
        
            
                
            
        

    
    

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Van Helsing’s Castle: Book 1 
 
    By Virgil Knightley 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2023 Virgil Knightley All rights reserved 
 
    The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. 
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To Joel for helping me crunch through this remaster. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    
     Attention: This is a rerelease of The Keeper of Monster Girl Castle under a new name for reasons owing to the Almighty Amazon Algorithm and the upcoming Audible adaptation. Fixes and changes were made, but if you own book one already, you can skip this one and hop right to book two, and I won’t blame you!  
 
     This was one of the first stories I ever wrote (on Scribble Hub back in the day) so some bits may be cringe-inducing or clunky, but I think the story is worth finishing. I don’t want to be an author who abandons stories just because they underperform or because my skill level moved beyond what I used to be capable of. That being said, people enjoyed the old version, so I’m optimistic the same will be true of the update! 
 
     Thanks for picking up Van Helsing’s Castle 1! 
 
   
 
   I  woke up tangled in sheets of crimson satin that were decidedly too luxurious to be mine. What’s more, the room itself was wholly unfamiliar to me. The mahogany posts of the bed extended upward toward a canopy whose drapes were sheer and as red as the sheets, meshed like a bridal veil. As I forced myself into a seated position, the softness of the bedspread in my hands almost unnerved me. 
 
    “Where the fuck am I?” I grunted, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. My nostrils flared, taking in the smells of my new surroundings. Herbal sachets were tied to each of the bedposts, which I’d noticed with my eyes just before I’d noticed them with my nose. They dangled in little black netted baggies, similarly mesh-worked like the drapes that hung over the bed’s awning. I lifted one between my fingers and tore it off the wooden post, raising it to my nose. It was sweet and musky, like potpourri. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a high and raspy voice said, jolting me fully awake. I turned my head to see another head emerging from the sheets next to me. “Those keep the bogarts out of the bed when we sleep. Make sure you put it back on.” 
 
    Her eyes were closed still, and she was rubbing them gently, brushing herself awake. She had lustrous, silky hair that fell almost to her shoulders as she sat up. Her skin was pale—ghostly pale, pallid beyond that of any woman I’d ever known. I could faintly see blue veins beneath her skin, but her overall complexion was crystal clear and smooth as tempered glass. Her attractive button-like nose ended in a slight point, and just below it was her plush-looking crimson lips. Did she go to bed with lipstick on, or were they just naturally that red? 
 
    And then she opened her eyes. Now, most things with eyes throughout all creation have white sclera—well, certainly anything resembling people. We literally refer to this as the ‘whites of one’s eyes’, but hers were pitch black, and her irises were just as red as her soft-looking lips. I reacted with a startled bounce, clamoring backward to get away from her. She only giggled—an alluring sound that almost tempted me back. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she murmured, her voice as sharp as a diamond’s tip. “First time seeing a vampiress in your bed?” 
 
    “A what in my—what?!” I said, my eyes going so wide that I could feel my lids straining against my face. My hands clenched the sheets behind me as I tried to crawl backwards until I fell off the edge of the bed, landing on a slate-colored tiled floor. 
 
    Under the bed another pair of eyes greeted me, but these were yellow and reminded me of the glowing eyes of a cat in the darkness. “Fucking hell,” I grunted, startled back to my feet. 
 
    I had stood up just in time to watch the bedsheet fall away from the body of the so-called vampire girl as she stretched herself fully awake. She was naked beneath those sheets, her supple breasts suddenly unveiled for me. 
 
    Her perfect, round, and heavy bosom served as a calming agent for a split second. I took a moment to admire the way her pierced nipples hardened almost instantaneously as they met the cool bedroom air. Then I shook myself out of my lustful stupor, and tried to appraise the threat level her presence implied. 
 
    As she opened her mouth to yawn delicately, I could see that she wasn’t bluffing. Two vampire fangs came out to play, and she clearly noticed me noticing. Even more disturbing, a pair of small, black bat-like wings shot out of her back, flexing and stretching as well, and I noticed her long, pointed, elf-like ears for the very first time. 
 
    An eerie tarantella started playing in a decidedly minor key, and my head whipped over my shoulder to find the source of the sound. The room was gothic and old-fashioned. From what I could tell, I was in a castle, or something that evoked that feeling; a stone fireplace graced the wall to the right of the bed, several paces away from it, and on the left there was a series of doors and a descending staircase in the corner. Eerie adornments were everywhere, from suits of armor, to statues of angels bleeding from their eyes, to creepy paintings on the wall, their subjects watching me hungrily. 
 
    The new sound came from a harpsichord that loomed to the right of the balcony window. At first, I thought it was the equivalent of a player-piano, but the longer my eyes settled on it, the more I noticed a faint blue, feminine outline appearing to perch at the seat of the instrument. 
 
    I was in a fucking horror movie, basically. I’m not proud of this, but I started to feel woozy, and the last thing I remember was the sensation of my knees buckling as I fell backward onto the bed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Poor master. I told you he would faint, Tilly,” the raspy vampire’s voice said in a worried tone. At least, I thought it was her. My eyes opened, and for a moment, things were fuzzy. But the world slowly came back into focus, and rather than waking up in my own bed back in Illinois, I was still here, crimson satin draping my body, my head in the cool lap of a vampire girl. 
 
    Her beautiful face came into focus, and my eyes no doubt shot wide open, but I didn’t move or scream. 
 
    “He’s awake!” whispered another higher, airier voice. A pale ghost girl, garbed in a white summer dress with spaghetti straps and a black ribbon around her waist, hovered just beneath the canopy so that I was looking right up at her. She looked thrilled to see me. “Helloooo!” she waved—oddly cute. 
 
    I said nothing. I just blinked, trying to settle on the most-likely scenario, as several possibilities played out in my mind. The first was that this was obviously some kind of extremely vivid dream, but everything was far too real for that to be the case. In fact, during my whole life I could remember dreaming maybe three or four times, so even if that was the easiest explanation, it also seemed unlikely. 
 
    The second possibility was that I’d died, and this was some kind of weird afterlife scenario. I tried to remember what I was doing just before waking up in this castle, but I couldn’t quite picture it. I couldn’t grasp that memory clearly; it felt weirdly distant. What could I remember? 
 
    I struggled. “I’m… Nathan Helsinn,” I muttered, testing my voice and my mind. 
 
    The vampire giggled. “We know, master.” 
 
    Master? With that, I found the courage to address her directly. Somehow. “What am I doing here?” 
 
    “You’re the new keeper of this castle,” she said. “It’s your birthright.” 
 
    “My… my what?” I asked, bewildered. “Where is this castle? What city is this? I’m pretty damn sure there are no medieval castles in Chicago. Where am I?” 
 
    She stroked my hair with long, black nails. “Shhh…” she said. “The old world is dead to you. Welcome to the demiplane of Horcross.” 
 
    “Horcross?” I repeated. It somehow felt… familiar. “Horcross. Where is this place?” 
 
    “A few hundred miles outside of Horcross City, in the Badlands where the Night Creatures lurk,” the ghost girl said, her voice high and excited despite the creepy shit she just uttered. 
 
    “Night Creatures? Please elaborate,” I said. 
 
    “Like us,” the vampire said, placing a hand above her sizable breast. “I’m Sabina.” The longer she spoke without biting me, the more relaxed I became. “I was the caretaker here until you showed up. And now I’m your caretaker.” 
 
    I swallowed a lump in my throat when I heard that. Before I had anything to say, the ghost girl chimed in, her long, black, damp-looking hair—I’d just noticed—hanging over me. She was damn pretty for a creepy fucking phantom. 
 
    “I’m Tilly,” she said. “I’m your friendly ghost girl-next-door.” 
 
    “That checks out,” I muttered with a nod, staring into her smiling face. 
 
    “She’s a woman-in-white type,” Sabina explained, as if that should mean something to me. 
 
    “I have no clue what you just said, but sure,” I acknowledged her. I was starting to feel pretty comfortable here on the vampire girl’s lap as time went on and it became clearer that, at the very least, I was not in any immediate danger. But questions were already filling my curious mind. 
 
    “And the eyes you saw under the bed,” Tilly started, giggling, “belong to Dusky.” 
 
    “Dusky?” I asked cautiously. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “A catgirl—she’s kind of like a black cat mixed with a human, but more special than that. A runaway from her home dimension, really, but a powerful fit for you and your castle,” she explained. 
 
    “My castle…” The words sounded so bizarrely alien. I took a minute to process it, my heart beating fast, adrenaline shooting through my veins. “Okay,” I muttered. “Let me get this straight.” 
 
    They looked at me expectantly, grinning at me with their gorgeous faces. 
 
    “I have been transported to some magical ‘demiplane’ where monsters are real, and I’ve been put in charge of a castle and its inhabitants. My old life is gone, isn’t it?” I said, needing a bit of clarification on that point. 
 
    “It is,” the vampiress said, maybe a bit too giddily. “Super-gone.” 
 
    I nodded, pretending to understand. “Right. And—if you’ll forgive my saying so—it seems like most of the inhabitants of this castle are supernaturally-attractive women.” 
 
    Tilly started glowing, literally glowing, and she held her cheeks and beamed at me. “You’re making me blush,” she cooed. 
 
    “Where are the other men?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Sabina looked at me with a fearful look in her eyes. “You want men?” 
 
    “What? No, that’s not what I—” 
 
    The ghost covered her mouth in shock, coming down fast from her flattered flush. “We were told that you would be the one for us,” Tilly said, her high voice suddenly fretful. 
 
    “The one to what?” I asked, getting more confused by the second. 
 
    “To take care of us!” Tilly said, clearly panicking as she began floating in frantic circles. “Oh no, you don’t like women?” 
 
    “I definitely do,” I laughed, and I watched a wave of relief wash over their faces. “I’m just trying to understand, and I’m afraid I still don’t get it at all.” I found it amusing that I had gone so quickly from being terrified of these monsters to being the one trying to calm them down. A chuckle at the absurdity escaped me. 
 
    The vampire girl nodded and stroked my hair gently as she looked down on me. She bit her lip thoughtfully before she finally started to speak. 
 
    “This castle used to belong to the greatest monster-hunter in all the multiverse, Cedric Van Helsing. He hunted monsters his entire life, but in his old age he came to a harsh realization: not all the things that go bump in the night are bad for the multiverse. In fact, without us, far worse things started to appear in our place—eldritch agents of chaos filled in the cracks we left behind.” 
 
    Tilly continued. “So, Cedric found the Horcross Demiplane, which is a largely-uninhabited wasteland—well, aside from the central megalopolis of Horcross City. Then he started rescuing monster girls like us from across the multiverse, especially those related to darkness, the night, or what you might associate with the genre of gothic horror in your world.”  
 
    “Halloweeny monster girls,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “Sure,” she shrugged. “He let us roam these lands freely. A few years ago, he fell ill and expressed his fear that his mission would soon be forgotten when he passed, and the damage that he’d done to the multiverse by killing so many of us would never be rectified.” 
 
    Sabina nodded, cupping my cheeks between her cold hands. “So, Dusky found you. Catgirls from her world have portal magic, so she quietly abducted you in your sleep, put a few charms on you to make you a bit less likely to panic—sorry about that, they’ll wear off soon—and now here you are.” 
 
    That explained how chill I felt. “Why me?” I asked. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Because you’re the last male heir of Van Helsing we could find in the multiverse.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “I’m the what? That can’t be right.” 
 
    “Did you know your father?” Tilly asked, her voice genuinely inquisitive. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “My mom just said they met when she was young. She was a Classical Literature major, and she met him on a trip during her college years in—” 
 
    “Transylvania?” asked Sabina, batting her eyelashes. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted. 
 
    “And why did your mother feel compelled to give you that surname and not her own?” Sabina asked, smiling wryly. 
 
    “I don’t know. She never told me,” I admitted. “Though I asked her… many times.” 
 
    Tilly chimed in with the answer, “Because it’s a sacred bloodline! And you needed to bear some form of it to be its scion!” 
 
    Sabina looked at me with a calm smile. “Even without knowing that, with the eeriness of your origins in mind, you never thought Helsinn sounded just a little bit like Helsing, and your birth was so obviously connected to Transylvania of all places?” 
 
    “No, I never made the connection. Why would I? I thought it was all fiction,” I shrugged. “Can I sit up now?” 
 
    Sabina frowned but helped me up. Tilly floated down to sit next to us. “So, there you have it,” the ghost said. “Your destiny is to take care of this castle and its inhabitants, and travel throughout the multiverse to rescue more of our kind. Some of them will live here, with us, and others will live in the wilds nearby. That’ll be your choice.” 
 
    Something didn’t add up. “But I’ll be abducting monsters from their homeworlds. And I thought you said that removing them was bad, right? How does this help the monster ecology of the multiverse?” 
 
    “Because you have another duty,” Sabina blushed, her pale cheeks going weirdly pink. “But we don’t need to go into that right away. Maybe… later.” 
 
    Tilly was also glowing and blushing. The fuck had I gotten myself into? “This all sounds pretty peculiar.” I allowed myself that little understatement. “I’m either dreaming—vividly—or destiny has intervened in a truly fucked-up way.” 
 
    “I can understand why a human would think that,” Sabina said. “But give us a chance. If you really don’t like it here, we’ll help you find a way back home.” 
 
    My stomach turned over once. Going home actually didn’t really seem all that appealing, though it was hard to know if I should take everything I was hearing at face value or not. The girls seemed forthcoming enough, but they were also literal monsters, and I didn’t know enough about them to trust them. 
 
    “Welp,” I said, stretching and cracking my knuckles. “Say I am mad and give my madness rein to wreck itself; the worst that can befall is but to die an honorable death,” I quoted. 
 
    The pair of monster beauties exchanged befuddled expressions. 
 
    “Antigone, by Sophocles. Alright, I guess, I’ll hear you out and give it a try. But the second I sense any dishonesty or anything sketchy, I want out,” I stated in the least uncertain terms I could. 
 
    Truth be told, I didn’t have much going on for me back in Illinois. A millennial in a dead-end job like most of my so-called friends, I had fallen out of touch with just about everyone in my life, and work wasn’t exactly fulfilling, serving customers on the overnight shift at the local gas station convenience store. The only things that kept me sane were my LARP hobby, my reading habits, and a couple of kinky girlfriends. That last one was a fairly nice draw to return home on its own, I supposed, but looking at the paranormal supermodels I had sitting right in front of me, gazing at me with adoring eyes… Yeah, I think I’d be alright here on that front, too. 
 
    And there was pain back home. My mother had died of cancer just a year ago. I hadn’t spoken to my grandparents since, as they blamed her sinfulness and out-of-wedlock birth as the cause of her affliction. I didn’t need that toxicity in my life. So, really, I weirdly welcomed this change on some level—what’s the worst thing that could happen? Death? That didn’t scare me. Besides, hell, on day one I got a lap pillow on the legs of a ten-out-of-ten vampire chick. Hard to beat that, if I’m honest. 
 
    “You’re coming around quickly, master,” Sabina noted as she watched my face-journey coming to grips with the situation, licking her lips. “That’s good. We’ll make sure you’re happy and don’t regret it for one instant.” 
 
    I nodded, easily picking up on the subtext. “What’s the first order of business?” 
 
    She grinned, looking at Tilly. “First, we need to teach you about your powers.” 
 
    “My powers?” I asked, suddenly excited. “What kind of powers?” 
 
    “Van Helsing Magic!” Tilly said, beaming at me. “Time to level you up, master!” 
 
    “Level me up?” I asked, my voice betraying a hint of optimistic confusion. I think I might be well on the way to liking it here already. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    
     “O 
 
   
 
    ooo!” Tilly squealed, “I’m so excited to begin, master!” In her excitement, she flickered in and out of existence with a sound like television fuzz. Each time that happened, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. 
 
    Sabina noticed the chilling effect it had on me. Maybe she felt it too, for all I knew. “Calm down, Tilly. Our master needs to be guided slowly. There’s a lot to take in about his new life, and we can’t afford to overwhelm him.” 
 
    The three of us were standing by one of the doors to the left of the bed. The stonewalls were a lighter gray than that of the tile floors, seemingly smoother by their look. The doors were made of mahogany, with brassy levers and large keyholes that you could peer through easily if you tried. 
 
    I looked at the two eerie beauties cautiously. “Why are you so worried about overwhelming me? Is the job that dangerous?” 
 
    They both winced like they’d sucked on a lime. A bad sign, without a doubt. But Sabina, now dressed in black booty shorts and a black tank top with no bra, was quick to try to settle my fears. “Please don’t worry about that now, master,” she cooed, pressing both her hands and her body against me, pushing me lightly and seductively against the door. “The job has many perks that make it worth the trouble.” 
 
    That had my attention. “I’ll hear you out, but if I don’t like the package deal—” 
 
    “I understand,” Sabina insisted, her bat wings fluttering behind her shoulders. She smelled like lavender and sage, and I resisted the urge to take a good, pervy sniff of her perfumed musk now that she was so close. 
 
    “Sabina!” howled Tilly impatiently, “We can get to the fun stuff soon enough, but first he’s gotta learn to navigate the castle.” 
 
    With that, the door was flung open, and I was looking down what appeared to be a twisting, infinite corridor. “What the fuck—” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not that bad,” Sabina insisted, pulling herself off of me. I was honestly a bit sad to see the gap widen between us. “You just need to know how to communicate with her.” 
 
    “With who?” I asked, suddenly very confused. I looked over at Tilly and jerked backward when, for a split second, blood ran from her eyes, mouth, and nostrils. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Sorry!” Tilly said, fuzzing back to normal. “It’s hard to keep a physical form without… freaking out.” 
 
    I shook my head, trying to dismiss the sight that was burned into my retinas. The electricity of fear tingled through me, making my skin taut against my bones, as goosepimples formed across my whole body. “It’s fine. Answer the question,” I said. “With who?” 
 
    “Vania,” Sabina said. “Your castle!” 
 
    “My castle has a name?” I asked in shock. “And a gender?” 
 
    The two monster girls looked at each other and giggled knowingly. “And needs,” Tilly said. “Which you must satisfy.” She remained stable in her current form, but I found myself tempted to keep my eyes on her from now on. 
 
    I swallowed. “How does one, umm, satisfy a castle?” 
 
    “It’s too soon for that,” Sabina said, waving her hand dismissively. My eyes trailed the waggle of her long, pointed fingernails that tipped her dainty hands. “First thing’s first.” 
 
    “Vania! This is your new master!” Tilly shouted, cupping her hands to her mouth to amplify her ghostly voice. “Obey him!” It wasn’t a sweet sound; more like a banshee-like shriek that made me wince in pain. Even Sabina cocked an eyebrow uncomfortably and made an apologetic click of her tongue. 
 
    My face contorted in discomfort, my fists clenched against my ears with mounting anticipation of whatever was about to happen. 
 
    “Tell her to open the way for you,” Sabina said after the shrill echo died down. 
 
    I nodded. “Umm. Vania!” I shouted, my ears still ringing, “Please, open the way, or whatever!” 
 
    The corridor twisted and diminished until it became far more bearable to look at, extending a couple dozen feet until it ended in a single door that looked much like the one that led into it. 
 
    “This corridor, the central one, leads to our bedrooms,” Sabina said, winking. I felt her finger lightly brush my hand as she said it, like she was letting me know that there was an open invitation for me to explore her chambers anytime I wanted. I felt my skin crawl with excitement at the prospect of conquering this vampiric cutie. 
 
    “The door in your room to the left leads to the ground level, where you can find the main hall, the throne room, the kitchen, the dining hall, and the exit to the courtyard,” Tilly continued. “And more!” 
 
    “And the door to the right?” I asked. 
 
    “That takes you to your bathroom,” Tilly giggled. “And the stairs in the corner bring you to Vania.” 
 
    I scratched my head in confusion. “Bring me to my castle? But I’m in the castle.” 
 
    “They lead to her core,” Sabina said. “Master, we cannot follow you there. It will be up to you to meet Vania yourself, but I recommend waiting until after you have proven yourself.” 
 
    I grimaced. “How do I prove myself to a castle?” 
 
    “First you need a Castle Keeper level,” Tilly said. “That will allow you to make changes as you see fit and build your relationship with Vania. In order for you to obtain that, we have a few options.” The ghost looked at Sabina a bit bashfully, as if she hoped that the vampire would take up the duty of explaining things more clearly. 
 
    Sabina sighed as she relented. “You need to form a Bond Contract with a monster girl bound to the castle, or bring a new monster girl here to be bound to Vania. Once either of those things is done, then you will be given a Keeper Level that grants you certain powers.” 
 
    “But you probably already have some,” Tilly added quickly, and she inspected me, chilling my bones as she passed through me, examining me front and back, inside and out, and head to toe. 
 
    “That’s a little invasive,” I noted when she poked her head inside my stomach. She pulled out in a hurry, to her credit. 
 
    “So sorry! Oh my gosh! Master, please forgive me!” She looked mortified. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, laughing it off. I looked down the hallway to the door leading to the girls’ bedchambers. “And what powers do you think I have, based on your little check-up?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tilly shrugged. “Look at your forearm and push your index finger against it like you’re tapping a button.” 
 
    I blinked at the weird and sudden instruction, but I did as the ghost said. I lifted my left arm up and looked at it. Then, I pressed a finger from my right hand down onto my left forearm as though I were tapping a phone screen. I felt no click, but something registered, and soon tiny words shone on my body. 
 
   
 
    Name: Nathan V. Helsinn
Class: Castle Keeper, Level 0
Bloodline: Van Helsing
Stats: Body B+, Mind A-, Soul C+ 
 
    Abilities: Rope of Restraint, Van Helsing’s Hex 
 
   
 
    “What the fuck,” I muttered, almost inaudibly, as I studied the tiny words that I could somehow read with ease. 
 
    “What powers do you have!?” Tilly asked giddily. 
 
    “Rope of Restraint and Van Helsing’s Hex,” I mumbled, looking up at them. The two of them had their hands clasped in front of them in excitement. 
 
    Sabina floated off the floor for a quick second, her wings flapping so hard with elation that she was briefly lifted off the ground as she squealed with delight. “Amazing! It really is him!” 
 
    “Our salvation!” Tilly announced. 
 
    I was less convinced, even still. “Whoa, slow down,” I said. “How do I use these powers?” 
 
    “Just try,” Sabina shrugged. “It’s really very intuitive. But don’t try now. Save it for later,” she winked. “I’d like to test out those Ropes of Restraint with you.” 
 
    “Damn,” I chuckled. I eyed the stairs, wondering just what awaited me down there. “So… now what?” I asked, without breaking my gaze. 
 
    “Now we continue the tour. And then you need to earn your first level,” Tilly said, suddenly very shy and serious. “Umm.” 
 
    Sabina, too, was blushing, her cheeks unusually pink for her moon-white visage. “Uhh, there are a couple of ways for you to get that. And they’re very… interesting.” 
 
    “Form a Bond Contract with you or bring a new monster girl to Vania, right,” I nodded, doing a few stretches and cracking my neck. “Let’s do the bonding thing. Seems quick and easy. You got a deck of cards and some booze?” 
 
    “It’s not quite that easy,” Sabina said, giggling softly, biting her lip. “In order to Form a Bond Contract, you need to, umm…” She looked at Tilly for support. 
 
    “Well, actually, the best way to bond is, uhhh…” 
 
    “Spit it out,” I said. “Why are you being so dodgy? Do I have to do something evil? Awful? What’s going on?” 
 
    “By Dracula, I sure hope you won’t find it awful,” Sabina gasped. “See… you need to, uh—” She performed a vulgar gesture with her hands, simulating a dick slamming into a pussy. Tilly added some wet, smacking sound effects for clarity, using her mouth. 
 
    I blinked. “With you? With monsters?” I couldn’t help but to eye them both up and down, taking a moment to appreciate their entire figures for the first time. 
 
    Tilly was in a semi-corporeal form, now. Her long, dark, and wet hair hung down to her butt, and she had black, leaky eyes and a sweet, youthful face. Her thin-strapped summer dress was perfectly white but caked with blood and sopping wet, and it went down to a few inches above the knee. Tilly’s skin was arguably whiter still. A black ribbon was tied in a bow around her waist, emphasizing just how waifish she was. She wasn’t particularly busty, but there were breasts enough to play with, to be sure, and her damp dress clung tightly enough to them for me to see that her nipples were erect even now. Screwing her would be a lot like screwing a barely-legal and sexy version of the girl from The Ring. 
 
    Sabina, though, I’d already seen partially naked, and I could definitely vouch for her. Even now she was wearing a skintight black tank top that said “So goth I’m dead” with an inverted cross on it in white text. It was a crop top, exposing plenty of midriff for me to appreciate. She didn’t have a toned tummy, but it was flat, smooth, and unnaturally pale like the rest of her, with veins visible beneath her skin when you looked closely enough. Her chest was decently sized, too, especially for her petite frame—I’d guess a C cup, maybe a small D. Definitely enough to keep a gentleman busy. Her booty shorts, brief enough to pass as panties, also betrayed the fact that she had sexy legs as smooth as the day is long. 
 
    “Would… would that be something you are interested in doing?” Sabina asked delicately, licking her lips, letting her tongue suggestively linger on a fang. 
 
    My throat had dried up suddenly, and I stammered and fumbled for words as I processed the new information. “I—uh—well. It’s...I—” I was in some danger of fainting again all of a sudden. 
 
    “It’s… it’s okay if you need time to think about it,” Tilly said, her voice uncharacteristically calm and low. “We understand.” 
 
    I shook my head, not in refusal but to cast off my own incredulity. “No, no, there’s definitely nothing unattractive about either of you,” I said. “If I can be frank for a moment, I’d happily fuck you both so hard and so deep that the one who managed to pull me out would become King of the Britons.” 
 
    They both looked at me in confusion. 
 
    “That’s a Sword in the Stone joke,” I shrugged. “Moral of the story is, ‘you’re hot’, and ‘I’m down’. But wow. I really wasn’t expecting this,” I admitted. “Is there anything else I need to know about this Bond Contract? How is it a contract, for instance?” 
 
    Tilly, still blushing, chimed in to explain in her sweet, ethereal voice. “Because both parties benefit from it, and both parties have duties to the other.” 
 
    “What would my duties be to you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Keeping us happy, mostly, and safe. But that’s not all—there are three tiers of bonds. Sex is just the first one,” Sabina explained after licking her crimson lips. 
 
    “And the others?” I prodded further, practically leaning in in suspense. This was too interesting. 
 
    “Well, that’s the Physical Bond. Then there’s the Emotional one, when love is both formed and confirmed. And finally, the, uh—” 
 
    “—Spiritual Bond,” Tilly added. “It’s a bit more… elusive. Even Vania can’t tell you all that much about it because it depends on each girl’s individual personality.” 
 
    “Give me the Cliff Notes version,” I shrugged. “What is meant, exactly, by ‘Spiritual’?” 
 
    Sabina continued to explain, “The Spiritual Bond is when the souls and fates of the two become intertwined. It would usually be the last stage, long after the Emotional Bond. But the Physical Bond will come first for most girls, since it’s the easiest to attain, so…” 
 
    Let me tell you something about myself. I’ve worked for the last twelve years at a gas station, since I was eighteen years old. In that time, I’d fallen into several romantic relationships with chicks on the night shift there and at other nearby businesses, and all of them were non-standard. Intensely physical, primarily, and with me playing the dominant role in each entanglement. Screwing a ghost and a vampire would be a new experience, but far from the kinkiest thing I’d done, if I was being honest with myself. 
 
    “Got it,” I nodded, giving a thumbs up. “Sounds like a blast.” 
 
    The vampiress looked suddenly relieved and very nervous to see my sudden acceptance and—dare I say it—confidence. “Ohhh… wow,” Sabina offered in an airy tone. Her cheeks were fully pink and her bat wings were fluttering wildly behind her. She seemed adorably unaware of the fact, too. 
 
    “This is the best day ever!” Tilly squealed, going into her spectral bluish form and flying loops in the air above me. “Yaaaay!” 
 
    “This is way better than my job at Kwik Stop already,” I mumbled. “So, wait. When I recruit other monster girls to the castle—” 
 
    “You need to form Bond Contracts with them, too, if you want them to stay in the Castle and have them contribute to your progression as Castle Keeper,” Tilly said, calming down a bit. “That’s the easiest way to get keeper levels, aside from bringing the girls to the castle in the first place.” 
 
    “I can manage that,” I grinned. But I noticed Sabina’s wings were still going crazy, and her eyes had a faraway look. “You alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, yeah,” she smiled. “I just can’t believe it’s finally happening.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked. 
 
    “I have a master to control me,” she said. “I need it sooo badly.” 
 
    I laughed, even as my cock stiffened in my pants. Oh, she and I would get along just fine. “Is there a limit to any of this?” I asked. 
 
    “A limit?” Sabina asked curiously. “A limit to what?” 
 
    I tried to explain. “Well, you said if I want to form a Contract with a girl. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” she said, tapping her forehead. “Yes, you can only form Contracts with seven monster girls. Tilly, Dusky, and I have been selected for you by Vania, but you will be able to choose your own harem from then on.” 
 
    “This castle’s got great taste,” I grinned. 
 
    Tilly looked awestruck by something, chewing on her lip and staring at me in wonder. “Ummm, master?” she started, “If you’ll forgive me pointing it out—we kind of expected you to be much slower to come to terms with all this.” 
 
