was determined to press onward and ignore all that. “Next—for the Most Impressive Use of Mesmerism, Mr. Tyler Sudweeks from House Viper.”
Polite claps and light cheers rang out, and several more awards were given in this manner. Rhapsody won an award for Fastest Recorded Speed, which was pretty cool, and Damian got an award for Most Stylish elimination. Apparently, he leapt through a dude, staking him and continuing to pass through his body as it disappeared in a series of flips and barrel rolls.
“It was the three-point landing that clinched the decision, though,” Dracula had explained.
And then it was the final individual award. Dracula didn’t say that it was the last one, but it was easy enough to guess because it was the only certificate left. “This certificate,” he began, his eyes darting over our heads, “is a shared award. And, I’m very pleased to announce that this award alone vindicates my motivation to host this event. I’m proud of the fact that this was a difficult decision—so many of you worked with your partners masterfully, even growing invested in one another’s survival and success. But in the end, there was one partnership that stood out. Ophelia Sprinkledew and Barrett Bradshaw, congratulations! You have won Best Partnership!”
House Viper and House Raven clapped politely, some of them nodding in approval as they’d seen our teamwork first hand and were willing to vouch for its effectiveness. House Wolf and House Dragon… did not clap. At least not right away. Eventually, the applause broke out when the shock died down, but it was too late to feel sincere at that point.
My girls looked at me with the same stone-cold expression. Demonika’s lip twitched as she tried to force a smile. “Aren’t you going to go accept your award, baby?”
When I looked up, Ophelia was already there, standing in front of Dracula, blowing me a kiss and waving me over. I looked over at Damian. His expression was… not what I’d expected.
There was no anger there like there was on the faces of my lovely ladies. Don’t get me wrong—the guy wasn’t grinning. But his eyebrows were raised in a look of interest, like a businessman appraising an offer on an item he hadn’t considered selling.
I approached Dracula and stood on the opposite side of him so that I wouldn’t be right next to Ophelia. No use. The fairy girl actually reached behind the Dark Lord and grabbed my arm, pulling me to her. She leapt up into the air and jumped onto my shoulders, wrapping her legs tightly around my neck right in front of everyone.
I heard Demonika’s voice in my head. “I will fucking kill her.”
I tried to ignore it—and the barrage of her psychic screams that followed. I made a point not to look at the ladies of House Dragon as Dracula presented the award.
“I never would have guessed that such a friendship would have blossomed,” he said.
I didn’t respond, just wanting it to be over, but Ophelia filled in the quiet. “Yes! We agreed to become best friends, and we’re going to hang out more from now on.” She cackled maliciously and ran her fingers through my hair waaaay too familiarly.
“Please get off my shoulders. You’re wearing a dress,” I reminded her. I could feel the lacy fabric of her panties digging into the back of my head. She ignored my plea, and the glares of my harem women were getting harder and harder to avoid.
Dracula continued. “The bond of partnership and loyalty between Ophelia and Barrett was far beyond anything anyone could have anticipated. It was so intense, in fact, that when I revealed the final twist, the whole thing played out unlike anything in my wildest dreams. Damian did the logical thing and staked Mr. Bradshaw through the heart, expecting to take the tied first-place victory with Ophelia as she did the same to Demonika—but that’s not what happened. Ophelia, enraged that her boyfriend would have eliminated her partner without first seeking her blessing, staked Damian in the chest as a show of solidarity with Barrett. Also, I offer my respect to Damian for handling the outcome as well as he did.”
Damian shifted where he stood, his eyebrow arching as he watched Ophelia excitedly look over the award.
“Congratulations once more. Please go back to your lines,” Dracula said, bowing slightly in a show of respect.
Ophelia whimpered. “I guess that means I have to get down for a minute.”
“Bitch, I know you did not just say ‘for a minute,’” Mako spat out. Laughter rang out, including from Demonika, which I supposed was a good sign that she was calming down. Damian also chuckled, and I had no idea how to read that.
Ophelia climbed down from my shoulders, probably giving everyone a brief upskirt view in the process.
I returned to my girls, who all instantly put their hands on me in different places as if sending a message: “This is ours.” Demonika hugged my arm, while Mako reached out and grabbed my hand.
I looked at her with a lifted brow.
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t fucking say it.”
Meanwhile, Rhapsody straight-up palmed my dick. When that happened, I jerked my head at her in surprise.
“As your betrothed, this is my property. I have no intention of sharing with her.”
I looked over at Ophelia, who waved at me as though she couldn’t even see the other girls.
Mako seethed next to me, squeezing my hand. “I swear to God, Barrett, if you wave back—”
“Finally—there is one more award! In the dining hall, I have created a display case where future victories will be honored until the end of time. And so, it is with pride and excitement that I name the winners of the very first annual Bloodthirst Games: Ophelia Sprinkledew and Demonika Darcy! Congratulations!”
With a groan, Demonika released me and headed to the front. Orlok pulled a polaroid camera out of his pocket and started hovering over the crowd, floating in the air like that was a totally normal thing to be able to do. Ophelia zipped into place and posed with double peace signs.
The vampire wizard snapped the photo and gave the thumbs up, taking the printed polaroid out and starting to shake it.
“You’re actually not supposed to shake it,” Dracula muttered. “After that Hey Ya song by Outkast, Polaroid actually had to release a statement that shaking a photo can harm the integrity of the final image and it doesn’t speed anything up.”
Orlok either didn’t hear or didn’t care because he kept shaking the photo.
Mrs. Drake hopped onto the bench, fluttering onto the platform with a beat of her wings. “Attention, students! At this time, I’d like to make a few announcements. Firstly, your participation trophies are in the castle dining hall, as well as a free meal. It is about seven AM now, but daylight is still postponed until everyone makes it home safely. We’re going to start forcing people to leave around eight o’clock. My students, House Dragon—you have tutor sessions resuming first thing when you wake up in your coffins tomorrow night. Don’t forget.”
“Yes, Mrs. Drake,” we called out.
Mako insisted we go to get a bite to eat, but really she wanted that participation trophy. We didn’t stay long, though, when the girls saw Ophelia try to chat me up.
“No, girls, it’s okay!” she insisted. “Barrett and I are best friends now! We both agreed.”
That didn’t help.
We ended up leaving as soon as Mako got her trophy, making our way back to our own homes, and holy shit, it sure felt nice to sink into my chair in the parlor.
“Shouldn’t we get into our coffins?” Demonika asked.
I nodded. “I just need to sit here for a second. That was a long night.”
“All the better reason to go straight to bed.” Mako stretched and yawned and cast me some side-eye. “So. Ophelia, huh?”
I shook my head. “I’m not ready to talk about her. I know she’s bad news—but she was a good partner. I’ll give her that.”
“And your opinions aren’t at all colored by the fact that she’s super pretty, of course,” Demonika snidely remarked, even as she plopped her sweet ass onto my lap.
I chuckled. “Of course.”
Rhapsody strode up beside me and leaned in, planting a forceful kiss on my lips. “I am exhausted. I will retire at once. Congratulations to you and Demonika on your excellent performance today. I am proud of you both.”
“Awww,” Demonika cooed, bouncing up at Rhapsody with a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Rappy!”
“Gratitude is not needed. Good morrow.” She disappeared into her room.
Mako crossed her arms and stared up at a fixed point in the ceiling. “Man, I am so not proud of myself. I doubt I’ll be able to sleep anytime soon.”
“Let’s get a women’s mud wrestling tournament off the ground,” I suggested. “I promise, you’ll kick ass in that.”
The red-skinned girl smirked at me. “It wouldn’t even be fair.”
Demonika got up and stretched, her devil’s tail curling around my arm as she did so.
“You going to bed?” I asked.
She shot a knowing look at Mako, who pretended not to notice. “Yeah. I’m tired. When are we getting that jumbo coffin and bashing down the walls so we have one big room, by the way?”
I chuckled. “Are we really doing that?”
“Why not?”
There wasn’t really a good answer, at least not from my perspective. “I’ll ask your godmother at my tutor session tomorrow if I think of it.”
“I’ll emotionally blackmail her,” Demonika added with a grin. “Goodnight, baby.”
She gave me a kiss and left.
I looked at Mako. She stared back at me. “We’re alone,” I noted. “It’s been a while since we’ve been alone.”
She tightened her lips and swallowed. “Yep.”
“In fact, I’d say we’re overdue for some alone time,” I offered.
The half-oni nodded. “Yep.”
“Are we finally gonna—”
She reached for the belt running along her skirt’s waistline, undoing it. The black leather garment hit the floor with a gentle thud. “Yep.”