    I nodded, smirking at her. “Vincit qui se vincit,” I said. “He conquers who conquers himself. I don’t believe my destiny lies back at the Water Street Kwik Stop’s night shift. I’d much rather it be here.” I indulged myself in a long look at my surroundings. This castle—and its inhabitants—was glorious, and all mine. 
 
    “Would you… like to bond with one of us, then?” Tilly asked, smiling hopefully. 
 
    I laughed. “Wait, hold on. We haven’t even left the fucking room yet. I still need to know everything about this castle.” 
 
    “Vania,” Tilly corrected me. “Try to call her Vania.” 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. “Vania. I want to explore her depths.” 
 
    Both Sabina and Tilly shared a look and giggled. “Phrasing,” Sabina said naughtily. “But don’t worry, you’ll definitely have the opportunity.” 
 
    They took me on the grand tour, and it was quite a spectacle to behold. The door that led to the girls’ chambers was a magical portal that opened to the room of whatever girl whose name I spoke. 
 
    “Sabina,” I said, and it opened up to a darkly-decorated room with floating candelabras suspended by magic, and a standing mirror covered with a black sheet. On her balcony perched a gargoyle that looked out into an endless gray wilderness that seemed to unfold eternally before me. Several paintings of Sabina were on the walls. Skulls and books sat on her shelves, alongside a few ratty old dolls. 
 
    She blushed as I pointed at the paintings. “I can’t see myself in the mirror,” she explained. “So, I keep the paintings around to remember what I look like.” 
 
    I nodded. “I wouldn’t mind having one of them for myself,” I chuckled, admiring the incredible skill of whoever painted them. “You’re a feast for the eyes for sure.” 
 
    “Thank you, master,” she said, bowing and blushing some more. “I would be happy to give one to you. Maybe I can commission a new one in a more… provocative pose, if it is to your liking?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” 
 
    We left the room only to enter through the same door again, but this time I said “Tilly.” Tilly’s room looked like a modern girl’s room, decorated in pinks, and with teddy bears on a rose-colored dresser. The modern aesthetic of her furnishings clashed badly with the slate floor and stonewalls. 
 
    “I feel so exposed,” she giggled as I admired the collection of stuffed animals on her bed. There was also one rag doll that seemed to be made in a likeness of her, damp hair and all. 
 
    “I knew you were a girly girl,” I chuckled. “I just didn’t realize how girly.” 
 
    The rest of the castle tour was just as full of magic and wonder. We explored the first floor for a long while, the girls showing me how to navigate from room to room and also how to ask the magic kitchen to whip me up a snack. The spirits possessing the kitchen could apparently prepare anything I could describe. That alone was an incredible incentive to stick around. Free food was a powerful motivator. 
 
    The courtyard was lovely, with a decorative fountain hewn from marble as a centerpiece that had the statue of a weeping angel spilling tears into the basin. Hundreds of different kinds of flowers of all colors framed the perimeter of the hexagonal yard, making it an ideal place to relax for anyone without seasonal allergies. A gemstone-laden walkway led around the garden, with marble benches at each vertex. I’d never seen anything like it. Off in the distance though, the beauty ended as I could see what the girls referred to as the badlands—a grayish landscape of dead and dying trees and darkened earth where it always seemed to be minutes before midnight. 
 
    Concluding our visit to the courtyard, we headed back inside. The throne room was mostly empty, save for two seats fit for a monarch and his queen and a long red carpet leading to them, though it was matted and worn with age. Sconces lined the walls and lit themselves with magic as we entered.  
 
    “What’s this room even for?” I asked, looking around curiously. 
 
    “It’s mostly a holdover from when Vania existed in another world,” Tilly said. “Doesn’t have much purpose these days.” 
 
    We didn’t stay long in there. The castle was huge and there was a lot to explore, each room and corridor self-illuminating and oddly temperate and comfortable, as though the castle was masterfully insulated and conditioned. I was just as impressed by this as I was by the secrets we spoke of next. 
 
    Sabina and Tilly told me all about the existence of secret rooms and passages, but urged me to find them for myself. There was even a library hidden away somewhere, though it was small. 
 
    “You can expand this castle and move the rooms to your liking, too,” Sabina said. By this time in the journey, she had seen fit to start holding my hand. She’d first grasped my hand when I’d made a remark about being afraid to lose track of them in a particularly dark, winding corridor, but she never really let go, and I certainly didn’t mind the feeling of a pretty girl interlocking her fingers with mine. 
 
    “Expand it how?” I asked. 
 
    “Level up and woo Vania and she can add more rooms or do whatever you want, really,” she said. 
 
    For now, the tour was done. My head was practically spinning, reeling from the overwhelming realities and opportunities in front of me. I needed some time to process things and think about everything I had learned before I made any further moves. I retired to my room and asked the girls to do the same, promising I’d find them when I was ready to take a leap forward. 
 
    Although the offer of romancing the two of them was enticing, I also was eager to try and recruit new girls to the castle and see how that went. Then again, there was still so much castle to explore already. I had a ton of options ahead of me, but needed a few hours to lie down and think about my next move. Being hasty and rash was not how I operated. 
 
    I walked into the bathroom and relieved myself. The toilet was a porcelain seat over something like a wooden bucket, which worried me for a moment, but conveniently, as soon as I’d finished, my waste was magically zapped away. I washed my hands in the basin and headed back into my room, strolling toward the bed. When I pulled back the meshed curtain, though, I was greeted by a most-unexpected sight that pretty dramatically altered the trajectory of my evening. 
 
    “Meow, master.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
   A  naked shape shifted and writhed in the bed before me, skin pale but healthy in hue. It was the most natural skin tone I’d seen since arriving at my new castle, I noted. 
 
    My castle. That thought gave me pause, even as I studied the exposed rump that faced me as the catgirl previously introduced to me as Dusky lay on her stomach, sprawled out temptingly on the mattress. 
 
    “Isn’t this my bed?” I asked, amused. I could tell from the tone of her feline mewling that she was testing me, teasing me, and I wasn’t about to come out on bottom in this interaction. 
 
    “It’s our bed,” she giggled. 
 
    “Oh?” I said, doubt lifting up my voice. “Is that true?” 
 
    “I’ve been sleeping here for a long time, master. I like this bed better than mine. I was hoping you might consider letting me stay.” She rolled over to face me and I was treated to the full sight of her luxurious nudity. She was petite, like Tilly, but had much larger and softer-looking mounds for breasts that had the tiniest pink nipples I’d ever seen. Her stomach was toned, with the outlines of a faint and modest six-pack, almost oddly thin. 
 
    She leaned against the backboard and pierced me with her eerie yellow cat eyes, a sharp canine tooth visible in her lusty grin. Her knees were up and legs spread wide so that I could see clearly to her inviting pussy. The tiniest little slit emerged just south of a well-groomed black landing strip of pubes that graced her mons. Her long, wavy locks were black in much the same way—all three of the girls in this castle had dark hair, with Tilly’s chocolatey locks being the lightest, I noted, though this catgirl was the only one who wore a red bow atop her head in addition to a black choker around her neck. 
 
    “But you do have a room?” I asked, already sensing the answer. 
 
    “Maaaaybe,” she replied, reaching down and spreading her pussy lips wide open. I smirked again, even as my cock hardened and jerked in my pants. “But wouldn’t it be nice to have access to me whenever you wanted?” 
 
    “Pretty sure I already do,” I shrugged, nodding to the middle door that led to the girls’ bedchambers. 
 
    She frowned, her lip curling in an exaggerated pout. “Don’t leave this kitty cat out in the rain, master.” She started rubbing her pussy lips up and down, as if starting herself up might make me feel guiltier to deny her. I’d seen such ploys before. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be spending some nights here... Dusky, is it?” 
 
    She nodded, but maintained her pouty expression even as she moaned softly against the squelching sound of her fingers sliding across her sex. 
 
    “Great. Anyway, I’ll be sure to call on you when I’ve got the need for a... eh hem... pussy,” I said, nodding at her open womanhood. “That was also a cat pun.” 
 
    “Humph!” she said, turning her head. “Turning me down. The nerve!” She looked up at the ceiling as though she were looking for something—or someone. “I don’t like him, Vania!” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” a low, womanly voice rang back, shaking the walls. “Tell no lies, Dusky.” 
 
    The catgirl’s pouting lip quivered as she gathered a pair of lacy red panties and a matching bra from the floor beside the bed, looking back at me one last time. “Are you dismissing me?” she asked, clearly hoping I’d say no. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied to her. “But don’t worry. I’m already looking forward to getting better acquainted.” 
 
    I watched her go, her cat tail wavering but taut as she walked naked toward the door. Just as she opened it, she looked back at me wistfully one last time, her cheeks red with blush. “Choose me first,” she said, just before closing the door. “Please.” 
 
    I looked around the room, suddenly aware of the fact that I was likely never going to be truly alone ever again. “Vania, you there?” I said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Find me, Heir of Van Helsing, beneath the stairway in the corner. It weakens me to speak to you here before the flame of our bond is lit.” Her voice seemed warm but slightly detached. 
 
    “I was told to wait until I’d bonded with one of the girls or recruited another, so that’s what I’ll do,” I said. “Hope that’s alright.” 
 
    There was a long pause, in the space of which I seated myself on the bed and removed my work shoes. I laughed to realize that I was actually still wearing my uniform, black pants and a red Kwik Stop vest over a white polo shirt. Beneath that, a black sleeveless athletic t-shirt soaked up my sweat. I did the armpit check, testing to see how badly I smelled to these supernaturally hot girls. I failed the test—my deodorant was long gone and would need to be refreshed. How that was going to happen, I didn’t yet know, but I had a feeling I’d be provided for. 
 
    “Hurry,” her voice came back after a break so long that I’d already forgotten what it had sounded like. I nodded, lying on the bed, and allowed myself to process everything I’d learned so far, but with Vania’s haunting single-word reply in mind, I decided not to wait too long. 
 
    I went to the bathroom, quickly figuring out how the shower worked, and I freshened myself up behind its drawn shower curtains. The soaps and lotions provided to me felt great on my skin, and I noticed that when I’d set them down, they’d already replenished themselves. 
 
    When I emerged, my clothes sat on a stool, folded and smelling like incense and lavender. I decided not to question it for the time being, getting dressed and fixing my hair in the mirror. I made my way down the central corridor until I reached the door to the girls’ rooms. “Sabina,” I said, deciding she was likely the one that would best be able to help me, since she was the least bashful and the most forthcoming with answers. I thought about summoning all three, but thought better of it. It was probably smart for me to get to know each of the girls in their own separate contexts first. 
 
    Soon the door was flung open. Sabina was curled up on her bed, sipping a cup of red liquid that clung to the glass as it swished, and I could connect the dots and guess that it was blood of some kind. She looked up at me, her black and red eyes glowing with surprise. 
 
    “Have you chosen me?” she asked in a little gasp. “Master?” she added. 
 
    “I want to know more about how to go on these missions and rescue other monster girls,” I said. “Vania seemed to express some urgency to me.” 
 
    “You spoke with her?” she asked in a hush. “Only Dusky speaks directly with her.” 
 
    “Dusky was in the room when it first happened,” I nodded. “But she kept talking, although briefly, even after Dusky left.” 
 
    Her expression went to irritation. “Did Dusky try to seduce you?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, she gave it her best shot.” 
 
    “You resisted, then?” the vampiress asked in astonishment, her black and red eyes wide open and her hand covering her gasping mouth. 
 
    I grinned at her. “You don’t know me, so I’ll just spell it out for you. I don’t get distracted or seduced that easily. When it comes to things like this, I’ll set the tone. You’ll get used to that idea quickly.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” she said, nodding, setting down her book. She clasped her palms together in a prayer-like gesture as she looked at me. “I’m so happy you’re here, master,” she added. She patted the bed, inviting me to sit down beside her. I took the invitation and plopped down on the mattress. It was just as soft and comfortable as my own, but not as big. 
 
    “And why are you so happy to see me?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s your energy,” she shuddered as she looked at me. “It’s so powerful. I never felt a human’s presence like I feel yours. It’s so... domineering. Inescapable.” 
 
    I studied the vampiress, processing her completely as she spoke. I nodded, understanding clearly what she meant. She’d mentioned it before. She knew that I was strong-willed, and I wouldn’t shy away from my role as the master of this castle. She craved to be commanded and possessed. I could see it practically written across her every trembling glance at me. 
 
    “So how do these missions work?” I asked, pushing onward. 
 
    She blinked a few times, trying to focus back on the original point of our conversation. “Right,” she said between audible shivers. “Dusky is the one to talk to when you’re ready for that. She alone has the power to open portals. Normally Lusterian catgirls can only shuttle themselves, but thanks to Van Helsing’s magic and Vania’s core, Dusky can redirect her powers through Vania as a conduit, creating a portal in the courtyard and sending you to the strongest Umbercore signature that vibrates at the frequency we’re looking for.” 
 
    “Sounds complex,” I noted, not understanding a bunch of the words she threw at me. 
 
    “It’s whatever,” she giggled. “You’ll figure it out, I’m sure.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at her as a thought occurred to me. “There’s one problem, though. I just dismissed Dusky from my room. It wouldn’t be wise for me to crawl back to her and beg for a favor scant moments later.” 
 
    Sabina grinned, her fang jutting out eagerly. “So rescuing another monster girl is out of the question for now. If you want to get your first Keeper Level and help Vania, there’s only one other way.” 
 
    I nodded, smiling, scanning her up and down. “Then I think I’m exactly where I want to be.” 
 
    She looked up at me hopefully, chewing cutely on her lower lip. Her red irises glowed hot against the black sclera of her eyes as she bore holes in me with her molten gaze. “Master,” she said, almost a whimper, tugging at the shoulder straps of her top to demonstrate her eagerness. “I’m yours to command.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “you are. Let’s start by testing the waters, shall we? Kneel in front of me—right after you take off your clothes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
   I  watched breathlessly as the sultry and docile vampire girl submissively got up from her bed, leaving me seated alone on it. She crossed in front of me. Her face was fixed with a determined expression, as though she saw some golden opportunity before her and she was resolved not to fuck it up. 
 
    Standing before me, Sabina’s arms crossed over one another to lift up her black top, raising it over her head, leaving her utterly topless and exposed. Her soft, pale breasts were once again displayed for me—pillowy mounds that practically begged me to take them in my grasp to be massaged and suckled, but I resisted the urge, letting her continue with her little striptease. 
 
    Next, her fingers gripped the waistband of her black booty shorts and she lowered them to her knees. No panties, and no pubes. A perfectly bald pussy peaked out at me through Sabina’s delicious thigh gap, and she stood up straight and allowed the shorts to drop the rest of the way to the floor, hitting the stone soundlessly. 
 
    “On my knees, master?” she asked, smiling meekly, repeating my earlier request. She didn’t seem nervous. It was more than that. She was focused. She was fulfilling a need—not mine, but hers. 
 
    “Yes, Sabina,” I said, nodding as I scooted myself to the edge of the bed. 
 
    She fell to her knees in front of me, her palms landing on my thighs. 
 
    “Did I say you could touch me?” I asked, though I was grinning at her. She was beauty incarnate. 
 
    “Sorry, m-master,” she said, gasping hotly as she pulled them away. “I apologize for taking my own liberties.” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed a clutch of her hair, lifting her chin up to inspect her face. 
 
    “Open your mouth,” I said, and she did, sticking out her narrow pink tongue, briefly licking her crimson lips and then my own finger. It was a long tongue. “Can you make the fangs recede?” 
 
    “No, master,” she said. She shifted nervously. 
 
    “Well, that limits some of your utility in the bedroom,” I laughed. The words were meant as a gentle tease, but she took them to heart instantly, I could tell, and her eyes flashed open in horror. 
 
    “I can still provide you with endless pleasures,” she insisted, suddenly desperate, her words pouring out of her lips rapidly. “My womanhood is yours, as well as my rectum, should you wish to avail yourself of it, master. And, I can do this.” 
 
    She held out an index finger and her tongue extended from her mouth—two inches, no, three inches… Six inches of erotic pink tongue-flesh wrapped itself around her finger and began to tighten and massage against it, constricting and sliding up and down along it. My eyes did widen a bit at that. 
 
    “And I don’t mind working in tandem with another girl. Please, master.” It was a desperate plea not to be discarded, and I felt my heart ache for her a bit. 
 
    I stroked her hair gently. “Relax, Sabina,” I said. “I already like you. There’s a lot more to a woman than how she uses her lips.” 
 
    Her tensed shoulders relaxed, and her mouth opened into a fanged smile that she tried to contain, but couldn’t. She labored to speak but seemed to struggle for the words, so I cut her off. 
 
    “Relax,” I said again. “Are you ready for this?” I asked cautiously. “I can be a bit rough sometimes.” 
 
    She nodded. “Please, master. I beg you to let me serve you.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You certainly are a submissive one.” 
 
    She nodded at that. “I’m the last of my coven—the Nosferi Thralls, a lesser clan of vampires that served more-powerful vampire lords and ladies. We are bred to be submissive. It’s in our very blood, but for years I’ve waited in this castle…alone, at first, and then with Tilly. Waiting for you.” 
 
    “Waiting for a master,” I said, understanding her better. 
 
    But she shook her head, biting down on her lip. The sweet fragrance of her wafted up to me as a stray wind blew through an open window. “For you,” she repeated. “A witch from my clan told me that one day you’d come for me, and we’d be happy together, you as my master and lover, me as your servant and bride.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good deal to me,” I grinned, stroking her sharp jawline. “I struggle to see any downsides to that arrangement at all.” Hmm. But that was interesting. I’d have to come back to that once I got more settled in. 
 
    She leaned into my palm as I continued to caress her. “This is the happiest day of my life,” she said, a teardrop of blood dripping from each eye. “I don’t know you yet, but I know I will love you. I can feel it. Can you?” 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t think I’m as spiritually aware as you, yet,” I confessed. “But I’m definitely into you, and it isn’t hard to imagine enjoying your company long-term.” 
 
    “Master, I want nothing more than to consummate our union as master and slave,” she said. “I beg you—penetrate me. Make me your girl.” 
 
    My cock was as hard as stainless steel. “Remove my pants,” I said, lifting my hips for her. 
 
    She did, tugging them down and setting them delicately aside, and then did the same for my boxers. When she saw my cock, she whimpered in fear or arousal—or some combination of the two. 
 
    I chuckled. “What’s wrong, Sabina? Haven’t you seen a dick before?” 
 
    “Never one like this,” she confessed. “It’s... too big. Have you seen my tiny pussy?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” I replied, taking her cheeks in both of my hands. “Besides, first I want to know what you taste like. Sit on my lap.” 
 
    She obeyed, straddling my thighs and carefully avoiding having her pussy brush up against my cock. I smirked at her obvious nerves. Thanks to her sitting on my lap, we were almost at eye level. I gazed into her wicked-looking eyes and leaned forward, planting my kiss upon her. The taste of her ruby red lips was intoxicating, and I moaned softly, breaking away to nibble at her lower lip. 
 
    I felt her body tremble as I trailed kisses down her neck, then her shoulder, and finally, her breasts, as she arched back to give me full access. My tongue swirled around one of her pierced nipples, teasing it, and I watched her eyes roll back in ecstasy. I took the silver stud piercing in my teeth, tugging gently, and she let out a little yelp. 
 
    “Oh, yes, master, please, suck my tits!” she begged. “You honor me!” 
 
    I laughed and released her, pushing her off my lap and onto her back. She was drunk with passion as I moved over her body, teasing her face, her neck, and her chest with soft kisses and love bites. I paused once more at her nipples, sucking one into my mouth, then the other, until they were both rock hard. Her breast, cupped in my hand, felt so good, so cool and soft. She lacked the warmth of a human woman, but she more than made up for it with the heat of her stare as she watched me with adoration, biting her knuckles as I applied suction to her teat. 
 
    “Oh master,” she moaned. “Touch my pussy.” 
 
    “Who’s the master here? I asked, chuckling. “Are you giving me orders now?” 
 
    “Forgive me!” she cried out as I nipped at her nipple, tugging at the silver stud that went through it. “I beg you! I am so fucking wet, master, I’m a mess! My pussy can’t stop gushing for you! Feel it for yourself.” 
 
    I reached down and slipped two fingers up against her slick folds. “Holy shit,” I groaned. Despite how cold the rest of her body was, this was the hottest, wettest pussy I’d ever touched. She shivered as I brushed the length of her entrance, teasing her. I was going to give her what she wanted. But first, a little fun. 
 
    “What’ll you do for me if I touch your pussy now?” I asked. 
 
    “I—I’ll... anything you want!” she gasped. “Please!” 
 
    “Not good enough,” I said, pulling my hand back. She whined and writhed and fought the urge to force my hand back down against her. “Make me a specific offer, your choice.” 
 
    “I’ll... I’ll be naked for you whenever you come into my room for the whole week. Whenever you visit me, I’ll strip myself down immediately,” she said, huffing and gasping like she could scarcely breathe. “Please!” 
 
    “That’s a good start,” I said, feeling my cock throb anew. “Do me one better.” 
 
    “Let me... I’ll give you a naked massage, covering my whole body in oils, rubbing every inch of me against every inch of you,” she proposed. “Please, is that good enough, master?” 
 
    I grinned. “That’ll do, Sabina,” I said, and I slipped two fingers into her wet womanhood and was immediately greeted by her flexing, tightening inner walls. Her juices coated my fingers as I fingered her slowly, gently, and pleasured her with long, slow strokes. 
 
    “Oh god, master, yes, please, harder, faster! That’s not an order! I’m begging you, please!” 
 
    I chuckled, but I did obey her request, driving my fingers into her pussy with a vengeance. She cried out in pleasure, and I smiled in satisfaction at her reaction. 
 
    “Please, master, please, I need you inside me,” she whimpered soon after that, arching her back, thrusting her hips upward. “I need your cock now, if you think I’m worthy.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re worthy,” I grinned, “and to be honest, I’m glad you begged. I was wondering when you’d finally get the courage to ask.” 
 
    “Fuck me, master,” she begged. “Don’t be gentle.” 
 
    My thoughts flew to the catgirl. She told me to choose her first. I wasn’t absolutely certain, but I would bet that she was talking about choosing her for this specific act—and I suddenly found myself wondering why it mattered, and if there was a reason Sabina was similarly keen. 
 
    “First, I order you, Sabina, to tell me why Dusky wanted me to have sex with her before anyone else,” I said, and she froze like a deer caught in headlights. “Sabina. The catgirl wanted me to fuck her. What does she get out of it?” 
 
    Sabina was silent for a moment, but then she sighed. “Yes, of course,” she started. “The girl you sleep with first will be the one that your Keeper Subclass is based on in the future. It binds us to you. We also get your first Bond Contract” 
 
    I nodded. “So by choosing you, for example, I’ll be more deeply connected with you, and I’ll get some vampire-themed abilities as I level up?” 
 
    “Kind of,” she said. “It doesn’t exactly work like that, but we would definitely be closer toward the beginning. It’d be like I was... your first wife, really. Well, or concubine, after Vania.” Her pale, veiny cheeks flushed red to put it like that. “The bond would just be stronger, and I’d have more influence over your development than the other monster girls at the start.” 
 
    I nodded and withdrew from her, and her eyes flashed wide open, gleaming at me in new terror. 
 
    “No! No-no-no-no! Please, please fuck me! Master! Nathan, please!” 
 
    I groaned. “Believe me, I want to,” I said. “But this sounds like a big decision to make, and it just got sprung on me out of nowhere.” 
 
    “I thought you liked me,” she whined, more tears forming at the corners of her eyes. Fuck. Tears: my one weakness. 
 
    I picked her back up and hoisted her onto my lap, looking her in the eyes. “Okay then,” I said. “Sell me on it.” 
 
    “None of the other girls will be as devoted to you,” she promised. “And it’s impossible for me to guess what kinds of abilities you’d get from choosing me, but the same would be true for the other girls. And Vania needs you to make your choice soon!” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at that. “What’s the hurry?” 
 
    “She’s dying,” she whispered. “Vania’s dying. Only a Keeper can help her. Please. For her. For me. For yourself, choose me first! I beg you, master. I know that we are meant to be together. Don’t doubt me. Do you doubt me?” 
 
    I planted a kiss on her lips again. “I’m going to reward you for being so honest with me,” I said, grabbing hold of the base of my cock and guiding it into the slit of her womanhood. A look of relief and joy overcame her, and she melted against me with a hot moan as I pushed inside of her, making her cry out in pleasure. 
 
    “Oh, master, thank you, thank you, thank you,” she gasped, her arms wrapping around my neck and holding me close. “Thank you. I knew you’d understand.” 
 
    “You can bite me if you want,” I said, referring to her fangs. “I’m not afraid of a little blood loss in sex.” 
 
    She shuddered at the offer as I slowly started pumping into her. “Only if you’re sure,” she said. 
 
    “As long as you can avoid taking too much—” 
 
    “—I would never put you in danger,” she said, cupping my face in her hands as though I was her longtime lover. “Never. Promise me you know that.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I understand.” 
 
    Her eyes rolled back in euphoric bliss and she descended on my neck, her fangs making purchase, bleeding me and sucking at the wound. My arms tightened around her as she gyrated herself on my cock. To my surprise, her bloodsucking kiss only heightened my pleasure, so I gripped her hips tightly and unleashed a full assault into her wet pussy, fucking her hard and fast. 
 
    The sensation of her inner walls drowned out any pain I might have felt from the bite, but I did feel a twinge of worry, hoping I’d made the right choice. As her womanhood throbbed around my cock, though, all thoughts of that washed away as wave after wave of mewling orgasm overtook my girl, her body trembling and shaking in ecstasy as I dug my nails into her hips like a carnal beast. 
 
    I kept going, though, feeling my own balls tightening. I was about to explode. Sabina looked up at me, her face flushed with passion, and smiled as I shot my load deep inside of her. Rope after rope of hot, sticky seed coated the inside of her womanhood, and she moaned and hissed with satisfaction as she collapsed inside yet another one of her own climaxes. 
 
    When she came down from her final high, she collapsed limply against me, panting and gasping for air. I laid her gently on the bed, and she curled up next to me, snuggling close and kissing my chest. 
 
    Suddenly I felt something stirring within, and then it spilled out of me in a blue fire that consumed my whole body—but Sabina didn’t back off. In fact, she nuzzled me even more proudly and possessively as I saw my body lit with ethereal tongues of flame. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked, understandably alarmed. 
 
    But then I heard another voice, not Sabina’s. It was the voice that Dusky spoke with, the voice of Vania, the incarnation of my castle. “You have obtained your first Keeper Level—and saved me. Congratulations, my love.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Name: Nathan V. Helsinn 
 
    Class: Castle Keeper, Level 1 
 
    Bloodline: Van Helsing 
 
    Stats: Body B+, Mind A-, Soul C+ 
 
    Abilities: Rope of Restraint, Van Helsing’s Hex 
 
    NOTICE: Select an ability to confirm your level up. Your options are as follows. 
 
    
    	 Blood Bond - Each of the girls nesting in the Castle to whom you have bonded can communicate with you by speaking into an open wound, and vice versa. This ability crosses the interdimensional threshold. 
 
    	 Wings of Drakul - When activated, you gain bat wings that can allow you to hover or fly short distances for a duration equal to your level multiplied by one hour. 
 
    	 Eyes of the Dark - You gain the ability to see in the dark as though it were daytime. 
 
    	 Whip of Laceration - Your Rope of Restraint can change into a powerful magical weapon, unable to be taken from you by any natural means. It can be dismissed into your private subplane and resummoned into your grasp at will. The whip deals 2d6 piercing damage at level one. 
 
   
 
   
 
   T here was a metric shit ton to unpack from the words that displayed in a rolling crawl across my arm, lit in shimmering golden text that would have seemed inscribed if it weren’t constantly in motion. 
 
    “Vania, I just received my level-up notice,” I said. “Do I need to make a decision right now?” 
 
    Sabina continued to snuggle into my chest, watching the text roll across my forearm with just as much interest lighting her eyes as I did. “Don’t make Vania speak, master. It weakens her. First, you must head to her core where she can deliberate with you more freely.” 
 
    I nodded and sat up, and Sabina whined softly but let me go without any other protest, knowing full well the importance of what it was I had to do. “I’ll see you again very soon,” I grinned at her from the door. “I’m sure it won’t be long before I’ve got a need you can fulfill.” 
 
    She grinned back at me and bit her pillow for a moment before saying, “It would be smarter to bed the others, first, though I hate myself for admitting it. Bonding with them will continue to level you up once you’ve completed some missions for Vania.” 
 
    I nodded. “Noted,” I said. “Thank you for being forthcoming with this sort of information.” 
 
    “Of course, master,” she said, her eyes and voice full of worship. She winked. “You already know the best way to thank me, so I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    I smirked smugly as I closed the door behind me and retreated into my own room, where the stairwell leading into Vania’s core room awaited me. A blazing blue light shone from the depths below, and I could do nothing but follow that light down those steps until I found myself in a dungeon one hundred steps beneath my bedroom. The room was empty and devoid of anything of interest except for a singular blue glowing crystal that stood about four feet tall. 
 
    The light from the crystal started pulsating in waves as I stepped ever nearer, like the thumping heartbeat of a woman sensing her lover’s slow approach. 
 
    “I’m here, Vania,” I said, my voice low and confident despite the bizarreness of my situation. 
 