17: Mako’s First Time


[image: image-placeholder]
Mako and I had never had sex. We’d fooled around occasionally, and she participated in a few group cuddle puddles, but she was a tougher egg to crack than the other girls. She often got nervous when things escalated sexually, too, but for the last few days, I had a sense that she might finally be ready.  
The red-skinned tomboy always made me ask for action since she rarely got horny enough to put the moves on me—it was a pride thing. It seemed lie tonight would be a rare exception, and I wasn’t going to waste it.
“Don’t let it get to your head, nerd,” she muttered as she crossed her arms in front of her to reach for the bottom of her shirt, “I just really need to get some stress out of my system.”
I grinned at her. Mako always made it tough for me to get an admission of affection or emotion out of her, even after she officially joined the harem. We both knew precisely where we stood with each other, but the fit half-oni was impossible to reform. After a thousand years together, she’d probably still be playing this game.
To be entirely truthful, I didn’t mind. It was an excellent bit of salt to Demonika’s sugar and Rhapsody’s spice.
I watched with eager eyes as she shed the last of her clothes, slipping out of her black and white striped panties and the strapless bra that was underneath her top.
She looked at me expectantly as I stood there and stared. Frowning, she cleared her throat. “Get naked too, idiot. Don’t make me stand around while you get an eyeful.”
I stood up and followed her directive. As a man, stripping down in front of a lover wasn’t an inherently sexy-looking act. That was something that women could do with sensual grace without even trying. Everything about the way that women take off their clothes, even tough cookies like Mako—there was something ethereal, spiritual to the beauty of it.
I gawked at her body as I hastily dropped my trousers and boxers in one unified gesture. Following that, the shirt joined it in a heap on the floor.
The second I was naked, Mako’s face looked like a great burden had been lifted from her shoulders. She moved toward me so smoothly and so fast that it was almost like she fell into me.
I caught her. My hands gripped her by the thighs and hoisted her up as her lips locked onto mine. She wrapped her legs around my back, and my erect cock was already brushing the outer lips of her pussy.
“Mmmm,” she moaned like she was sipping the world’s tastiest cocoa. “We really need to arrange for more alone time like this.”
“Come and get it anytime,” I growled at her.
She pulled back from my lips at glared at me. “You mean, you come and get it. The boy does the chasing.”
“Says the most boyish girl in the harem,” I teased her, pulling her against me so tightly that she squeaked like a chew toy.
Her face grew sullen even as she ground her hips a bit against my body. “You know what I mean. Don’t make me come begging for it.”
“We can talk about this later,” I grunted, pressing my lips back into hers, but she pulled back again.
“No, jackass. We’ll talk about it now.”
My erection was in dire straits. This seemed like it was going to suck.
“Okay,” I muttered, sitting back on my chair. I took her with me, letting her sit on my lap with her legs straddling me. For now, that seemed fine with her. “What do we need to talk about?”
“Why don’t you want me as much as the other girls?” she accused me, her voice full of emotion but her face straining not to show it. “It’s not like I’m sensitive or anything, but it kind of fucks with me how often Demonika gets laid one-on-one, and Rhapsody too. The bloodthralls even get more action than me, and they’re human! You haven’t even popped my cherry yet!”
“First of all, the fact that Maria and Eliza are human has nothing to do with anything. And second of all—come on. You know why I sleep with Demonika the most.”
She sighed. “Because you love her the most, and you loved her first. I know.”
“That’s not it,” I said, but then hastily added, “But don’t tell Demonika I told you that.”
She ground a bit more into my lap and cocked her head slightly to the right. “Wait—that’s not it?”
“No. Demonika gets the most action because she’s the most aggressive in campaigning for my time—also, as a half-succubus, she needs it the most. If I start choosing who I want to spend time with on my own, though, that’s a bad road to go down. It’ll lead to me being forced to develop favorites, or doing some random lottery-based system or—”
“Do you know she said I don’t deserve to be your queen like she and Rhapsody do?”
I scrunched up my face. “Huh?”
She nodded, pouting a bit, but correcting her expression a moment later. “That really fucked with me. We made up later, but still.”
“Do you want me to say something to her?” I asked, running my fingers through her shoulder-length white hair.
“No. God, no. Forget I brought it up,” Mako muttered. “But you not picking favorites this way just means I’m fucked nonetheless. And not in a fun way. You cater to whoever’s willing to ask, and I don’t like asking.”
I stroked her hair a bit more as I looked into her red eyes. “If you ask, I’ll say yes.”
“You know how much I hate to beg for attention.”
I chuckled a bit. “It’s not begging. You can be all bossy and bitchy about it if you want. Demand it. However’s comfortable for you.”
Mako reached down and grabbed the base of my cock. She lifted up her hips and bit her lip. “We can keep talking in a bit, but I just have to get this fucker inside me. I’ve waited too long to know what this feels like.”
“Fair enough,” I grunted as I felt my tip tease her blissfully tight entrance. Mako’s pussy was by far the most intense to fuck, save for Demonika, but that was because of magical succubus bullshit. I hadn’t had my cock inside her just yet, but when I fingered her I thanked my lucky stars that I didn’t depend on blood flow. That pussy could cut off circulations with its tightness when she got excited.
Whereas Demonika had sex powers owed to her… heritage, Mako just had an honest-to-goodness insane degree of muscle strength and control in her mouth-down-south. That made getting inside her a bit tough, even as wet as she was, but once I was in, sweet Jesus, I knew I’d be in for a good time.
She winced a bit as my cockhead broke through. “Nghh. Is it getting bigger?”
I shook my head, trying not to make a stupid sex face as she started wiggling her hips to coax me deeper inside. “No. You’re just getting tighter.”
She grinned. “I haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.”
“The good part?” I sure liked the sound of that, but I had no fucking clue what she was referring to. Unless— “Oh, are we gonna do the thing?! With your transformation?”
She nodded excitedly with a big grin plastered on her face. “I’ve been practicing as much as I can, a little every day. Before I get in the coffin each morning, I do the transformation and hold it as long as I can. I think—nyaah!!—sorry. I think I can maybe hold it for… like thirty minutes?”
“Three minutes is all I need in this sweet pussy,” I muttered.
She winced down at me between moans. “That’s fucking gross.”
Her body didn’t seem to be too grossed out, though, because she kept right on pumping away. Mako’s red booty bounced up and down on my shaft, finding a slow but consistent rhythm. Her love juices coated the length of my prick, making it slick and slippery. With time, fucking me became as easy as breathing—automatic really.
The texture of her pussy was so easy to map out in my mind due to how tightly it gripped me. It was like being squeezed in a red-hot hand covered with Vaseline, pumped on repeat until I was fixing to burst like a fractured dam.
I watched her red tits bounce—in terms of size, they weren’t the biggest, but I was something of a breast appreciator. Mako’s tits were round like red apples, her nipples perky and long enough so that they were damn tempting to bite.
I gave into that temptation, nibbling on her right breast, which was closest to my face as her pussy swallowed my cock over and over again. “What the—unnnggh—hey! Not too hard or—yeah, that’s okay. Mmmmm…”
The way Mako bit her lip mid-sex was the sort of thing that inspired men to write songs. It was the kind of look you go to war to protect.
She caught me staring at her and melted under the attention, throwing her arms around my shoulder and pulling our bodies into one another. Her eyes smoldered at me as we kissed, her tongue snaking around mine like that kiss was a fucking battle.
She pulled back from the embrace all of a sudden and even stopped moving her hips.
“What’s wrong?” I asked instantly, desperately wanting to resolve whatever issue had arrived so that I could get to fucking that oni-hole again.
“Nothing,” she whispered. Mako grinned at me. “I’m ready. Are you ready?”
“For Mommy Mako?” I said, trying not to grin stupidly. Gasping is effeminate. “My body is ready.”
She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. The change happened almost instantly. Mako grew—probably a full foot to the point where she was slightly taller than me if we were standing up. Her tomboyish, thin but fit body bulged into an Amazonian physique that Wonder Woman would have blushed at.
And my dick was still inside her.
Despite the size increase, the insides did not get bigger. “Holy fuck, Mako, your cunt is crushing my penis,” I said, reeling a bit.
“Oh, sorry! Hang on!” She adjusted her position in my lap, and I felt the chair creak under our combined weight. Not sure where all the extra weight came from. I think Isaac Newton would have had some feelings to express about that.
“Much better,” I sighed, and it was the truth. Mako’s pussy was back to being delectably tight, as opposed to so-tight-it-might-rip-my-dick-off.
Mako slowed down. I could sense she was going easy on me, afraid of what might happen if she unleashed the full brunt of her final form. Well, no matter.
I wasn’t going to play starfish with my arms and legs sprawled out, unmoving while Mako rode me in my favorite chair. No sir or ma’am, I was a man of action. And if Mako was going to top me here, I would at least be a power bottom.
I grabbed her by her hips and squeezed as tightly as I could. Bucking upwards, I slammed into her wetness so hard that the sound of our skin clapping against each other was probably loud enough for others in the house to hear.
Mako’s face told the tale of her pleasure. Her eyes rolled back, then they crossed. Like a sleepy senior Pomeranian, her tongue hung out of the side of her open mouth as she started making indecent mewls and whines like a beast in heat.
I ran my fingers across the grooves of muscle in her body, figuring I had the upper hand. But Mako recovered from my surprise onslaught, and a look of grim determination replaced the wild mask of lust that had been her face only a moment before.
I was in danger.
Mako pounded her fist into the back of my favorite chair, blowing it to splinters and fluff as the wood and cushioning down exploded and I fell backward as a result.
My head hit the ground, but my lap stayed in what was left of the seat. Mako leaned forward to see me, then reached her hand out and grabbed my neck, squeezing it.
It didn’t do much because I didn’t need to breathe—but it was hot. I didn’t mind losing the chair. Furniture comes and goes. But good, rough, first-time super-oni sex? That only comes once in a lifetime. Probably less for most people.
I allowed myself to accept my fate. Mako was fucking me as opposed to getting fucked by me, and that would have to be okay. I laid back like a pillow princess and accepted my happy sexual slaughter as the gorgeous half-oni fucked me into oblivion.
Then, after several minutes of vigorous pounding, her movements got ragged, and she let out a series of little whines that heralded my opportunity. Her defenses were down, and she was weak.
I used my core strength to pull myself up, grabbing her arm and taking it off my throat. I shoved her backward, and she landed on the floor. My cock was sadly liberated from her red snatch, but it didn’t matter. I was getting thirsty—and not for blood.
I got down on my hands and knees and positioned my face between her open legs. She gasped as it dawned on her what I was going to do.
“Are you sure you want to do that?! It’s so… dirty!”
“It’s not that dirty. We don’t pee or sweat,” I pointed out. I didn’t wait for any other excuses. My lips locked onto her already swollen clit, and I shoved two fingers in her tight hole and found a rhythmic motion all parties could agree on.
“I’m gonna cum, Bear-Boy!” she whined.
“Too bad,” I told her. “I’m planning on doing this for a while.”
Her body started quaking, pulsing, and shuddering as I finger-tongue-fucked her half-oni pussy. She didn’t squirt exactly, but a steady stream of wetness gushed down her pussy lips to her ass and onto the carpet.
“Good girl,” I said.
That seemed to get her going even more. She locked her legs around my head, pulling me against her mound. If I had to breathe, I would almost literally be drowning in pussy. If that killed me, then I would have died as I lived.
“I’m—I’m already reverting,” she moaned. “It’s too intense this way!”
“Reverting? Is that some sexy slang for coming down from an orgasm?” I asked, though it probably sounded a lot more like “Mmmmf mmmmf mffffff,” because my lips were still buried in her mouth-down-south.
“No, I—” she squealed out another orgasm, and her body started changing once again. She shrank, and her goddess-like muscles became what they were before—still impressive, but not Amazonian.
My head was still locked in place by her legs. I reached up and removed them. “I suppose that’s as good a cue as any for me to finish this.”
“Finish?” Mako asked, confused. “I already finished.”
I smirked at her. “Yeah, but I didn’t. Now let’s give that pie some filling.”
Mako gasped as I slipped my cock back inside her. I leaned over her, pressing my hands into the carpet so that my body was parallel with hers. She just watched me, open-mouthed, as I laid into her. She placed her hands atop mine.
“I—I—I wanna say something, Bear-Boy,” she muttered.
“Then say it,” I grunted back, my hips rapid-firing into her as I began to feel the tingling that heralded my sweet release.
“I—I—I’m in love with you.”
I bent down and kissed her, and with the lewdest and most perfect timing, that was the moment I finished. I fired off several hot rounds of sticky masculinity right into her vampire womb—not that that would do anything.
She reached her arms up and around my back and pulled me in for a tighter embrace, her tongue assailing mine.
We made out like that for a few minutes until finally, her face went straight. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
She cringed. “That flavor. I’m—I’m tasting my own pussy juice, aren’t I?”
I grinned at her. “It’s good, isn’t it.”
She stared into my eyes in silence for a moment, then smiled and shrugged. “I could get used to it.”
And then she kissed me again.




18: Orlok’s Class


The next evening we were supposed to be resuming the usual schedule, but Mrs. Drake didn’t show up for our tutor session. It had happened before. Usually, it just meant that Dracula had some wacky idea that she had been called in to entertain. 
Whatever the emergency was, however, it didn’t affect the class schedules later on in the night. Orlok’s class went on as usual, only our third lesson with the magic instructor. But coming off the heels of the Bloodthirst Games, it felt weird to be back at it the very next day.
Not that I disliked any of my classes, mind you. When you go to school on Earth, you’re forced to learn things that everyone knows are likely not to be useful to you beyond school. When you’re in a class with the professors at Nosferatu Academy, however, everything you learned was interesting, prudent, and awesome in equal measure.
Today was a seminar on the origins of magic. The textbooks we’d been handed did have some theory in them, but a lot of it was dense and esoteric in the way it was written, and certain parts seemed to contradict other sections. Professor Orlok, however, was a source I trusted. Something about the way he treated his human bloodthrall and the kindness he showed me when I visited his home unannounced stuck with me.
This was the first class that we actually had with Orlok in our homes. Dracula had made sure additional chairs were installed in all the parlors of all four houses so that teachers would have a place to sit. Today, I sat on the floor.
“Goodness, Mr. Bradshaw,” he commented upon entering our home and glancing into the parlor. “What happened to that pile of wood and cushion that once had been a chair?”
I shrugged. “Mako had an outburst.”
Mako shot me a warning look, and Demonika giggled from her seat. I wasn’t about to divulge all the juicy facts and figures from the night before, but the half-oni’s panicked expression tempted me.
“Well, do control your temper, Ms. Takahashi,” Professor Orlok muttered. “I say—the room does have a certain smell to it today. It’s nice.”
I let that comment hang as I gestured him to his seat, close to where I squatted on the floor. I wasn’t brave enough to glance at Mako afterward.
He cleared his throat as he sat down, letting his long, pale fingers rest on the knobs at the edge of his chair’s armrest. Orlok stroked his beard as he gestured to the books in our laps. “Did you all do the reading last night?”
Demonika let out a long whine of indignation. “Obviously not. Who had the time or energy to do any reading before getting in our coffins after the Bloodthirst Games?”
I raised my hand. “I read it—but a while ago. He first mentioned it weeks ago, you know,” I reminded her.
Demonika flashed a look of betrayal.
Orlok sighed in understanding. “It was a long reading.”
“Don’t make excuses for them,” I chuckled.
“We shall accept the excuses graciously,” Rhapsody said. “And I, for one, promise to finish the reading as soon as our lessons are adjourned for the day.”
“Me too,” Mako sounded off, still giving me a playful side-eye for my earlier comment at her expense.
Orlok nodded. “It was quite a confusing reading, so honestly you didn’t miss much. Some passages are written entirely in Latin and Romanian. One section is in Greek. I only wanted you to familiarize yourself with the broad concepts for today’s lesson.”
He crossed his legs and stared at me intensely. I looked around awkwardly. “Did I do something wrong?” I asked, feeling a bit uncomfortable under the weight of his eyes.
“How have the glasses been working out for you? Did you test them during daylight hours?”
I nodded. “I did. Thank you. They work much better than not using them, but I’ve noticed that the more often I stay up for the sun, the easier it is on my eyes.”
“Any side effects?”
I shrugged. “Maybe my night sight loses a bit of focus? But not much.”
He nodded with interest, stroking his long gray beard. “Interesting. You’re mapping out new territory for us, Mr. Bradshaw. Do keep me abreast of any developments. Now,” he said, clearing his throat,” let’s talk about magic.”
Everyone perked up at that, locking our eyes on him as we opened our notebooks.
“Now that I have your attention, let’s see what you know. The version of magic that we use—what is its origin?”
I raised my hand, but so did Rhapsody. He called on her.
“Yes, Ms. Tepes.”
“It’s Mrs. Bradshaw,” she corrected him, and he didn’t comment on it. “The magic that we vampires tend to use is based on fey magic, primarily used by elves and fairy-folk. However, over the last few centuries, it has been adapted specifically for vampires, incorporating subtle yet complex gestures and words of power over the use of artifacts and unique ingredients.”
He nodded at her. “Very good. This sort of magic was invented not by vampires, however, but by Victor Frankenstein. Obviously, electricity alone isn’t enough to revive a patchwork rigor-mortised corpse.”
“I never dared to assume that Dr. Frankenstein was a real dude,” I muttered.
“Well, he was. And a friend of the Dark Lord’s, no less. He, in his research at university, uncovered occult documents that outlined the workings of fey magic. In his ingenuity, he deconstructed it from a theoretical standpoint. Many of his notes were lost, but not before he decoded a method to brand the very soul of the universe with the programming to accept his own version of magic.”
Demonika raised her hand.
“Yes, Ms. Darcy?”
“Actually it’s Mrs. Bradshaw as well,” she said sweetly, “I just was wondering—do we still know how to create spells?”
He nodded. “Excellent question. Why yes, as a matter of fact, the methods for creating spells still exist, but we have put a moratorium on spreading it for the time being. With so many new vampires of considerable power, there’s no telling what the ramifications would be if we handed over the secrets to spell authoring to just anyone.”
“Make sense, I guess,” I commented. “I’ve read the textbook cover to cover. I have a lot of spells memorized in terms of incantations, but I find that I really struggle with the hand gestures. Do you have any tips for that?”
“In what way do you struggle with them?”
I tried to perform one just to demonstrate, letting my hand take the five gestures required for a spell that was supposed to summon a wolf to do my bidding. It was just too fucking intricate.
“Ahh yes,” he said, nodding. I was impressed by the clear recognition in his eyes. “Honestly, Mr. Bradshaw, there is no cheat code or Holy Grail. It all comes down to practice.”
“I was afraid you’d say that,” I muttered.
Mako laughed at me. “Just fucking practice, idiot.”
“I do,” I said, shifting on the floor where I sat.
She shook her head, calling my bluff. “No. You don’t. I can tell you never were any good at any musical instruments, you know why?”
“Why?” I asked, genuinely curious, if a little embarrassed, to hear where she was headed with this.
“Because you’re a thinker, not a doer. You just read and think, read and think, read and think. I only ever see you practicing the gestures when you’re reading the book. Then, when you put your textbook away, what does he do, girls?” Mako asked, throwing up her hands to gesture toward Demonika and Rhapsody.
“He usually grabs another book,” Demonika giggled.
“Or takes one or all of us in a manly fashion.”
Orlok furrowed his brow. “Ahh. Welcome, everyone, to a location in the conversation I like to call Inappropriate Territory. Let’s resume the original topic.”
Rhapsody nodded, her face serious but serene. “My apologies. His penis is quite beautiful. The thought of it distracts me. Pardon me if I seem distant for a moment or two.”
“Wonderful. Now—what even were we talking about again?”
“The origins of magic,” I offered. “You’ve got the secrets of how to create spells under lock and key, hiding it from us. About that—why? What’s the point?”
“With each new spell that’s created, others are rebalanced slightly. With so many new vampires able to theorycraft and make their own spells, we would see a great reshuffling of power as old spells would probably become unstable, obsolete, or even imbalanced in an unintentionally powerful way.”
“What other species besides vampires use this kind of magic?” Mako asked.
“Werewolves have been known to dabble, but rarely. They also only tend to know a few spells—whatever their masters offer them.”
I cocked an eyebrow at that. “Masters?”
Orlok nodded. “Not all werewolves are suited for pack life. The alpha concept is actually an unnatural one. In nature, wolves do not have an alpha male and alpha female who rule the pack with an iron fist. However, the concept is so widely believed by werewolves that used to be humans that you see packs attempting to make use of this hierarchical structure. In fact, wolf packs are almost always based on family. If a werewolf does not feel a powerful bond or connection to his or her pack, or the other wolves in the region, they may instead yearn for a master.”
“That sounds familiar,” Demonika noted, looking at me with a grin.
I nodded. “Yeah. Professor, we met a werewolf girl in the forest who specifically wanted to join me. She shared that she didn’t feel any attachments to the remaining wolves in the Netherveil. What should I do?”
He cocked his head to one side and squinted at me. “Are you asking me if you should adopt a werewolf girl?”
I mumbled something for a second, realizing that it probably was an odd question. “Uhhh. Yeah. I guess.”
He looked around the room. “Seems more like a conversation for the ol’ harem, lad,” he chuckled. “Oh—Mrs. Drake told me not to say the H-word. Forget I uttered that and don’t tell her.”
“So wait,” Demonika said, tapping her temple as though she were deep in thought, “The magic was created on Earth.”
He nodded. “Transylvanian Mysticism was indeed created on Earth.”
“Which means it’ll work just as well on Earth,” she reasoned.
He wobbled his head from side to side. “Just as well? Perhaps. I think there will be a period of adjustment. Earth and the Netherveil are different metaphysically in a very big way. The Netherveil was built to replicate much of Earth’s cosmological features, but they aren’t a perfect match.”
“Then how come no one ever hears about magic on Earth?” Mako asked. “I mean, aside from, like, David Blaine and stuff like that.”
“Oh, that dude is nuts!” Demonika squealed, kicking the floor excitedly.
Orlok smiled with approval and stroked his beard. “Excellent question. Magic on Earth is rarely heard of because the ancient texts have all been taken off-world. Most of them are here, and some are in the Horcross domain with Nathaniel Van Helsing and John Pendragon.”
I recognized the Pendragon surname from Arthurian lore. It was too juicy to let go. I perked up at once, drawing a groan from Mako and a giggle from Demonika. “Pendragon? As in King Arthur?”
“One of the Sacred Bloodlines, yes,” he confirmed. “But I can’t go too deeply into that at this point.”
I frowned. “Got any books to recommend me on the topic?”
He shook his head. “Not today. On a more general topic, I enjoyed The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Anyway, as far as how magic works, it’s basically lost to anyone still on Earth. Most of the practitioners were vampires, and those who aren’t here with us are in hiding. There are other kinds of magic, but they are less powerful and have greater costs. And of course, the fey haven’t been to Earth in quite some time.”
“So that’s why we never heard of or saw any proof of real magic on Earth,” Demonika noted. “Interesting.”
“Correct,” Orlok replied, beaming at her. “Magic will return to the world when you do. But don’t get caught using it in front of anyone credible.”
Rhapsody cleared her throat. “My thoughts are pure now. I have a question—apologies if you have already answered it. I wasn’t paying attention.”
“Understood,” Orlok muttered in an awkward hush.
“Question: What is the first spell ever created by Dr. Frankenstein?” she asked.
Orlok’s eyes widened. “My, my, Ms. Tep—Bradshaw, I mean. That is a great question!”
“Indeed it is,” she agreed. “Is the answer equally as great?”
He laughed. “You are a charming one. Well, if you’d like, I could teach you.”
I sat up a bit straighter at that prospect laid in front of us. “That would be awesome.”
“It isn’t all that useful—in fact, it’s rather niche. But from a historical standpoint, it’s fascinating. Do you have any liquid? And a vessel to pour it into?”
“Liquid?” Rhapsody asked, scrunching her face. “You mean like blood? Barrett—fetch your bloodthralls.”
“Surely they drink water and milk,” Orlok noted.
“There’s a cow they help milk on a farm not far from here. In return, they get a share of the milk. But we have a well out back. I helped them dig it last week.”
Demonika smirked as she arched an eyebrow at me. “I didn’t even notice.”
“Excellent. Let’s move the lesson outside. Grab a cup or something, if you could.”
“There’s a pail out by the well,” I said, standing. I gestured to the door. “Follow me, I guess.”
[image: image-placeholder]A minute or two later, we were gathered around the well. I had gotten the stones for it from a mason in the hamlet outside Dracula’s castle. I was proud of my work, but it was clearly not made by a master craftsman.
“Quack!”
We peered down into the dark interior of the well. Looking back up at us were the beady eyes of a particularly handsome waterfowl. “Hey bud,” I called in there. “You mind hopping out? We need to fill up a bucket.”
“Quack!” Count Quackula erupted out of the well a moment later, flying off like a bat into the night air.
“We should get him a pond one of these days,” Demonika sighed. 
Rhapsody glared at the well as though it were something ugly and disdainful. “You spoil the bloodthralls more than you spoil your future queen. Something is very wrong with this.”
“Spoil?” I actually snorted. “They need water to live. They had to fill the bucket half a mile away before.”
She seemed to consider the words, her face shifting a few times as though she were trying to decide how she liked the taste of a meatball. “You are conditionally forgiven.”
“Let’s not go into the condition,” Orlok suggested. “Now, Barrett, help me hold this bucket.”
I took the bucket, full of fresh water from the well, and held it in my hands. “Got it,” I assured him.
“Excellent. Now, the spell you’re about to see involves six gestures—”
“Six?!” gasped Demonika. “That’s too fucking many!”
“Language, Mrs. Bradshaw,” he grunted.
Demonika’s eyes bulged to hear herself addressed that way and cupped her hands over her heart. “And you just became my favorite teacher.”
“Anyway, the gestures aren’t all that complex. But when Frankenstein invented the magic system, there was a bit of a learning curve. Without proper preparations, a spellcaster’s first invented spell often tends to be overly complex for a minimal effect. It was no exception for Victor.”
I stared at him, then looked down at the pail full of gray water in my hands. “Now what, though?”
I watched as he performed the six aforementioned gestures—and indeed, they didn’t seem all that tough. There was something like the okay sign, followed by a few poses that were mostly similar, with one or two fingers down and the wrist bent a smidge differently.
“Puf! Acum ești gaz!” he cried out upon completion of the hand motions.
The spell wasn’t too tough. I wouldn’t be able to copy it immediately, but it probably wouldn’t take all that long to learn if I made the effort.
…If I made the effort. Mako’s words came back to me, stinging a bit as my professor’s spell took hold. The water in the bucket seemed to boil momentarily, and then it all evaporated at once, gasping into a vaporous cloud.
“That’s it?” I asked.
“That’s it,” he said, chuckling. “I told you it wasn’t much. The spell changes a small quantity of water-based liquid into vapor. It does have its uses, but in the last century it’s probably only come up for me twice, and once was at a bachelor’s party.”
“Teach us, Professor Orlok!” Demonika squealed excitedly. “I wanna try!”
And so we learned the spell, practicing the six gestures and saying the magic incantation. But Mako’s earlier barb stuck with me. She was right. When it came to magic, it was a bit harder than the other powers I’d developed since turning into a vampire. As I read about a new spell, I messed around with it once or twice, committed a few of the easier, more practical ones to memory, and then moved on. I didn’t practice. In combat, I still favored the same spells I learned in my first couple of weeks at school.
Well. That changed today.
“Ah! There you are!” Cordelia’s voice rang out from behind me, so obviously hers that I didn’t even need to look to know.
I slowly turned to face her. “You were looking for us?”
“I was looking for you, Mr. Bradshaw. Something has come up. I’m moving your next tutor session up to right this moment.”
“Godmommy! Hi!” Demonika called out, waving with exaggerated enthusiasm. Cordelia brushed her off without even a glance.
I looked over at Orlok, who was helping Mako and Rhapsody with their gestures at the moment.
“Uhh, Cordelia, he’s in class with me now. We’ll wrap things up within an hour or so. Shall I send him to you when we’re finished?”
She shook her head. “I am terribly sorry, Louis, but it can’t wait. I’ll be taking him with me to the castle at once.”
“It can’t wait?” I murmured, confused. “What’s going on?”
Her severe look melted away, and she grinned at me. “Mr. Bradshaw—there’s been a breakthrough.”