    “I know,” her tone came back at me, sounding like a vocalized whisper muffled behind a thin sheet of glass. “I’ve waited.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” I said. 
 
    The crystal’s pulsing stabilized at last, and the room became evenly lit in blue. “Touch my core,” she begged in a weak hush. 
 
    I stepped closer, one careful footfall at a time, eyeing the core with intensity. I reached out a hand and touched its crystalline shape, and to my shock, it shattered into a thousand pieces that immediately scattered and vanished into thin air. 
 
    Left in the core’s place was something not unlike an egg sac. It was dimly transparent, its exterior a luminous reddish violet, like sangria under an autumn sunset. On the inside a shadowy form lingered there, shapeless and yet somehow decidedly feminine to me. 
 
    “Vania?” I asked the air in wonder. “What just happened?” 
 
    “You’ve completed me… my love,” she said, her voice clearer now. “In this castle, our wills are one, and I will always be with you.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling the invasive presence of her soul intertwined with mine, and yet I didn’t fear it, nor did it make me anxious or wary. It felt, as she said, like I’d been completed—like the final piece of my puzzle had just clicked into place. That was it, by the way—the point of no return. I was more than just a human from that point on. 
 
    “I have a lot of questions,” I said, and it was an understatement the likes of which few scholars could propose a rival for. 
 
    “I have many answers, my love,” she said. “Ask freely—we have all the time in the multiverse now.” 
 
    I smiled. “Good. My first question is about what my duties are here.” 
 
    “Was it not explained by Tilly and Sabina?” she asked. “I shall reprimand them for you.” 
 
    “Not necessary. And they did explain, but I was hoping for a bit more detail, if that’s alright.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said in a dulcet tone like she was about to giggle. “First,” she said, “you must rescue Night Girls from across the multiverse and bring them here. Send them into the Badlands if they do not please you, where they can roam freely and thrive on their own in the sustaining darkness it contains. Or,” she continued, her voice becoming hot with something like arousal, “Keep them here and use them to sustain me, empower me, and thereby empower yourself.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. “I assume that sleeping with those monster girls will level me much the same way that my tryst with Sabina did, right? And otherwise bonding?” 
 
    “That is correct,” she said, writhing beneath me. “The more monster girls you bond with, the more powerful we become—together. But unfortunately, seven is the limit of bonds I can sustain for you, so choose carefully.” 
 
    “Seven,” I repeated. “Got it. I’ve already seen what my level-ups entail,” I told her, eyeing the viscous egg sac in front of me as the black form of Vania throbbed inside. “Tell me about yours.” 
 
    “That is also for you to help me decide,” she said. Her voice was warm and passionate, if a bit inhuman. “I can add new rooms, manifest new objects, craft you new equipment, and even enhance the abilities of the women who dwell inside my walls, though I’d advise against it for now. My first level-up, however, primarily involves taking my ultimate form.” 
 
    I figured that the black shapeless form I was looking at now was not her final form. “I see. You call me your love—is our relationship meant to be romantic?” I asked, a bit delicate about this question. 
 
    Her voice took on that giggly tone again as she replied. “It is what I feel. I cannot explain it. Do you not feel this connection?” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel it, but I don’t understand it. You’re a castle, and—” 
 
    “I’m a woman, every bit as much as Sabina, who you made love to.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes in confusion, my fingers burrowing into my legs. “Are you suggesting we could have sex?” 
 
    “We could and we must,” she insisted. “It is only a matter of time before I am ready—it is a key part of our future relationship.” 
 
    I blinked a few times as I processed that. My life was suddenly very complicated. Here I was with new powers, fucking monster girls, somehow in a romantic relationship with a goddamn castle. What the fuck, life? 
 
    “I have so many more questions,” I said, putting it delicately. “But you mentioned I had a few duties. I cut you off after the first.” 
 
    Her voice came back again, powerfully feminine. “I mentioned two, essentially. Bring monster girls here and bond with them. But there is one more sacred duty and privilege that only you, with your holy bloodline, can fulfill.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “You must breed the monster girls. Your blessed seed carries with it a new, safe, bloodless way for our various species to propagate.” 
 
    I cringed at that. “Do I have to do any… child-rearing?” 
 
    “Only so much as you desire. But do not worry over it yet,” she hummed at me, “We still have much time before that step can begin. You are much too low of level, and you will need to fill out the rest of your harem with the remaining four monster girls.” 
 
    I nodded. “That brings me back to business. As you’re aware, I just leveled up,” I went on. “It doesn’t seem all that complex, but I’d like for you to walk me through the HUD on my forearm and provide me some guidance and advice.” 
 
    “Of course, my love.” 
 
    I raised my arm up and activated the text crawl again. “Okay. I don’t need any explanation about my name and level, but the next line seems to be pertinent: Stats: Body B+, Mind A-, Soul C+. How do I raise them?” 
 
    I could practically feel a smile through her words. “You already have an eye to the future. Very ambitious of you. To raise the stats, you must take abilities at level-up that grant a stat upgrade. That is all.” 
 
    “Seems easy enough. How common are those?” 
 
    “Very rare,” she admitted. “As such, they should be seen as very appealing when they do appear.” 
 
    “Excellent information to have,” I grinned. “Okay, next line is my abilities. How do I learn more about them?” 
 
    “Tap the name of the ability twice to expand it into a detailed description.” 
 
    I followed the instructions on one of them. 
 
   
 
    Van Helsing’s Hex - Level 1 Skill. Upgradable. Point your index finger with intent at a foe of your choosing within 30 feet and bestow this hex. A random curse is placed upon the target for a duration that is relative to the potency of the curse. Greater control of the hex is possible by leveling up this ability through repeated use. 
 
   
 
    “That’s very interesting,” I remarked, scratching my ear thoughtfully as I poured over the words three successive times. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you so pleased,” Vania cooed softly. “I recommend you speak with Dusky soon. Have her send you on an easier mission. Once completed, you will be able to complete a bond with one more of the castle’s inhabitants.” 
 
    I grinned to myself, already brimming with ideas. “Badass,” I said. “So what—I can’t bond with other girls until I rescue a new one?” 
 
    “You can, but…at least for now, I won’t be able to help you benefit from those bonds.” 
 
    “Is that something we can address in the future?” I asked. “It seems like bonds with the denizens of the castle will come more frequently than new monster girls. That means I can only level up as often as I am able to take on a mission—and if I ever fail one, well, I’m screwed out of a level-up for a week.” 
 
    She paused, hesitating in her reply. “This is what I can do for now.” 
 
    I stroked my jawline and nodded. “Just thought I’d ask.” 
 
    “Now, you wanted guidance, perhaps about which ability to take. Am I correct in understanding that?” Vania asked calmly. 
 
    I smiled. “Yep, that’s more or less the gist of it. Any recommendations? Do you need me to read the options to you?” 
 
    Her voice almost sang back to me as the black shape danced in the alien sac in front of me. “I know every word already,” she replied. “I recommend taking the weapon. The other abilities will likely reappear. The Blood Bond ability might be useful in the future, but for now it’s superfluous.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, beaming down at her. I felt the warmth of her radiating toward me—only me. It was mine. She was all for me. I shook the feeling off, focusing on the matter at hand. 
 
    The level-up information appeared again as we spoke about it, and I selected the Whip of Laceration. I sensed something coursing through me, but for the moment I maintained my focus on the conversation at hand. “Is there a comprehensive list of abilities I might come across at some point?” 
 
    “If there is one, I do not possess it. You are only my second Keeper, and my first love.” 
 
    “Was my father the first Keeper?” 
 
    “Yes.” The way she spoke carried a finality I knew I shouldn’t try to press against for the moment, so I accepted it as it was. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I suppose I’ll prepare myself tonight and then find Dusky in the morning.” 
 
    Her voice had that amused tone again when she said, “Finding her won’t be hard.” 
 
    We talked a while longer, her answering several more of my questions. I understood what she meant about Dusky after I went back up the stairs to my room. The first thing I did was fall into my bodyweight exercise routine, performing a series of stretches, ten sets of lunges, three sets of fifty push-ups, and three sets of one hundred crunches. Once I had a sufficient burn going, I was tempted to collapse onto the bed, but thought I’d go to the kitchen and have a high protein meal first. Before I could exit the room, however, I heard a high meow coming from my bed, just behind the hanging veil of the awning. 
 
    I sighed and turned around, walking toward the bed. I pulled back the draping canopy cover and saw Dusky lazing atop the mattress, playing with an oversized teddy bear she’d apparently brought in with her; it certainly wasn’t here earlier. 
 
    This time she was wearing licorice-black lace thong panties and a matching bra. I took in the sight of her greedily as I feigned irritation in my voice and said, “Hello again, Dusky.” 
 
    “Hello again, bastard,” she hissed, frowning at me. “You said you’d choose me first.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes introspectively. “I am… ninety percent sure I made no such promises.” 
 
    “Still,” she whimpered, crossing her arms, mashing her big kitty titties together, “It was basically, like, an unspoken agreement.” 
 
    I grinned at her, my eyes falling on her impressive bust. She noticed. “Maybe we can help each other out,” I said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” She pulled the teddy bear tight in front of her chest, intentionally depriving me of my view. 
 
    “I’ll bond with you next if you’ll help me find a nice, easy starter mission tomorrow morning,” I suggested. “What do you say?” I didn’t have to give her this peace offering—but I had a feeling she’d be more fun to engage this way. 
 
    She bit her lip hard, pretending to think it over, but I knew I had her. “Fine. Deal. And one more thing,” she added. 
 
    “Name it, within reason,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Breed me first when the time comes. It’s the least you can do after you broke your solemn vow.” 
 
    My eyes went wide at the renewed threat of fatherhood. “Let’s cross that bridge when we get there,” I countered. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope. I’m going to send you on a really shitty, dirty, filthy mission with a super ugly Night Girl as the prize unless you promise, crossing your goddamn motherfucking heart, that you’ll fill me up with kitten-making juice once after you hit level ten and have a full harem of seven.” 
 
    I blinked at that. “Level ten? Is that the trigger? Is that when I’m supposed to start breeding?” 
 
    She grinned mischievously. “Yes. Deal or no deal? I’ve got a sludge golem who’d looove to meet you if you’re not interested.” 
 
    I groaned. “Fine,” I said. “Deal.” 
 
    “Put your hand on your heart and say it,” she commanded, narrowing her eyes in suspicion.” 
 
    “That’s childish.” 
 
    “No, what’s childish are the cute, fluffy kittens you’re going to give me. This is serious shit. Do it.” 
 
    I laughed. I really liked her. She was feisty, and feisty, bratty girls were a weakness of mine. “Alright, Dusky.” I put my hand over my heart. “I’ll breed you first, as long as there is no information being withheld about the mechanics of that and how it affects me. Deal?” 
 
    She looked like the cat that ate the canary, smug as fuck, grinning toothily at me and pushing the teddy aside so I could drink in her half-naked form once more. “Okay. Deal. Shake on it.” Her claws retracted and she reached out to grab my hand and shook it. 
 
    Welp, that was a hell of a commitment to end the day on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
   I  dismissed Dusky back to her own room, which once again irritated her to no end. Shoulders raised almost to her chin, she stormed toward the door in her lingerie set that, I realized, she probably picked out just for me. I felt a tinge of regret and guilt as her hand hit the door handle. 
 
    “Dusky, wait,” I said. She stopped where she stood, but didn’t look back at me. 
 
    “What.” Her voice was cold and shaky with bitterness. 
 
    “I need you to understand,” I said. “I have to prepare for tomorrow. I can’t be up all night with you. I still have to figure out this fucking magic whip,” I said, and with the word the weapon appeared in my hand. 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder, one sharp canine appearing out from her snarled upper lip as she opened the door. “It’s fine. Fuck you and your cloying vampire sub for all I care. When I have my turn, you’re going to realize what you’ve been missing all this time, and I’m going to savor that look on your stupidly hot face.” 
 
    With that, the door slammed behind her, and I let out a defeated sigh. 
 
    I looked at the whip in my hand and suddenly realized that there was a lot less to figure out than I’d originally imagined. Intuitively, I understood exactly how to use it, feeling the knowledge of a hundred years of practice flowing through me like I’d just turned a key and opened the door to a vast reservoir of combat-related muscle memory. 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I focused on a candle sitting atop the nightstand. I gripped the whip like I was giving a firm handshake, then angled my palm to one side. Then I moved the whip to the starting position behind me, snapping it at just the right time and with just the right force and energy to watch the tip crack against the wick of the candle, extinguishing the flame but leaving the stem undisturbed. 
 
    “Nice,” I grinned, though I felt a little dirty for it. I was used to working hard for my fitness and skill, and this was all too easy. I would have to find other outlets for self-improvement if things were going to be like this from now on, I noted quietly. 
 
    After a while I headed down to the kitchen and ordered the spirits to make me a vanilla protein shake, which left them a bit confused. Instead, I asked for a glass of high protein milk and a plate of fried eggs, as well as some roasted greens and an apple. The food came just a whiff too slowly to be called instantaneous, but I was left waiting for my meal only three minutes at most before it appeared on the dining room table just outside the kitchen door. 
 
    “This is fucking great,” I said, my mouth full of incredible free food. “Compliments to the chef!” 
 
    “They don’t understand you, you know,” Tilly said, phasing in through the wall. 
 
    “Hey Tilly.” I smiled at her. She looked like a sexy nightmare—whitish-blue skin, sopping wet hair, huge blackened eyes with blood pouring down from them—but she was smiling sweetly, wearing the same bloodstained white dress with a black ribbon that I’d first seen her in. 
 
    “Mmmm. You’re getting used to me,” she hummed happily. “I didn’t scare you.” 
 
    “Should I be scared?” 
 
    She twiddled her fingers nervously. “Sometimes I… kind of freak out,” she admitted. “I can lose control, and that can be scary—so I’m told.” 
 
    “Are you going to put me in danger?” I asked frankly. 
 
    “Never!” she said. “Vania wouldn’t even let me in the castle if there was a chance of that.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I met her.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “So it’s true. You screwed Sabina!” 
 
    I coughed at the crassness of it. “Yeah,” I admitted. “It was a solid time.” 
 
    “Am I next?” she wished aloud hopefully. 
 
    I stopped chewing for a second and swallowed the mouthful of eggs, prematurely at that. “Sorry,” I grunted. “I already promised Dusky. In return for a favor.” 
 
    She pouted. It was a weirdly cute expression on such a horrifying face. “I can do favors, too, y’know, master.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked, leaning forward, genuinely curious. “Pitch it to me.” 
 
    “I’m a spirit, so once I’m bonded with you, we may be able to find some way for me to follow you on missions, at least that’s what Vania said. I can also instantly teleport anywhere in the castle and find you whenever you call out for me, but if I’m not paying attention then you have to say my name three times when looking in a mirror.” 
 
    I nodded. “That can be useful, especially when the castle is bigger.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” she squeaked, puffing out her cheeks and crossing her arms. “Let’s see that bloodsucking slut do that.” 
 
    My face contorted a bit. “I thought you were friends with Sabina.” 
 
    “Oh, I am!” she said, waving her hands wildly to dispel my obvious worry. “I’m just kidding around. I love her to death. I’m just a bit… envious is all. She’d say the same of me if the reverse happened, y’know. Minus the bloodsucking part. She called me a haunted cunt once when I forgot to order her blood in advance in the kitchen.” 
 
    I laughed. “It takes, like, a second to make.” 
 
    “Blood takes longer. So does human flesh,” she sighed. “Normal foods and common meats are closer to instantaneous.” 
 
    “Human flesh?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “We had to make sure the kitchen was equipped to handle ghouls and the like, if the day ever came.” 
 
    “Should I ask how you trained the kitchen to conjure real human flesh?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Definitely not.” 
 
    I actually guffawed at the macabre reality I found myself in, surprising even Tilly at my big and sudden reaction. “Alright,” I said. “Say no more. How long have you been in this castle?” 
 
    “Maybe a year?” she guessed, counting on her fingers. “Yeah, a year next month.” 
 
    “How long have you been a ghost?” I asked, trying to be as delicate as I could with my tone. “It’s okay if—” 
 
    “It’s fine. The answer is a little over a year.” 
 
    I nodded, and we sat quietly for long enough for it to feel a bit awkward. “You’re pretty amazing,” she said after that moment of silence. She was staring at me with heavy-lidded eyes. 
 
    I looked at her with a curious eyebrow raise. “What are you referring to exactly?” 
 
    “In your room. I saw you working out. And you refused Dusky not once, but twice.” 
 
    “You were watching?” I asked, not all that put off by it, but needing it to be clarified all the same. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, her voice high, her cheeks blushing blue. “I haven’t really let you out of my sight this entire time, except when you went into Vania’s chambers and when you were alone with Sabina.” 
 
    “Why then?” I asked. 
 
    “Sabina and I ironed out a policy about ‘no peeking’ into each other’s rooms while you were there when we found out you were finally coming,” she said. “And I can’t enter Vania’s chambers.” 
 
    I nodded. “Reminds me of my college days. We used to tie a necktie on the door when a girl was in our bedroom, to warn the other guys in the apartment to not even bother with knocking.” 
 
    Tilly giggled. “You’re so experienced,” she cooed. “I died a virgin.” 
 
    My eyes went wide—not about her virginity. That didn’t either bother or do anything to arouse me. The mention of her dying, though, was immensely interesting. 
 
    “Tell me about that,” I said, but then I quickly added, “If you don’t mind, that is.” 
 
    She frowned, her face sulking. Her eyes went from black to a glassy white, and the blood streaming down her face went ashen gray and seemed to freeze in place, no longer flowing any longer. She flickered in front of me, each time reappearing slightly to the right or left of her original position, as though she were struggling to keep herself together. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said quickly. “I can see that it… has an effect on you.” 
 
    She shook her head, her fists balled tightly. “No,” she said. “You’re my master. I want to answer your question, Mr. Van Helsing.” 
 
    “Only if you’re ready. I could just as easily command you not to answer,” I grinned at her, hoping to calm her down. 
 
    She paused for a moment, then closed her eyes. For a second, she flickered into another form—that of a beautiful girl, wearing the same dress, but her hair was braided down her back in a single ponytail. Her eyes looked human—large and gorgeous—and there wasn’t a speck of blood on her face or body or garments. She looked normal. 
 
    But that only lasted for a moment. Then she was back to her horrifying form, just in time for her to start talking. “I had a boyfriend back in high school. His name was Carl, and he was twenty-eight years old, ten years older than me. When I graduated, I decided to marry him. We had everything planned out. We would run off to Las Vegas, elope, and get a motel for the night, then spend the rest of the weekend together in bed, occasionally going out for food or to watch shows on the strip. I wanted to see those guys with the tigers.” 
 
    I nodded, listening intently, my eyes fixed on hers. I could sense tragedy coming. 
 
    “But the night of our wedding, he bought a bottle of—whisky or something, I guess. And he drank most of it on his own. I had a few sips, but it wasn’t for me, I quickly realized. I didn’t even know he drank until then, but he changed that night.” 
 
    “Changed how?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “He became… so jealous. And scary. I couldn’t deal with it. He kept accusing me of looking at his friends. He even claimed I flirted with the priest in the chapel where we got married! It was insane.” 
 
    “Drunks are like that sometimes,” I groaned, having had my share of run-ins with abusive alcoholics at the gas station I used to work at. “Not all of them, but some.” 
 
    She whimpered a bit before continuing. “And then he started… choking me. He choked me! I tried to run away, but the harder I tried to escape, the harder he… squeezed. I felt something, like, pop in my throat, and I freaked out. I grabbed the liquor bottle and bashed him over the head, but the damage was done. I couldn’t breathe.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I groaned, listening to the horrid account. “I’m so sorry—” 
 
    But she held up a hand to silence me. “He was out for a second, but then, like a demon, he got straight back up and pinned me down by my shoulders and started trying to rip off my dress, telling me I was his bitch now, and he owned me, and—I don’t know how I missed the signs. They were all there. All of them. I should have—” 
 
    “—Careful not to blame yourself. He was the bad guy, not you.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know,” she said. “Anyway, he tried to rape me, but I kneed him in the dick and then used a piece of broken glass to cut his throat.” She looked down on her dress. “I still have his blood all over me. Forever.” 
 
    I shuddered to think of the psychological implications of such a thing. “How did you… you know. Die?” 
 
    She sighed. “My windpipe was damaged. I just couldn’t breathe. I died with the bastard on top of me.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I seethed through a clenched jaw. “That’s quite a story, Tilly.” 
 
    “Thanks for being interested,” she smiled meekly at me. “It means something, at least. I can tell that you’re a strong guy, Alpha Male, Type A… but you’re also not a jerk who doesn’t give a shit about your friends. That’s a good sign.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” I laughed. 
 
    “Thank you,” she insisted. “Thanks to you, my afterlife may end up having some meaning after all.” She stared intently into my eyes. “Maybe even love. What do you think, Master Nathan? Is that… possible?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said. “I’m an open-minded kind of guy.” 
 
    “You don’t mind being with someone in my sort of situation?” she asked. 
 
    “A ghost? I mean, it’s unusual, but I just fucked a vampire and promised kittens to a catgirl, so I’m good,” I sniggered. 
 
    “I meant… formerly married.” 
 
    I broke out laughing openly at that, which somehow seemed to surprise her. “No,” I said, after calming down. “I definitely am not scared away by that.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, sighing a hot breath of relief. “Can I keep spying on you?” she asked. 
 
    I thought about it. “Let’s have the same rule. You can follow me around freely if you want, invisible and silent and unbeknownst to me. Still, when there’s a girl in my room who isn’t you, or if I specifically request privacy, kindly excuse yourself. Deal?” 
 
    She grinned, revealing bloodstained teeth. “Deal, master.” 
 
    Fuck. The creepy vibe of this girl was kind of working for me. I shook off the fear boner and stood up, heading back to my room. “You coming, then?” I asked. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she inquired, her sweet voice like a song. 
 
    “Go to bed, I guess.” I had to rest up and be primed to meet with Dusky in the morning, ready to go on my first mission. I didn’t want to risk anything by oversleeping. 
 
    “Can we snuggle?” she asked, batting her eyelashes at me. It would have been cute if not for the blood. Instead, it was fucking hot. 
 
    God, I was a psycho. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I don’t see why not. But no sex,” I insisted. 
 
    “How about over-the-clothes stuff?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    I laughed and eyed her with my head cocked sideways. She was growing on me really fast. “I need to get to sleep early. A bit of canoodling isn’t going to hurt, but I can’t afford to get horny while trying to get a full night’s rest.” 
 
    She exhaled audible disappointment in the form of a cold whine, but nodded as she seemed to realize something. “Great,” she said. “Dusky has that big teddy bear, and I have you. Looks like I won this round.” 
 
    I smirked, turned on my heel, and started heading up to the room. Soon we were beside my bed, and I took off my shirt in front of her just before settling onto the mattress. 
 
    Tilly gasped at the sight of my abs and chest. I suddenly felt very thankful that I had recently finished my workout. I had a nice pump going which doubtlessly contributed to the spiciness of her reaction. 
 
    “Oh, fuck me, he’s hot,” she muttered quietly to herself. I sniggered and pretended not to hear. 
 
    Soon Tilly floated onto the bed and landed in the crook of my arm. I could feel her, but it was an odd sensation—undeniably cold and yet comforting. Touching her gave me tingles. 
 
    She looked into my eyes, and I gazed back into hers. She closed her lids and leaned forward, going in for the kiss. 
 
    “Good night, Tilly,” I said, denying her. 
 
    “Ooohhh fuck no, I was so close!” she seethed. 
 
    “If I kiss you now, there is a sixty percent chance I’ll end up fucking you. If I end up fucking you, there’s an eighty percent chance I’ll end up doing it all night long. If I do it all night long, my mission in the morning is compromised. Also, I promised Dusky she’d be next.” 
 
    She pouted. “You’re no fun,” she said, even as she snuggled even tighter against me. “I’m going to haunt your dreams. Literally.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” I said, chuckling. 
 
    “Too late. Already making preparations. Wait for it.” 
 
    I sighed, smiling in spite of myself. I leaned in and kissed her once on the forehead, and she fully melted against me, cooing softly in my ear in self-satisfaction. 
 
    I slept like a fucking baby that night, haunted dreams aside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
   T oday, I thought, was going to be a fucking momentous day. It was just one of those things that you could feel in your gut—in your soul. 
 
    As I awoke, I noticed right away that Tilly was gone. I was also surprised to see a leather duster jacket laid out for me, draped over the nightstand, as well as a bandolier-like harness with some pockets, and a pair of durable brown pants. 
 
    “Is there a shirt to go with this?” I muttered, lifting up the pants for any sign of something to wear under the jacket. 
 
    “My apologies, master,” Vania’s voice rang out clearly. “I knew I forgot something.” 
 
    I smiled at hearing her address me. “Morning, Vania,” I said. “What can I do about that? Can I have back the shirt I came in, at least?” I looked around for any sign of it but to no avail. 
 
    “That shirt has already been absorbed into the castle, but it would be a trivial thing for me to synthesize one just like it.” With that, a spot on the castle wall glowed blue as a ripple of magical energy sizzled and a long, fleshy tentacle emerged, tipped with a human-like hand. The hand was holding my shirt—or one identical to it, anyway. 
 
    “Vania, sweetheart,” I said, chuckling, “would you mind explaining what just happened?” 
 
    Her voice came back warm and surprisingly sultry. “If you call me sweetheart, you can command me to do whatever you want.” I smirked at that, but she went on before I could offer any additional banter. “All items that you arrived with have been absorbed into the structure of the castle. I have memorized their makeup and can easily produce them for you again whenever it is required.” 
 
    “Am I correct in assuming that you would be able to produce multiples of an object?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, matter-of-factly and with a hint of pride. 
 
    I nodded, not sure if she could see me. “Am I also correct in assuming that my whip, for instance, wouldn’t be absorbable in the same manner?” 
 
    Her tone suddenly went sad. “I could make a convincing copy, but it would possess none of the powers of the original. I apologize, my love. This is a limitation all Castle Cores possess.” 
 
    “Nothing to apologize about, Vania,” I insisted. It was at that moment I noticed a dozen or so small eyes blinking at me from various places on the walls around the room. “Oh, so you can see me,” I said, waving at one of the eyes. 
 
    “Yes, and I love what I see,” she cooed. 
 
    I laughed. “You’re welcome to look anytime. How are you feeling now? Before I leveled up you seemed in dire straits.” 
 
    “I am more and more myself with every passing hour,” she said. “Soon I will be able to take a pleasing shape for you and love you in all the ways that a woman should.” 
 
    My eyebrows lifted up in piqued interest. “What kind of shape?” I asked. 
 
    “We shall discover it together, my love.” 
 
    I grinned at one of the eyes that stared at me unblinkingly from over the fireplace. “Color me interested. But I’d better clean myself up, get some breakfast, and find Dusky so I can head out on the first mission.” 
 
    I felt the wall nearby pulsing with warmth as she spoke. “I never dreamed you’d be so proactive. You are truly my perfect match.” 
 
    I dismissed myself into the bathroom, fully aware that she was likely still with me wherever I went, but thankfully Vania was savvy enough with human social cues to know when a conversation had ended. When I entered the bathroom, I was pleasantly surprised to find the shower already on and steam filling the interior of the room. The mirror had entirely fogged over. 
 
    I reached a hand out to wipe the mirror, but jerked back in surprise when it began wiping itself. Words formed in mirror-glass as though an invisible finger was writing them. 
 
    Words took shape until I was left with a very clear message: Tilly ♥ Master. 
 
    I chuckled at that. “Good morning, Tilly,” I said. A high giggle sounded in an echo that bounced off of every wall, but she didn’t show her face. 
 
    Suddenly I heard her voice coming from inside the shower, though I couldn’t make out her figure from behind the glass. She was singing a song in a high, sugary voice, to the tune of “It’s Raining, It’s Pouring.” 
 
    “Good morning, Good morning, 
 
    My master was snoring, 
 
    He went to bed and kissed my head, 
 
    And soon I will be scoring.” 
 
    I laughed. “Tilly? I’m coming into the shower. I don’t know what you think is going to happen but I need to—” 
 
    I swung open the sliding shower door and was greeted to the sight of… nothing. Just a shower head spilling water onto the shower floor into a drain about the size of the palm of my hand. I sighed. 
 
    I got in the shower and lathered up my hair. I washed my body carefully and after a while I started to think Tilly might have left. That is, until the air went cold, and then the water got almost scalding hot. I took a step back and noticed my feet splashing on the ground like I was stepping on a puddle—the drain was clogged. 
 
    I knelt down to investigate the drain and saw a clump of overlong dark brown hair stuck inside its metal grate. 
 
    “What the fuck. Tilly, you don’t need to play games,” I said, and I tried to remove the hair from the drain, but as I pulled it just kept coming in thicker and thicker strands, yard after yard until the floor of the shower was mostly hair. Finally, Tilly’s ghostly body phased through the floor, naked, staring up at me. 
 
    Her eyes were white and huge and leaking black blood, her pale lips wide in a sweet grin as though this were all perfectly normal. The hot, clean water went cold and became thick and murky, stinking of fish and pollution. It spilled out on me, making me step backwards, pinning me to the wall to avoid it. 
 
    The water died down, and I looked up at the shower head to verify that fact. When I looked back down, Tilly was crawling toward me on hands and knees, flickering in and out of view until her lips were an inch in front of my dick. My heart was beating like a hammer drill. 
 