19: Emergency Session


My veins pulsed with anxiety beneath the surface of my skin. A breakthrough? Just what could that mean? Obviously, Cordelia was referring to Dracula’s gambit to get me to succeed him and replace his bloodline with my own. But… just how much headway could they have possibly made toward that goal? It had only been a couple of weeks. 
“Can you take flight?” my beautiful teacher asked, stopping just off our plot of land.
“Huh? Like, as a raven?”
“No. As an Angel.”
“Oh,” I muttered. “To be honest, I’ve been trying to avoid using my angelic form in public. I just experiment with it in my room from time to time.”
“Have you ever flown in that form?” she asked with a curious look on her countenance.
I shook my head. “No.” It was an awkward confession. It had been weeks since I discovered the form, but for a while, it was hard to bring it out intentionally. And once it was out, it was hard to maintain. Sort of like Mako’s elevated oni transformation, but even more finicky.
She sighed. “Well, let’s try it now. Can you do it?”
I could only offer a slight shrug. “I mean—probably? I don’t know. Aside from the wings, I’m still not clear on what the transformation does for me. I’m not particularly stronger. And I haven’t discovered any other powers attached to it.”
“Yet,” she amended. “I’ll tell you what—if you take on your elevated form, I’ll take on mine.”
I arched an eyebrow at her. That was an intriguing proposal. Cordelia never showed her form to anyone as far as I knew—even Demonika had rarely ever seen it and never talked about it.
“Why, though?” I asked. “Why don’t we just walk in through the front door?”
“Because I’m your teacher and I want to push you to make progress. Today’s meeting is going to make it clear that time is not on our side. I’m afraid I have to increase the pressure on you.”
I clenched my fist anxiously and nodded. “You first. I can’t hold the form too long, so as soon as I transform I’ll want to start flying.”
She nodded and closed her eyes, folding her hands in front of her stomach. “Observe, then.”
Slowly, her body began to change. Her pale, veiny skin took on a shimmering, iridescent quality, and her hair transformed into a mane of blue scales that shone like a gemstone. Her arms elongated and her fingers fused together, becoming powerful talons. Her wings grew to an immense size. I watched with transfixed awe at the beautiful spectacle in front of me. Her body grew, her sparkling dress shedding itself like an old skin. Her naked body underneath had already changed so much that her breasts and abdomen were covered with scales.
Soon she was roughly three times my size. Her elevated form was a thing of wonder, far beyond what any of us seemed capable of.
I stared at her, my jaw dropped at her draconic majesty. I felt her breath come through her snout, landing directly on my face as she stared at me… expecting something. Waiting for something.
“Right,” I grunted, and I cracked my knuckles and my neck. “I guess it’s my turn now.”
Just as she closed her eyes to bring on her elevated form, I opted to do the same. I tried to summon up the fire inside that heralded the transformation, but at first, I came up empty.
“Dammit,” I grunted.
“Quack!”
I looked over my shoulder and saw Count Quackula flying down to join me. I caught him in my arms but stared at him with confusion written plainly on my face.
The dragon—Cordelia—spoke. “Ahhh. That’s a very good familiar. He sensed you were struggling and came to lend his power. Hold him in your arms and channel through him.”
“How do I—”
Before I could finish the stupid question, a sense of purpose ripped through me as The Duck Lord locked onto my soul. He didn’t speak words, but I felt his intent. He was telling me that I was ready.
I withdrew into myself one more time, and this time I found what I was looking for. That so-called fire. That burning feeling rose up inside me like a sweltering jungle heat.
My skin glowed. The Netherveil took on a slight red hue, everything glimmering as though I was seeing it through crimson sunglasses. Finally came the pain in my back, and my signature six wings emerged all at once, outspread as though ready to take flight. Additionally, the process tore my shirt clean off my body. I failed to prepare for that.
“The light in your eyes is burning brighter,” the dragon in front of me noted. The voice was still recognizably hers but carried more weight. “Perhaps I’m imagining it. Are you ready?”
I grinned at her, finding my confidence. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
I looked down at the Duck Lord, and my eyes bulged at what I beheld. A little golden halo was fixed in place over his duck head, and his eyes gleamed like pools of liquid silver.
“Count Quackula!”
“Indeed—it’s not uncommon for a familiar to bear the traits of a powerful master once bonded,” Cordelia said. “Interesting, though, since you don’t even have a halo and haven’t begun to unlock most of your potential. Come now. Meet me at the top!”
She took off, her powerful wings beating against the air, and I followed suit. I trailed her up to the highest tower in the castle, where we landed upon a large balcony that was just barely big enough for her.
She landed first, then changed back into her humanoid shape, and even her dress reappeared. When my feet hit the balcony tile, I thought for a moment about shifting back… but I didn’t.
“Not going back to being human?” Cordelia asked.
“I’m going to see how long I can hold this,” I explained. “What do you want to tell me that was so urgent it couldn’t wait?”
She locked eyes with me and took a very deep, technically unnecessary breath. “Do you remember how I told you I missed the sun?”
I nodded. “Of course. I wouldn’t forget something like that.”
She beamed at me with the same unguarded sweetness her goddaughter so often did—but only for a second. That look fell away, turning into excitement mixed with hope and fear. She was tense. Her shoulders were raised halfway to her ears, and her hands made fists.
“We may have a solution to my problem, and a way to test our latest theories. And it requires you to be in this form for the first part, so don’t wear it out too quickly,” she cautioned me.
I nodded. “Okay.”
I looked past her, peering into an open door that led into what looked like a bedroom with a spacious coffin right at the center. Was this... Cordelia’s room?
“What are we doing here?” I asked, narrowing my eyes with confusion. “Why do you need to brief me here of all places?”
She shook her head. “Dracula and Arcturus were revisiting their notes on their own similar encounter and comparing it to their collected knowledge in the library earlier today, and they stumbled on something promising.”
“I’m listening,” I assured her.
Her voice was frantic, as though we were running out of time—and I suppose from her perspective, we were. She had no idea how long I could maintain this form.
“Tell me you’ve drunk your fill tonight, Barrett,” she said, her voice airy and anxious as she clutched her breast with hope.
I nodded. “Of course. Eliza and Maria keep me well-fed.”
“Excellent. So have I. Listen—there are a few steps, and it’s a bit complicated, but it should work.”
“What should work?” I asked. “What are we doing? What does any of this have to do with you wanting to see the sunrise? Slow the fuck down, Cordelia. We have time, I promise.”
She took a deep breath, her husky voice sounding less tremulous the next time she spoke. “You are going to take direct dominion over me away from Dracula. You will become my master, and the strength I lent him will be yours.”
My eyes widened to the point of rolling out of my freaking head. “What? Now?!”
My gorgeous teacher nodded. “Yes. Please, there’s little time to waste. Look at the sky.” She pointed up at the moon.
“Yep, still a new moon. Is that step one?”
“It’s one step, anyway,” she confirmed. “New moons are almost always mandatory for rituals and events involving major changes. The new moon back on Earth was also one reason why Demonika could pull off turning you despite being so freshly turned herself.”
“Okay. Step One is complete. Now what?”
She smiled and relaxed a bit more. “Now, similar to the way you’d convert a human to a vampire, you need to drink my blood and have me drink yours.”
“But that transaction has to be unwilling,” I pointed out.
She shook her head frantically, her curly brown tresses bouncing with the motion. “No. Actually, no. Not under a new moon. That’s a rule unique to vampires, but one we haven’t taught you all yet. We don’t want proliferation to happen. Anyway, it’s the same reason werewolves go out during a full moon to do their recruiting. It’s just easier. Fewer rules to follow.”
“Ahh. Huh. Interesting,” I muttered. “That wasn’t in the book.”
“Oral lore is important to vampires. Not everything belongs in books, Barrett Bradshaw.”
I furrowed my brow at her in disgust, my wings tightening defensively against my back. “That’s a hell of a thing for you to say to me.”
“So—we go through the motions of a typical conversion. You suck my blood, then I drink yours.”
“Ba-da bing, ba-da boom,” I said, snapping my fingers. “Got it.”
“There’s more. We need to spend a minimum of three nights in a coffin together for our souls to bond, overwriting my bond with Dracula. This is the part that is new information.”
A smirk dared itself upon my lips for a second, but then I registered the implications. “Wait—three days? I have to warn the girls.”
“Dracula will tell them himself,” she informed me.
“Demonika is going to send me a thrall message eventually,” I muttered, pointing out the obvious. “She’ll freak out.”
“Warn her then. Are you ready to begin?”
I shrugged. “This seems too easy. How could this be a secret for so many years?”
“A lot of things need to happen for vampires to take these specific steps on one another,” Cordelia replied with a smirk. “A long time could pass before you’d find two unaffiliated vampires that just so happened to drink each other’s blood and then decide to sleep together for three days. Discovering this secret was very difficult indeed, however easy it might seem.”
“Fair enough.” I took a step toward her, eyeing her neck. “My angelic form isn’t going to last forever. I take it that the biting is the crucial part?”
She nodded and brushed her hair off of her neck. “Do it.”
I leaned in gently and placed my hands on her waist. She set her arms around my shoulders in response, like we were slow-dancing at a high school prom. We had never been quite this close, but I sure as hell had fantasized about it often.
She smelled so good. That was what I was thinking when my fangs bit into her skin. But the taste of recycled blood running through a vampire’s veins was not sweet. It was bitter, actually, with only a hint of the original flavor lingering behind.
The blood that was running through her was hot like fire, but it wasn’t her blood. It was the blood of whatever human she probably drank her fill of before finding me. I could smell the tang of blood on her lips even then.
I suckled at the bite mark, ripping into it a bit more liberally and draining out every ounce I could. She moaned noisily, pulling me tighter into her.
“That’s a good boy,” she urged me on. “Take in every drop.”
As soon as she finished saying that, she returned the favor, biting down on me with a pair of her own sharp fangs. It felt good, tingling in the warmest way, feeling more like a passionate kiss than anything piercing and painful.
We drank of each other for several minutes until my wings began to recede and the glow over my skin became duller and duller.
We were so close. So, so close, and yet…
“Cordelia, I’m not going to do this today.”
She opened her eyes and stared at me with a look of confusion. “What do you mean?”
“It doesn’t feel right. I haven’t prepared Demonika and the others for this, and this feels like something huge and important and I’m not… sure I want it. I’m not sure I want to succeed Dracula.”
She smiled softly at me. “I see. I understand.”
“You do?” I was honestly more than a little surprised at how well she seemed to take it.
“Yes. You’re right to worry. It’s going to be a lot of pressure, and you’re far from ready. This whole thing is rushed and frankly unfair to you.”
“Thank you for getting it,” I said.
She hugged me tightly. “I do get it. Barrett, look me in the eyes.”
I lifted my chin off of her shoulder and smiled at her, meeting her gaze head-on as she requested. “I promise, I’ll think this through very carefully. And I’ll find a way to help get you what you want, Cordy. I swear it.”
She smiled again. And then her eyes glowed. So brightly. I found myself suddenly so calm, so drawn into that perfect gaze. Her eyes seemed to spin, tempting me into the kind of peace you only felt once in a lifetime.
“Get in the coffin, Barrett,” she whispered, and she kissed me on the forehead. I could see pain on her face, like she was hesitating. Twice, she opened her mouth as though to say something else, maybe to take back the command—but she didn’t.
I didn’t say anything. I just… obeyed. It was the only thing my body could do. I kept my eye on her the whole time, smiling stupidly and staring back as I walked over to her casket and hopped right in.
“I’m so sorry, Barrett,” she muttered. “I hope you’ll forgive me after this is all done. For now—just stay there.
“Yes,” I agreed. “I’ll stay here.”
“Good boy,” she cooed in the same tone that her goddaughter sometimes did, but her face looked sad as she leaned over me. “Now I’m getting in with you.”
“Please,” I said with a dreamy smile. “Come on in.”
“That’s my boy. Let’s finish this ritual, Mr. Bradshaw. I promise, you won’t even notice the time pass.” She stroked my hair, pulling my body against hers. “I’ll protect you now, so just rest. You’re in my care from this day onward.”
I nodded, entirely under her spell. “Sure. As you wish.”