    “Tilly, there are better ways—” 
 
    But before I could finish the sentiment, her mouth was around my cock, surprisingly warm and tingly. It was like wet, slurpy electricity, and as she pulled back for a breath, her super long, paranormal tongue stayed wrapped all the way around my cock, continuing to stroke me off as she looked up at me in gaping adoration. 
 
    “Fuck, Tilly,” I groaned, putting my hand on the back of her head and guiding her lips back around my tip. “We might as fucking well.” 
 
    She nodded and then took me all the way to the base and then some, going so deep that part of her face phased through my body. Her cool, tingly hands grabbed my ass and gripped tight, holding on for dear life as she suddenly and without warning decided to pick up the pace, fucking my dick with her ghostly throat at a breakneck speed. 
 
    I bucked my hips instinctively, unable to fight back against the incredible pleasure she was bestowing upon me. I groaned and grunted. Fuck. This was easily the best head of my life. I felt like an extra in a Scorsese film—just fucking glad to be a part of it. 
 
    Tilly’s fingers left my ass to reach up and feel my chest muscles, tracing all the way down my torso and circling the indentations of my abdominal muscles. She moaned onto my cock like she was the one about to climax, and with that sound I knew there was no more holding back for me. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum, Tilly,” I grunted, grabbing her by the hair and throatfucking her into oblivion as I unpacked my seed into her willing mouth. 
 
    “Mmmm!” she hummed against my shaft, receiving it like a blessing until every drop of my jizz was spent. Even then, she lingered on my cock, sucking it gently, trying to pry out every last bit. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I panted, looking up at the ceiling, unable to fully process what had just happened. “That was—” 
 
    When I looked back down, Tilly was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Tilly?” I said. My only answer was a series of giggles that echoed throughout the bathroom, just as the shower started to turn itself back on and normal, clean, warm water cascaded against my body. 
 
    I dried myself off after scrubbing down one last time and got out of the shower to see one more message written on the bathroom mirror. 
 
    Yummy. 
 
    I got dressed in the clothes that Vania had left out for me. They looked good. making me look like a badass monster hunter—the look was probably adapted from my so-called father. I headed down to the dining hall and ordered food. At the table waiting for me I found Sabina drinking from a goblet of blood and reading a worn copy of Twilight. 
 
    “Good morning, my master,” she said, closing the book and grinning at me. Her little vampire fangs peaked out from her lip, making me grin. It was oddly cute. 
 
    “Good morning, Sabina,” I said. “Shouldn’t you be asleep? You’re a vampire, right? And it’s daytime.” 
 
    “I’m fine as long as I don’t go into direct sunlight,” she said, beaming at me. “It’s always reasonably dim here in the Badlands, so it’s not hard to avoid. I really wanted to catch you at breakfast and wish you luck before you head out.” 
 
    “So you heard I was going on a mission already? Who told you?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I heard nothing, but I knew that you wouldn’t waste any time getting to work,” she said through her demure grin. “It’s really very impressive how diligent you are. You make it too easy for us girls to crush on you.” 
 
    “Ah yes, my fatal flaw,” I chuckled. “I’ll take it under advisement. Have you seen Dusky?” I took a bite of a fried egg while I awaited her reply. 
 
    “Don’t bother checking her room,” she said. “She’s never there. Just look around, you’ll find her eventually.” 
 
    “Smart money says she’s naked in my bed by the time I finish this meal,” I smirked. 
 
    Sabina laughed her delightfully girly laugh, covering her mouth shyly. “That does sound like her. Have you seen Tilly?” 
 
    I suddenly was forced to swallow a mouthful of food too fast as I offered only the shortest of replies on a face that I tried to keep blank. “Yep.” 
 
    “Oh. Ohhhhh,” Sabina laughed, her black and red eyes opening wide with the epiphany. “Dusky will be pissed.” 
 
    “It was just oral,” I shrugged. “I’m not going to bring it up.” 
 
    “Still,” she said. “She’s a bossy little bitch.” 
 
    After finishing my meal, I got up to start looking for the bratty catgirl. As I made my way toward the stairs, Sabina cleared her throat and looked away coyly. “Um, excuse me. Do you think you might be forgetting something you would like to do?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her, trying to understand what she was getting at. “...No?” 
 
    “Really? I was thinking maybe it might be smart to, you know, introduce a sort of pre-mission ritual.” 
 
    “Like, a blood ritual?” 
 
    She blushed. It looked even more exaggerated on her unnaturally pale cheeks. “Like, a goodbye kiss? I don’t know. It’s stupid. Forget it.” 
 
    I nodded, smiling with warmth as I crossed the room to her. I leaned down, and she angled her head up to meet me halfway. I kissed her once on her cold lips—they were soft and sweet but still tasted ever so slightly of blood. Didn’t bother me, though. 
 
    “How’s that?” I asked her. 
 
    “Thank you, master,” she said. “Please give me an order before you leave for the day.” 
 
    I leaned against the table, trying to think of something to keep her busy. “Ummm. Okay, while I’m gone, how about you and Vania put together as much information as you can for me about the different types of monster girls that you think would be good options for us to pursue?” 
 
    She nodded her head vigorously and grinned. “Excellent, master! I was thinking something a bit more erotic, but that is very wise!” 
 
    I smirked. “Alright then, Sabina, I’ll see you later.” I kissed her on the forehead one more time and left, hearing her whimper softly just as I turned the corner and left her line of sight. 
 
    It didn’t take all that long for me to find Dusky. Less than three minutes later I discovered her in a stairwell, topless and wearing only a pair of pink panties, laying spread-eagle in a sunbeam that shone through the castle window. Her panties had a cute cartoon kitten on the front with the word “Pussy” provocatively placed beneath it. Her cat ears twitched slightly, as though she were dreaming about something. 
 
    “Hey, Dusky,” I said. No response. “Dusky!” I repeated, this time much louder, even kicking her gently. She groaned but otherwise kept sleeping. My lips turned upward with a naughty idea. “Hey, Dusky, wanna get fucked?” 
 
    Although it was barely above a whisper, she shot straight up into a sitting position, her juicy tits bouncing delightfully as her yellow eyes went as wide as I’d ever seen them. “Yes!” she cried. “Right here?” She reached for the waistband of her panties immediately. 
 
    “Whoa, slow down, Dusky,” I laughed. “I just asked if you were ready to send me on the mission.” 
 
    Her face contorted in confusion as she let go of her underwear. “What? No… I’m sure you…” She sighed. “I suppose I was dreaming.” 
 
    “Dreaming about what?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned evilly, far from the blush I expected. “Getting dicked by you, obviously.” 
 
    I laughed aloud, unable to control my reaction. “Dreams do come true, at least if you’re a good kitty.” 
 
    “Ohhh fuck,” she purred. “I’ve got some troubling news. I’m a very bad kitty.” 
 
    I leaned over and grabbed her by the wrist, planning to help her to her feet, but she was like a jointless blob, trying to resist being made to stand. 
 
    “Carry me,” she whined. “Carry me to the courtyard.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you get dressed before we go on the mission?” 
 
    “I’m not going. This is my day off. Besides, Vania’s not strong enough yet for me to reliably send both of us,” she reasoned. “Too risky.” 
 
    “Vania, is that true?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    A dozen eyes opened out of nowhere on the walls around us. “Yes, my love. It would be slightly risky. There would be a five percent chance of one of you being temporarily stranded, and perhaps a greater chance of other side effects.” 
 
    “How long could we be stranded?” I asked. 
 
    “Between one and three days,” she said. 
 
    “That’s too much,” I agreed. “Alright, Dusky, you win,” I said, and I picked her up and held her in my arms like the princess she thought she was. 
 
    “Yay,” she crowed, throwing her arms over me. “Hey Tilly!? You see this shit, you loser!? Sabina?! Did he carry you around the castle yet? Bitch!” 
 
    “That’s… uncalled for,” I frowned at her. 
 
    She giggled and raked her claws lightly on my neck, making me bleed. I winced and gave her a ‘what the fuck’ look. “If they ask, that’s from a really rough make-out session.” 
 
    “You are one high-maintenance kitten,” I complained. 
 
    Soon we were in the courtyard staring at the fountain. I tried to put Dusky down, but she hissed and dug her nails into my back at the attempt. 
 
    “Dusky,” said Vania. “Let him put you down.” 
 
    “Humph! Fucking fine.” 
 
    I gingerly set her down on the ground, and she stifled the urge to hiss at me again. “Alright, now what?” I said. 
 
    “Take a bit of your blood from the cut on your neck and dribble it into the fountain. Anyone who goes on a mission with you in the future will also have to do that,” Dusky explained huffily. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, surprised. “So that cut wasn’t just you being catty?” 
 
    “Actually, I forgot about the blood requirement until just now,” she shrugged. “But it is convenient!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and did as I was told, letting a drop of my blood enter the fountain. The water suddenly began swirling before it turned black. “Okay, now what?” 
 
    “Vania, you’re up!” Dusky said, and fleshy tentacles emerged from the ground and entered the fountain, causing the water to bubble. 
 
    Then, the catgirl held her hands in front of her and dipped her finger into the fountain. The water went purple and was no longer water but a spinning vortex. 
 
    “Okay! Good luck!” she shouted. 
 
    “Wait!” I said. “What’s the damn mission?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Dusky groaned, smacking her head. “Ummm… it’s a werewolf. And a village full of crazy, paranoid people. And… I mean, what else do you need to know? Get the werewolf girl out of there safely and activate the portal to bring her home.” 
 
    I studied the purple portal. It was an incredible sight. I realized, though, that I wasn’t ready for this mission. “Do I need to prepare any silver for the werewolf?” 
 
    “If you end up hurting the werewolf with silver yourself, just go home. You failed,” Dusky said. “You’re trying to save her, not kill her. Hurry! Go!” 
 
    “How do I activate the fucking portal on the other side?!” I asked frantically as the portal’s light already started to dim. 
 
    “Return to the spot you came through and bleed into it again!” she shouted. “Hurry, I can only do this once a week!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted. This was not how I liked to do things. I was going in half-cocked despite my best efforts, but I was out of options. “If this goes badly, consider our deal null and void,” I said angrily. 
 
    “What!? No!” she shouted. I turned to look at the fountain, and in that moment of distraction she bit her own arm and dripped her blood into the portal in a sudden move of desperation—before I could even react. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” I asked, ready to jump in until that just happened. 
 
    “I’m going with you! I’ll make sure it goes smoothly,” she insisted. “I promise! You go first. It’s safe for the first person!” 
 
    I shook my head. “What the fuck, Dusky? No, you’re not coming! It’s too dangerous. What if I lose you?” 
 
    But she stomped her feet and crossed her arms at me and looked a second away from leaping into the swirling violet. “I’m coming. I’m not letting you cancel our deal over some bullshit.” 
 
    “Dusky, this is rash,” came Vania’s voice. “Please listen to your master.” 
 
    She frowned. “Sorry, no. I’m going, and you can’t stop me.” With that, she pushed me in, and I was tumbling through purple space, and I saw her enter just behind me. She swam through the portal toward me, grabbing ahold of my ankle and pulling herself over me, as we flew through its infinity until the purple gave way to a gray sky and dried patch of earth with grass and weeds strewn about. We slammed into the ground, but it somehow didn’t hurt. 
 
    “We made it!” she said. She’d landed on top of me, and now she was looking directly into my eyes. A lascivious look fixed itself onto her face. “You know… we could—” 
 
    I gently pushed her off of me and helped her to her feet. “Where are we?” I asked. Then I looked at her. Shit. She was almost completely naked. I immediately took off my coat and undershirt and handed the shirt to her. She sniffed it before putting it on, grinning at the smell. Her tail poked a hole through the back of the top and wrapped around it like a belt. With that, the thing thankfully looked something like a dress, easily coming down to just above her knees. 
 
    “Welcome to Dunhollow,” she said, brushing herself off. “And may our stay be short.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
   L ooking around, I took in my new surroundings as analytically and fully as possible in as little time as I could, hoping to be able to make quick decisions if it turned out that we had ended up in a compromised position. 
 
    Fortunately, that proved unnecessary. The portal that we had exited from was spawned out of a dilapidated well that seemed almost centuries old. Its weather-worn bricks were grayish brown, but mostly gray, beneath the gloomy overcast sky. The ground was patchy, with bits of dull grass sprouting irregularly across the field, though I could see a bustling farm somewhere off in the distance—east, I decided, based on the position of this world’s sun. It felt late in the day rather than early, though it was hard to articulate why. Anyway, given that the sun sets in the west—well, you get the idea. 
 
    Further to the north, then, was a simple hamlet of fewer than a dozen houses. None of its residents had spotted our arrival just yet by the look of things. I glanced over at Dusky, recoiling at the outfit I’d put her in. “Do we need to worry about people here treating you horribly because of what you’re wearing?” 
 
    She looked down at my black undershirt which looked like a mini-dress on her. She lifted the straps up, bringing the low neckline up to her nose and sniffed, purring with delight. “No,” she said at last. “We are under Vania’s enchantments when we travel. Mundane humans will generally see us as perfectly normal people wearing perfectly normal clothes.” 
 
    That was a relief, at least. “Got it,” I said, and I started walking in the direction of the town. She followed me, having to power-walk a bit to keep up with my long strides, but she was quick and spry and clearly didn’t mind. 
 
    “That being said, don’t act weird,” she rasped under her breath as though we were already surrounded by people. “Just act normal until we get a feel for what exactly is going on. The people here seemed a little nuts to me when I spied on them. Just a bit off.” 
 
    “What do we know?” 
 
    “There’s a werewolf,” she shrugged. “And a town full of people with gnarly soul signatures, consistent with the sort of paranoia and madness that a blossoming witch often inspires. I can only do the most basic scans of worlds and locations from a distance with Vania’s help. We target the dark Umbercores of the sorts of monster girls we are looking for and get very simple information about them and their surroundings. It’s not like I have a full writeup on the town or its inhabitants.” 
 
    I swallowed, suddenly feeling nerves welling up. So there may be a witch here, too. “We’ll have a detailed conversation about Umbercores someday soon. That sounds important for me to understand.” 
 
    She purred with excitement, her claw grazing my elbow playfully. “I’m the right girl for that one. Sabina and especially Tilly don’t know shit about stuff outside their hometowns. Anyway it’s very basic and somewhat abstract, so don’t rush yourself.” 
 
    What the fuck was I even doing? A day ago I’d been working an overnight shift in a gas station—I remembered that now. I remembered stocking the fridge and… that was it. Dusky probably clocked me over the head, kidnapped me, took me to the castle, and now I was... going on monster rescue missions with her? In that moment of clarity, I well and truly felt that I had gone insane. 
 
    And yet I found myself feeling like it was exactly what I was supposed to do with my life. Maybe it was just boredom with the mundanity of my old reality, but part of me thought it might have been the Van Helsing blood running through my veins telling me I was suddenly, for the first time, doing something worthwhile. Something that filled me with purpose. 
 
    The sex wasn’t bad either. 
 
    With that in mind, I steeled myself and pressed on. We walked into town and people smiled at us as though we were old friends, though no one said anything just yet. 
 
    That was until a portly old gentleman with a Monopoly mustache greeted us with a bow. “Welcome to Dunhollow!” he bellowed, hand on his belly. He was wearing dark brown work pants with a jacket and a ruffled shirt that showed he considered himself to be of some station. “I do say, are you new in town?” 
 
    “Hi, I’m—” 
 
    Dusky interrupted me “—Bobson Dugnutt,” she said. “And I’m Cheeky Splinker.” 
 
    The man almost took a step back in shock at the strange sounding names. I sure did. “I see,” he said. “Well, I’m Mayor Thompkins, and I’m afraid you’ve stopped in at a bad time, indeed!” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked, genuinely interested. I had a feeling it had something to do with the reason we were here. I could hardly focus, though, as I was stuck on my new nom de guerre. Bobson Dugnutt. Fuck me. 
 
    The mayor leaned in close. “Tonight’s the second night of the full moon,” he said in a conspiratorial tone. “And our town has been plagued by a werewolf and a witch for the last two months, always most active on nights like these.” 
 
    I felt my neck hairs bristle with purpose. “That’s terrible,” I said, trying not to grin. “Is there anywhere we can stay the night?” 
 
    “There’s an extra barn on the cusp of town by ol’ Smith’s place,” he said, pointing at a large structure that hugged the edge of an untilled field. “You can squat there. No one will mind—but it’s very risky.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” I said, smiling. “Thank you for the invitation.” 
 
    He nodded. “‘Course it is going to read as a bit suspicious, you coming into town just after the full moon. People may have questions, but they won’t hold up to scrutiny. You weren’t here last month when the killings happened, were you?” he guffawed at that, holding his bouncing belly. But he stopped laughing abruptly and leaned in close. “Were you?” he repeated, this time without a hint of joviality. 
 
    “No,” I answered him, tossing my head side to side. “We’re brand new to the area.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he said, fears apparently allayed. “Well, it’s getting dark. Hide out in the barn. Listen for the chime in the morning. If you’re still alive, come to the town square. We’ll be having a meeting—something of a check-in to make sure everyone survived and discuss any peculiarities that happened the previous night.” 
 
    “Sounds logical,” I nodded. “Thank you very much, Mr. Mayor.” 
 
    “Thank you, too, Mr. Dugnutt.” 
 
    I flashed an annoyed look at Dusky as he turned away. “Why did you choose those God-awful names?!” 
 
    “I panicked!” she said, shrugging. “I thought you were going to tell him your real name!” 
 
    “Who cares if I did? We aren’t sticking around,” I said, thinking I was making a solid point. 
 
    “You never know who you’re going to meet when hopping from world to world. Never give your true name or even any variation on it, like,” she leaned in and whispered, “Nathan Helsinn.” 
 
    I tilted my head down at her. “That is my name,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head. “No it’s not. Your real name is Nathaniel Van Helsing. Nathan Helsinn was a compromise—a bastardization that was close enough to keep your bloodline powers and allow you to claim your father’s true mantle when you were ready.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’m learning a lot about myself recently.” 
 
    “You’re going to learn a lot more about yourself soon,” she said, grinning. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, brushing a strand of hair out of her face—just to tease her. 
 
    It worked, she shivered at that and answered. “Let’s get to that fucking barn and let you find out.” 
 
    The sun was setting anyway, so we headed to the barn at a brisk pace and threw open the doors. As we stumbled inside, we found a long plank on the ground and used it to bar the barn doors shut from within. It was damn dark in there, though, and the only thing I could clearly see was Dusky’s gleaming yellow cat eyes, half-closed with obvious seductive intent. 
 
    “I’m gonna suck your dick so hard,” she moaned, her hand rubbing my crotch. “I’ll be your first blowjob of all the girls at the castle. Then I can gloat to—” but she somehow saw my face react to her words, even in the darkness. “What!? Who? It can’t be Sabina with her fucking fangs. Was it Tilly?!” 
 
    I didn’t answer, just smirking in the darkness back at her. 
 
    “That spectral whore!” she seethed, hissing. “Fuck! Okay, how about anal? Did anyone let you fuck their ass?!” 
 
    I could only imagine the roller-coaster of facial expressions I was making throughout the course of the conversation, but apparently the look I gave was the confirmation she needed. 
 
    “Yesss! Okay, anal it is!” 
 
    “Stop,” I said, laughing. “I am… definitely going to take you up on that eventually, but let’s stay focused on the mission.” 
 
    I heard her purr in the dark and felt her rub herself up against me. “How sure are you about that?” 
 
    Suddenly I heard a shrill howl come from outside. The hairs on my arm stood at attention and I felt a creeping dread run through me—but more than that, I felt adrenaline and the pulsing of power in my veins. The whip appeared instinctively, and suddenly Dusky’s sexy body—now completely naked, I noted to some dismay—was crystal clear even in the pitch-black of the barn interior. 
 
    “Cockblocking werewolf slut,” Dusky groaned. Her tail was still stroking my arm. “Fuck. Okay, butt stuff comes later.” 
 
    I nodded solemnly. “But it’s definitely coming.” 
 
    Another cold, eerie howl rang out, piercing the night, this time further from our location, but something else was rustling outside. I looked back at the barn door just in time to see it bending inwards, as if some force was threatening to break its way in. 
 
    I heard the sound of Dusky’s claws emerging. “Don’t let me die an anal virgin,” she said, licking me once on the neck as she darted toward the door. Shocked at the rashness of her action, I stopped her, snatching her up in my arms and shielding her behind me just as the door caved in and splinters flew in our direction. 
 
    It had begun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    
     “W 
 
   
 
    hat do you think you’re doing?” I growled at her, causing her to shrink in my arms. 
 
    “Hey! I’m not a damsel!” she said, showing her claws to me, “I was trying to—” 
 
    There was no time for her to finish the statement. The smell of rancid smoke suddenly filled the interior of the barn, and even my newly-heightened senses were compromised by the thick odor, like toe fungus and burning skin. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I grunted, so repulsed by the smell I was almost reduced to gagging, but Dusky stayed strong. I was forced to set her on the ground so I could recover and attempt to face whatever was making its way into the barn, but all I could see was an oppressive green haze. 
 
    “This is witchy stuff,” Dusky hissed, claws flashing in the dark. “I hate witches.” 
 
    “You’re a black cat,” I noted over my shoulder. “Shouldn’t you love them?” 
 
    She looked at me like I’d just made a supremely offensive comment. “That is a hurtful stereotype!” 
 
    I didn’t have time to be sorry. Just in time, I detected the remnants of one of the barn doors parting the smoke and flying at us. Dusky’s reflexes were faster than mine, and she pushed me out of the way, still finding time to dodge the assault herself. She landed elegantly on all fours while I skidded on my ass across the barnyard floor. I quickly scrambled back onto my feet in time to duck and sidestep two more flying pieces of debris. 
 
    A high, girly cackle swam through the air at me, filling the barn with its eerie tone. It would have been a nice sound in better circumstances, but now it spelled nothing but danger. 
 
    Whip in hand, I decided it was time to take action—but not unneeded risks. 
 
    “Stay back, Cheeky,” I said, using the horrendous pseudonym she chose for herself. “Find something to hide behind.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked, but she quickly realized the pointlessness of the question as I started flinging debris out of the air with my magic whip. I noticed instantly that this witch could only manage to hurl one object at a time. Conveniently enough, I had a whip with which to knock her projectiles out of the sky, one-by-one. “I want to help! Let me help!” 
 
    “No!” I shouted as I repelled yet another sharp wooden plank. “Be safe!” 
 
    The plan was simple, if a bit hastily hodge-podged together: see how long the witch was willing to keep this up. I was willing to bet that using spells cost her something, but it didn’t do a damn thing to me to flail my whip around. I could do this all night. My gut said that she could not. 
 
    Dusky cussed me out and hid in a stall that had once belonged to some manner of livestock, peeking her head out to watch the action. I was willing to bet she wasn’t useless in a scrap, but given the nature of this fight, all she could really do was deftly dodge—at best she could be a distraction from me, and I wouldn’t have that. I felt better just knowing she was removed from the conflict altogether. 
 
    “Witch!” I shouted, after I’d noticed the onslaught beginning to grow sluggish, the projectiles moving slower and slower, with greater pauses between the action. “Dispel your haze and show yourself. We are not here to be your enemies.” 
 
    For a moment, it had the opposite intended effect, as she picked up the pace again. Still, I knew right away it was a stubborn bluff, a show of wounded pride, as she knew she was outdone. I knocked a few more slabs of wood and debris out of the air, patiently waiting for the change to happen—and then it did. 
 
    I heard an irritated sigh and watched the haze that had obscured the witch begin to scatter and dissipate. What was left behind was a girl who looked to be in her late teens or early twenties at most, wearing a tavern wench’s dress, tits pushed up by a corset that threatened to pop out of a white peasant’s top. A short, wispy brown skirt spilled out beneath the bodice. With curly blonde locks and a nubile body to match, she looked more like a lusty barmaid than a witch. Still, her eyes were a solid glossy black and she brandished a carved wand in her dainty hand, dispelling all doubt. 
 
    “Why did you attack us?” I said, lowering my whip in a show of diplomacy. 
 
    She eyed me with anger and suspicion. “You’re getting in the way,” she said. “Monster hunter. You’re going to kill the wolf. I can’t have that.” 
 
    “I’m not a monster hunter,” I insisted, trying to calm her down before she attacked again. 
 
    “And that’s not the blood of Van Helsing coursing through your veins? Every practiced witch knows that stink,” she spat at me, her voice rank with obvious disgust. “You’re a monster slayer.” 
 
    “I’m a monster girl rescuer,” I said. I looked over at Dusky to see if she had any reservations about me offering further information. She offered no obvious reaction, other than stepping out of her hiding place and strolling slowly toward my side. The witch watched us very, very carefully as the gap between Dusky and me started to close. 
 
    “No further,” she said, pointing her wand at Dusky. 
 
    And I took that personally. “If you point that wand at her for one millisecond longer I fucking promise I will kill you,” I said, my tone an oath. 
 
    Both Dusky and the witch looked at me in surprise. “She’s a monster,” the witch noted aloud. “And yet you’d threaten me to protect her?” She slowly, and wisely, moved the wand back to point at me. “This is interesting.” 
 
    “I told you. I’m here to rescue the werewolf,” I said, trying to shake off the rage that had taken me momentarily. “She’s going to get herself killed here at this rate. I heard what’s going on in the town. You’re both likely to wind up dead in no time at all the way things are going. The townspeople are onto you. They’re organized. They know there’s a witch and a wolf, and I bet they’re on guard.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me, her suspicions dwindling but her reservations mounting. There was an attachment there. Was the wolf a friend? Family? 
 
    “Who are you to keep her safe?” she asked. A fair question. 
 
    “I am Nathaniel Van Helsing, and I have recently come into possession of a Castle Core. Does that mean anything to you?” I asked. 
 
    Dusky gasped a bit. “Too much information, master.” 
 
    I nodded without looking at her. What was done was done, so I let the question lie. 
 
    “No,” the witch said after a lingering pause. I breathed a sigh of relief at that. 
 
    “Long story short,” I said, “It’s my sacred duty to rescue monster girls with dark cores,” I said. “I swear it on my bloodline that I mean the wolf no harm.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at that. “In that case, good luck,” she said. “If we all survive until morning, let’s have a chat after the town meeting.” 
 
    I nodded. “I have a lot of questions I’d like to ask you,” I said. “If you don’t mind my inquiry.” 
 
    She looked at me in renewed suspicion. “Yes?” she said skeptically. “Like what?” 
 
    I made intense eye contact with her. “How did you acquire the powers of a witch? Is it available to men, or are these powers exclusive to women? What are the costs, if any? These are the answers I need.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re a pushy one,” she chuckled at me. “Save my sister and I’ll tell you whatever I can, but unfortunately, my specific powers are meant for women.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand. Still, maybe we can help each other.” 
 
    The haze came back and swallowed her up. When it dissipated once more, she was gone—predictably. I instantly turned to Dusky. “How does she rank compared to the witches you’ve come across? She seemed to have only one trick in her book—telekinesis—and very little imagination or precision with it. Is this the extent of witchcraft?” I asked as I approached her, feeling and scanning her body for injuries. 
 
    Her face was blank. “Master…” she started. “You like me!” she swooned, clutching her own cheeks so hard that one of her still-extended claws poked and drew a tiny bit of blood. “You threatened her for me!” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” I said, brushing it off, trying not to blush or let it become the focus of the conversation. “You’re mine—and therefore mine to protect.” 
 
    “Agreed,” she said, nodding seriously. “Now, let’s consummate this arrangement with anal sex.” 
 
    “Dusky…” I said, unable to stifle a laugh. “Time and place.” 
 
    “We have all night!” she protested, but with expert comedic timing, we heard a howl and a scream. She looked at me guiltily. “Awww fuck.” 
 
    “You were saying?” I sneered, my hand tightening around my whip. This thing was handy, but it wasn’t going to be enough in the long term. I needed additional ranged and melee weapons at my disposal. A gun would be ideal, obviously, and probably easy to come by, and a sword or machete would be a practical hip weapon. My mind spun at the possibilities. I would have to make the acquisition of these things and other gear a downtime objective, after this mission was finished. 
 
    The two of us darted out of the barn into the moonlit night. It was only minutes after sunset, but still seemed so eerily dark—though my vision was impeccable given the potency of my bloodline powers. Speaking of which, another scream rang out in the night, and given my newfound advanced sense of hearing, I was able to determine from which house it was coming. 
 
    “There,” I said, pointing. Indeed, upon closer inspection as we approached, there was a broken window and a splatter of acrid monster blood on the windowpane. No further comment needed to be made. The two of us leaped into the house, hearing the sound of growling, gnashing, and slashing, and when we’d gotten inside, we found a fucking mess. 
 
    The house wasn’t big, but there were slashes in the walls, furniture knocked over and broken, and speckles of blood decorating the floor. Even under a dull beam of moonlight it managed to shine and shimmer, and I found myself impressed with my new senses that I had actually smelled the presence of blood before I’d seen it. 
 
    We ducked around a corner and saw the sight we’d been awaiting—a six-and-a-half-foot werewolf, fur as white as the driven snow, jaws ripping flesh from the severed head of an old woman with stringy white hair. The sight made my stomach turn and tighten, but it changed nothing. A mission was a mission, and a monster girl was a monster girl. I had already accepted that there would be some ugly moments to this job. This was the first of many. 
 
    “Hey, Snowball!” I shouted, trying to get the attention of the lycanthropic fiend. It worked. 
 
    It reared its bestial, eerily beautiful head at me, sniffing curiously. And then it snarled. But to my surprise, it didn’t make a move. It just kept gnashing away at the face of the old woman as I slowly approached, hands out. 
 
    “You’re a fucking idiot,” Dusky hissed, grabbing my hand and trying to pull me back toward her. “It’s going to maul you.” 
 
    I shook my head slowly. “I… don’t think she is.” 
 
    As I got within snapping distance, the wolf went down on all fours and leaned in to sniff at me. It growled a cautious growl, but it was short of true hostility. I used to dogsit all kinds of mutts and purebreds and I knew my canine psychology. This was a beast that was as afraid of me as I was of it—and one that hoped and believed there was a chance that I was friend rather than foe. 
 
    Another scream rang out, and the wolf reared on its hind legs again, its ears perking up.  
 
    “Go,” I urged her. “Hide until morning. Be safe.” 
 
    It took one final look at me and bolted through the nearest window. 
 
    “Fuck!” Dusky shouted. 
 
    “No,” I said, raising a hand to quiet her. “This is good news. The wolf girl and the witch know we aren’t trying to hurt them. Step two will be easy.” 
 
    “Step two?” Dusky asked, a hint of worry in her voice. What… do you have planned, master?” 
 
    “We’re going to sabotage the town meeting tomorrow,” I said. “And then we’ll get the witch and the wolf the fuck out of here.” I looked at her, and kicked the decapitated head aside. “But first,” I growled, as I lifted Dusky by the hips and set her on an end table, “I’m going to dole out all the rewards—and punishments—you’ve accrued so far.” 
 
    Dusky’s glowing yellow eyes went huge and lustrous. “Oh. Oh, fuck yes,” she moaned. “I’ve been a bad kitty,” she grinned suddenly, nipping at my nose. 
 
    “The worst,” I grinned back, my lips tasting hers for the first time. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
   T he taste of Dusky’s lips was like the dew from a flower—wet, soft, and surprisingly sweet. She moaned openly as I closed the space between us with a pull at her back, her mewling sound of bliss ringing out before I’d even made full contact with her tongue. Her body was hot as a summer night, and a sheen of fragrant sweat started covering her neck and brow as I claimed her with my kiss. 
 
    Suddenly the noisy brat of a catgirl was entirely silent but for the sounds of her delight, smooching my lips so that kissy noises filled the room. 
 
    The end table wasn’t really tall enough for my purposes, though, unless we really got creative. I scooped her up in my arms again and carried her into the next room—a bedroom, as luck might have it. 
 
    The sheets were left disturbed when the old lady had gotten up to check on the noise—which doubtlessly turned out to be the werewolf that had ripped her head off and ate her face. The slaughter had apparently begun inside this room, because a spattering of blood decorated the front edge of the bed. Not that it bothered me or Dusky, who was breathing heavily in my arms, her huge cat eyes staring up at me shamelessly. I placed her gently on the bed and helped her remove my shirt from her body, leaving her only in her kitty-cat face panties—which were totally soaked through. 
 
    She was pale, her skin as soft as anything I’d ever touched. My hand caressed the length of her, beginning at her cheek, and gliding a path down her chest, stopping for a detour at her perfect breasts. They were massive for her ridiculously petite frame, easily double D’s on her skinny body. Her ribcage showed very slightly as she arched her back to push her breasts even harder against my exploratory touch. 
 
    But the journey continued until my hand landed at the top of her panties, gripping the waistband and pulling them down. She lifted her hips, panting hard with anticipation as her nakedness lay open for my full inspection, and to my surprise, she suddenly looked shy. Her cheeks were red, her eyes were wide, and she was chewing on her claws. 
 
    “I hope you’re not about to tell me to be gentle,” I said, pulling her against me by the hips. 
 
    She just shook her head, still staring. Finally, she spoke. “It’s happening,” she said. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked, my hand halting as it rested above her black landing strip. 
 
    “N-nothing,” she said. “Nothing. I’m sorry. Don’t stop. Fuck, please don’t stop.” 
 
    I clocked that. “Is there something I need to know before we continue?” I asked, my tone almost an accusation. She was hiding something. 
 
    “No, no. It’s just… You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this,” she moaned. “Ohhh fuck, it’s really happening! Master’s gonna fuck me!” 
 
    “It’s been, like, a fucking day,” I laughed as two of my fingers started rubbing up and down her slit. She was twitching already, so sensitive to my touch. Satisfying her would be like setting a video game to Easy difficulty. 
 
    “Mmmmmm fuck!” she moaned, her hips bucking upward and her back arching to coax my fingers further, but it wasn’t my fingers that were about to do the deed. 
 
    “Am I correct in noticing that you and the other girls have something of a friendly competition about who gets which ‘firsts’ from me?” I asked. 
 
    “Ummm… maybe,” she said, her voice hot and heavy. “Ohh God, just put them inside me already, master.” 
 
    “I set the pace, Dusky,” I said. “And I promise, you’re going to be taken care of. In fact, how about I give you ‘First Cunnilingus?’” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, and she stammered, trying to respond. My little kitten was shockingly tongue-tied—and soon I was about to be as well. I lowered myself onto my elbows so that my nose was an inch above her dripping pussy. “How do you stay so fresh on the mission?” I asked. I didn’t wait for an answer, digging into her love tunnel like it was Christmas turkey, finger-fucking her slit while my tongue worked on her already swollen clit. 
 
    Her hips bucked so wildly at one point that she hit my nose, and I momentarily thought it was broken. The first time breaking my nose while eating pussy—that would’ve been a new badge of honor, even for me. 
 
    “Ohhh my freaking God!” she whined, her claws ripping into the mattress with a shrill tearing sound. I looked up at her from my workstation and saw her gleaming eyes looking down on me in awe. She’d just had a mini-orgasm already. Her heaving bosom rose and fell as she processed the pleasure in her clenching womanhood. 
 
    But I was just getting started. “Get rough if you need to,” I growled up at her. “I’m not scared of those claws.” 
 
    “But… people will notice,” she pointed out. 
 
    I popped off her clit with a loud wet sound, causing her to gasp and squeal in euphoric satisfaction, her eyes crossing as she tried to stay focused on my face. “Upper arms and back,” I said. “I’m wearing black leather. I’ll be fine. I bet I heal quickly, too.” 
 
    With that, I took off my duster and exposed my muscular upper body to her. “Ohhh, fucking tasty,” she said, admiring the view. She had a moment of reprieve from the mind-bending pleasure I’d been giving her while I disrobed, and soon I was as naked as she was. 
 
    “Oh no,” she groaned, seeing my cock for the first time. Her eyes darted back and forth from my dick to her little slit repeatedly, like she was trying to solve a pressing puzzle. “It’s not going to fit!” 
 
    “Have some faith,” I laughed. “Aren’t cats known for how well they handle tight spaces?” 
 
    “Is your dick the cat in this analogy?” she asked, cocking her head at me in confusion. 
 
    I laughed. “Okay, so the maxim doesn’t hold up in this situation, but we’ll manage,” I said, leaning forward and kissing her flat tummy. She got brave, and I felt her claws digging into my upper back and the hot trickle of blood dripping down my naked shoulder blades. It hurt, but the hurt felt good. 
 
    I made my way up to her nipple. It was almost comically small against her pillowy chest. It was the faintest pink, too, just barely a noticeable shade pinker than her soft white skin. I kissed my way around her breast, and she squealed with delight, her desire ramping with every move I made. 
 
    “Master…” she whimpered. “Suck my kitty titty, please!” 
 
    I chuckled. “Only because you said please.” I latched onto her tiny nipple, my tongue trying to swirl and tease her areola, but it was too small. It took me a minute to figure out how to handle her, but I eventually settled on treating her little nub like a clit, and that served me well almost immediately, as she started tangling her claws up in my hair and swearing like a sailor under her breath. 
 
    The taste of her tits was heavenly. She had a natural fragrance that was somehow sweet and made the suckling of her breast all the more enticing. I took the other tit in my hand. It was so soft that I left the imprint of my fingers in it with a powerful squeeze that made her moan. 
 
    “Do you like my boobies?” she asked beneath a hot whisper. “They like you.” 
 
    After several minutes of getting lost in the flavor of her flesh, I finally caught myself. I unlatched from her perfect bosom and got up on my knees on the mattress, slapping her on the tummy. “Turn around.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with lust as she obeyed with a wordless nod, and soon I was looking at one of the sexiest sights I’d ever seen. Dusky buried her face in a pillow, and her claws ripped at the sheets. She was face down, bubbly ass up, and I could see the wink of her pucker just a couple inches above the tantalizing slit of her womanhood. 
 
    “Decisions, decisions,” I said, running my finger along both holes, making her shiver with seething anticipation. “Which hole to fill first?” 
 
    “My pussy!” she gushed, lifted her face up to announce it. I punished the outburst with a hard open-palmed smack on her sexy rump. She squealed in a sound that straddled the line between pleasure and pain. “Why?!” she moaned, though it didn’t read as a complaint. 
 
    “You’ve been a bit of a brat since I met you, you know,” I said as my hand started massaging the spot I’d just smacked. She ground her ass against my touch, savoring every point of contact between us like it was a blessing. “Making demands, trying to force me into quid pro quo arrangements rather than just doing your job, refusing my orders, and interrupting me constantly to seduce me. I’ve encountered my fair share of brats, and I know you can’t be changed.” 
 
    “So… what?” she whined. “Are you going to neglect me? What’s your point, Master?” 
 
    “I’m not going to change you. I’ll train you. You want to be dominated, but you like to be difficult about it. Am I right?” 
 
    Her silence confirmed it, but after a long moment, even her voice did. “Yes.” 
 
    “For admitting the truth, I’ll give you a reward,” I said, and she tensed up as she heard me adjusting my position behind her. Her black tail went taut, then swayed hypnotically and fast. From the back, I could see her kitty ears perking up and angling to detect what they could with greater focus. 
 
    She didn’t need those ears to sense this, though. My thick cockhead teased her soaking slit, pressing inward, and she winced in pain even before my tip managed its way inside her. 
 
    “Stop!” she said, and I did, pulling out. “Okay. Go.” 
 
    I sighed, pressing my cock against her pussy lips again. 
 
    “No, wait!” she moaned. “It’s too big!” 
 
    Fuck, just like opening up the door for a real cat. “Dusky, do you want it in or out?” 
 
    She whimpered. “I want it inside me. I need it. Just… go slow at first,” she pleaded. “Fuck, this is gonna hurt like a bitch.” 
 
    Not for me, though. To me, Dusky’s velvety insides felt a lot like how I imagined heaven. I’d never fucked a tighter tunnel than hers, and certainly not one much wetter or warmer. With each forward motion, she contracted around me even more desperately, to the point where I wasn’t sure I could go much faster if I wanted to. It was a lot of work. 
 
    But in time, she’d stretched to accommodate me comfortably, and before long, I was hitting a respectable stride, even bottoming out in her depths. 
 
    “Ohhh my—FUCK!” she cried out. “My mind is a plate of melting noodles!” 
 
    That didn’t dissuade me much. Nothing really did. I got lost in the pleasures of her flesh and found myself coming close to a boiling point. It was time to switch things up. 
 
    “Ready to claim ‘First Anal’?” I asked. 
 
    She whimpered, her own girlcum splashing out her pussy onto the sheets as I pulled out. She was a writhing mess. For a while I thought she wasn’t going to orgasm, but it hit me after the fiftieth contraction or so—she had been cumming almost the entire time. The deluge of her fluid onto the bed as I dismounted confirmed it. 
 
    “I… am… spaghetti,” she said softly, her ass still in the air. 
 
    “Do you want it or not?” I asked. “I’m good either way, but I’d really like to finish somehow or another.” 
 
    She snapped out of her haze. “Yes! Don’t stop. Fuck my ass,” she said. “I can handle it. I’ve been training since last night.” 
 
    My eyebrow cocked at that. “I’m not going to ask what that entailed.” 
 
    “Just putting carrots of various sizes in my butt,” she said anyway. “To stretch it. I’m ready.” 
 
    I sighed. “Right. Here we go, then,” I said, grabbing her hips. She shook at my touch, and I placed my tip against her rosebud. It was still so slick from her pussy nectar that it slid in with surprising ease, and she wasn’t bluffing. Her asshole greeted me more readily than her pussy did. 
 
    My cock seemed to disappear easily inside her rectum, which was far tighter than any human vagina belonging to a woman of the same size, but then again, she was far from human. Still, though the ring of her sphincter felt like a vice grip on my shaft, it wasn’t nearly as tight as her juicy pussy had been moments before. 
 
    I felt every bump and ridged texture inside her asshole with every thrust. She moaned when I started fucking her again, and for a while, there were no more words between us—just an endless series of desperate, needy whimpers escaping her lips. 
 
    Her claws dug into the mattress, making strips out of the bedsheets as she mewed wildly. The pain must have spurred her further because suddenly all pretense of restraint went out the window. She bucked and thrashed beneath me, meeting my every thrust into her rump, her body shuddering uncontrollably. Sweat poured off her face and chest, and her hair was completely damp. 
 
    I felt my balls churning, ready to explode deep inside of her bowels. A wave of pleasure crashed through my spine, down my legs, and straight to my cock. And then it happened—wave after wave, rope after rope of cum spewed from my dick. It filled her rectum until it leaked out of her puckered hole, gushing down her thighs and onto the bed. Her cries turned into shrieks as my hot seed continued to pump into her ass. 
 
    But suddenly, the sound of a knock at the front door sobered me, and I withdrew from her ass with a delightful pop. 
 
    “Get dressed!” I seethed quietly. “Hurry!” 
 
    “Gertrude? Are you there?” the voice rang out. “Heavens, look at the window,” it said more quietly. 
 
    “I fear the worst, Arthur,” came the voice of the mayor. 
 
    “Well, someone is in there. I heard a woman’s voice just then. Sounded like she was exercising!” 
 
    “Very strenuously,” the other man agreed. 
 
    Dusky grinned up at me as she threw my shirt back on her body, but cum was still dripping out her ass and staining the back of the garment. I was dressed, too, silently gesturing to a back window. She nodded and we stepped toward it stealthily, climbing out the back and taking the long way around the village back to the barn. The door was still blown in and broken, but we didn’t have anywhere else to turn—and it was still night. We rested there, on guard, snuggling and waiting for hours as Dusky nuzzled against me like she’d just successfully claimed me as her own. In her mind, that’s probably exactly what she did. 
 
    Hours passed, and we awoke to the sound of a bell ringing from the center of town. Dusky had finally fallen asleep less than an hour before, and now we were forced to get up. I didn’t sleep a wink, staying alert in case the wolf returned or something else unexpected happened that I needed to be ready to react to. I felt the bags of sleeplessness under my eyes as I rubbed them. 
 
    “Town meeting!” a voice rang out, and a bell dinged with it. “Town meeting! Meet in the town square in five minutes.” 
 
    Dusky’s eyelashes were still fluttering open. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded weakly. “You like me,” she said smugly. “You let me sleep on your shoulder.” 
 
    “Don’t think I’m done disciplining you,” I smirked at her. “That spank was just a taste of what’s to come. As I recall, I have something called the Rope of Restraint, and I think you’ll be the ideal test subject the next time I find you in my room without an invitation.” 
 
    She sneered cutely and licked my cheek. “Joke’s on you. I’m into that shit.” 
 
    Together, we headed for the town square. Neither of us knew what to expect, but I had a flexible plan—get the witch and the wolf out. At all costs. 
 
    That last bit would turn out to be important. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
   A  crowd forming a circle appeared at the town square, gathered around a bell that hung ominously atop the gallows. I wasn’t sure how I missed that little detail on my way into town, but there it was, displayed proudly and in broad daylight. 
 
    “Just what kind of meeting is this?” I leaned in to ask Dusky. 
 
    She was still grinning, giggling as I continuously swatted her paw away as she kept trying to hold my hand. “I can still feel your cum gushing out of my asshole,” she said, her voice saccharine and affectionate as though it were the most romantic phrase she could imagine. 
 
    “Focus,” I said, slapping her paw after yet another unsuccessful attempt. “Focus, Dusky. Look, over there,” I pointed discreetly. 
 
    Out of another cottage came twin sisters who looked like they didn’t have more than an ounce of sleep between them. One of them was most definitely the witch we had met last night. She didn’t so much as bat an eyelash at me, but her identical twin—the werewolf, I reasoned, based on the blatant circumstantial evidence—stared at me with her eyes narrowed in a look that seemed like a nice cross between horny and suspicious. Hornyspicious. 
 
    I could tell the twins apart easily from their attire. The witch was wearing the same wench dress as she had been when we met her the previous night, while the werewolf was dressed in something more like a farmgirl’s dress, complete with a blue bonnet that highlighted her ocean blue eyes to dazzling effect. 
 
    I looked around the circle and saw the gaps in it fully closed. In total about twenty people seemed to be here for the assembly. It was a small town indeed. 
 
    “Here, here!” shouted the mayor, raising his hand dramatically. “We are assembled here today to take stock of the damages and casualties that occurred last night, and to try to determine just who might have been responsible. I am giving this conversation five minutes, as we all have work to do, and then we shall vote on whether we want to pass judgment or not. Understood?” 
 
    The townspeople nodded as though this were a totally sensible and well-established tradition. I looked at Dusky, my face unable to hide my shock at what I was hearing. Five minutes to determine a murderer? Had there ever been such an insane deadline in the history of deadlines? Still, it served my purposes just fine. All I had to do was keep suspicion off my girls for five minutes and we could bolt the fuck out of there at the first opportunity. Easy-peasy. 
 
    “Well, I’m Bob, and I’m the only hunter in town!” a gruff man announced. “And last night, I went to Jacoby’s house to check on him.” 
 
    “Jacoby was dead this morning,” The mayor said suspiciously. “You’ve all but outed yourself.” 
 
    “I can confirm that he’s just a hunter,” said a middle-aged woman with a third eye tattooed on her forehead. “I’m the seer, and I see all. Well, I can see one specific person’s whereabouts and actions once a night, anyway, and he was with Jacoby. Not the werewolf, though,” she said. 
 
    “Right, I did kill Jacoby, but it was a classic wrong place, wrong time scenario,” the man said as he nodded and stroked his grizzled beard. 
 
    “Understood,” said the mayor. “Killed him, but not the werewolf. Tragic.” 
 
    I squinted, trying to get a feel for this madness, thinking it might be better to offer an introduction proactively to not seem too eager to stay anonymous and quiet. “I’m just a humble traveler,” I chimed in. “We were just passing through, my, uh, wife, and I—” Dusky interrupted me by swooning dramatically into my arms. 
 
    “I’m his wife!” she gushed happily. I caught her just in time but was so irritated I had half a mind to let her drop to the dirt. 
 
    “You seem like newlyweds,” the mayor said, “Congratulations.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Anyway, it’s not us.” 
 
    “That’s just what the werewolf would say!” announced a man who was missing way too many teeth. 
 
    Another voice rang out! “That’s a good point!” 
 
    But the mayor interjected on our behalf soon enough. “But it can’t be them. They weren’t here when this began. Remember?” 
 
    “Maybe they want us to think it’s them!” a younger woman offered up. “Maybe they’re hoping we execute them instead!” 
 
    “That’s insane,” I laughed, looking around to see straight-faced reactions from the rest of the crowd. What the hell was with this town? It was like a living fever dream. 
 
    “Insane like a fox!” the woman shouted back, spit flinging out of her mouth like she was a rabid dog. 
 
    “Tasha, Tali,” the mayor interrupted, eyeing the witch and the werewolf. “Do you have any leads?” 
 
    “Someone broke into our grandmother’s house last night,” Tasha the werewolf said, her eyes welling up with sincere-looking tears. “The wolf killed her!” 
 
    “Yes, and there was a break-in in the barn where you two were staying,” the hunter added, looking at us. “At least that’s how it looked this morning. Can you tell us about that?” 
 
    “A witch attacked,” I confirmed. “I didn’t get a good look at her but she had a low voice. She seemed old.” 
 
    The three remaining old women suddenly looked very offended and shifted nervously. “Oh, screw you, too, you dick,” one of them said under her breath, but I still picked it up with my heightened senses. 
 
    “Well, I’m the mayor,” the mayor announced to no one’s surprise. “So I know nothing. I just stayed in my home all night last night.” 
 
    “I’m just a helpless villager!” one man chimed in, entirely pointlessly. 
 
    “Me, too!” cried an old woman. 
 
    The entire conversation was surreal, and it just pressed on like that for minutes. I stole a look over at the witch and the werewolf as the chaos continued, everyone arguing about what job they had as if it should be news to anyone but Dusky and me. But then the accusations started coming, and I took notice again. 
 
    “I think it’s Old Gretchen!” the scout shouted. “She’s supremely sketchy!” 
 
    “Well, I think you’re just deflecting!” the thick old woman shouted back. 
 
    “Well, he says it’s an old lady, and you’re always bitter and rude to everyone in town, so it must be you!” the hunter agreed, adding his own horrible logic. “I say we pass judgment here and now. Is the time up?” 
 
    “Uhh, we still have, like, forty-five seconds, give or take,” the mayor muttered, checking a pocket watch. “Not quite yet.” 
 
    “Hold on!” one more woman said, this one tubby and dressed in farmer’s attire. “I didn’t want to say anything because I was waiting to see if someone else offered any information, but I can confirm it isn’t Gretchen.” 
 
    “You would say that. Gretchen is your friend.” 
 
    “I’m also an auramancer, and last night I checked the energy coming from Gretchen’s house. I can check one house per night, and there was no evil signature there when the moon was out.” 
 
    “Evil signature?” I asked, though I instantly regretted calling attention to myself again. 
 
    “I can tell if you’re good or evil by focusing on your home at night on nights of the full moon,” she said. 
 
    What an insanely specific power. Still, everyone else apparently accepted it, nodding their heads like it made perfect logical sense to them, so I wasn’t sure what I could gain by pointing out the absurdity. This was, after all, my first time exploring the multiverse. Maybe every world I was going to have to visit was this fucked-up, but in different ways. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. Let’s just pick someone, then,” said the hunter again. “How about one of the twins?” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. That came out of fucking nowhere. “What? Why!?” I asked. The girls noted my apparent defense of them and looked at me with dewy, pleading eyes. “What’s the point of just picking someone? What if you kill the wrong person?” 
 
    “Well, if we don’t, the wolf and the witch will kill again!” someone said. 
 
    “Sounds to me like you need to deal with your hunter, first!” Dusky added, still purring against my shoulder. “He already confessed to killing someone, right?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” said the mayor. “But he was trying to kill the werewolf. It’s forgivable.” 
 
    This fucking town was beyond insane. 
 
    “Let the voting begin. Everyone, point your finger at the person you think is the witch or the werewolf. I’ll count the votes,” the mayor said. “One, two, three… four, five… six for the traveler Bobson Dugnutt.” 
 
    “For me?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Ahh, but eight for Tali. Tali is the winner. So, to the gallows with her!” 
 
    My hand twitched in rage. Were these even people? In five minutes they’d played judge, jury, and executioner? Never mind the fact that they were almost correct—that was just dumb luck, but if they were this callous and stupid, they deserved whatever they had coming to them. I took that to heart and summoned my whip. Dusky noticed immediately, her claws flashing out, and I felt the illusion on her drop. 
 
    Everyone gasped at us. “Mr. Dugnutt! Ms. Splinker!” the mayor rasped in horror. “Are you raising arms against us?” 
 
    “I’ll be taking those two with me,” I said, gesturing to the twins. “If you think she’s the werewolf, then the other must be the witch, right?” I said, raising my whip and letting the coil drop to the ground menacingly. It seemed to glow with some supernatural energy, and I felt the villagers all take notice. 
 
    “Well… perhaps,” the mayor said. “But, we have our ways. Let us deal with it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll take those two off your hands. And if you raise a finger against me or them, I’ll take those hands off you, too,” I said, gesturing first to Dusky’s claws and then to the mayor’s gripping hand as he held the lever on the gallows. 
 
    “You’d threaten me, Mr. Dugnutt?” he asked, in shock. “There are more than twenty of us, and only two of you.” 
 
    “If you want a fight, I swear it’ll be a fucking mess,” I said, glaring at him. “What do you have to lose by letting those two girls walk away with us? Nothing. What do you have to gain by attacking us? Also nothing.  
 
    People were gasping and shifting anxiously. The mayor’s eyes were set on me in a panic. Dusky was ready to brawl on my cue, and part of me was eager to see what she could do. These people meant nothing to me. The twins, however, were the whole reason I was here. I knew walking into this mess that I wouldn’t leave empty-handed, and I was committed to whatever course of action was necessary to make sure I got what I needed. 
 
    When no one answered me, I added, “Set another timer for five minutes, Mr. Mayor. That’s how long you have to think about it. If those girls aren’t at my side by that time, this entire madhouse of a town will be razed to the ground.” 
 
    The hunter regarded me carefully. “Surely you’re joking,” he said after a pause. 
 
    “I’m not joking,” I said, shaking my head. “And don’t call me Shirley.” 
 
    “What’ll it be, Mr. Mayor?” Dusky asked, her claws catching a glinting sunbeam in a most intimidating way. “We’re fine either way.” 
 
    A loud shot rang out—a gunshot. Dusky’s paw raised up fast behind my back, and when she brought it in front of her, she was holding a musket ball that was clearly about to collide with me. She’d saved me a second time. 
 
    Seconds after the shot rang out, the mayor looked around the circle. It was broken. Two thirds of the villagers had snuck away in the confusion. Of course, we were conscious of that, but I let it happen. Admittedly, it was risky to lose line-of-sight on some of them—they could try to snipe me from a distance again or sneak back up on me with a weapon—but I was willing to gamble that we had this in the bag. Just to be safe, I started pacing around the circle, closer and closer to the mayor—making myself more menacing and also a tougher target from range. 
 
    “Alright,” the mayor said at last. “Okay. Take them. Take the girls. They’re yours.” 
 
    I held out my free hand to them, and they both ran over to me, shrugging off the grip of the men who were restraining them and leading them up to the gallows. Each girl clung to either side of me, looking around at the remaining villagers as they all cowered back. 
 
    “Thanks for your hospitality, then,” I said, bowing sarcastically. “I’d appreciate it if you all left us alone as we departed. In other words, don’t try anything.” 
 
    “Or do,” Dusky suggested, licking a claw. “It could be fun.” 
 
    They didn’t. I held my breath on the way out of town as we headed toward the run-down well that we’d first emerged from. I half-expected to be chased out, or to have to fight our way out, the way things were going, but this was pretty much the best-case scenario. First of all, I was adding not only a werewolf to my castle, but a witch. That alone made this mission more than worth it, and I grinned quietly to myself as the well came into view. 
 
    And Dusky saved my life. I leaned in and surprised her with a kiss on the lips, and she melted into me as the other two girls looked on in silence. 
 
    “If that’s what I get for saving you, I’m going to do it more often,” she cooed. 
 
    “You’re welcome to,” I chuckled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Soon, though, our attention was back on the portal. Dusky activated it and instructed everyone on what to do. We all pricked our skin with one of her claws and bled into the portal. It glowed a bright purple, and one by one we hopped in, with me leading the way. 
 
    We swirled through space, and as we did, I felt a rush go through me as I became aware of a surge in power. A level up? Perhaps I’d bonded with Dusky, and coming back into contact with Vania had activated it. I also felt the first rush of having successfully completed a mission—a feeling I hoped to become quite familiar with in the weeks, months, and years to come. 
 
    But few things ever turn out without a hitch. I had neglected a simple unavoidable fact—with only Dusky and me, the portal was already risky and unstable. It was built for the werewolf, so it could contain her, too, with minor risks, but her sister? The witch? 
 
    When we’d arrived, I was met with a round of applause from both Tilly and Sabina as they leaped with joy upon seeing us return to the courtyard. They’d been waiting for me. Each threw her arms around me possessively while Dusky tried to bat them away, cussing them out the whole while for touching ‘her man.’ 
 
    “You did it, master!” Tilly said, phasing through one of Dusky’s swipes. “I knew you would!” 
 
    “Amazing!” Sabina squeaked excitedly. “Is that two new girls?” 
 
    I nodded and looked behind me at my quarry, but frowned when my eyes took in the sight. The werewolf girl was different now. She displayed ears, claws, and a tail, similar to Dusky, but wolfy, and her hair was as white as the fur on her lupine parts. Her ocean blue eyes were also dewy with fear as she cradled her sister in her arms. Her twin’s hair was also white now, and wispy, but more notably, her eyes were glassy and fogged over... and she wasn’t moving. 
 
    “Tali!” Tasha screeched in worry. “Tali, wake up!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
   I  took stock of the situation as rapidly as I could. Decisive action was needed to avoid the werewolf girl falling into despair and losing confidence in me right from the get-go. But it wasn’t only about keeping up appearances. I wasn’t going to lose a single girl. Not today, not ever, and certainly not during my first week in the castle. 
 
    Tilly and Dusky tensed as they saw the dismal scene begin to unfold, the werewolf girl sobbing with her sister’s limp body in her arms—but limp was a damn good sign. Stiff would have been far worse. It was Sabina who joined her first, alongside me, kneeling and placing a cold hand on the wolf girl’s shoulder. 
 