20: Three Days Gone


The slumber of a vampire tends to be dreamless but deep. Upon her command, I sank into Cordelia’s coffin like a stone in a pond, and she tangled herself up in me, pulling me close to her bosom as though everything in the world depended on it. 
I slept in black silence for three days. Those days hurried by without a sound, with only the simplest thoughts. I was only vaguely aware of her pillowy bosom pressing against me, of her soft, cool lips resting against my neck.
For three entire days and nights, I was only slightly aware of Demonika’s screeching voice in my head, panicked at my sudden disappearance. She’d been told I would be gone, maybe, but a little warning wouldn’t put her at ease with something so sudden and secretive.
My head was filled with a pervading calm despite the howling pain in Demonika’s voice. “That’s strange,” I remember saying to myself in my deeply entrenched state of rest. “How can I be so relaxed at a time like this?”
A time like this...
Somewhere, deep inside, I knew this was wrong. I knew that this wasn’t me. Barrett Bradshaw would never walk out on his housemates without so much as a warning or goodbye. Barrett Bradshaw wouldn’t agree to such a big proposition so suddenly, especially one that he was finding less and less appealing all the time. Barrett Motherfucking Bradshaw wouldn’t knowingly hop in a coffin for three whole days without a book, just in case.
This was not me. And yet I slept like the mother of a newborn after the husband agreed to sleep in the baby’s room. I slept without a single bit of dread or worry. I slept in peace.
Artificial peace.
After three whole days, I became more conscious of Cordelia’s supple body and its position more or less on top of me. The first emotion to wash over me? Confusion. The second? Anger.
I shook her, far less gently than I should have, as I roused from my rest. I watched her eyes open, and instead of a look of shame or regret or even fear—all emotions I would have accepted—I was met with a sleepy grin.
“Good morning, Mr. Bradshaw,” she whispered.
“Get the fuck off of me.”
Her grin turned to a frown at that. She reached over her head and slid the coffin lid off, letting it rest open on its hinges. “Woke up on the wrong side of the casket, I see,” she commented. “I definitely deserved that.”
I hastened my way out of the coffin, moving as fast as I could toward the door, but I stopped there and stared at her. “How could you?” I asked, but I stayed it more like a statement or a curse. “You used mesmerism on me!”
She sighed, and I thought I detected a tiny bit of shame on her face. “I really am sorry about that. I promise you, it was a one-time-only manipulation. It’s for both of our own good.”
“Why?! Why did you do that?”
She nodded out the balcony window behind me. The setting sun glowed in the distance. “Because of that. Last night was the last new moon of the month. I have been waiting an entire century to see the sun again, to remember what it’s like to live in the daylight. You can’t possibly know—”
“You took away my agency,” I growled. “I feel... like you walked all over my grave. You used me for your own goal without giving me the chance to say yes.”
She took a few steps toward me and placed a hand on my chest, her lips only a few inches from my face. “I have nothing to say for myself. I’ll admit I should have been more patient, Barrett—but this has been my one dream for a century, and now I get to spend the rest of my life with you and my goddaughter.”
I shook my head and looked away from her. Any man knows how hard it is to stay angry at a beautiful woman staring you sweetly in the eyes. “I’m leaving.”
“Wait!” she gasped, clutching my shoulder to stop me, but I shrugged her off. “Don’t you want to know if it worked or not? If I’m really bound to you, and you to me?”
I shook my head. “Not really. I think I want to spend the next day or two just pretending that didn’t just happen before I hear anything else from you.”
“That’s fair,” she allowed, her voice showing signs of sadness in the way her tone lowered and her voice hushed. “I deserve that.”
“You deserve a lot worse than I’m going to give you,” I told her. “What the fuck were you thinking, Mrs. Drake?”
I hopped onto the window ledge, about to leave without waiting for her reply.
“Wait,” she said. “Barrett—hang on. Wait one moment. Maybe you don’t care, but I need to see if it worked.”
“Oh, screw you,” I said, rolling my eyes in disgust.
But her eyes betrayed powerful emotions, and she tensed with obvious frustration, catching me off guard enough to get me down from the ledge to hear her out.
“Just let me test this one thing. One thing, and then you can go, and I’ll give you as much time as you need.”
I considered it, accompanying my narrowed eyes with a complementary frown. “One thing. What do you want?”
“The easiest way to make sure we formed a true bond is for me to attempt to harm you. Are you okay with this?” she asked, wiping the single drop of blood that was dripping from her eye off on her wrist.
I nodded. “Fine.”
She studied her hand for a moment, and it went blue and scaly, her fingernails turning into black claws. With a swipe, she went for my cheek but then screamed, drawing back at the last moment and falling backward. She landed hard on her ass, crashing into the tile with a thud. I walked up to her and extended a hand. “I guess it’s official, then.”
Her eyes lit up with a primal satisfaction, staring off into space as she took my grip and stood. “It worked,” she confirmed. “You’re my master now. It actually worked!”
“It seemed pretty easy, too,” I noted thoughtfully, releasing her hand. “Granted we have to burn three days every time I do this. How many vampire underlings can I have?”
Her face tightened. “It’s hard to say. We’re frankly lucky you were able to handle having two, being so young, but in all likelihood, at least one more should be possible given the potential I sense in you.”
I nodded. “Cool. Well, I’ll be going, then.”
“Aren’t you curious?” she asked. “I mean—there’s so much more I can tell you about this. The implications, I mean. And things we can do to experiment.”
I shrugged, eyeing the outside world anxiously. “Yeah, no. Right now the most intriguing prospect in the world is getting myself a bit of time to process this. We’ll circle back around to it all when I’m ready.”
“Barrett, please—”
I looked at her sternly, but calm and collected. “Mrs. Drake—”
“Please, call me—”
“Mrs. Drake,” I insisted, “You forced me to turn you into my own underling without any consideration for how that affected me, whether or not I wanted or was ready for it. Clearly, you made the decision to deal with whatever consequences came along with that. I just need to think. To figure this out on my own.”
She frowned at me. “Please, let me explain myself, Barrett. You don’t have to do it on your own.”
I crossed my arms. “Explain away.”
“Barrett—this means, potentially, that there may be a way for us to not destroy the Wallachian Bloodline and have you found your own, but to simply pass it on to you.”
“Great,” I grunted. “And what if I don’t want that?”
She blinked at me. “What if you don’t want what?”
“What if I don’t want to be the leader of this bloodline? Why can’t it be literally anyone else? How about you, for fuck’s sake?”
“If it’s me, your daylight powers won’t be passed down to everyone else,” she said. “What would be the point?”
I shrugged. “Wallachian Vampires did just fine without the ability to survive in daylight for hundreds of years, right?”
Her eyes went frantic, and she grasped my shoulders so fast I couldn’t stop her. The look in her eyes was almost crazy. “I am not fine, Barrett. I am rather far from fine. Don’t threaten to take away what you’ve just now given me.”
I shrugged. “ We’ll find another way. And… of course, I’ll take care of you. But don’t force someone else’s dream on me.”
She let out a sigh that sounded almost like relief. “I’m bonded to you now, and you are my master as I intended. Our union means that I will begin to take on traits of yours very soon—within hours, perhaps. What you choose to do from here thankfully doesn’t put any of that in jeopardy.”
I cocked my head. “Demonika hasn’t shown any of my abilities. Why are you getting them?”
“Yet,” she corrected me with a grin. “Bonding with me, a century-old vampire, should allow you to absorb some of my power. It should be enough for you to start sharing traits with both of us. Don’t you see? We all benefit.”
“And you’re counting on one of those traits being daylight survival,” I said.
“I know it will be.”
“How are you so sure?”
She smiled, though it almost looked sad. “Because—I just know. I believe it. And if I’m wrong, well, then I’ll be out of your hair by this time tomorrow.”
“How’s that?” I asked cautiously.
“Because I plan to stay up to enjoy the sunrise.”
I frowned at her. “You shouldn’t take that risk so soon.”
“If you command me not to, I’ll never forgive you,” she told me sternly.
“Command you? What do you—” My eyebrows lifted. “Oh. That’s right, I can just command you not to seek out the sun, and you’ll have to obey.”
She furrowed her brow and pouted slightly. “Don’t you dare, Barrett. I will dock your grade considerably.”
“I thought we don’t have grades?” I teased her.
“I will adopt a grading system just to fail you.”
“I’ll command you to give me a perfect score. And the cycle continues.”
She noticed a smirk on my lips and smiled at me. “See? Your mood has already improved. If you’re not ready to forgive me now, then I can at least take solace in that handsome smile and believe that it’s coming one day. As my master, you can’t go around despising me, you know.”
I turned my back on her. “I need to go home. You’ve kept me locked up here long enough. I can only imagine how much my girls are worrying.”
“Don’t forget I’m one of them now,” she said.
I looked back at her, looking her over once. “You are most definitely not one of them.”
She grinned her sultry grin and stretched her arms and wings with her back to me. “Not yet, Mr. Bradshaw. Not yet.”
[image: image-placeholder]I flew down, no longer feeling like I needed to be shy about my angelic form. If the teachers of this school were going to use it against me, then I figured I could use it freely too. Fuck anyone who gossiped or looked on with jealousy or suspicion.
Somehow, a part of me never felt freer. I’d been walking through my time at Nosferatu Academy, getting into a respectable amount of trouble, but always performing well. I worked hard to live by their rules and fit snugly into this slapdashed system. Well, I wasn’t going to lose any sleep over a little rule-breaking going forward.
I let my wings recede before walking in the front door, still shirtless, and found the girls sitting in the parlor, staring at the spot where my chair had been as though they were in a hospital lobby, waiting for bad news.
They all saw me and had almost identical first reactions—with eyes bulging, they stood up at once and stared. At that point, their reactions diverged.
Demonika ran up and threw her arms around me, exaggeratedly crying, jumping, and rubbing her body all over me like one of those dogs seeing their war veteran owner after a one-year deployment.
Mako stood a bit further back at first but approached with Rhapsody. Rhapsody had bloody tears dripping from her eyes, but her face showed only slightly more emotion than usual.
“We all worried terribly,” Rhapsody informed me. “Your disappearance was highly irregular, and they wouldn’t tell us where you were being kept.”
“I could sense you—but it was weird,” Demonika uttered through a happy sob, “It was like someone was hiding you from me somehow! It was horrible! And you couldn’t hear me!”
“What did they tell you?” I asked, trying to keep my voice stable. Truth was, I was moved by their overwhelmingly touching reactions to my return.
Mako cleared her throat and hugged me from the side since Demonika dominated my front. “They said Mrs. Drake had an emergency training session—something about your bloodline mission from Dracula. And that it would last three days or more.”
“You couldn’t hear my messages!” Demonika squealed, shaking her head so violently that a lock of her hair landed in my mouth. “I tried to contact you so many times, but it was... horrible, evil silence!”
Rhapsody glared at me. “I shall require a hug. Perhaps hugs—plural. Distributed in five to ten-minute intervals across the next two to four hours until my insides are calmed.”
I reached out and pulled her against my other side, kissing the top of her head. “I need all the hugs I can get too,” I said.
“What happened?” Demonika asked, eyes big and fearful at my words. “Mr. Roman covered Godmommy’s tutor sessions for the last few days. He said it was very important.”
I frowned. “Your godmother forced me to turn her into my thrall.”
Demonika arched an eyebrow in confusion. “Godmommy is your minion?”
I nodded. “I know, it’s weird.”
“Wait—what do you mean forced?” Mako asked, taking a step back. “Forced, as in, against your will?”
I nodded. “I won’t lie to you. I won’t try to protect you from the truth. She was very excited that they discovered some way for me to take vampires away from other masters because she wants my ability to walk in the sun. Girls—I told her no, and she used mesmerism on me to make me convert her.”
Demonika’s jaw tightened. “She did what?”
I sighed and closed my eyes. “You heard me.”
“Oh my God! Are you okay?!” Mako asked, squeezing my arm.
I nodded. “Oh yeah, I’m fine. But I’ve definitely lost some trust for the school and Mrs. Drake, though. In the end, it’s not that big of a deal because we were on this trajectory anyway… but I just wish it could have happened differently.”
Demonika shook her head in disbelief, and Rhapsody’s eyes went wide with shock.
“Why didn’t you want to do it?” Rhapsody asked.
My face twisted as I prepared to tell her the conclusion I’d arrived at. “Raps. I’m sorry—I don’t want to be king of the vampires. I don’t want to have my own bloodline. I want to make my own choices. In a vampire’s lifetime, I’m a baby. I’m less than a baby. Why the hell should I lock myself into this kind of choice so soon?”
Rhapsody nodded. “I see. That is... if that is your desire, then so be it.”
“I’m sorry,” I said to her in particular. “I know you had your heart set on being queen, and I made that deal with your father. It looks like I’m going back on it.”
“It wasn’t an oath—and it seems they pressured you into it. I forgive you,” she said, though I thought she looked a little disappointed.
“I can understand if that makes you reconsider things.”
She narrowed her eyes at me with a look not unlike suspicion. “What treacherous notion are you suggesting?”
I shook my head. “No—I just mean—”
“Do you mean to suggest that I was only enamored with you because I cared about being queen?”
I shrugged. “I don’t mean it quite like that. I just mean maybe you feel like I’m letting you down—all the times you talked about being queen, I thought it was really important to you.”
She glowered at me. “Not half as important as you. I care not about titles. As long as we’re together, I am a queen. Your lack of faith in my affection leaves me deeply wounded.”
“Sorry,” I said, clutching her head tightly to my chest. I kissed the base of her long black ponytail and smiled to myself. “I guess I’m not thinking clearly yet.”
Demonika gasped suddenly, looking up at me with wide eyes. “Did you fuck my godmother?!”
“No,” I said flatly.
She let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, good.”
“But she seemed pretty down,” I admitted.
Demonika’s face scrunched up in adorable rage that was enough to lift my spirits a bit more. “Thanksgiving is going to be so uncomfortable next year.”
Mako snorted, even as she still clung to my arm. “Barrett will definitely have fucked her and every other thing in the Netherveil with a vagina by then.”
I winked at her and sniggered. “Your mouth to God’s ears.”




Demonika’s Interlude


Demonika Darcy was not happy with her godmother. 
This was the woman who helped to raise her when her father wasn’t around, who introduced Camp Blackwood to her, and by proxy, introduced her to Barrett Bradshaw, her soulmate.
This was the woman who used to tell her stories, tickle her into the living room rug, and come over to cook and clean for her when she was otherwise home alone.
This woman knew her every secret in high school and junior high—even before that! When Demonika was only seven years old, she told her godmother that she fell in love.
And yet the woman dared to step into Demonika’s sacred territory and not only try to seduce her one true love but forced him to link the two of them forever?! That was an unforgivable sin! She and Demonika were now functionally equal in their relationship to Barrett—both of them were his thralls. Demonika knew she’d be the favorite, but...
Still. There was so, so very much wrong with what her godmother had done. Trampled all over her lover’s free will, and inserted herself into the already perfect dynamic they had.
How could she? How could she?! The question played on repeat in the half-succubus’s mind, catching and looping like a broken record. How could she?! The question grew even more impassioned and indignant until it took every ounce of self-control she had not to scream it.
Shortly after returning home, Barrett had wandered out again after reading for only twenty minutes. Twenty fucking minutes! In eleven years, Demonika had never known Barrett to read for only twenty minutes at a time before closing a book of his own free will. And then he just... left! He left, saying “There’s something I have to do,” in that hot fucking manly voice of his, being all mysterious and a little angsty. It was so fucking hot—but Demonika was more concerned with what Barrett was feeling.
She’d never seen him seem so vulnerable. Even more than it soaked her panties, it made her head throb with worry. She felt so helpless, seeing him like that.
“Do you want me to come with you?” she had asked, but he shook his head.
“No, babe. I just need to clear my head. I’m okay. I’ll be back soon.”
She stood at the window and watched him walk off. It was almost like he picked a direction at random, settling on the weakly worn trail that led into the Whisper Woods.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?!” she asked again, this time beaming the offer into his mind via their psychic link. It was yet another thing her godmother would soon share with her and that she didn’t deserve.
He looked over his shoulder at the house but didn’t seem to spy her through the window. “No. Honestly, don’t worry. I’m actually feeling better. In fact, I know what I want now—and that’s a big leap forward. Thank you.”
“For what?” she asked.
“For being a big part of everything that I want.”
Demonika almost shattered the window to run up to him then and there, but she steeled her resolve not to be a bother and focused on herself. Well, kind of.
She was angry. Her anger, she felt, was hers, and belonged to her. The source of her anger was entirely her business. As such, she felt she had a personal license to confront her godmother on her own.
Fuck. What would she say? Never mind that, she thought. I’ll figure it out when I get there.
She looked over at Mako, who was lying on the rug in front of the fireplace, reading a book from the study that had nothing to do with anything they were supposed to be studying.
“Mako, honey?” Demonika said, elevating her voice to sound as sweet as possible.
“Rhapsody went to her study session with Mr. Roman. He’s still covering tutoring today I guess.”
Demonika cleared her throat. “Umm, yeah, I know. I’m just letting you know I’m going out to clear my head.”
Mako set her book down on the rug and sat up, her impressive abs flexing in her black tube top. “Huh? It’s, like, forty minutes to sunrise. Stay put. Rhapsody will be back soon, and the bloodthralls will be awake any minute.”
“I know,” Demonika muttered sheepishly. “There’s just something I need to take care of.”
Mako eyed her with obvious suspicion, her lip twitching a few times. “Fine. But be careful. If you’re out when sunrise happens, find a safe place to sleep. Promise me.”
“What are you, my mom?” Demonika laughed, crossing her arms.
“God, I can’t imagine a worse hell than being your mom,” Mako giggled back. “Be safe, Nika.”
Demonika didn’t need forty minutes. She slammed the door behind her—by accident. It was the wind’s fault, she assured herself as she transformed into a bat. The half-succubus flew up, up, up toward the highest tower over Dracula’s castle. Her godmother slept there each day, and so close to sunrise, she would likely already be there or would be there soon.
She flapped her wings and found the balcony, and her godmother, waiting with her arms crossed and staring out at the horizon. She didn’t seem to notice Demonika’s approach.
Demonika transformed back into her half-succubus shape, the black mist giving her away. Cordelia cocked her head and looked over at her out of the side of her face.
“Demonika, sweetheart? What are you doing here?”
“I think you know,” Demonika said, her voice sounding snotty and bitter even to herself. But she was in the right here, and she would make sure her godmother knew it by the end of this conversation.
Cordelia Drake sighed and shook her head. “A part of me already regrets being so insistent, but—”
“Insistent isn’t the word Barrett used,” Demonika interrupted bitterly. She stepped right up to the dragon woman and stared her directly in the face. “I should slap the silly fuck out of you.”
Cordelia raised her brows. “I’d like to see you try.”
Demonika raised her hand, but ultimately groaned in frustration and let it back down to her side. “No. That’s not why I’m here.”
“Then why are you here, sweety?”
Demonika’s shoulders tensed up, and she couldn’t stop herself from making fists. Her pointed tail flailed angrily behind her, and she fought to suppress a growl. “Two reasons,” she said. “First, I want to hear why.”
“Why?” Cordelia said, arching one brow at her goddaughter. “Because I was ordered to.”
“Liar. I already know you have your own reasons.”
“Then what do you want me to say, Demonika? I’m sorry? Well, I am, and I’m not. My actions already haunt me, but I can’t say for sure that I want to go back and change them either,” Cordelia confessed. “I paid the price. Sunrise is coming soon, and I’m not going to miss this one. Would you like to view it with me?”
Demonika blinked. “And fucking die? No thanks.”
“You won’t die. Barrett is stronger now, and because of his bond to me, we will have some of his abilities now.”
The half-succubus’s eyes shot open. “Nuh-uh. No way.”
“Suit yourself,” Cordelia shrugged. “But yes—that’s the real reason why I did it. I missed the sun. I missed daylight.” She looked at her goddaughter with a naughty smirk. “I never was much of a night person, as you know.”
“You took the wrong gig, then,” Demonika remarked.
Cordelia sighed at the obvious truth in that statement. “Maybe. But all that’s over now. I’m free to walk in the daylight again.”
Demonika frowned. “Good for you, bitch. Now, the second reason I’m here: I’m disowning you.”
The half-dragon shot a quizzical look at her goddaughter. “Pardon? Disowning me?”
“From now on, I don’t acknowledge you as anything but my teacher. You aren’t my godmother, and I won’t speak to you unless I absolutely must.”
Cordelia turned her whole body to face her goddaughter for the first time in that conversation. She reached out for her, but Demonika dodged. “Sweetheart, please—”
“You made your choice. Barrett was my one true love! My master! My soulmate! Mine! And you had to claim him for yourself. I worked my whole life to keep him in love with me, and you... you forced yourself on him. And now he’s stuck with you. I’m stuck with you. But whatever we become after tonight—I don’t think of you as my family anymore.”
“Demonika, I understand—”
“Do you?” Demonika asked, her voice so shrill it made her godmother recoil. “Really? Do you? Have you ever been in love? I’ve loved the same person since I was a little girl. I grew up with that love—we grew up together. And it never changed. It never wavered. I never, ever second-guessed my feelings, not one day in my life. The second he spoke to me, I just knew.”
“An extension of your succubus powers, maybe. Detecting the compatibility of a soul with yours,” Cordelia suggested.
“I don’t care what it is—he was mine. And now you weaseled your way in. Rhapsody and Mako are one thing… but my fucking godmother!? I don’t think there was any woman I trusted more than you in my entire life. Just one more thing you took away from me.”
Cordelia’s eyelid twitched as she stared back at Demonika, and her lip quivered.
Demonika sneered. “Oh, are you gonna cry? Fucking good. I cry all the time. I cried, like, an hour ago because of you. I hope you feel awful about what you did, and I hope the death of our relationship hurts you at least half as much as it hurts me. I loved you. On the list of people I loved, you were up at the top, right between Barrett and my father. I owe so much to you, but all that might as well be gone now.”
“I know from your perspective it looks unreasonable—”
Demonika gnashed and bared her teeth. “From my perspective? I’m done here.”
Cordelia reached out for the younger woman, but her grip was shrugged off easily. “Demonika, wait.”
“No, you wait. Wait for the sun to come. I hope it doesn’t burn you to a crisp, you selfish, manipulative jerk.”
Demonika jumped off of the balcony and transformed into a bat in mid-air, flying in the direction of home.
It took about ten seconds for the truth to set in. She did not feel any better having said those things to her godmother. In fact, she felt worse. Everything felt worse. She got so much off her chest, yet her chest felt even heavier than it had before.
Demonika’s head was a swirling maelstrom of angst and confusion. She loved her godmother. Her godmother was a good woman. She was always there for her, and always supported her. She made time for her every day, even since becoming a student at Nosferatu Academy.
Cordelia Drake was still the woman she always knew her to be, wasn’t she? So what was it that made her take such a forceful, unforgivable measure? Didn’t she know what the word ‘no’ meant?
Sunlight. All for sunlight. Who the fuck cares about sunlight?! Barrett Bradshaw is sunlight. Mako and Rhapsody are sunlight. House Dragon is sunlight! All the light Demonika’s life could ever need!
That metaphor silenced Demonika’s own internal monologue as she processed the implications.
Oh, she thought. Godmommy doesn’t have sunlight. She doesn’t have Barrett, Mako, or Rhapsody. She’s alone—in darkness.
The sun was rising. Demonika was out of time. She flew back home and walked inside the front door, finding the foyer vacant and the only soul awake in the parlor being Maria, who was sniffing Barrett’s books for some strange reason.
“Oh! Ms. Darcy! You’re home! Please, get to bed before it’s too late!”
Demonika looked at her, lolling her head to one side. “Is Barrett back yet?”
“No. Master hasn’t returned yet. Perhaps you can contact him?”
She nodded. “I will. I’m sure he’s safe. He can stay up later than me without issue. Did you hear what happened to him, by chance? Where he’s been the last three days?”
Maria’s eyes widened. “No! I haven’t heard a thing since we were told he would be gone!”
“He was forced to make my godmother into his thrall—against his will,” Demonika grunted, the bitterness still there in her voice, despite her conflicted emotions about how she’d handled the conversation earlier.
“Oh no! You mean that nice lady with the dragon wings? Mrs. Drake?”
Demonika nodded and sighed. “That’s the one.”
“That’s horrible!” Maria gasped, setting the books back down. “And where were you? Were you trying to help fix his problems?”
Demonika grimaced. “Umm.” She fidgeted with her hair, bobbing her head from one side to the other. “I kinda maybe sorta just made things even worse.”