    “What’s your name, honey?” Sabina asked. 
 
    “Tasha,” she sniffled. 
 
    I inserted myself behind them, still standing. “There’s time for introductions later. Vania, tell me what you can about her vitals. Do you have any clue what happened?” 
 
    “I was unable to support the witch fully. She wasn’t stranded but has Portal Sickness. It is a debilitating illness that can last up to a week and end in either full recovery or, rarely, death.” 
 
    “Full recovery is what I’m shooting for,” I said, placing a hand on the wolf girl’s head. She didn’t recoil and seemed to even lean against my touch. I was thankful I read her correctly and took the risk in trying to console her. Tasha was looking for my support, not resisting me. That was a good sign. 
 
    Vania’s voice came back after a tiny pause. “Yes, my love. Guaranteeing that would be relatively simple if we had the herbal necessities.” 
 
    “Which would be?” Tasha chimed in hopefully. 
 
    “Redmary, Bloodroot, and Netherthistle,” she replied. “Thankfully all are native to the Badlands.” 
 
    “It does no good for you to cry over your sister’s body,” I said to the wolf girl as I brushed her hair with my fingertips. “Don’t give the dark thoughts the time to impose themselves in your head.” 
 
    She looked up at me, her brow furrowed, shaking her head in refusal. “I don’t want to leave her.” 
 
    But I shut that down immediately. I couldn’t have her here while I was trying to figure things out, and with her superior senses she’d be wasted sitting at Tali’s side. “Your sister doesn’t benefit from you being here. She benefits from you putting your sniffer to good use. Can you identify the herbs?” 
 
    “Redmary, yes. And Bloodroot, I think,” she nodded. 
 
    “Then the best thing you can do for her is take action. Sobbing at her side is useless. She needs you to do something concrete.” Tasha frowned, but nodded her agreement. I looked out at the others. “Who knows the Badlands the best?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t leave the castle unless she carries my doll,” Tilly whimpered apologetically. “I’m sorry, Nathan.” 
 
    “I can do it!” Dusky said. Her voice was eager and ready, and I couldn’t restrain a grin at her. “I’ll take Tasha. I know where the fields and groves are where we might find those ingredients. And I know what they all look like!” 
 
    “How long will it take?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Less than three days, I guess. Maybe sooner if we get lucky.” 
 
    I sighed. “That’ll have to do. Sabina, Tilly, help me get her to my bedroom. She’ll rest under my watch at all times,” I declared. “Vania, sweetheart, are you still there?” 
 
    “Always, my love,” her voice came back warmly. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Prepare a smaller bed for Tali beside mine, and a few changes of clothes. Have food sent to the room—soft things. She’s a witch, but she’s still mostly human, so things like mashed fruits and porridges without hard stuff to swallow should be ideal. Lukewarm water is probably a safe bet as well.” 
 
    She paused, but I noticed the walls quivering with blue radiance as though the castle itself were acknowledging me. Finally, her intoxicating voice came back, “It’s done. And the food is on its way.” 
 
    Dusky and Tasha left almost immediately for the Badlands, exiting through the gates that led out of the courtyard. From there, Tilly, Sabina, and I gingerly hoisted Tali up and carried her back to my room, where a smaller bed was already waiting for her. Setting her down, I took stock of the situation in as much detail as I could. I could do more now that Tasha wasn’t here to fuss over her sister. 
 
    First, I placed a hand on her forehead. Her head was hot to the touch. “Is a fever one of the side effects of Portal Sickness?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Vania replied. “Fever, lapses in consciousness, pain, dizziness, a loss of coloration from one’s face, nausea, and vomiting.” 
 
    “What about the white hair?” I asked. 
 
    “That could be the effect of the castle bonding to her as a creature of a magical nature. She isn’t a monster girl, but she is innately powerful somehow—a true witch. She must have a powerful patron for it to be such a part of her essence.” 
 
    I nodded, but offered no response to that, brushing onward. “I’m going to excuse myself to the bathroom to wash up. Tilly, Sabina, help Tali change her clothes and check her body for any other irregularities. I don’t want to invade her privacy myself, but it seems a necessary step, so I’d like to ask you to do it for me. 
 
    “Understood, master,” Sabina said, bowing. 
 
    I headed into the bathroom and washed my face, checking my back for marks. I had a few visible scratches from Dusky but they were fully closed and mostly healed, just a little bit of raw tissue that seemed well on the way to full recovery. I marveled at that. It was an insanely quick healing factor—an inhuman one, really. 
 
    “Vania,” I started, “Does my bloodline come with healing perks?” 
 
    “Among others,” she said, always there as I knew she would be. “You’ll notice your reflexes quickening soon, and as your stats level up you’ll be able to push your body much further than a normal person.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said as I continued to finger and examine the mostly-healed wounds. 
 
    I turned on the shower and continued talking to her as I undressed. “By the way, I believe I leveled up on the last mission. 
 
    “You bonded with Dusky. The level up activated upon bringing the werewolf back to my castle.” 
 
    “So to level up I need to do two things: complete a bond with one of the girls, in any of the three types of bonding,” I said, “and then bring a new monster back with me from a mission.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It doesn’t matter if the monster stays or not, as long as she is brought back safely to the castle.” 
 
    “I see. So even after I have my full harem of seven girls, I can continue to level up to a maximum level of twenty-one.” 
 
    She hummed with amusement. “You are calculating that you can bond with each girl three separate times, and seven girls equals twenty-one times if multiplied by three. Am I correct?” 
 
    I nodded. I noticed a yellow glowing eye on the wall watching me as I cleaned myself. 
 
    “Then you are right—mostly, but you can receive additional boons from me,” she said, her voice tantalizingly sultry as she said it. 
 
    “That didn’t come up before,” I noted. 
 
    “Apologies, my love—it’s something I recently only began to understand for myself. When we first met, I told you what I could recall, but now that I am close to taking my Bride-Shape, I—” 
 
    “Taking what?” I asked. 
 
    Her voice sounded like she was smiling now. “Bride-Shape. It’s a permanent convincing humanoid form that a Castle Core can take to better interact with its master.” 
 
    “Ahh,” I said. “You alluded to some sort of final shape before. That’s what it is, then.” It wasn’t a question. It was just all starting to make sense, and I was commenting out loud. 
 
    Soap and water dripped off my body as a fleshy pink tentacle extended from the shower wall, with a blue ripple in the stony tile heralding its extension. “I cannot take the full shape yet,” she said. “But I can still please you, if you wish.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, looking at the eldritch fleshy thing. Its tip thickened and formed a shape that was unmistakably based on a human vagina. I grinned, but I had to turn her down. 
 
    “Literally any other time, I’d be happy to experiment with you, but I need to get back in there and check on Tali. I’d feel pretty bad getting my rocks off in the shower while she’s dying in my room.” 
 
    The tentacle receded a bit sadly. “I understand, my love,” she said. “I hope you will take me up on it soon.” 
 
    “Can you give me some lips to kiss?” I winked at the eye. 
 
    A face appeared on the wall, and it was beautiful beyond my expectations. The nose jutted out first, then the shape of the face down to the ears. The eyes and mouth took shape last. Soft, pink lips puckered for me, making me grin at the apparent eagerness. I leaned in and planted a chaste peck on the lips. It was mostly scentless, tasteless, but the texture of those lips was sublime. “Plenty more where that came from,” I said. “Very soon, I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, my love,” she said, suppressing her giggle-like tone. “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I chuckled. I turned off the water flow, exited the shower, and dried myself off. Checking myself in the mirror, I then got dressed in a fresh set of clothes that was waiting for me on the bathroom counter. The outfit was, once again, similar to the one I had arrived in—gas station uniform attire—but Vania was experimenting with some differences in the design, and it fit me more snugly than the original. I sniggered at the sweet effort. 
 
    Exiting the room, I saw Sabina sitting on the edge of Tali’s bed with her legs crossed, a picture of serene gothic beauty. She was looking down on Tali with a worried expression, biting her lip in concern until she noticed me exiting the bathroom. Seeing me, she couldn’t help but glance over and smile. I smiled back. 
 
    “Hey you,” I winked. 
 
    “Hello, master,” she smiled back. 
 
    I looked around. “Where’s Tilly?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to crowd her. I told Tilly to go to her room and we could take turns helping you watch her.” 
 
    “Smart,” I nodded. “Good work.” 
 
    “I hope I didn’t go over your head, master,” she started, “If—” 
 
    I laughed and held up a hand to cut her off. “I already said ‘good work.’” 
 
    She smiled softly again. “Yes, master.” She looked down on the white-haired girl lying on the bed where she sat. “She’s so pretty.” 
 
    I nodded and sighed. “I know,” I said. That was all I really could think to say. Pretty meaningless, but I had a lot on my mind. 
 
    “I hope I get the chance to get to know her better.” 
 
    “You will,” I said. “I’m not losing a single one of you.” 
 
    She nodded without looking back up at me, her head somewhere far off. “Of course, master.” 
 
    She didn’t believe me. Not yet. But she would. Failure was not an option. And losing one of the girls put under my care? Un-fucking-acceptable. Under no circumstances would I allow it to happen. One day, she’d know. 
 
    When I was in seventh grade we had egg babies in health class. We had to take care of our eggs for a week, taking them with us wherever we went. We had to name ours (Spartacus, if you want to know), take it to all our classes and extracurriculars, and keep it from breaking for a week. Most people broke theirs within two days—that was the point, to show how hard parenting was. My partner, Rosalyn, and I were the only ones who made it to the last day. 
 
    When we walked up to the front of the class to present our egg and share our experience, Josh Camilo, a meat-headed jock, thought it’d be hilarious to trip my partner and make her drop the egg at the last second. Thankfully, I caught it just in time, diving before it hit the floor. The whole class laughed at me. I didn’t care about them. 
 
    What I did care about was seeing justice served. That day after school I left a note in Josh’s desk, forging the signature of a teacher, saying that he’d have to miss the bus because something very urgent came up that he needed to address right away or he could be expelled. 
 
    I waited in the classroom for him with the lights off, clutching a baseball bat. He tried to turn them back on, but I’d flipped all the switches in the fuse box. Back then, individual classrooms sometimes had their own. I locked the door as he stepped inside and proceeded to break both of his legs so badly that he’d never be able to play sports again. No less than he deserved. At least, I used to feel that way. I’m not so sure these days. 
 
    Due to the darkness and the mask and black hoodie I wore, no one was ever able to prove it was me. But he knew. Everyone knew. And to be fair, no one in that school fucked with my baby egg again. I carried it around for the rest of the fucking month just to gloat. 
 
    So I took the safety of my girls seriously, even if I was yet to get to know them fully. There is nothing more important to a man’s honor than protecting that which he is responsible for. I embrace that principle wholeheartedly, and any man who doesn’t isn’t even a man as far as I am concerned. 
 
    The night pressed on, and I recorded Tali’s vitals every hour. After four hours, she finally awoke. Her eyes were bloodshot and looked as though she hadn’t slept in a month, despite the fact that that had been her singular activity since arriving. 
 
    “Where… where am I?” she mumbled, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. Then she looked around, realizing something, and shot up suddenly. “Where’s Tasha!? Where’s my—ow!” 
 
    She whined and grabbed her head. “Headache?” I asked. 
 
    Tali nodded. “I feel like I’m dying.” 
 
    I winced at the apt choice of phrasing. “Your sister is out getting medicine with Dusky, the catgirl you met back in Dunhollow. They could be a couple days, but thanks to her you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What’s happened to me?” she said. “Everything is weak and hurts.” Her voice sounded as pained as she looked. Even withered, she was beautiful, though, and it took some effort not to gawk. I was a red-blooded man, after all. 
 
    Tilly was the one helping me by this time. “You need to eat something, sweety,” she said, handing her a bowl of porridge, but Tali cast a wicked side-eye at it that showed flat refusal. 
 
    “If I let anything touch my mouth I think I’ll hurl,” she moaned in anguish. “No, thank you.” 
 
    “You need to eat something,” I said. “At least try.” 
 
    Vania also chimed in. “He’s correct. Eating will be vital to keeping up your strength. You must force yourself to try. You may throw up at first, but it will get easier.” 
 
    Tali cringed as she took the bowl of porridge from Tilly, taking a cautious bite, and then another, and soon she was shoveling it down her gullet. 
 
    “That didn’t look so bad,” I chuckled. “See? You’re fine.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m… I need to pee,” she said. “And then I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    Tilly nodded. “I’ll take you to the bathroom. Come on,” she said, helping the witch to her feet. They disappeared in the bathroom and I sat there waiting in the silence, alone with Vania, though neither of us said anything. 
 
    Eventually the two of them came back and I helped to tuck Tali back in. “Thank you,” she said. “You rescued us. You rescued my sister. If I die, take care—” 
 
    “I’ll stop you right there,” I said. “No one is going to die. I’ll die years before any one of you. I promise you that. And you’ll all die happily on your own terms.” 
 
    She blinked at me and smiled. “And how do you plan to guarantee that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said, grabbing her hand and holding it tightly. “That’s what’s going to happen.” She squeezed my hand back. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I’m… gonna...” She was already asleep. It was cute. Although I was worried for her, it made me smile to see how peaceful she looked. 
 
    But then Vania saw fit to chime in at last. “My love,” she cooed. “I think you need to level up—and soon. The bogarts in the throne room are getting out of control, and I think soon it will be time I had you deal with them.” 
 
    I stood up, letting the witch’s hand slip away from me. Tilly was looking at me with an expression that was hard to read. “Alright,” I said, pressing my forearm to make the text crawl appear. “Let’s level up.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Name: Nathaniel Van Helsing 
 
    Class: Castle Keeper, Level 2 
 
    Bloodline: Van Helsing 
 
    Stats: Body B+, Mind A-, Soul C+ 
 
    Abilities: Rope of Restraint, Van Helsing’s Hex, Whip of Laceration 
 
    NOTICE: Select an ability to confirm your level up. Your options are as follows. 
 
    1. Twin Fangs - You gain two magical daggers that are bound to you and able to be summoned at will. 
 
    2. Catlike Reflexes - You gain the ability to move faster, jump higher, dodge projectiles with greater ease. Body Stat increases by one measure. 
 
    3. Eyes of the Dark - You gain the ability to see in the dark as though it were daytime. 
 
    4. Bat Familiar - You gain a magical vampire bat as an ally. It can be summoned and dismissed at will, and you are able to give it psychic instructions. It is not intelligent. 
 
   G aining a melee weapon did sound enticing, but daggers had the disadvantage of being very close-range, so I discounted that option almost immediately. I noticed that three out of the four skills seemed decidedly linked to Sabina, which seemed to fit what she had told me earlier. Essentially, for having completed the Physical Bond with her first, she would have the greatest individual influence on my progression as I leveled up, at least in the beginning. 
 
    But the most attractive of the options available to me, at least from what I could tell, appeared to be the one inspired by my newly-established bond to Dusky. Being more agile was a definite benefit with a lot of use cases, and Vania had just told me skills that boosted stats like this were rare, so it popped out at me right away. 
 
    The other choices were interesting, but they didn’t hold a candle to the prospect of a permanent stat boost. With surety I made my selection, watching the gold text on my arm disperse and update the interface. 
 
    “Body A-,” I noted aloud—but before I could say any more, I doubled over with a sharp pain as I felt all the muscles in my body stretch, rip, and regrow. My knees pounded into the floor with my collapse, and I groaned in agony. 
 
    “My love?” Vania’s voice came in with alarm. Tilly, too, was beside herself in terror—until they both understood what was happening. The realization washed over Vania first—likely because she had access to my skills and was linked with me on some sort of physiological and spiritual level. “Oh, I understand. Please, endure the pain just a little longer.” 
 
    “What’s happening?!” Tilly shrieked. Her ghostly aura apparently caused the flames in the fireplace to die abruptly, and sparks exploded from the sconces on the castle walls as she became more and more distraught. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Tilly,” Vania soothed her. “Your master’s body is developing, becoming stronger.” 
 
    The damage was done to the lighting—none of it came back on—but Tilly listened to Vania, nodding and biting her lip. She was worried about me. The thought was a balm to some of the aching in my body as I fell fully onto the stone floor, groaning and grasping for the bedpost to pull myself back up, but I failed. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s alright?” she whimpered. “Nathan… Nathan!” she screamed, unable to help herself, and she vanished. The fireplace lit itself again, but this time the flames were blue and blazing with otherworldly intensity. To make my moment of weakness and vulnerability even more horrifying, Sabina kicked the door to my room open with a strength I might not have guessed from her diminutive frame and crouched by my side. 
 
    But before she could do or say anything, it was over. I fell forward from a position on all fours to one where my face was planted on the stone, and everything went black. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I awoke, I shot up with a jolt. Tilly and Sabina were both hovering over me wearing anxious expressions. 
 
    “There,” Vania said in a smug voice. “I told you he’d be fine. Good morning, my love.” 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted. “Is Tali okay?!” 
 
    “Relax, dear,” Vania hummed, “The witch is fine. For now. Her symptoms have not worsened—in fact she ate a bit more after you fainted.” 
 
    By that time, Tilly had grabbed my right hand and clutched it tightly while Sabina threw her arms around me, pressing herself into the left side of my body. 
 
    “Your mistresses were most worried for you,” Vania cooed, her matronly voice somehow sounding sexier than ever. There was… something different about it. 
 
    I broke their embrace, quickly kissing Tilly’s hand and patting Sabina on the head. I rushed over to Tali’s bedside, then I remembered. 
 
    “Oh, shit. The bogarts,” I suddenly recalled. “Do I still need to deal with those?” 
 
    Vania’s voice actually sighed—something I’d never really heard her do before. “No, my love, the window of opportunity for dealing with them has passed, but there will be another chance. They have gone back into hiding for now.” 
 
    “What are they exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “Bogarts are spirits that infest magical places, living in the shadows and creating chaos wherever they appear. They also disrupt my ability to appear or use my abilities in rooms where they are present.” 
 
    “That’s bad,” I said. “I won’t tolerate the idea of being cut off from you.” 
 
    She giggled at that—another new sound. Before she had hummed in a way that had the sort of tone and mood of a giggle, but it fell short. This sound, however, was distinctly a girly, flirty laugh. Nothing artificial or half-human about it. 
 
    “Let me know when there’s another opportunity,” I said as I checked the witch’s forehead temperature and listened for the quality of her breaths. Her fever remained, but she was breathing naturally and sleeping soundly. It didn’t sound labored in a way that inspired any new fears, so I relaxed a bit. 
 
    “Of course, my love.” 
 
    Tilly appeared in front of me, on the opposite side of the bed, crouched and looking into my eyes. Her eyes were blank and white, but I could tell she was holding my gaze to the best of her ability. “Master Nathan?” she started. 
 
    “Yes, Tilly?” I said as I checked Tali’s pulse on her wrist. 
 
    “I’m sorry about earlier,” she muttered shyly. “I lost it again.” 
 
    “Oh, the fireplace and the sconces?” I asked her. “It’s not a big deal, Tilly.” 
 
    She sighed meekly. “I feel like such a freak, though.” 
 
    “Were you an anxious person in life?” I inquired. I stood up, gazing down at her as I did a quick stretch. I noticed Tilly and Sabina’s respective gazes lingering on my chest, and when I looked down I realized why. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Your Body Stat progressed to A-,” Vania said sweetly. “Changes in your actual, physical body occurred to reflect this.” 
 
    She wasn’t bullshitting. I was ripped as fuck. I looked like Captain America. I tested my new muscles out, flexing each pec independently, and heard Tilly whimper again, though this time for a different reason. 
 
    “Fuck,” she whined, and the fireplace started flickering again. Sabina apparently couldn’t hold back her own amusement. 
 
    “Better not get Tilly horny, master,” she warned me. “I heard about what happened last time you deprived her.” 
 
    The horny ghost blushed, bringing an icy draft into the room. Blood flowed wildly from her eye sockets, and suddenly she was holding a stuffed pig in her arms, as though to soothe herself. “I also wanted to apologize for that,” she said quietly. 
 
    “For what?” I asked, genuinely confused. 
 
    She took a deep breath, like she was putting on a brave face to explain herself, but blood was still oozing from her eyes like a river. “I… I basically lost it when I sucked you off in the shower so aggressively. It’s not me, I’m not like that… but the Haunt inside me… it has a drive that I sometimes lose control over.” 
 
    I shook my head. “If I wanted to stop you, I could have,” I said. “You’re fully forgiven. In fact, I was never upset. You three should learn really fast that my care for you is unconditional. It doesn’t matter how many times or how bad you think you fucked up. You’re still my girl, Tilly. Nothing could change that.” 
 
    Her voice broke as she started to really, actually cry, and she flickered from her position on the opposite side of the bed to right next to me, looking at my eyes expectantly, her arms half-raised. I knew what she wanted. 
 
    I gave her a hug. Another fact about me: I give the best fucking hugs. If hugging were an Olympic sport, you could bet your bonny butthole that I’d take the gold medal every damn time. Tilly discovered that for herself. My arms—stronger and more powerful and protective than ever before, covered her body, pulling her in close so that she was pressed up against me to the point that we were practically one. The sharp tingliness of her spectral nature didn’t bother me, as one arm wrapped itself around her waist and the other hand took the back of her head and pulled her in. 
 
    Sabina pouted jealously in my peripheral vision. 
 
    “Thank you, Nathan,” Tilly said. “I mean—Master Nathan.” 
 
    I kissed her on the forehead and let her bloody tears soak my chest. “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Vania interrupted. “My love, I have good news,” she said, her voice elevated and jovial. “Dusky and the werewolf are back! They are at the gates right now.” 
 
    “Well, then I’ll go meet them,” I said, “You girls stay with Tali.” 
 
    “We really need to do something about her name,” Tilly moaned, wiping her eyes, but it had no effect on the blood on her face. “It’s too similar to mine. I was here first.” 
 
    I jogged down the stairs into the dining room and then through the corridor into the courtyard. Sabina and Tilly stayed with Tali in my bedchambers, so I alone—well, along with Vania, really—made up the greeting party. 
 
    Even at the fountain I could see and hear the lofty iron gates creak open, and with just a few more steps I was face-to-face with both Dusky and Tasha once more. 
 
    “Did you find them?” I asked, a bit too eagerly. 
 
    “How is she?” Tasha asked. 
 
    “Holy fuck, master,” Dusky said, giving ‘fuck me eyes’ big time. She bit her lip for a moment, drawing a tiny bit of blood as she punctuated her thought. “You’ve changed.” 
 
    I looked down. Oh. I wasn’t wearing a shirt, and my muscles were suddenly way more pronounced than the last time she’d seen me. “I leveled up. Thanks to you,” I noted with a wink. 
 
    “You’d better repay me for it,” she pouted.  
 
    Vania hummed amusement. “Actually, the level up that he just took was probably more owed to the fact that he rescued Tasha. He has yet to utilize your bond, Dusky.” 
 
    I nodded with that realization. “True. I suppose the mission would grant me two boosts in level, given that I completed a bond with Dusky as well.” 
 
    The werewolf girl repeated the question. “How is she?” 
 
    “She’s doing alright. She has a fever, but her symptoms have stabilized. She was even conscious for a while.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed full of hope. “Thank the gods,” she said softly. “We have the herbs. Can we see her?” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded, gesturing to the castle door. “After you.” 
 
    Moments later, all the residents of the castle were reunited. Dusky smiled at Sabina and Tilly upon entering the room, which frankly shocked me, as I’d only ever seen them at each other’s throats. That little smile helped me to understand them much more profoundly than I had before—they weren’t rivals. They were sisters, for lack of a better term. 
 
    “Tali!” Tasha shouted, running over to the bed and collapsing beside her sister. “Tali, I’m so happy you’re okay!” 
 
    “You got back fast,” I noted. “It’s been scarcely a day.” 
 
    “She has a good fucking nose,” Dusky sniggered. “We made quick work of the Redmary, and normally I’d have the most trouble with that—so it was easy after that.” 
 
    I beamed at her, and I enjoyed watching her melt beneath my affectionate gaze. She went weak in the knees and, once again, bit too hard into her lip. But then I turned my attention to our patient. 
 
    “Vania, what do we do with the herbs?” I asked. 
 
    “Tilly,” Vania said, “Be a dear and flash these herbs to the kitchen. Order the spirits to make an herbal concoction for Portal Sickness. They’ll know what to do. When it’s ready, bring it back here.” 
 
    “Right!” Tilly said, her voice shrill and cute. She vanished with a single flicker of the fireplace and a cold gust of wind. 
 
    “I assume it isn’t an instant cure,” I remarked. 
 
    “Correct,” Vania said. “It will take the evening to work, but imbibing now, she should recover by morning. We’re more or less out of the woods.” 
 
    The entire group let out a collective sigh. We stood there, the atmosphere tense but all of us cautiously optimistic. Our werewolf girl was new and felt awkwardly like a third wheel, as I sensed Sabina and Dusky both wanting to jump me for a celebratory kiss but were feeling a bit shy in front of Tasha. That wasn’t something that worried me. She’d get integrated, but she needed time. 
 
    When Tilly returned with the potion, we fed it to Tali and watched the color slowly return to her face in a matter of minutes. She didn’t wake up, and her fever hadn’t fully died, but there were already signs of the concoction taking effect, and that further bolstered our hopes and allowed everyone to be a bit more at ease. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave my sister tonight,” Tasha said. By this time we were all sitting in a half circle facing the fireplace. 
 
    I nodded. “Of course,” I said. “You can sleep here.” 
 
    “I would like Dusky to sleep here, too,” she mentioned, reaching out for Dusky’s paw with her own. 
 
    Dusky grinned at her, and then deviously at me. “You heard her, master,” she said with a punctuating meow. “Give the new girl what she wants.” 
 
    I groaned. “Alright,” I said, but then I had an idea. “Tasha, how about everyone sleeps here tonight? We can stay up until morning when we know for certain your sister has recovered and have everyone get to know each other and play some party games.” 
 
    “It’s not like any of us has anywhere to be tomorrow,” Tilly pointed out. “We’re all stuck here in the castle for a week while the portal regenerates.” 
 
    “We have lots to do in that time, though,” Sabina said. “We have to get Tali a hut, Let Vania expand the castle now that Nathan has leveled up—” 
 
    “And Nathan and I need to meet—in the flesh,” Vania giggled. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Are you ready for that?” 
 
    “I will be,” she hummed happily. “I will be ready by morning. Like you, I am going through some of my own changes. But you have fun with your mistresses tonight, my love. I’ll be here to care for you when the morning comes.” 
 
    “Mistresses?” Tasha asked, looking at me curiously. It wasn’t a scared look, to my immediate relief. It even sounded… interested? 
 
    “So, what kind of games do you want to play?” I asked, smiling at her and ignoring the question for now. 
 
    Dusky cracked her knuckles and leaned forward, eyeing everyone in the circle one at a time. “I know one,” she giggled naughtily. “Have you ever heard of Strip Shackles?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    
     “T 
 
   
 
    he rules are simple, and I think the game might be a good way of breaking the ice and getting both Nathan and Tasha up to speed,” Dusky said, eyeing me with a tantalizing expression. She licked her lips suggestively and took a pregnant pause as both the werewolf girl and I exchanged a look. 
 
    “Bring me up to speed?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned. “Well, sure. There’s a lot of stuff you still don’t know about the castle, or us, or Vania, that hasn’t come up yet,” Dusky said. 
 
    “That’s true,” Tilly agreed with a fervent nod. “It’s not like we put together a PowerPoint presentation for you or anything.” 
 
    Sabina giggled. “I have no idea what that is.” 
 
    “So, what are the rules, then?” I asked. I had the strange feeling that I was being led like a mouse into a cheese-laden trap. 
 
    Sabina chimed in, clearly liking the idea from the grin on her pretty face. “Pretty basic, really. You spin the wine bottle, and you can ask whoever the bottle lands on one question. If they’re unwilling to answer the question, they have to follow one command, but the command can’t take more than thirty seconds to complete.” 
 
    “That just sounds like—” 
 
    “Truth or Dare,” Tilly agreed. She also came from Earth—or some version of it, anyway. “With a stripping element? From the name, I mean?” 
 
    Dusky nodded. “It’s our first time playing together, and we have a new girl, so we’ll skip the stripping this time. But then there is the ‘Shackle’ aspect. If you fail to answer the question and fail to complete the dare, you gain a Cuff Point. At the end of the game, the person with the most Cuff Points has to be a personal slave for one night to whoever has the fewest.” 
 
    I grinned, but I already saw a problem. “Sabina has basically already given herself to me as my slave, though.” 
 
    The vampire girl blushed, but stared right at me, her loving eyes shooting hearts into my face. 
 
    Tilly and Dusky looked at each other like they were trying to puzzle that one out. “So, if Sabina loses and you win, how about we deprive her instead?” Tilly suggested. Her voice was so sweet it was almost melodic. 
 
    “What!?” Sabina gasped. “What do you mean!?” 
 
    “Well, being his slave is your kink, Bibi,” Tilly continued. “So, if you lose then you’re banned from seeing him for a week.” 
 
    “That’s too long,” Dusky clicked at Tilly with scolding eyes. “I would just fucking kill myself. That’s way too much.” 
 
    I laughed. Sabina’s look of pure terror was a picture worth a thousand flattering words. “Would it really be that bad to go a week without seeing me?” 
 
    In unison, Dusky, Tilly, and Sabina all answered, “Yes.” 
 