21: Into the Woods


In The Lord of the Rings, Gandalf famously said “Not all who wander are lost.” Yeah, well, I was. Not literally, of course, but figuratively lost. I could fly into the air and find my home easily enough whenever I wanted—but could I find my way back from this mess I landed myself in out of nowhere? 
I felt like I’d lost all control of my life. My mind, too, if only for three days.
Three whole days.
She was so powerful to hold me under her psychic sway for so long. It would have impressed me if I hadn’t been on the receiving end of it.
Mesmerism was not a power that came naturally to me, and after experiencing it firsthand, I didn’t have a profound desire to pick it up, either. Free will meant something to me—and not just my own.
So here I was. Lost in the woods. Literally in the woods. Figuratively lost.
I walked through the forest full of pines with no particular aim, trying to find comfort in the satisfying crunch of dried needles and twigs under my feet. I could feel Count Quackula flying over my head, far above the trees, watching over me concern, but not interfering. Thanks to him, at least, I didn’t feel entirely alone.
I tried to focus on it, to let the sound take me away from my own tumultuous mind, my mind that couldn’t even keep itself safe. I’d been rendered powerless by a woman who I was now bound to eternally, who was now by her very nature entirely loyal and devoted to me. As logic would have it, I should just pick up the pieces and move on.
But not yet. Not today. I just needed to feel it for a bit.
When I was a boy, things were always simple. Forgive and forget. That’s what they always said, and that’s what I always did. Except that no one really forgot, did they? When someone wrongs you, you can forgive, you can even move on, but there will always, always be that lingering sting in the back of your head and the bottom of your heart telling you, “Don’t trust her. Don’t love her. Don’t touch her.”
I tried to rationalize it from her point of view. Century-old woman, alone for much of her life, presumably. Lived among humans enough to help raise Demonika and see to her education at Camp Blackwood. And all that time, for the last hundred years, there was always a burning need to see the sun again. The way she talked about it, she was in love with the sun, or at least the idea of it.
I tried to imagine myself in that situation. What would I be willing to do to reclaim the love of Demonika, Mako, and Rhapsody after one hundred years apart? Could I invade their mind for a moment and make them snuggle in a box for three days, then deal with the consequences afterward?
Uhh. Yeah. Yeah, I could see myself doing that, though I wasn’t proud to admit it.
So there it was. Nothing about this was cut and dry, but there was no doubt that she wronged me and crossed a line. Never mind the fact that as my teacher, she still was responsible for my education and safety. It didn’t feel like that was her top priority during that time.
Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. I focused on that sound, trying to distract myself again once the thoughts got too dark and too deep. Crunch.
That last one wasn’t mine.
I whipped my head to face the source of the sound, and there she was—the wolf girl I met here in the forest when I was practicing my beastmorph with the girls. It felt so long ago already.
She shifted back into her humanoid form, with wolf ears and a wolf tail being the compromise that stayed behind. I tightened my lips and narrowed my eyes on her face, determined not to get caught checking out her admittedly bodacious rack. Not the time. Hell, I was too gloomy to get horny at this point.
“Did you come looking for me?” she asked in that throaty voice of hers. Her dark skin and hair caught a silver beam of starlight, making her sweaty skin shimmer like polished bronze.
I thought about that question. Did I come here looking for her? The answer, in fact, was yes. But why?
“I did,” I confessed, relaxing my muscles a bit. I turned my body the rest of the way to face her, our shoulders parallel, but still about ten feet of space between us.
She closed the gap by approaching me, getting right up close until her face was a whisper away from mine. The wolf girl leaned in and sniffed my neck. Not, like, a deep whiff, but like several short sniffles done in rapid succession. She offered no comment.
“Why are you looking for me?” she asked.
It was a damn good question.
“Because I wanted to do something interesting,” I said. “I wanted to make a choice that was mine alone.”
“What choice?” She cocked a dark eyebrow at me, going in for another sniff. “Vampires smell strange, but you have a different scent.”
“The choice I’m referring to is my choice to befriend you. Maybe we can work together. Werewolves are fast enough to learn vampiric magic. I can teach you in return for a partnership.”
“To what end?” she asked, cocking a dark eyebrow in clear interest. “Not that I’m saying no.”
“I’ll make you stronger, and we’ll make you the biggest, baddest wolf in the Netherveil. In return, you’ll teach me the secrets of the forest and accompany me when I make trips back to Earth. I’ve got… plans brewing.”
“Back to Earth?” she murmured, cocking her head in a cute way that reminded me of a confused puppy. “I don’t have any clothes.”
I dared to look down at her chest at that point. Her dark nipples reminded me of Hershey Kisses, but smaller. Man. I suddenly missed the way chocolate tasted before I became a vampire.
“I can figure something out. We have resources. And the girls you met are friends with the tailor.”
“An exciting offer,” she said, nodding. “Very well. Since I am a woman, and you are a man, and we are both sexually attractive, can we make our agreement in the usual manner?”
I blinked, feeling my penis flutter once like the wing of a butterfly resting on a leaf. “Huh.”
“With coupling. Sex.”
I rolled my head back and once again found myself struggling not to look at her tits, though at this point I couldn’t say why. “Let me get back to you on that. Gotta, uh, run the deal by a few other people.”
“Oh.” She shifted awkwardly. “I see. Those women you were with before, they are your mates, then?”
“Yeah.”
“You must be a very dominant man to attract so many sexually attractive women.”
I puffed up my chest a bit. “There are those who say this about me, yes.”
She nodded. “My name is Evie Bloodgood. When you come here alone, I will find you every time.”
“I’m Barrett Bradshaw. And you just landed yourself a powerful partner.”
I decided to show off a bit, focusing just enough to get my wings to shoot out of my back. She gasped and fell backward, holding a hand to her face to block out the light that my glowing skin and eyes now cast on her.
“An angel?!” she gasped. “W-wait. An angel vampire?”
“Till next time,” I said, and I shot up into the air, kicking off from the ground with my feet.
Fuck, I narrowly managed to get through the canopy without getting caught. If I got stuck in the branches, I don’t think I would have ever recovered emotionally or spiritually from the embarrassment. Luckily, I think I made a great impression.
I flew out to the entrance of the forest and started a slow walk back home. Sunrise had come, and right about now, Cordelia was either enjoying her first good look at dawn in a hundred years or burning to a crisp.
The thought unsettled me. It unsettled me so much that I wanted to check on her, but I didn’t want to see her just yet. Still, if she burned alive because of me, well, that would have brought a level of guilt I don’t think I’d ever have been able to recover from.
I decided to try sending her a psychic message but worried a bit. I wasn’t sure how to send it to one person in particular because I was so used to only having to concern myself with Demonika.
“Hey,” I said, broadcasting a neutral check-in, trying to focus on Cordelia’s image in my mind and the spot where I thought she might be, sitting on her balcony. “Can you hear me?”
“Baby! Demonika’s voice came through first. Are you okay? Yes, I can hear you. Why wouldn’t I be able to?”
But then Cordelia’s voice came back, sounding broken and weepy. “Yes, I can. Thank you.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. At least she was alright. And she was seeing the sun for the first time in ages. That was good, right?
Now came the puzzle of how to respond. “Get some sleep.”
“Not anytime soon,” Cordelia said.
“I love you,” Demonika chimed in.
Oof. This was a puzzle. “Yep. Right back at ya.” It didn’t even really make sense as a response to Cordelia.
Neither of them replied, but I knew that I would be dealing with a neurotic and anxious Demonika the next evening for not saying her three favorite words back to her. That was a problem for Tomorrow Barrett, though.
A hand grabbed my shoulder, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned around suddenly, twisting my body in shock at being snuck up on so easily.
“Oh, it’s you!” I said, picking my jaw up off the ground and climbing back inside my skin. “Fuck! I did not expect you.”
Dracula stood in front of me, dwarfing me with his godlike stature. In his left hand, he held an enormous black umbrella over his head, and was wearing a long black duster jacket that began with a high collar that went up to his nose, and went down to the top of his boots. Anti-sun clothing, but even still I saw steam rising off of him, and his eyes straining to look at me. He didn’t remove his other hand from my shoulder. “I understand that something happened.”
“You ordered it,” I said, looking back at him coldly. I brushed his hand off my shoulder, and he let me.
“I didn’t order anything. I merely informed Arthur to tell Cordelia to tell you that we found a way to make some progress. I noted that it would be possible to pull off that night because of the moon’s phase. But it sounds like Cordelia couldn’t quite control her excitement.”
“That’s one way of putting it,” I said, smirking and looking down at his feet.
“I wouldn’t normally say this to a student because I don’t like to undermine the authority of the people working under me, but your Host Teacher crossed a line. Using mesmerism on a student for selfish reasons is something I never would have condoned. I don’t take this lightly, and I will see to it that she faces consequences, but I still need her here—and I take it she is bound to you now. Which poses new complications.”
I didn’t comment.
“Are you curious what her punishment will be?” he asked.
I shook my head. “No. Don’t be too cruel to her. I’m still surprised and a little upset that she did what she did, but I’m not going to waste my energy on getting revenge on a person whose happiness I’m now somehow responsible for.”
Dracula smiled a bit. “You are much more patient and gentle than your legendary father.”
“I guess I got that from my mom.”
“Well, if you feel like you’re missing a parent figure, I’d like to remind you that you are welcome to call me papa in private.”
“No thanks,” I chuckled. 
Dracula’s soft grin faded as he seemed to recall another matter he wanted to discuss. “Mr. Bradshaw, it has come to my attention that you told Mrs. Drake that you aren’t interested in succeeding me anymore. Is this true?”
I nodded. “That’s your goal. That’s your dream. I don’t share it. I don’t want to be handed off your fate, or given your curse.”
“My curse?” he asked.
“All vampire lords at the core of a bloodline get that way through a curse. Roman explained that to us in our lesson… Which means you have a curse, and I suspect that curse is what makes you unhappy. I don’t want it. I’m worried it might make me a miserable man to be around, and that affects your daughter, by the way.”
He nodded. “I can’t lie and say I’m happy to hear you reach this conclusion, but I understand and respect where you’re coming from. You may be correct. We had theorized that if you did to me what you did to Cordelia, you might end up at the head of the bloodline. In that event, two outcomes were plausible. First, you could inherit the bloodline and my curse might die with me. And second, and this is the one I believe to be true, you may either eradicate the bloodline, or you take it for yourself but still end up with my curse. The fact is we don’t yet know, and it would be too high stakes to try right now.”
“I’m glad you realize that,” I noted.
“Very well,” he said, sounding a bit sad. “The good news is we already have a possible replacement in mind for you.”
“Oh?” I asked. “Well, that’s good. Then—”
“Damian Feyheart from House Wolf has shown a lot of promise and has appealing unique abilities of his own. He would make for an excellent candidate.”
“Damian?” I repeated the name as if I hadn’t heard it clear as day.
He smiled at me. “Correct. I know you’ve had some dealings with him—so have we all. But honestly, he shows promise.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Maybe don’t count me out of the running entirely,” I muttered.
Dracula chuckled. “I thought that might change your perspective.”
“It’s not a yes,” I said firmly. “It’s a maybe, we’ll see. But there’s one thing I have to ask.”
Dracula looked at me, clutching his black umbrella tightly on his shoulder. “Ask what you have to.”
“Can’t you wait? Like, another decade at least? Give Rhapsody time to prepare for it, and give me or Damian or whoever some time to get ready and understand the job. The original timeline you said was too fast.”
He nodded. “I’m quite eager. The weight of my curse each day grows harder to carry. Do you know my curse? When I close my eyes, I see the faces of every person I killed, beginning with my wife and brother.”
My brows lifted in surprise. “Your wife and brother?”
“One day maybe I’ll tell you more. But I really must be returning to the castle. Even I can’t stay out in sunlight, dim as it is now, for too long. That’s a you thing.” He smiled at me and disappeared in a puff of mist.
“Normal people say goodbye before they leave,” I muttered, and I walked the rest of the way back to the manor. 
The door opened for me, and I found both Maria and Eliza eating breakfast at a table in the dining room opposite the parlor. They beamed at me and offered all kinds of affection, and despite my slightly withdrawn state, I let them lavish it upon me.
Soon I headed to the bedroom, suddenly grateful I hadn’t yet purchased a four-person coffin. Tonight I needed to sleep alone.
Tomorrow would be different.




22: Class With Roman


A full day came and went by in a haze. Things were more or less back to normal, but there was still a bit of a pit in my gut over everything that had happened. It all had so many implications for the future, and even though I’d made the declaration that I wasn’t going to be accepting others dictating my life from now on, I knew I would be forced to make amends with Cordelia eventually. 
That day was the day of Arthur’s class. Normally I would enjoy seeing Arthur, but I still blamed him and Dracula for letting that happen.
“Good evening, House Dragon,” he said, smiling broadly as though nothing happened, “How is everyone today?”
When no one responded, he nodded sympathetically and cleared his throat.
“Anyway, today our history lesson is one that I’ve been looking forward to for a while. It deals with the exodus of vampires to the Netherveil and into hiding on Earth, an important piece of our history.”
I stared at him, mind empty, face blank. His gaunt, aquiline features normally inspired a kind of awe in the way they chiseled out the perfection of his pale, handsome face. Today, they inspired nothing. Boredom at best.
Demonika raised her hand. “I need to go pee,” she said coldly.
“No you don’t,” Mr. Roman sighed. “Vampires don’t pee.”
“It’s my time of the month,” she added.
“Again—those biological functions don’t normally happen for vampires.”
She crossed her arms and pouted. “Whatever.”
Mr. Roman leaned forward in the teacher’s chair and glanced at the roaring fireplace for a moment. His face was hard to read, but the look was complex—tight, subtle, but there was something to it. Something he didn’t want to give away.
“I understand if you blame me for what happened on some level. I won’t make excuses. Dracula and I didn’t know that she would do that, but I’ve known her for a hundred and twenty years—since she was a little girl and not yet a vampire. I knew, on some level, what she was capable of.”
Demonika continued to pout. “I didn’t.”
“She must have spent quite a bit of her life hiding things from you. It’s not that surprising that there are aspects to who she is or was that you don’t know,” he reasoned, trying to smile with warmth at her but failing to maintain it.
“That’s just it, though,” Demonika said, and I watched her as her face grew impassioned.
“What’s just it?” Arthur pressed back, crossing one leg over the other. Bedecked in a white suit that seemed anachronistic in the Netherveil, he looked impressive, but I could tell that for all his centuries of experience, he was barely keeping his own frustration together. His smooth face wrinkled at his dimpled cheeks as he forced a tight smile, and his eyes seemed far icier today than I’d ever noticed them to be.
Demonika looked at me. “I knew what she was since I was a little girl. She told me what I was when I was in kindergarten! I’ve known longer than most about the hidden truths, and I never ever would have suspected her to do this.”
“Everyone has that one thing, Demonika Darcy,” he said wistfully. “That one thing that would make them take stupid risks and make treacherous choices. When Dracula turned your godmother into a vampire, it didn’t take her long to miss the sunlight. She actually wouldn’t speak to us for a full decade, blaming us for how choked she felt being only able to live during the night.”
“That’s not an excuse,” Demonika said.
“No, it’s not an excuse. But it was the reason. Try living a century without the thing you love most, knowing that someone else gets to enjoy it every day. I wonder what you’d do to have it back?”
Demonika rolled her eyes. “It’s not the same as losing Barrett,” she said. “The sun isn’t a person. It’s a thing.”
“It’s a life-giving thing. It’s a nurturing thing. To some people, life without it would be bland. Your godmother wasn’t the first immortal I’ve seen tormented at the loss of the sun—or something like it.”
“Something like it?” I asked.
He chuckled, glancing back at the fireplace. “I knew a Nordic vampire. He didn’t take it well when he found he couldn’t enjoy alcohol anymore.”
Demonika’s frown deepened. “Not the fucking same.”
Rhapsody and Mako traded awkward looks at each other in the other corner, and I realized this conversation was going nowhere.
“It’s fine,” I said, lifting a hand up in defeat. “Just start the lesson.”
Arcturus Roman nodded but frowned at me at the same time, and I could tell there was more he wanted to say. He let it go and reached for a pile of parchments and papers on his desk. Some were clearly looseleaf notebook paper from back on Earth, while others were worn and yellowed, probably centuries old.
He flipped through the documents one at a time, then set them on his lap. “Does anyone recall from the reading what happened in 1970?”
Mako raised her hand. I, somewhat conspicuously, didn’t.
Arthur nodded at the half-oni. “Um. That’s what the author called the Final Gaffe, right?”
Our teacher grinned at her in approval. “Very good. Yes, in June of 1970, there was a mass killing done by newly turned vampires that slaughtered eight people in a movie theater. It was seen as a prank at first, but when the news confirmed the kills, it was the closest thing to widespread exposure vampires ever had.
“Luckily, they blamed it on meth, which reinvigorated the War on Drugs in the United States. Vampires in the United States started moving to Europe, fearing witch hunts. There were some, however, who did know the true cause of those killings, and they punished us for it.”
“What did vampires eat back then?” Demonika asked.
“Same thing as always, of course—but I think I understand what you mean. How did they get food without letting news of vampires spread, right?”
The half-succubus nodded. Her tail reached out for me and coiled once around my wrist.
“Please, no flirting in class,” Arthur murmured. “And, as to the very good question, it varied quite a lot. Often, vampires lived in the countryside and made deals with small towns for blood in exchange for favors. In other cases, vampires pretended to be a counterculture movement of humans pretending to be vampires.”
I chuckled at that. “Vampires pretending to be humans pretending to be vampires. Nice.”
“It worked pretty well. Lots of people just believed them. They blamed the pleasurable effects of a bite on drugs being smeared on the fangs beforehand.” Arcturus laughed. “I remember those days. I remember people rubbing nonsensical creams before a bite. Honestly ruined the flavor if you used the wrong one.”
“So how did the Netherveil come to be?” I asked. “That part wasn’t even in our history book.”
“The history book was written before the Netherveil’s creation became known to most vampires,” Arthur said. I could tell from his face that he was happy to have me back in the discussion as if somehow that meant all was forgiven and he was off the hook. “This is going to seem funny—but the Netherveil largely exists because of one particular person who happens to be in this room right now.”
We all looked around, but our eyes settled on Rhapsody pretty quickly. She sat prim and proper in her seat and met my gaze. “This world was created for my mother and me—to keep us safe. There were many hunters back then, and some had gotten word that Cedric Van Helsing was coming for my pregnant mother. The Final Gaffe was the final push my father needed.”
Mr. Roman continued. “But the Netherveil expanded as Dracula learned more and more about how to manipulate its boundaries. Over time, Dracula brought more vampires here, as well as werewolves, ghouls, and the sort of animals and plant life he felt would fill out the world’s ecosystem. There was some trial and error. We had an incident where black cats all but eradicated the entire rodent population he’d carefully curated. I’ve never seen him so upset.”
“I have,” Rhapsody said. “He didn’t like the last Twilight movie at all.”
Arthur shrugged. “It was the third one for me. I gave up when I saw that creepy baby.”
Rhapsody blinked. “I enjoyed the entire saga.”
Arthur reached into his pocket and pulled out two familiar blue stones. “Anyway—this all leads nicely into a few bits of news I need to give you before we continue. Firstly, I’ll be acting as your Host Teacher for the next two weeks, so I’ll be doubling up my own responsibilities—including teaching all of Mrs. Drake’s classes to the best of my ability during that time. Please be gentle.”
“Why?” Mako asked. “Where is Mrs. Drake going?”
Arcturus sighed. “If you must know, she is being confined to her coffin for fourteen days. Today is her last day before her punishment begins.”
A part of me was glad that Dracula was following through—but damn. Fourteen days? That number still felt like a lot to me, but maybe that wasn’t the case for my ancient instructors.
I looked over at Demonika. Her lip quivered slightly, but she jerked her head in understanding. “That’s what she gets.”
“I understand it may be hard to forgive her. If you’d like to switch Host Teachers when she emerges, that’s a conversation we are all open to.”
“I’m not sure that makes any sense,” I grunted. “She’s tied to me now. No point in keeping her at a distance.”
He nodded at me, then tossed the stones in the air, and Mako and I caught them both with ease. “These are your keys back to Earth. Rhapsody and Demonika both have their own already, but Mako and Barrett, yours are ready now.”
I studied the smooth, glossy surface of the stone, recognizing the same wolf-bat relief I remembered seeing in Demonika’s.
“As you know, in a few weeks we will be going on our Scavenger Hunt. Well, you will be going. This will be your first time returning to Earth as a vampire, Mako and Barrett. Don’t get separated from your team. And don’t lose your port stones. They’re the only way back we have for you.”
I felt my veins throb inside me. I wasn’t in the right state of mind for this lesson. I was almost ready to pretend like I was fine, but I needed to find her. I needed to see Cordelia now—before her punishment took her from me for two whole weeks. 
I slipped my stone into my pocket and stood up. Obviously, the sudden move fixed every eye in the room on me.
“Sorry, Mr. Roman,” I explained. “I’ll catch up later. There’s something I need to take care of, and I don’t think it can wait.”
My teacher’s mouth opened slightly, his brow cocked as he clearly didn’t know how to respond to this development. “Where are you going?”
I shrugged. “Interesting lesson so far, but I get the feeling Rhapsody can help me fill in the blanks in a way more fun way, and—”
“If it involves a sex, then I shall be overjoyed to tutor you,” she informed me. She fixed her eyes on Mr. Roman. “Release him at once. If you don’t let him go, I will tell my father you made me upset.”
Arthur chuckled. “No need for that. Though, for your information Rhapsody, I think I fear your father less than just about anyone else in the ‘Veil.”
He turned his head to watch me as I headed for the door. “Barrett—if you want to talk later, I’ll be around.”
I shot him a thumbs-up without looking back and closed the door behind me.
[image: image-placeholder]I walked out of House Dragon’s manor and started to head in the direction of Dracula’s castle, planning to fly up to Cordelia’s tower. As I exited the boundary of our territory, though, I heard a high voice calling out for me.
“Barrett! Wait up!”
I stopped in place. There was no way I could outrun that voice even if I wanted to.
Turning around, I was face to face with both Ophelia and Damian—one of them seemed happy to see me. The other one did not.
The pink-haired fairy girl skidded to a stop in front of me, but Damian didn’t waste any energy in racing her there. “Barrett!” she squeaked in surprise with her hands on her cheeks, “Hi hi hi!”
“Hey,” I said. “I’m just going for a walk.”
Damian finally caught up at that point. “Ah. Your class canceled too?”
“What?” I muttered in surprise. “No—I just walked out.”
“You walked out of Mr. Roman’s class?!” Ophelia said with an accompanying gasp. “Whoa!” She started playing with her hair as she looked up at me with big eyes, “That’s, like, so crazy.”
“Only crazy one here is you, Lia,” Damian said. “And yeah, our class was canceled. Dracula dropped by this evening to tell us that Mrs. Drake’s classes have been rescheduled since she needed to go away on emergency business or something for a couple of weeks. So we have the day to study on our own.”
“Huh,” I muttered. “I heard she wasn’t leaving until tomorrow.”
“Maybe she needs to get ready?” Ophelia suggested. She pulled a knife out of her pocket and started twirling it through her fingers. “You wanna come cut someone with us?”
“I’m not going to cut someone with you, babe,” Damian said.
Ophelia shot him an angry look, then looked back up at me. “Barrett will say yes. He’s cool.”
“No,” I replied curtly. She gasped, once again clapping a palm on her cheek in surprise.
“But why?!”
“That’s not really my scene.”
She cocked one narrow pink eyebrow at me with an obvious smirk of doubt. “Cutting people isn’t ‘your scene’?” she said, doing finger quotes. “Well, what do you want to do with me, then?”
“Phrasing, Lia,” Damian laughed.
Was it just me, or was Damian not jealous at all about Ophelia?
“Ophelia, you’re dating Damian, right?”
She grinned. “Yeah. So?”
“Nothing. Just wondering how he feels about the idea of you running off to cut people with a boy from your rival House.”
She giggled and looked up at her boyfriend. “How does it make you feel, honey?”
“Like I give a shit,” he said, and he turned around. “Have fun. I’m heading back to the house.”
Ophelia’s amused expression rapidly changed to one of irritation. She fixed her eyes back on me. “If I was your girlfriend, you wouldn’t let other guys spend alone time with me, would you?” she asked.
I shrugged. “If I couldn’t trust you with another guy, I wouldn’t date you. Maybe he just trusts you.”
“He doesn’t fucking trust me,” she hissed venomously. “He doesn’t even fucking like me.”
I blinked and almost took a step back. “What? Seriously?”
“Seriously. We’re an arranged betrothal. He tried to get with your Demonika at one point, reasoning that if he cheated on me with another girl then my parents would call the whole thing off. I warned him they wouldn’t care, so he gave up on that idea. We were happy for a while, but his attitude has been pretty shit lately.”
“So he’s in a forced relationship with you,” I muttered. “Wow. I feel bad for him.”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?! I thought we were best friends?!”
I battled back the urge to laugh. “No, I just meant it sucks that he’s forced into a relationship he doesn’t want. I think that’s bad for both of you.”
Ophelia took a step forward until her breasts were pressing into my upper abdomen. I could feel her nipples poking me beneath her robe.
“Do you know a guy who might be good for me?” she asked. “Maybe I’m in the market for someone who actually wants me.”
I grinned at her, leaning in so close that our noses almost touched. “I’ll let you know if I think of anyone.”
Her face scrunched up in irritation, and she shoved me backward several paces. “You can’t make a pussy wet and then let it air dry, Bradshaw. That’s against the law.”
“What law?” I asked.
“Ophelia’s Law.” She grinned a toothy grin, though, casting off her look of irritation. “You owe me a piggyback ride. I miss those.”
“In vampire form or in our beastmorph forms?” I asked. “Personally, I liked wearing your spider body as a backpack as a raven.”
She ignored the question and looked at my shoes. “Where are you going, for real? Do you need company?”
“No,” I said. My face went serious. “I guess I’m going to look for Mrs. Drake.”
“Oh, okay,” she sighed. “Got some stuff to hand into her or talk about before her trip?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Something like that.”
[image: image-placeholder]Once Ophelia left, I ducked behind a tree to have a moment without any eyes on me. I retreated into my head, trying to send a message. “This message is for Cordelia. I was on my way to your balcony, but I’d better just ask to be sure: Where are you?”
Demonika would hear it, but she knew by now that Cordelia was my thrall, so she wouldn’t find it weird. She would also probably not even ask why I needed to talk to her. I was sure she’d have her own theories.
I heard Cordelia’s voice return to me after only a moment. “Hello, Barrett. I’m in the field southwest of Hushcreek. Would you like to join me?”
“I’m on my way.”
I found her lying in the tall grass, staring up at the night sky. I stood over her and looked down at her gorgeous body, resting with her arms behind her head.
She was wearing a long blue robe with golden inlays on the seams, fitted tightly to her figure. Lying on her back like that, she looked breathtakingly lovely, but my immediate response upon seeing her was more similar to detachment.
“I’m glad you came for me,” she said. “I worried I wouldn’t see you again before my punishment.”
“You could have looked for me,” I pointed out.
She smiled up at me. “I wanted to give you some space if you needed it.”
I sat down next to her and crossed my legs as I took in the view of her lovely face. “I wanted to check on you. I didn’t ask them to punish you, Cordelia.”
“No,” she said. “I did.”
I narrowed my eyes at her. “You did?”
She nodded. “Lie down beside me. Let’s talk.”
I hesitated, but in the end, I did as she said, lying on the grass next to her. It wasn’t a bad compromise. This way I could stare up at the sky instead of into her face. It was always easier to not let emotions take over when you don’t have to look at someone’s face when speaking.
“Barrett—I know what I did was wrong, and it sacrificed a lot of the trust and rapport we had. I’ve been thinking about it constantly since it happened, but... I can’t say with confidence that I regret it. I saw the sun for the first time in ages yesterday.” She turned on her side. “Thanks to you.”
“I’m happy for you,” I remarked, and that much was true. “I’ll be honest, I never felt more powerless in my whole life than in those three days I spent in your coffin. But the farther I get from it, the easier it is for me to understand. I’m not saying what you did was okay with me, and I’m not even saying I forgive you. But… I won’t be able to stay mad at you forever.”
She remained silent for a long time. “Barrett,” she finally said at last, “I will fight for whatever dream you have. You’ve given me mine. If you want me to defy Dracula, I’ll find a way—but have you tried telling him how you feel?”
“I did. He understands.” That was all I offered to that point for now.
“Good.” She reached out and tried to place a hand on my chest, and I let her, but I didn’t clutch it in my grasp like I knew she was hoping I would. “I can’t be another Demonika for you, Barrett.”
I shook my head. “I’m not asking you to be. I told you before—you’re not one of my girls. You may be a thrall, like Demonika, but you’re nothing like her.”
She turned on her side and grinned at me like she had me right where she wanted me. “She turned you against your will, didn’t she?”
I blinked. “That was different. It wasn’t selfish.”
“Sure it was,” she whispered. “She wanted you to be with her more than anything else in the world. She turned you to make herself happy. That’s selfish. It’s just a coincidence that you wanted the same thing. Maybe the path to happiness for you and me begins with considering what happened between us in the same terms.”
“What do you mean?”
“You already told me you wanted me to be a part of your harem. I didn’t reject you, because I suspected our goals may align—and although you’re much younger than me, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to you.”
I stared up at the sky, idly counting the stars as I considered her words. “You do have a point. When I think about it, it is pretty similar. But the difference, I think, is that you and I aren’t connected on an emotional level. So far it’s just physical attraction.”
“Maybe to you,” she chuckled.
I turned my head and cocked a brow at her. “What does that supposed to mean.”
She shrugged. “You tell me, smart guy.”
I took a minute to think it through. “It isn’t really the same though. I was uninitiated then. I truly didn’t know any better. If you would have explained to me up front that you were willing to be my thrall without any strings attached to Dracula’s designs for me, I probably would have said yes. But you were impatient and you took the choice from me.”
“Barrett, can I ask a question?”
“Sure,” I said.
She paused as though she were still putting it together. “Hm. How will you treat me when I emerge from the coffin?”
“Same as before. But it’ll take some time to win my trust back, I’d guess. And if this were a seasonal anime, I wouldn’t count on getting voted ‘best girl’ anytime soon.”
Cordelia giggled at that, a trace of Demonika’s laugh in her voice which somehow made it harder for me to hold anything against her. “I have no idea what that means,” she said.
“Yeah, that joke was more for me,” I sighed. I stood up and stretched. “I’ve decided not to switch Host Teachers, by the way.”
She nodded. “Very well. I’m happy to hear that. It’s been a lot of fun teaching you and the rest of House Dragon.”
“I don’t want to get your hopes up though,” I warned her, holding up a hand of caution as she stood. “It might take me a few weeks to start fucking you senseless like the rest of House Dragon.”
She rolled her eyes, but I detected a little bit of a lip bite in her smile. “Somehow I’ll get by, Mr. Bradshaw.”