    I had my first bonding moment with Tasha as the two of us snickered at that, looking into one another’s eyes. “Wow. Suddenly I can’t wait to see what all the hype is about,” she tittered, placing her paw delicately in front of her lips to mask her amusement politely. 
 
    “How about three days?” Tasha suggested. 
 
    Dusky sighed. “Still absolutely brutal, but I think it’s the best we can do.” 
 
    Tilly nodded. Sabina suddenly looked more determined and aggressive than I’d ever seen her. 
 
    “Now you’ve done it,” she seethed. “Now you’ve fucking done it! I hope you bitches are ready.” She suddenly smiled demurely at me. “Don’t worry, master. I won’t allow myself to lose. Serving you gives me life.” 
 
    I chuckled, flashing her a thumbs up. “Who’s got a bottle, then?” I asked. 
 
    A dark purple tentacle emerged from the wall with an empty wine bottle that was nondescript enough to be the stock image model that you see when you Google ‘Empty Wine Bottle.’ She dropped it onto my lap. 
 
    “Looks like you’re first,” Dusky purred at me. “I think it’s only fitting, seeing as how you’re our master and everything.” 
 
    “Is he my master, too?” Tasha asked, raising her paw up to pose the question politely. 
 
    “Yes,” the three other girls said again in unison. 
 
    “Ahh,” Tasha nodded. “Excellent. Good to know.” 
 
    I looked at her with my eyebrow cocked, surprised by that little reaction, and I didn’t peel my eyes away from her while I placed the bottle in between us all and spun. 
 
    It spun and spun, but ultimately it landed on Dusky. She tensed up, but she was grinning ear to ear. “Ask me something hot, master!” she grinned. 
 
    I already had a question fresh in my mind from the night we spent together in Dunhollow. “Dusky,” I started, “This is about the first time we had sex.” 
 
    She grinned and looked over at Tilly. “Did you hear that, Tilly? We had SEX. He kissed me on the lips, sucked my nipples, fucked my ass and my pussy, and he—” 
 
    “We get it,” Tilly groaned angrily. With a wave of her hand Dusky’s mouth suddenly appeared to be sewn shut. 
 
    “Mmmm!!” the catgirl screamed, her voice muffled by Tilly’s improvised curse. 
 
    Sabina sighed. “Tilly. Open her mouth—now.” 
 
    “When Nathan asks the question,” she said, her eyes going black. Then she looked at me, her face a pretty horror show. “Master, look how her teasing makes me feel.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said, feeling a cold sweat come on at the freakiness of the act. “You’ll have your turn soon.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly. “You promise?” 
 
    I nodded. “I promise. No more haunting the other girls, though.” 
 
    Tilly frowned. “She was asking for it.” 
 
    I had to laugh in agreement. “Yes, she kind of was.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Tasha looked like she might have shat her dress. “You guys are a freaky fun bunch,” she noted. 
 
    “You’re a literal werewolf,” I pointed out. “They’re all sweethearts, you just need to get to know them.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’ll be staying on your good side, honey,” she smiled at Tilly. Tilly grinned back. 
 
    “Fuck, Tilly!” That was Dusky. Her mouth was finally opened again. “I told you to stop doing that shit!” 
 
    Tilly stuck out a long blue tongue. 
 
    “Dusky, my question is this: On the night that we had sex, you said ‘It’s finally happening.’ I got the feeling that there was some meaning behind that statement other than the surface level stuff. Please elaborate, and leave nothing out.” 
 
    I knew I had asked the right question because not only Dusky but also Tilly and Sabina all froze and looked at each other like they’d just been caught raiding the cookie jar, and were wondering who to pin it on. 
 
    But it was Vania who answered. “My love,” she said. “Let Dusky off the hook for this question. I’ll answer it.” 
 
    I cracked my knuckles, grinning. This was going to be juicy. I knew they wouldn’t have betrayed me, so whatever I was about to hear was sure to be interesting for other reasons. “Alright,” I agreed. “Tell me.” 
 
    “You woke up here just a few days ago—but you’ve been asleep for a month. We all agreed not to tell you this until you settled in and accepted everything because we thought that detail might scare you,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “Got it. That makes sense.” 
 
    Everyone blinked at me like they’d expected a much bigger response. “Are you mad?” Dusky asked cautiously. 
 
    I shook my head. “Should I be? It doesn’t seem to change a damn thing at this point, does it? I can understand why you did it.” I paused to think about it. I nodded and added, “I would have done the same. But don’t keep anything from me going forward.” 
 
    They all exhaled a collective sigh of relief, Vania included. “After you left on the mission, I realized it should have come up, but it just didn’t. I apologize for that, my love.” 
 
    “So is that why you all seem so… familiar around me?” I asked, piecing the whole thing together. 
 
    “One question per turn,” Dusky grinned. 
 
    “It’s not fair,” Sabina pouted. “Dusky didn’t even have to answer.” 
 
    But the catgirl just grinned and grabbed the bottle, spinning it. We watched it twirl until at last it landed on Sabina. 
 
    “Sabina,” Dusky purred, “When you fiendishly stole the first Bond Contract from me, what did you do to seduce him?” 
 
    “I didn’t seduce him,” she said, blushing pink, looking at me with a grin. “It was just meant to be.” 
 
    Dusky shook her head furiously. “That’s utter bullshit. Tell the truth.” 
 
    Sabina shrugged. “I was nice. Submissive. Honest. I offered him lots of answers to his questions, called him master a hundred times. Promised him lots of service in the future… Am I forgetting anything, master?” she said, looking over to me. 
 
    I shook my head. “Honestly it was more about establishing boundaries, Dusky. You broke into my room and tried to seduce me on your terms, not telling me why. I try to be stronger-willed than that, so don’t take it personally. Sabina told me the truth and was very forthcoming about everything. It was a reward to her and a natural consequence to you.” 
 
    She frowned. “It fucking worked. But I’m not like Sabina,” she lamented. “Does that mean I’m doomed to always be neglected by you?” 
 
    I leaned in a bit closer to her, pecking her on the cheek, and spoke just above a whisper, “One question per turn.” 
 
    Tasha was having a blast. Her face was lit up like the Fourth of July watching all our juicy interactions like we were characters on a daytime soap opera. “This is so fun,” she hummed happily. 
 
    Sabina spun the bottle next, and it landed pointing directly at Tilly. “Damn,” Sabina whined. “I was hoping for the new girl.” 
 
    “Am I not good enough?” Tilly teased. 
 
    “Hmmm…” Sabina said, tapping her chin, thinking up a good question. “How old were you when you first lost your virginity, Tilly?” 
 
    The ghost blushed, holding her cheeks as blood continuously poured down her face. She smiled softly, “Oh, I don’t know if I can answer that,” she whispered. “That’s… too embarrassing.” 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal,” I said, knowing full well that she was still a virgin. “Who cares?” 
 
    “It’s… something I’d feel more comfortable discussing with people one-on-one, you know? This is… too open. I’m shy,” she said. 
 
    “Well, then, looks like we have our first command,” Dusky grinned, rubbing her paws together excitedly. “Make it spicy, Sabina. 
 
    “Tilly… I command you to… rub your naked tits in your master’s face!” Sabina suddenly shouted excitedly. 
 
    My eyes went wide. 
 
    Tilly whimpered, and the fireplace flickered in time with her sound of complaint. “Can I at least do it with him alone?” 
 
    “Everyone, turn your heads and give them some privacy,” Sabina said. 
 
    “Awww fuck,” Dusky complained. “I want to see ghost boobies.” 
 
    “Me too, actually,” Tasha said. 
 
    Everyone looked away. “Thirty seconds and we turn back, Tilly!” Sabina warned her. She started counting down. 
 
    Tilly tugged the straps of her dress down, looking away bashfully as her breasts spilled out, pale with nipples that were almost a faint, pinkish blue, but still exquisite on her perky chest. She flickered out of view, and she was gone. 
 
    Just when I was about to call her name, asking where she went, she appeared abruptly in front of me, like a film skipping a few hundred frames. Her breasts were shoved into my face, and I felt my dick grow hard as the smooth, electric touch of her ghostly body brushed my lips. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed her hips and latched onto a nipple, and she let out an audible moan that caused the fireplace to die abruptly, while the music box resting atop the harpsichord in the corner started playing an eerie tune. 
 
    “Fuck,” she moaned. 
 
    “Nice!” Dusky shouted. “Is he sucking her tit?” 
 
    “Time’s up!” Sabina announced, and instantly, Tilly had vanished again, my tongue still hanging out of my mouth. She appeared a few seconds later back in her seat, grinning shyly, stealing bashful looks at me. 
 
    Everyone giggled at my expense, noting the dumb look on my face, but then we moved on. 
 
    “Tilly, your turn to spin,” Sabina said. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Tilly giggled. She waved a hand in the general direction of the bottle, and it caused the fire to come back on in a wild blaze while the bottle spun for a solid thirty seconds. For a minute I thought it was never going to stop. 
 
    But then it did. 
 
    “Dusky,” Tilly grinned. “Hmmm… how should I torment you…” 
 
    Dusky’s grin became a frown. “Hey, us girls have to stick together. Nathan’s the real prize, don’t forget.” 
 
    “Don’t team up on me,” I grunted in mock offense. 
 
    They all giggled, and I felt like quite the fucking charmer to see all four of the girls react to my shitty non-joke in that way. I couldn’t stop myself from beaming with adoration as I gazed around the half-circle at each of them. 
 
    “Dusky. Dusky, Dusky, Dusky,” Tilly started, tapping her chin. “Hmmmm.” 
 
    “Hurry up, bitch,” Dusky complained, crossing her arms. It mashed her tits together, which was always a welcome sight. 
 
    “What’s the deepest, darkest, Duskiest, secret you’re keeping from me?” Tilly asked, grinning in anticipation. 
 
    Dusky bit her lip. “That’s too open-ended.” 
 
    “Is it?” Vania asked. “I think you know exactly what the answer to that one is, Dusky. It’s time.” 
 
    Tilly’s face dropped from a smug smirk to a worried frown. A cold wind washed over us all to reflect her change in mood. 
 
    “Dusky?” Sabina asked cautiously, “What is she talking about?” 
 
    Dusky swallowed hard. “I brought Tilly here,” she said. “About a year ago, I guess. Tilly, you were murdered by your own groom in the hotel bed where you were supposed to consummate your wedding vows. You killed him, too, in self-defense, but it was too late.” 
 
    “I know that,” Tilly said, crossing her arms. She flickered out of the room and then flickered back in, seated on my lap, leaning against me for emotional support. “That’s not a secret. Spit it out.” I put my arm around her, sensing things were about to get heavy. 
 
    Dusky shook her head. “No, you’re right. That wasn’t the end. You’re not a ghost because of what your husband did to you,” the catgirl said. “That night, your husband’s friends were planning on taking him out partying on the Las Vegas Strip after you finally fell asleep. To celebrate or something. They got into your hotel room somehow and found both of your bodies.” 
 
    Tilly gasped. So did Sabina. Tasha was on the edge of her pillow, with no idea what the fuck was going on but loving every second of it. 
 
    “They framed you for his murder, making it look like you killed him and ran away. There was a police search for you. The news called you the Teen Black Widow. They drove your body to the Pat Tillman Memorial Bridge, tied cement to your ankles, and dropped you in the Colorado River. They made your husband out to be a hero and a victim, and got the public to curse your memory and your name. Your own parents denounced your ‘actions.’” 
 
    Tilly’s jaw was dropped, but everything in the room was perfectly still. The flame in the fireplace had even frozen. 
 
    “Tilly, I couldn’t bring myself to tell you,” Dusky said sorrowfully, her eyes welling up. “You were so happy with Sabina, and when we all started watching Nathan and realized he was going to be our master, you had a new purpose. I thought you could just… never have to know.” 
 
    Tilly’s voice was quiet. “You should have told me,” she said. Her eyes were focused on the catgirl. “You should have fucking told me!” That was a shout that caused blood to ooze from all our ears, and our heads to ring in pain. She screamed like a banshee, and she was gone in a puff that left the room unnaturally black for ten long seconds—so dark that even the light from outside the balcony window couldn’t penetrate inside. 
 
    “She’s scary-powerful,” Tasha noted. “Is she going to be alright?” 
 
    I sighed, wiping the blood from my ear. “This can’t be good,” I noted. 
 
    “You’ll be fine—it’s more an effect of her haunting than anything real,” Dusky said. “She can’t harm us permanently in the castle.” 
 
    “Tilly is in her room,” Vania said. “Who would like to go comfort her?” 
 
    “I should go,” Dusky said. “This is my fault.” 
 
    “I can go with you,” I offered, but Dusky shook her head. 
 
    “No, I’ve got it. Let Tasha give the bottle a spin for my turn.” 
 
    I looked over at the werewolf girl. She was a vision of youthful beauty, even with the wolf features. Her white tail wagged furiously as I fixed my gaze on her, and when I pushed the bottle toward her she actually began panting excitedly, her tongue flopping out of her mouth. It was oddly cute, and the first time I saw that happen. 
 
    “Looks like her lycanthrope features are becoming more pronounced,” Sabina giggled. 
 
    I heard the door close. Dusky had left. “Vania, keep an eye on them. Tell me immediately if I’m needed.” 
 
    Her matronly voice came back. “Of course, my love. But please don’t worry. Tilly needed to hear it. She’ll be fine in time.” 
 
    Tasha spun the wine bottle and it landed on me. I cursed my luck, but the odds were fifty-fifty at this point, after all. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, grinning, her eyes fixed on mine. “Do you know how to train a dog?” 
 
    I blinked at the weird question. A yes or no question? Really? “Yes,” I said. “I had two dogs as a kid.” 
 
    “Great,” she said, pulling back, leaning on her palms and biting her lip. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. “I’ll let you ask one more question. That was ridiculous.” 
 
    She grinned. “Alright, do you like to play fetch with your dogs?” 
 
    “Uhh, sure.” 
 
    She panted happily, her tail wagging so violently that it thumped hard against the ground. “Would you be my master?” 
 
    “I already am,” I grinned. “But it kind of feels like you’re asking a different question.” 
 
    “I mean,” she started, “Would you discipline me? Be my owner? Walk me every day?” 
 
    I shared an awkward look with Sabina. “Oh master, it looks like your big bad werewolf turned out to be a fluffy sweet weredog,” she giggled. 
 
    I chuckled, fully intrigued by the prospect. “I think I’ll manage with her all the same.” 
 
    We played a few more rounds but no more big truth bombs got dropped and we eventually decided to just chat more informally until Dusky and Tilly returned. After twenty minutes or so, the door opened at last and they walked in together, silently. 
 
    “I’m sorry for my outburst,” Tilly said calmly, staring at the floor guiltily. 
 
    I shook my head. “That was heavy stuff to hear. It’s understandable. I hope we find a way to get more of a grip on your powers, though.” 
 
    She nodded obediently and sat down right next to me, the side of her cold, tingly body pressed against mine. Slowly, she let her head down on my shoulder. Dusky didn’t even protest. 
 
    “Things are settled for now,” Dusky said with a sweet smile. Her yellow cat eyes were fixed on her friend’s face. 
 
    “If you want to help her get control of her powers, there is a way,” Vania’s voice came through, “but it comes with a risk.” 
 
    “Name it,” I said without any hesitation. 
 
    Vania’s voice rang back strong and clear, encouraged by my eagerness. “Tilly, if you get your revenge on those that defiled your body, you may find that you’ve resolved your Ghost Cause.” 
 
    “And that makes me have more control?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vania confirmed. “But it also gives you the chance to move on to the afterlife. But it’s a one-time deal.” 
 
    I looked at Tilly as her head lifted up from my shoulder. 
 
    “I could actually fully die and move on?” she asked in a whisper. I couldn’t tell if her voice was hopeful or just surprised. 
 
    Vania’s voice came back. “You could. It would be your choice—and your spot in the castle would be freed up, so don’t worry about that. We would have to replace you eventually, but it’s your decision to make.” 
 
    Tilly considered. “I don’t want to go,” she finally said, smiling at me. “But getting control sounds nice.” 
 
    I smiled back at her, more than a little relieved—though I felt a bit selfish for feeling that way. I had gotten really attached to these girls really quickly. I was never a sentimental kind of guy, but for them I knew I would do anything, or suffer any trauma. 
 
    We played several more rounds of Strip Shackles, and in the end it looked like it was going to be a stalemate, until Tasha intentionally refused to answer a softball question and perform an easy command. This earned her one Cuff Point, so that she would lose by default, making her someone’s slave for the night. But all the rest of us had zero points. 
 
    “I think there’s a flaw in your game, Dusky,” I noted, laughing. 
 
    “It isn’t always like this,” she pouted. “Everyone has just been weirdly forthcoming and obedient.” 
 
    “I think our master should be the one to take her on as a slave,” Sabina suggested, gesturing toward me and bowing her head in deference. “As master, it’s his privilege.” 
 
    Tilly whined. “He’s just going to fuck her all night. That’s not fair! In that case, losing is actually more like winning.” 
 
    “Agreed,” noted Dusky as she tapped her chin with a claw. “But I can’t fault Sabina’s logic. Shit!” 
 
    I laughed, and I could see from the look on Tasha’s face that this was more or less exactly what she’d planned. “You’re a devious one, aren’t you?” I said to her. 
 
    “Who, me?” she batted her eyelashes at me, feigning innocence as her tail thudded repeatedly against the ground. “You may have to spank or spray me from time to time, but I’m a good doggy.” 
 
    I scratched behind her ears, causing her leg to thump percussively, and the other girls all shot her dirty looks. “Alright, no jealousy allowed,” I declared sternly. “You’ll all have plenty of turns with me this week. We need the whole week to rest while Vania recovers her portal powers, remember?” 
 
    They muttered something like an agreement, and we moved on. 
 
    At the end of the night, as morning came, we heard a yawn from the bed in the corner. We all shot up to see, and sure enough, Tali was sitting at the edge of the bed in the nightgown Tilly and Sabina had dressed her in. She smiled at us through sleepy eyes. 
 
    “Am I all better now?” she asked, as she stretched and yawned. 
 
    I sighed with relief. “Vania? Can you confirm?” 
 
    A tentacle with a sharp clawed tip emerged from the wall. Tali went wide-eyed and backed away. 
 
    “Just let it happen,” I chuckled, amused by her cute display of fear. 
 
    The tentacle pricked her lightly and took a blood sample that soaked into its slick extremity instantaneously. “She is fine. Her Portal Sickness has cleared.” 
 
    I pumped my fist in victory, and I heard audible sighs of relief and joy coming from the girls—especially Tasha, who yipped happily and ran over to her sister, planting loads of kisses and a great big hug on her. 
 
    “Now what?” Tilly asked, cocking her head to the side as she looked at me. 
 
    “Now I’m going to sleep,” I said, stretching and yawning as well. “And then I need to meet my castle companion—in the flesh.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
   I  was almost alone in my room again after the events that led up to Tali’s awakening, fully recovered thanks to the combined efforts of everyone in the castle. I grinned to myself smugly. My girls had proved themselves—especially Dusky and Tasha. 
 
    “Vania,” I said, “What do you make of the twins?” 
 
    Her sweet, resonant tones came back to me, her voice bounding off of every wall and every corner in my quarters. “Tasha is a suitable addition. And she seems extremely eager to be yours.” 
 
    “I noticed as well,” I smirked. “I was taken aback by how docile she turned out to be.” 
 
    “Docile to you, yes,” Vania chimed back. “She isn’t truly a werewolf—she’s a werehound.” 
 
    I blinked at the news, sitting at my desk after having just completed my journaling. I opened the journal back up, ready to jot down that additional detail. “So, she’s like… a domesticated werewolf?” 
 
    “Precisely. Think of her as a werehusky, to compare her to a breed from your world. She bows to an alpha like any werewolf, but separate from Loup Garou and most lycanthropes from worlds like yours, she also yearns for her master to maintain her happiness through sport and training.” 
 
    The quill in my hand flew to the page as I jotted down every detail, along with follow-up questions to ask Tasha later. “That explains how eager she was to end up as my slave in the game.” 
 
    “Indeed, my love,” Vania sang back. “By the way… I am ready for you.” 
 
    I swallowed, unsure what to expect. My heart thumped in my chest like the beating wings of a dragon. I stood up, pushing in my chair. “How do we do this?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you nervous, my love?” the voice said, sounding concerned. 
 
    “Yes,” I confessed, “but not because I’m not looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    I thought about it. “I guess because it feels really important, and I can be something of a perfectionist when I know a thing is about to have lasting consequences. I want it to go just right.” 
 
    “It will,” she cooed. “Fret not, my love.” 
 
    I took a step toward the stairs down to her dungeon-like depths. “Where are you going?” her voice said in amusement. 
 
    I laughed. “I guess I figured I needed to go to your core.” 
 
    “Oh,” she giggled. “I see. No, my love, I can come to you. It’s more comfortable here.” 
 
    “Walk me through it,” I said, taking a few steps toward the bed. 
 
    “Gladly. All you need to do is close your eyes.” 
 
    I obeyed instantly, full of trust in her. My eyes closed tightly and I heard the wet sounds of something emerging from the floor or the wall. I tried to guess what kind of form I’d be face-to-face with. No matter what it was, how monstrous it turned out to be, I would endeavor to accept her as she was. 
 
    “Open your eyes, my love.” 
 
    The voice was a breath away from me, like she was standing right in front of me. Slowly, I allowed my eyelids to pry themselves open, and I gasped like a beached trout at the sight in front of me. She was gorgeous—the one thing I wasn’t prepared for. 
 
    Her face was as pretty as a painted sunset, with full lips, vibrant, youthful blue eyes, a gorgeous button nose with a thin bridge, and skin smooth and pale, but natural-looking in its hue. She had flawlessly sculpted eyebrows, adorably rounded ears, and a slender neck that spilled into a buxom body. 
 
    Speaking of her body, holy fuck. Her tits were almost like watermelons, and she was wearing a floral-patterned blue dress with a plunging neckline. Atop her head she had a matching blue headband containing her long, blonde tresses. She looked like a Stepford Wife—perfect, beautiful to the point of absurdity—and then I noticed the catch. 
 
    As my eyes continued to scan her magnificence like a man possessed, they stopped at her legs. Emerging from the bottom of her dress were two thick, pulsing tentacles where legs should be. Those tentacles sank into the floor, where the stone tile of the dungeon rippled mystically and warped at the spot where she was standing—for lack of a better word. 
 
    She noticed my staring. “It’s not easy for me to make them disappear,” she said. 
 
    I shook my head, my eyes wide, eager to assuage any concerns she might have from my gawking. “No, Vania, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare; I just wasn’t sure what I was looking at for a second.” 
 
    “I created this body for you, my love,” she hummed, smiling at me sweetly, though her expression was a bit vacant, almost mannequin-like, as though she hadn’t quite figured out the nuances of portraying emotion on a face just yet. “It’s my Bride-Shape.” 
 
    “Tell me about that concept,” I said, reaching out to stroke her cheek. Her whole body leaned forward at an odd angle to meet my affectionate touch. She shivered, and with her, the whole castle pulsed. 
 
    “My… my Bride-Shape is the form a female castle takes on for her master, to please him and interact with him in the ways that a wife should,” she said. “I spent hundreds of hours studying the beauty standards of your culture, and I determined this to be a pleasant shape for you.” 
 
    “It is,” I grinned at her. 
 
    She melted with relief, her head nuzzling my open palm. “I’m so happy to hear that, my love. This form is easy for me to maintain—I can take other shapes at your request, but they require greater work. This one is me.” 
 
    “This one is amazing,” I said, with a loving smile. “Let me kiss you.” 
 
    Her empty eyes went wide, and her lips parted slightly. “Our first true kiss in my Bride-Shape,” she gasped softly. “Yes, Nathan, yes! Kiss me.” 
 
    My hand caressed her cheek. She was warm to the touch—maybe slightly warmer than a normal human woman, but that could also be because I was so used to getting head from ghosts and fucking vampires at this point. My hand traced the curvaceous figure of her body down to her hips, and then with both hands I clutched her ass and pulled her against me. Her massive tits pressed upon my chest, almost too soft to be real, but it was far from an unpleasant sensation. 
 
    My lips were an inch from hers, and I enjoyed her wide-eyed stare as she refused to make the first move, waiting for me to kiss her. I licked my lips and let them hover there in front of her. 
 
    “You are teasing me,” she observed, but she didn’t sound upset. “The way that you would tease one of the other girls.” 
 
    “I am,” I confessed, letting my upper lip brush hers for the briefest of seconds. She inhaled a soft gasp. 
 
    “I like it,” she said. “I hope you like being teased, too.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “A girl must have her secrets, my love,” she murmured. 
 
    “You’re already getting into it,” I chuckled. Before she could respond, I sealed my lips on hers, tasting her in this form for the first time. She was like an unnatural amalgamation of good scents and tastes—she smelled like cherries, chocolates, and roses, and she tasted eerily sweet, like she’d designed herself to be as enjoyable to kiss and lick as possible. “Damn, girl,” I muttered. “I could get used to this.” 
 
    Her tongue tangled itself up in mine, wrapping around it several times. Her arms cautiously placed themselves around my back and pulled me in even tighter. 
 
    “My love,” she hummed, her voice a hot ragged breath, “I’m so desperate to please you.” 
 
    “I’m desperate to be pleased by you,” I said. But then I pulled back. “How does your… uhh, body, work? Do you have, like, a clit?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, my body will function similarly to any other woman’s,” she said. 
 
    I nodded, relieved to hear that. “Then I’m looking forward to seeing just how sensitive you are.” 
 
    She leaned in close, whispering in my ear. “I’m very, very sensitive, my love.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. I picked her up and noticed the tentacle legs binding to the floor extending so that she could remain in touch with it—other than that, I lifted her like any other woman and carried her over to the bed, setting her thick, tasty ass on the crimson sheets. The purple tentacles that acted as her legs beneath the knees could stay rooted to the tile there. 
 
    I decided to treat her like any of the other girls, allowing her to correct me if my assumptions proved false. I took her hair in my hand and pulled her head back so that she was looking up at me. She whimpered and closed her eyes, pursing her lips. I chuckled and rewarded her docile cuteness with a kiss. 
 
    Vania moaned as I kissed her, and I noticed the walls quivered with her moan. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as I nibbled on her ear. 
 
    “Do a good job and find out,” she mumbled. 
 
    I was motivated before—but now I was driven by a specific purpose. “Challenge accepted,” I said. 
 
    I grabbed the front of her dress and found myself acting like a shameless beast, clutching the fabric along the neckline and ripping it open, tearing the thin blue garment in half and exposing her huge breasts to the open air of the castle. A very real look of lust graced her face, and she even bit her lip. 
 
    Feeling confident, I continued ripping the dress off of her, shredding it into ribbons—almost like it was made to be easily discarded. Now she was only wearing a pair of white lacy panties with a red bow at the front and center of the waistline. 
 
    “Those are cute,” I said. 
 
    “They’d be cuter on the floor, my love,” she whispered, her eyes heavy-lidded with lust. 
 
    I kissed her again as I ripped off her panties—those I pretty much had to remove with violence, given the fact that she had no feet to step out of them with. 
 
    I pulled back to take in the full sight of her nude body. Her heavy breasts jiggled as I released her from my demanding affections, and between her thighs was a smooth, bald pussy that practically begged for me to taste it. 
 
    I got down on my knees in front of her, and her eyes went wide again. I found myself between her legs at the foot of the bed. Below the knee, her legs turned into eldritch appendages, but above them she was all woman, and I took delight in the little moan she made as I pulled her thighs open to accommodate my face between them. 
 
    “Mmmmm, yes, my love. Suck my eldritch pussy. I made it especially sweet for you.” 
 
    She wasn’t bluffing. I took my first lick, and it was like giving cunnilingus to a strawberry milkshake. She moaned like a slut as I traced the length of her slit. I quickly lost control, eager to spoil myself with her candy-like flavor. 
 
    My tongue darted in and out of her hole and traced its way up to her throbbing pearl. I sucked on that most sensitive spot, causing her to seize up. The ground beneath me shook and softened for a split second with each moan she gifted me with. “Yes, my love!” she rasped, her voice heavy with lust. 
 
    I kept going, gripping her thick hips tightly with both hands as I proceeded to fuck her senseless with my tongue. As her moans reached a breaking point, I realized I was about to find out what a castle’s orgasm looked like. 
 
    “Guhhhh!” she cried out, and everything in the room went black and white, all colors drained except for the colors of my own skin and hair. The walls around me throbbed as thick, sweet nectar flooded my lips. I swallowed it all greedily. 
 
    She sank into the bed, through the sheets, through the floor beneath, catching me by surprise. Suddenly she was gone, and all color remained drained. Did I… fuck up? 
 
    “Vania?” I asked, my voice obviously displaying justified levels of concern, given the peculiarity of the situation. 
 
    “My love. My Nathan. Mine. Mine. Mine. Mine-mine-mine—” She emerged from behind me, her eyes solid and devoid of pupils. A pair of tentacles appeared beside her, and I watched with astonishment as they fluxed and swelled and pulsed and gradually took on the shape of two more women with naked, large-breasted bodies. 
 
    “My Nathan,” she cooed, her voice now a chorus of three speaking in unison. The room was still all in black and white. The two clones flanking either side of the original Bride-Shaped Vania took a step forward and shoved me down onto the bed. 
 