23: Ending


One week passed with Cordelia in her coffin. It didn’t take me long to miss her. Maybe it was our bond that did it. Maybe I had fully forgiven her already. But I couldn’t wait to have her back. 
Until then, though, it was back to the grind.
“You fling spells like a fucking bitch,” Mako shouted, laughing at me as Demonika kicked my ass in our third magic competition in a row. Count Quackula was perched on her head, echoing her laughter with his own raucous series of quacks. The little traitor.
These practice events weren’t combat duels, which my pride told me was why I was getting my ass so readily kicked. The reality, of course, was something else. Demonika spent a lot less time with her nose in books, and a lot more time practicing the subtle gestures and the spoken phrases needed to cast spells. This was a weakness of mine that Mako had put onto my radar, and now the girls were busy driving home just how fucking badly I needed to start taking things seriously.
In a lot of ways, I was more powerful than the average first-year vampire. I still hadn’t really figured out the limitations or mapped out the full potential of my angel powers—and I realized now that I had delayed on that front because I was afraid that it would push me closer to being Dracula’s replacement. I don’t know why, but there was always just... this paranoia lurking that I couldn’t shake.
But none of that mattered anymore. What mattered was not being the worst fucking magic user in House Dragon.
I performed a three-part series of gestures and uttered the incantation, “Săgeți minuscule!” With that, a series of tiny silver darts shot out the tip of my finger, but my aim went wide and ended up hitting the outer wall of our home rather than the beer bottle I’d been aiming for.
“Your aim is dog shit,” Mako heckled me, laughing so richly that she ended up falling off the stump she was sitting on. Count Quackula flew off of her, retreating into his well after being so startled.
“You can’t even cast this spell, you piece of shit,” I complained, rolling my eyes with as much gusto and zest as I could summon up.
“Yeah, well, I’m not the one getting my ass kicked by a fat-titted half-succubus.”
Demonika giggled. “Like that’s a bad thing?”
Rhapsody stood off on the side, watching my every gesture with squinted eyes. “The size of her bosom, no matter how prodigious, has little bearing on the efficacy of her casting methods,” she commented. “Mako Takahashi—you are the worst magic user out of all of us. Save your barbs for yourself.”
“I’m not worse than that slut,” she said, pointing to me.
“I’m a slut now?” I asked, chuckling at the unusual sobriquet. “That’s a new one.”
“We call you that behind your back,” Demonika cooed. She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek, then focused her attention elsewhere. “See that bale of hay? I stole it.”
“Uhh. Good job?” I said.
“First one to set it on fire with magic wins. Rhapsody, count us down!”
“Very well. I shall begin with my favorite number: sixty-nine. Sixty-eight. Sixty—”
“No, Rappy! Start from three!”
“As you desire. Three. Two. One.”
I was ready for this one. This one had a four-part gesture that ended with something like an okay sign using the pinky and the thumb. The incantation was easy, too: “Incendiat!”
A plume of blue flame jetted out of the hole my fingers made, with Demonika managing to cast hers a split second after me.
“Motherfucker!” she squealed as my stream of fire collided with the hay first. “You actually beat me with that one!”
I nodded, tapping my chin. “As my reward, I choose a sexy striptease once we get back inside.”
“I beat you four times in a row with four different spells. What’s my reward?”
Chuckling, I tossed her a winsome smile. “My undying devotion.”
She yawned. “I already had that. You owe me three stripteases.”
Mako made like she was going to puke, gagging on repeat. “Please—that fucking nerd doing a striptease?”
“Say, Mako, did I hear you fingerblasting yourself when I walked by your room last night?” Demonika asked with faked sweetness. “What was it you kept whimpering over and over again?”
Mako’s eyes bulged, and her whole body stiffened like a dead cat. “Demonika. Don’t.”
The half-succubus started wriggling her body lewdly, closing her eyes and running her fingers through her hair. “Mmmm, yeah, Bear-Boy, yeah Bear-Boy, lick my pretty pussy, Bear-Boy, nyaaa!”
Rhapsody smiled. “I’m greatly amused. That sounds just like her.”
“Awww,” I smiled at Mako and placed my hand over my heart. “Glad to know I’m often in your thoughts.”
Mako sulked and kicked the ground, digging up a chunk of dirt and grass. “Fuck you. I’m going inside.”
Demonika laughed and ran over to her friend, tugging her back by the shoulder. “Mako, don’t go. You have to admit, you were asking for it a bit.”
Rhapsody cocked her head in confusion. “Mako did not seem like she was about to admit that, at least from my perspective. It is possible I missed certain contextual clues.”
“Hey!” a voice called out from beyond the border between our house and House Wolf. “Barrett, do you wanna come over and play?”
Demonika, Rhapsody, and Mako all flashed me the most stone-cold warning looks I’d ever seen. Freezing temperatures couldn’t make me shiver, but I almost shuddered then.
“Barrett, if you answer her, I swear to god I am going to flick you in the penis,” Mako cautioned me.
“I have to answer her. It’d be rude not to.”
“Be rude, then,” Demonika insisted. “She’s bad news. She’s crazy! I heard she once said ‘there’s more than one way to skin a cat,’ and everyone thought she was being figurative about something, but then she proceeded to demonstrate three separate methods!”
“Where did she get three cat carcasses?” I muttered.
Demonika cocked her head. “Carcasses?”
“Straw-Barry!” Ophelia called out. “Hey! Are you ignoring me?!”
“Go away!” Demonika shouted. “Your little crush was cute for a minute, but now it’s annoying! You already have a boyfriend.”
Ophelia laughed madly, hopping the border over to our property. “I’m coming over, Li-Barry!”
“Li-Barry?” I muttered.
Rhapsody gasped. “It is a play on words. A portmanteau of your name and library, the place you love most. She is a genius.”
Aaaand suddenly the so-called genius was on my back, zipping into place too quickly for anyone to stop her. “Yay!” she cheered, “You kept your promise!”
“What promise?” Demonika seethed.
“He owes me, like, a bajillion piggyback rides,” Ophelia proudly announced.
“I don’t remember this deal,” I murmured suspiciously. The other girls were all eyeing me as though this were all somehow my fucking fault.
Demonika’s eyes flared pink and she balled her fists. Her jaw clenched, and wings outstretched, and a powerful force that had been lurking just beneath the surface was banging at the doors of her self-control. “I swear to God, Ophelia, if you don’t get off my boyfriend right this instant, I’ll make you cum so hard you die.”
Ophelia narrowed her eyes at the half-succubus in plain confusion. “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘Don’t threaten me with a good time?’ Besides, if you do that, I’ll cum all over Bear-Boy!”
“Oh, you did not just fucking call him that,” Mako growled, bulking up.
“Hurt me, apple tits,” Ophelia commanded with a crazy smile on her face. “Wow, I bet a punch from you would, like, vaporize my fucking chest!”
Rhapsody stepped forward. “Unhand him at once or face the wrath of my father.”
Ophelia rolled her eyes. “Please. Your dad loves me.”
Rhapsody’s eyes widened. “Lies.”
“No! He told me I’m his favorite student!”
Rhapsody started blinking rapidly. “But—I’m a student, too. And I’m his daughter.”
The fairy girl dug her nails into my chest. “Don’t shoot the messenger. Or do. I’m sure I’d enjoy it.”
“Okay,” I grunted, “this was fun, but we were practicing magic and I was planning to talk to the girls about something serious, Ophelia, so thanks for dropping by.”
Ophelia fell into silence. She dropped to the ground from my back, and I felt her lean her forehead against my spine. “You’re telling me to go?”
“You’re still touching him,” Demonika said. She reached out and grabbed my arm. “Baby, you really need to set up boundaries—”
Ophelia smacked her hand off of me, drawing a stunned gasp from Mako.
“Don’t touch him until I’m done with him,” Ophelia snarled.
I turned around and grabbed the fairy girl by the shoulders, shoving her back. She looked at me like I was doing something entirely insane, like I just took a shit on her lawn while reading the newspaper.
“What are you doing?” she asked, her voice unusually sober. “Why are you pushing me back? I thought we were friends, Barrett. You promised we’d be friends!”
“We can be the most chaste, platonic, acquaintance-like friends,” I said, “but that’s it. I already have girlfriends, and in case you didn’t notice, they’re a bit territorial.”
Ophelia cast a sideways glance at Demonika, who looked like she was a second away from obliterating the fey beauty. Then she looked back at me. “Tell them to go away.”
“No,” I said. “They’re my girlfriends. You’re out of your mind, Ophelia.”
“What would your boyfriend say if he knew you were clinging to his rival like that?” Mako asked. “What would you think if Damian touched another girl like that?”
Her eyes narrowed to tiny, hateful slits. “He’s fucking Kenzie and Melphee. Together. He thinks I don’t know, but I know. I can sense traces of their auras on him, even after he carefully tries to wash off their scents.”
Well. That complicated things. But not to Demonika. “So this is just some petty revenge attempt on your boyfriend? Trying to seduce another taken man to get back at him?”
Ophelia looked at her in confusion. “Huh? No. It’s not—”
“You’re not welcome here. This is House Dragon’s territory. You’re not Barrett’s friend.”
Ophelia growled, her hand hovering over the spot in the cloak that I knew by now was where she kept her knife. “Yes, I am. We’re best friends. We’re closer than you’ll ever be, too.”
I tried to strike a calm tone, but that was ridiculous. “No, we’re not,” I said. “And don’t try anything with that knife I know you’re reaching for. Go home. And—I’m sorry to hear about Damian. That sucks.”
She shrugged. “No, it doesn’t. I don’t care. I have someone better now—”
“Bitch, you better not be about to say—”
“You!” She pirouetted around like a ballerina, then waved her hands. “Since you’re all taking a bit more time than I expected to adjust to the new status quo, I’ll give you some space—for now. Barrett—you and I will see each other soon.”
“We will?” I asked.
She nodded. “Best friends need to spend time together every day.” A moment later, she was gone, having retreated at superhuman speed back to her own side of the boundary.
“Well, fuck,” Demonika groaned. “She just does not know how to take no for an answer!”
“Something is off about that girl,” Rhapsody muttered.
“You think?” Mako groaned, letting her muscles finally go back to their normal size. “I don’t think I’ve ever just ‘not liked’ a person as much as I don’t like her.”
I cleared my throat. “Actually, I wasn’t bluffing though. There was something I wanted to talk with you all about. Privately.”
“Should we go inside for this?” Demonika asked, staring back at House Wolf.
“No, I think we’re fine now. I doubt she’ll try that again so soon,” I said.
Mako sat down on her stump, and Rhapsody joined her. I sat down on the ground in front of it with Demonika.
“I’ve decided what I want to do.”
The girls traded intrigued looks. “You mean, tonight? In bed?” Demonika asked.
I chuckled. “No. Not that. I mean in terms of my goals. I want to go back to Earth with an army of Netherveil creatures united under me. Do you remember the werewolf girl?”
They all nodded with wide eyes.
“Her name is Evie. Evie Bloodgood, and she and I have been speaking every day. We’ve struck an agreement. I’m teaching her magic to help her become the most powerful lycanthrope in the Netherveil. In return, she’s helping me network with the other creatures of the Whisper Wood—and that’s just the beginning.”
“To what end?” Rhapsody asked unblinkingly. Her voice was a soft wintery hush.
I grinned at her. “Werewolves, ghouls, the undead, and all manner of nightmare creatures—I want them all. I’m going to build an alliance. An army of our own.”
Mako cocked her brow. “This is kind of freaking me out.” 
“And what do you want to do with that army?” Demonika asked, a slightly worried look on her face.
“I want to build a subsect of the Wallachian Vampires that can survive during daylight under humans’ noses—starting with all of you. With the help of all these monsters, we’ll rise up in society, assume positions of power, and then—”
I paused for dramatic effect. The girls leaned in close, waiting for the reveal. I had them right where I wanted them.
“And then what, Barry?!” Demonika squealed.
I slammed my palms down loudly on the stump, landing between Mako and Rhapsody’s legs. “We’ll secure enough funding to rejuvenate the public library system.”
Their jaws dropped. “That’s—your dream?” Mako asked. “Are you sure?”
I nodded. “As sure as anything. The public library system is an amazing resource with incredible cultural value, useful to people from all walks of life. Oh, also, we’ll, like, control the government from the shadows and that kind of thing, but that’s really a secondary objective.”
Mako sighed. “I mean. Okay. That’s about the most Barrett goal ever, but yeah. Sure.”
Rhapsody hadn’t budged since I revealed the idea.
“Raps, you okay?” I asked. “Is my idea too brilliant for you?”
“Tell me,” she said. She reached out and grabbed the collar of my shirt, staring into my eyes with animalistic intensity. “Would there be YA books in these libraries?”
“Thousands,” I assured her, grinning wickedly. “Perhaps more.”
She released me. “So we conquer the Earth, forming a secret society of elite vampires, werewolves, ghouls, and monsterfolk who manage the global network of libraries and who are loyal only to you. It’s just ingenious enough to work.”
Demonika giggled. “Well. Actually, it’s a fucking weird idea, but if that’s what you want, I’ll support you.”
I grinned. “God, you’re all going to be such hot librarians. Sexy, monster girl, vampire librarians. And we’ll all have to wear glasses during the daytime, too, adding to the sexy librarian vibe.”
“It’s just ingenious enough to work,” Rhapsody whispered in awe.
Mako’s lip twitched. “You said that already, Rappy.”
“We don’t have classes this weekend,” Demonika pointed out. “Barry, you’ve been through a lot lately. Do you want to go on vacation? Maybe get some ideas for your genius plan?”
“Huh? What do you mean? Go on vacation? Where?”
“To Earth, of course,” she said. “We all have the means now—the port key.
“That blue rock?” Mako asked. “No one ever taught us how to use it.”
“Dracula taught me when I went to fetch Barry,” Demonika corrected her.
“It might be useful to scout out the Earth and practice our magic and powers there so that we know what we are likely to face when we go for the school competition,” Rhapsody mused. “It’s too bad our tolerance tests haven’t begun yet, though.”
Demonika nodded. “It’s settled then. We have a plan—short-term and long-term. There’s just one thing left to do.”
I raised a brow at her and smiled. “What’s that?”
“We need to get a teacher to fill out a permission slip.”
I stood up and grinned, reaching down to grab Demonika by the hand and help her to her feet as well. Rhapsody and Mako stood a moment later, rising easily from the stump on which they’d sat.
“Well then,” I said, beaming at them all. “Let’s put together a proposal.”
Earth had no idea what was coming.

Thanks for reading! If you want more in this series, please consider leaving a review or star rating here!
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