    “Mine. Mine.” 
 
    One of the clones lay down on my right side, grabbing my face and pulling it against her lips in a lewd, wet kiss that saw our tongues immediately become entwined. The second clone ended up sucking and tickling my nipples and massaging my arm between her enormous tits. The pleasure was already overwhelming—I was being spoiled like never before. 
 
    The original Vania, however, seemed dead set on returning the favor I just bestowed upon her. I felt her pushing my legs open and maneuvering between them. Her hands gripped my thighs as I felt her hot, wet mouth consume my cock. 
 
    “Mine. Mine. My Nathan. My love. All mine. Forever.” She was losing the plot, but so was I. As a hot tongue circled my nipple and another needy mouth planted thousands of kisses on my lips, I found myself helpless to comment, as Vania gorged herself full of my cock like it was her one true calling. 
 
    “Mine-mine-mine—” the voices continued, but I realized now that they weren’t coming from Vania or the clones. I opened my eyes, looked around, and saw dozens of eyes on the ceiling watching me—and mouths, too, calling out my name, claiming me themselves. “My Nathan.” 
 
    The bliss of her silky lips gliding masterfully down my length as her copies kissed and sucked on me—it was indescribable. Normally the dominant one, I found myself overpowered with ecstasy and humbled by Vania’s sensual devotion. My castle’s Bride-Shape utterly worshiped my cock, as she groaned on it like a slum whore who was promised a juicy tip. I felt her hair tickle my thighs as she continued to bob up and down on my extremity. 
 
    I bit the lip of the clone kissing me and all three moaned in unison. “Interesting,” I said. I released both of my hands from the cheeks of the clone and traced them down to her tits. I pinched her nipples and felt all three girls let out a sharp, shrill moan of bliss. 
 
    “Put your tits in my mouth,” I managed to say, even as I shuddered with pleasure. 
 
    Vania’s clone obeyed eagerly, practically smothering me with her massive chest. I took a nipple between my lips and let my tongue swirl and dance upon it, flicking the nub with expert speed and skill. Like the rest of her, her nipple was as sweet as ice cream. 
 
    The three of them reacted positively, letting out lewd squeals of pleasure as I continued to suckle the clone’s tits. I licked, sucked, nipped, and bit those flesh orbs, testing her, teasing her, trying to know her limits and preferences—but for all my efforts, I found myself ready to burst. 
 
    “Fuck, Vania,” I groaned. “I’m gonna cum.” 
 
    “Inside me!” she gasped. She stood up abruptly, turned around, reached back, and placed my cock between her pussy lips. She sat down on it, and the four of us moaned out loud as her velvety insides gobbled my cock up and her ass landed on my thighs with an erotic slap. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. 
 
    She lifted up her hips and started riding me, but I was already at my limit. I came inside her, blasting thick rope after rope into her womanhood until I could feel it leaking out of her and dripping on my leg and the bed. 
 
    “Ohh, Nathan!” she moaned. “Nathan! Mine!” 
 
    With that final cry the color abruptly reappeared in the room, like someone flipped a switch, and the two clones sank into the bed, gone for now. I whimpered a bit to see them go. 
 
    Vania stood up and turned around. She looked at me with a very big, very human-like grin on her face. “We are one now,” she said. “You are mine.” 
 
    “You mentioned that a couple times,” I chuckled weakly. 
 
    She made a face that would probably have been a blush if her cheeks could redden naturally from embarrassment. “I’m sorry if I scared you. I lost control.” 
 
    “Do I look scared?” I said, my cock still standing up, soaked with our combined juices. 
 
    “I suppose not,” she said. 
 
    “So,” I said, cracking my knuckles, “Did I do a good job?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, you did.” 
 
    “So what was the thing with the walls? It seemed like you were losing yourself there.” 
 
    “Quite the opposite,” she said. “When we make love in this way, if there is true affection there, it makes me stronger. The shaking of the walls was the castle swelling with newfound power.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I grunted. “Let’s go for round two.” 
 
    She giggled happily. “I’m of course ready and willing to treat you as your woman should at any time you require, my love,” she started. “However, I can only take on so much growth at a time. I’ll be ready to continue developing in power after you bond with the other girls and do more missions, but it’ll be more gradual from then on.” 
 
    I nodded. “Got it,” I said, sitting up. I pulled her onto my lap and kissed her. She sighed happily in my embrace. 
 
    “I’m so happy you have accepted me,” she said. “I was worried you might reject me. I know I’m… different from the others.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Never. You’re mine. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    She leaned in to kiss me again, collapsing in my arms until I fell asleep again. When I awoke, her Bride-Shape wasn’t there, but I could sense her presence all around me, more strongly than ever before. 
 
    I stood up and stretched. “Vania, you there, baby?” 
 
    “Always, my love. What is next on your agenda?” 
 
    “We have a week until your portal powers have recharged, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, my love.” 
 
    I cracked my neck. “Alright then,” I said, nodding, with my mind set on my next ambition. “Time to take the puppy to obedience school.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
   A fter recovering from an intense romantic session with my eldritch castle, I asked Vania to have Tasha cleaned up and sent to my room whenever she was ready. 
 
    “What would you like for her to wear?” Vania asked sweetly. “...My love.” She added that punctuation after a slight pause. 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t like the vibe that Tasha was some concubine being dolled up and deposited in my bed for my enjoyment, but I supposed this situation certainly shared parallels with that. “Something comfortable for her. We’ll start simply. Get Tasha’s feedback and whip her up an outfit based on that to the best of your ability.” 
 
    “Of course, my love.” 
 
    I sat at my desk and scrawled down my notes on my first sexual encounter with Vania in exquisite detail. I’d fallen into the habit of journaling everything that happened, to track my progress and ensure that I didn’t forget anything critical about my women as their numbers continued to grow. I had even plotted out a makeshift calendar that I intended to use to track intimate sessions with each of them, so that I could avoid showing anything resembling favoritism or causing justifiable jealousy among the girls. I could already tell that would be an issue if I wasn’t meticulous. 
 
    Just as I was writing the final line, I heard a gentle knock at the door. “Come in,” I shouted, but then I heard a click. 
 
    “I can’t. The door’s locked, Mr. Van Helsing!” 
 
    I smirked. That was the first time someone ever called me that. “Vania, can you get the door, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Yes, my husband,” she cooed. 
 
    “Ohh,” I chuckled, “I like that.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” 
 
    “Are you two flirting in there while I’m stuck outside!?” Tasha’s girly voice protested in a whine. 
 
    Suddenly the door swung open dramatically, and there she was. I stood up to greet her and felt my pants tighten upon seeing the outfit she and Vania had apparently chosen. 
 
    Tasha’s long white hair hung loosely past her shoulder blades. She had matching white wolfy paws for her hands and feet, going all the way up to her elbows and knees. She also had a big fluffy white tail and adorably twitchy canine ears of the same color. Her eyes were more starkly blue than I remembered.  
 
    She wore white lacy panties and a matching bra that were more lingerie than underwear. The panties were a thong, and I knew that the first opportunity I had to see her from behind, I’d get an incredible view of her pert rump on full display. She was almost as petite as Dusky, but she had a more natural waist, like you might see on a model back on Earth, whereas Dusky’s waistline was almost supernaturally trim. Tasha’s breasts were also not quite as huge as Dusky’s, Sabina’s, or Vania’s Bride-Shape, but they were on par with Tilly’s. Generous handfuls, and there wasn’t anything unappetizing about that. 
 
    Beyond that, she was wearing a collar and dragging a chain leash. The kinky look of it almost made me sigh. I thought I was still inside the timeframe of post-nut clarity, but as my eyes consumed her charms, I found my cock already vying to take over the reins for the evening. I internally scolded myself for the impulse and tried to reboot my mental faculties, endeavoring to stay focused on the goal of establishing the correct and ideal dynamic with Tasha that would define our relationship going forward. 
 
    She caught me staring and tried not to grin, but her wagging tail gave away her satisfaction. She crossed her arms, intentionally pushing them together to create a lovely valley of cleavage, and leaned on one hip. “Are you going to gawk like a pervert or train me, Mr. Van Helsing?” 
 
    A purple tentacle emerged from the wall holding disciplinary whips of two varieties—a many-tailed flogger and a crop, which was like a flat-headed horsewhip, the kind without a lash. I grinned. 
 
    “It seems she needs to be disciplined, husband,” Vania murmured. 
 
    Tasha’s eyes widened as I took the flogger and tossed the crop on the bed for later. “What are you going to do with that?!” Her tail went taut and her ears tucked back. 
 
    “Well, I think you just need a bit of an attitude adjustment,” I said. “But we’ll start off with a warning.” 
 
    Tasha nodded. “What did I do wrong?” 
 
    “Calling your master a pervert when it’s your night to be bound to him—does that sound like the ideal behavior of a self-professed slave?” I asked. 
 
    She whimpered, but her tail was wagging excitedly once again, thumping against the door behind her. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Van Helsing.” 
 
    “Come here,” I said, holding out my hand. 
 
    She nodded and cautiously stepped forward, her ears remaining folded back in a show of submissiveness. As she came about a foot away from me, she grabbed the chain of her leash and quietly placed it in my hands. 
 
    “Would you like to go for a walk?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded and panted with feverish excitement, her bushy tail thumping and knocking books off of the bedside table. She apparently didn’t even notice, causing me to roll my eyes and bend over to pick them back up. 
 
    “Take your dog for a walk, my love. I’ll clean up here.” 
 
    I stood back up. “Thanks, baby,” I said. My eyes fixed back on my gorgeous werewolf girl. “Are you ready?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded happily, a big grin appearing on her face. I smiled back but kept the flog in my free hand, just in case. She definitely clocked that, and for the entire trip down the stairs and through the halls of the castle, she was exceedingly well-behaved. 
 
    I took her out to the courtyard and let go of the leash. “What do you want to do?” I asked her. “You told me during Dusky’s silly game that you wanted me to train you. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “You can train me later,” she said. “Let’s play!” She got on all fours and started running around the courtyard in small but wild circles, with a full-on case of the zoomies.  
 
    “Vania, can I get a ball?” I asked. Tasha instantly perked up. 
 
    “A ball?” 
 
    A bright red ball was placed into my hands by a tentacle that emerged from the ground beneath my feet. I studied the ball, squeezing it, getting a feel for its weight. It was rubbery, but it didn’t have that rubbery smell. I threw it up in the air a few times, catching it each time. Tasha’s eyes obsessively followed the ball with each throw, her head bobbing up and down to keep it in her eyes at all times. 
 
    “Fetch!” I shouted, throwing the ball high over her head. Tasha jumped up—surprisingly high, maybe ten feet in the air, but she just missed it. Upon landing, she took off to grab the ball as it rolled under a bush. She plunged face-first into the shrub, until all I could see was her perfectly tight ass wriggling as she searched for her toy. 
 
    Eventually, she’d retrieved the ball and held it in her jaws, running back to me on all fours. Then, she jumped up on two legs and placed her forepaws on my shoulder, shoving the ball into my face. I grabbed it and pulled, but she didn’t let go.  
 
    I continued to pull at it, but she furrowed her brow and growled. “Do you want me to take it or not?” I said. 
 
    She nodded with the ball still in her mouth. 
 
    “Then drop it,” I commanded her. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Drop it. Bad dog.” 
 
    She whimpered and dropped the ball onto the ground. “Am I a bad dog?!” 
 
    “Okay, for your first lesson, when I tell you to drop something, you absolutely need to drop it. I don’t want to play tug-of-war with you for the ball every fucking time we play fetch.” 
 
    She nodded, pouting. “But I like to play tug-of-war.” 
 
    “We can play tug-of-war when we play tug-of-war. Not fetch.” I looked at the flog in my hands. “This might be a good opportunity to test this little toy out,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes went wide. Her tail wagged enthusiastically, but she looked genuinely nervous—maybe even a bit excited, too. “What should I do, Mr. Van Helsing?” 
 
    “Bend over that bench over there,” I commanded her. She nodded anxiously but scampered over to the granite bench. Her legs stood straight, but she bent over and lifted up her tail, placing her elbows on the seat. The fullness of her bare ass cheeks was gloriously exposed to me. Tasha’s bushy tail waggled as she whimpered, readying herself for the strike. 
 
    “One,” I counted, letting the leather ribbons of the flogger smack her asscheeks with a delightfully kinky sound. She yipped, and her body trembled from the first flagellation. “We’ll start with just three lashings, just so you can get a taste.” 
 
    “O-okay!” she said. “Yes, Mr. Van Helsing. Make me a good dog!” 
 
    “Two,” I counted as the second lash struck her backside, making it redder. I noticed that her slit was leaking into the panties. She was already enjoying this a bit too much. “Hmmm.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice high and shaky. “Don’t stop! Make me a good dog! I want to be a good doggy!” 
 
    I massaged the red marks on her ass, but let my thumb trace the fabric where her slit was swallowing up the lace of her panties, soaking them in her juices. “You’re wet,” I laughed. “This doesn’t really work as punishment.” 
 
    “Oh. You noticed.” 
 
    “It’s pretty hard not to,” I said, watching as pussy juice dripped down her inner thighs. My cock pushed once more against the fabric of my pants, itself already wet with a bit of precum. “Suits me just fine, as I didn’t really want to do anything to hurt you, anyway.” 
 
    “Then... let’s make it my reward,” she suggested, her voice tinged with hope. 
 
    I considered it. “You know what, that just might work. I’m a fan of positive reinforcement anyway, but it needs to be balanced with negative reinforcement, too.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind, Mr. Van Helsing?” she wiggled her ass at me as I continued to massage the welts on her buttcheeks. Her skin was smooth and delightfully warm to the touch.  
 
    “The other girls seemed to hate the idea of being separated from me. I’ll say... if you’re disobedient, I’ll put you in timeout.” 
 
    She gasped. “Away from you?!” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the idea. And I’ll play with one of the other girls during your time instead.” 
 
    “That bitch!” she scowled. 
 
    I laughed. “Who?” 
 
    “The hypothetical bitch you play with instead of me!” Her voice was a high, cute growl. “I promise to be good, Mr. Van Helsing!” 
 
    “I’ll reward you for your promise, then,” I said, chuckling. Tasha whined, her voice full of need as I grabbed and tugged at the waistband of her lacy white panties and let them drop to the ground. She stepped out of them but stayed in that position, elbows on the bench, ass up in the air, her pussy practically on the level with my cock. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked in a dulcet tone. I placed my hand back on her rump and could feel her heartbeat pulsing even from there.  
 
    I slipped both of my hands onto her waist and picked her up like she was a puppy. Then, I spun her around and set her down, so she was standing in front of me. “I’m going to let you ride me,” I grinned. 
 
    She bit her lip. “Ohhh fuck.” Tasha hastily reached back and unclasped her bra, letting it fall off of her. Her tits looked bigger outside of the bra, with pale, nickel-sized nipples that looked like they hadn’t been sucked one day in her life. “Can we do it on the grass?” 
 
    I nodded. “Works for me.” I got down on my back in the grass and let her be the one to take my cock out of my pants. 
 
    “Oh my fucking gawd!” she squealed when she saw it. “It’s so fat!” 
 
    I laughed at the odd choice of adjective. “I’ll be sure to put him on a diet.” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare,” she commanded, as she climbed on top of me. She used two delicate fingers to pull open her entrance, and with one hand, grabbed my shaft and guided it into her gaping wet hole. 
 
    I felt my cock sink into her depths as she lowered her hips over my crotch. It wasn’t an easy task, getting her ass settled atop my cock without hurting her tender flesh. Once she had gotten situated, though, she slowly slid downward, my dick sinking deeper inside her until our bodies were mashed together. She moaned and started moving back and forth, my manhood sliding sweetly between her slick walls, and her breasts bouncing about from the motion. I grabbed each breast in turn, squeezing them and pinching her nipples. She panted and whimpered, her eyes closed tight. 
 
    She moaned like a porn star as she rode me, using all four limbs to push herself upward, only to slam down on me again, forcing me into her with each thrust. The sound of our sex was a symphony of sweet noises: pained grunts, squeals of pleasure, gasps of breath, the slapping of her sweaty ass on my thighs. We made love like crazed bunnies in springtime, our passion unrivaled.  
 
    She fell forward after several minutes, pressing her chest into mine and running her tongue over my face, moaning and panting into my mouth. I did my best to return some affection by sucking on her neck and biting her ear and shoulder, leaving hickeys and other marks all over her flesh. 
 
    She rode me like I was the last man on Earth, until I was ready to cum in her hot silky pussy. Tasha screamed at the sky, clutching my arms around her as she squeezed and clenched her sex on my dick like it was her one true calling to do so. As she came, she leaned forward, resting her forehead on my shoulder, breathing heavily and licking my cheek with desire and affection in equal measure. I ran my hands through her white hair, stroking her head and rubbing behind her ears. But I wasn’t done. 
 
    Tasha could barely move, even though she was on top, so I had to be a power bottom, thrusting and bucking my hips up into her snatch to get myself off. I rubbed her clit with a free hand while I thrust up into her, starting her wild moans anew, and soon I was shooting load after load deep inside her pussy, filling her womb with sperm and making her little belly twitch. Finally spent, we laid down side-by-side in the grass, both panting for air. 
 
    “Wow,” Tasha said. “That was intense.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “So, will you be a good dog?” 
 
    “The best,” she promised. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Because you’re not getting that again if you try to take the ball away from me when we play fetch.” 
 
    She whined and kicked her feet in protest even as she licked my cheek and neck. “Fine, Mr. Van Helsing. I’ll try my best.” 
 
    I pulled her in, setting her back on top of me, not for sex but for an embrace. She relaxed and almost instantly fell asleep on my chest, each exhalation a soft coo of delight. “Good doggy,” I said, petting her softly. “Good doggy.” 
 
    Dusky, Tilly, and Sabina emerged from behind a bush. “You see!? I fucking told you!” Dusky said. “He just played with her, spanked her, and fucked her.” 
 
    “I wish I lost Dusky’s stupid fucking game,” Tilly grimaced, her face stormy enough to make me worry that she was about to blot out the sun or make a doll’s head spin or something. 
 
    Even Sabina looked cross. “Master, I would like to petition you for equal time spent.” 
 
    I laughed, stroking Tasha’s hair as she snored into my chest. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know he hasn’t even fucked me yet?!” Tilly screeched. “Oh my God! Am I the least favorite?! Am I the worst girl?!” 
 
    “You definitely aren’t,” I said. “But Tilly, you make a good point. I’m going to try and take care of the bogarts later. Maybe you girls can join me for that, and Tilly, you can hang out with me tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why not tonight?” she pouted. 
 
    Dusky sighed. “Because Tasha has him for the whole day, remember?” 
 
    “Unholy fucking shit,” Sabina muttered under her breath. “She’s going to be flooded with his cum by the end of it... it’s not fair.” 
 
    I gave her a look. “Really, Sabina. I didn’t expect this from you in particular.” 
 
    She looked dead into my eyes and whimpered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you could hear that. Your senses must have improved recently. My apologies, master! I know!” Her eyes darted to the crop, pointing at it frantically, her index finger shaking. “Flog me! I deserve to be punished, master! Pleeeease!” 
 
    “Humph!” Dusky laughed haughtily. “Nice fucking try.” 
 
    “You’ll all have your turn,” I promised. “After we take care of the bogarts. Maybe we’ll make a game out of it—every bogart you catch and kill equals one guaranteed hour you get with me over the next few days.” 
 
    The three girls’ eyes all literally lit up as they looked at each other, exchanging competitive glares. “Agreed,” Dusky said first. “Catch you later, losers!” The black catgirl took off. 
 
    “Fuck!” Sabina shrieked. “I’m out of here! Good luck, Tilly! You’re going to need it!” With that, Sabina turned into a red mist and flew back into the castle.” 
 
    Tilly just looked at me, crossed her arms, furrowed her brow, and said, “I-I’m a little shy to admit it, but I really do feel neglected. I hope you will take my virginity tomorrow.” She blushed, averting her eyes from me in embarrassment, and raising her hands to her face to hide the incandescence of her cheeks. Then she vanished. 
 
    I sighed, scratching Tasha’s ears as I gazed up at the dismal Badlands sky. “Just another day in the castle.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
   W hen Tasha awoke, she wised up to the competition quickly but didn’t really care much, as she had me locked down for the remainder of the day. 
 
    “Let’s let them deal with the nasty buggers,” she giggled. “I’m thinking about acting up. You’re gonna need to whip my titties next.” 
 
    I grinned. “An attractive proposition, but it’d be a total dick move for me to just let them handle the task that Vania initially assigned to me.” 
 
    “Your dick does have some moves, though,” she giggled. 
 
    Vania interrupted with her own input. “Not only that, but the White Bogarts may be too quick for any of them but Dusky, I fear. So your help will be needed.” 
 
    I looked up and around as if I were going to see her face. A force of habit, wanting to look into the eyes of the person I was speaking with, maybe. It could also have to do with the fact that when she did have a body, it was really fucking pretty to look at. “Vania, sweetie, tell me about the bogarts—and also where most of them appear to be at the moment.” 
 
    “The greatest coalescence of them is currently back in Dusky’s room, but the nearest threats are once again in the throne room.” 
 
    I almost gasped. “They’re in one of my girls’ rooms?!” 
 
    “They tend to pool in places that have been unoccupied for a time—Dusky spends very little time in her own room.” 
 
    I laughed. “The others mentioned that.” 
 
    She chuckled, her voice like a serenade. “It’s true. Since you arrived here, the whole time you were asleep, she either slept under your bed or with her head on your chest, even when it wasn’t her turn to watch you. And whenever you banish her from your room, most of the time she just sleeps outside your door.” 
 
    My heart throbbed, and I suddenly felt like a real piece of shit. 
 
    “I bet you feel like a real piece of shit right now,” Tasha grinned. “I like Dusky. She’s funny—and hot.” 
 
    My eyebrows did a shimmy at that last bit. We’d explore that someday. “Vania, I’m heading to the throne room. Tell me what to expect.” 
 
    “Tilly is in there. You should hurry—she is in no danger, but she may scatter more than she kills on her own.” 
 
    “What kind of bogarts are there? You mentioned white?” 
 
    “There are Black Bogarts and White Bogarts. Black ones are about the size of a goblin but fuzzy, and possess variable quantities of limbs. They can be killed easily with magic or magical weapons, but the girls can manage it on their own, too, since they have special powers.” 
 
    “And the white ones?” I asked, pacing toward the dining area, from where I would find the corridor leading to the throne room. 
 
    “They are smaller still but very fast. They are the ones that reproduce, so killing them is most important.” 
 
    “How do they get in here?” Tasha asked. It was a damned good question. 
 
    “They are extra-dimensional beings and latch onto magical locations across the cosmos like ticks. If they become too infested in a castle or other place of magic, it can lose its powers, die, and become inert.” 
 
    Suddenly a pang of urgency hit me, and my pace evolved into a sprint. 
 
    “Do not worry, my husband,” Vania assured me, “We are nowhere near that level of danger at the moment.” 
 
    But I couldn’t even hear her at that point. Once I’d understood the endgame of the bogarts, my heart was filled with molten hatred. With my whip in hand, I kicked open the door to the throne room and charged in, with Tasha lagging behind me by maybe twenty feet or so.  
 
    I spied the first bogart bouncing from wall to wall, laughing like a creepy imp. The eerie little monster was a ball of black fuzz, with three legs and one arm. That single arm had long claws, and its trajectory curved to attack me when it noticed me lunging in its direction. 
 
    I was quicker and sprier than the bogart, and with a violent flick of my whip, I struck the thing between its glowing crimson eyes with such force that it popped in a sooty cloud. 
 
    I took in the room—there were dozens, and a group of them were attempting to attack Tilly, but had little effect. As two lunged at her, she raised her hand and stopped them in mid-air. They hovered there, their legs and arms flailing impotently, and then her eyes started bleeding even more profusely than usual as the two of them popped, just like the one I had struck down. 
 
    Tasha pounced on one, and it tried to get away from her. She toyed with it, batting it with her forepaw for a moment, but then she took a big bite out of it, causing it to blow up in her face. Tilly saw this and chortled, because the werewolf girl suddenly looked like she had rubbed her face in chimney soot. 
 
    “Don’t laugh!” Tasha growled. 
 
    I didn’t have time to get involved in their squabbles. With burning rage and extreme prejudice, I destroyed the bogarts one by one, popping balls of ashy creatures in rapid succession. Using my whip for the task was elegant but cumbersome. I needed a ranged weapon or power eventually, in addition to something suitable for dueling. A whip had utility, but something told me it wouldn’t be enough when we started facing down bigger and badder foes. 
 
    With a violent thud, Sabina and Dusky kicked the throne room door back open. “Fuck!” shouted Dusky. “We’re going to lose!” 
 
    “Nooo!” Sabina whined, but she didn’t waste time on despair; seeking to prove her usefulness, her wings expanded and she flew into a throng of the black bogarts, tearing them asunder with her black nails. 
 
    Dusky, too, joined in. “Watch me, master!” she said as she clawed through a conveniently-arrayed line of them. “I said watch me! You’re not watching! Fuck!” 
 
    “No, look at me!” Sabina said, continuing her savage assaults. 
 
    “So needy,” Tasha giggled, nudging Tilly as the phantomess descended onto the ground. “Right, Tilly?” 
 
    Tilly ignored her. “Watch me! I’m the strongest!” 
 
    Tilly raised her hands up, and she flickered with a sound of static fuzz. The torches in the room all dimmed, and the only remaining light spilled in dully from the stained-glass windows on either side of the room. All the remaining bogarts were lifted off the walls and floors to which they clung, hovering in mid-air, stationary. “Finish them, master!” 
 
    We all worked together to eliminate the last of the bogarts. The girls kept shouting out numbers with each one they slew—Dusky’s numbers felt a bit inflated. 
 
    “Fifty-nine!” she shouted. 
 
    “Bitch, I was with you the whole time,” Sabina seethed. “You have eleven at most!” 
 
    Dusky stuck out her tongue and whined. 
 
    “Dusky has twelve. Tasha has four. Sabina has nine. Nathan has thirteen. Tilly has eleven.” That was Vania, who had apparently been keeping count the entire time. 
 
    “But I’m going to declare Tilly the winner,” I said. Dusky gasped like it was the most horrid treachery imaginable. “Without that last move, this whole thing would have been drawn out much longer.” 
 
    “I endorse your decision,” Vania hummed. “Thank you to everyone for helping—but there are two white bogarts at large in the castle, still.” 
 
    I tensed up. Fuck. “Where? Just tell me where.” 
 
    “I don’t know, my husband,” she said. “But don’t worry—I am safe. It is a good sign that I can’t feel their presence. They are weak, and they will take considerable time to bolster their strength again.” 
 
    “Could a witch find bogarts in the castle?” I asked. 
 
    “If she knew a spell for it, perhaps,” Vania said. “But it’s doubtful she does. She is young, inexperienced, and not particularly gifted yet.” 
 
    “Hey!” Tasha said. “That’s my sister you’re bad-mouthing.” 
 
    “I mean no offense, Tasha,” Vania called back to her contritely. “It is possible that Nathan can find her spell books and ingredients on future missions, but it’s probably best if Tali simply experiments on her own so she can put her knowledge of her powers to practice. We have the rest of our lives to figure things out.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. At first it seemed like missions were singularly meant to help me find new girls, but previously it was mentioned that I could use them to further bond with my existing girls. Finding grimoires and other useful items was yet another prospect for a future mission. 
 
    “Would a mission like that level me up?” I asked. 
 
    “The surest way to level up is by completing a bond with one of your girls or presenting a new Night Girl to me. For the first bond you achieve with a girl, you must also introduce another girl to me. I may come up with a way to make level-ups easier to obtain in the future. I believe it may be possible.” 
 
    That was interesting. “That makes me think of a possible inverse case, Vania,” I said. “Is there a way for me to recruit a monster girl and bring her to you without going out on a mission?” 
 
    There was a long pause. “Theoretically, yes, but most of the monster girls in the Badlands are on my radar already—I would gain nothing from them. I’ve already registered their power to get to the point where I was ready to summon and awaken you, my lover.” 
 
    Tasha did one of those coughs that said ‘I have an idea.’ I looked over at her. We all did. “Umm, Tali has a scroll,” she shrugged. 
 
    “A scroll?” I repeated. “What kind of scroll?” 
 
    “A succubus-summoning scroll. Would that work?” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Vania, would that work? A summoned creature?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her voice suddenly excited. “Yes, it absolutely would—where did your sister acquire this scroll?” 
 
    “The witch that trained her left it behind. We need to talk to Tali.” 
 
    “Did she even bring it with her?” I asked. 
 
    “She always keeps it hidden in her dress,” Tasha replied, licking her lips as her eyes looked at me thoughtfully. “It would have been very incriminating if it were found in our home.” 
 
    I nodded. “Where in the castle is Tali now?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    Vania knew the answer, though. “She isn’t in the castle. She is building her hut outside the front gates as we speak.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Fuck! We should help her!” 
 
    “It won’t be necessary,” Vania answered frankly. “She is still within my range of influence, so I was able to provide her with materials and a basic structure. She will be mostly moved in by now.” 
 
    I looked at Tasha. Her eyes were wide open and glistening with excitement. “Do you want to see your sister? I’d like to ask her about that scroll.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, master! Let’s go visit her together!” 
 
    I turned to face the other girls—all frowning at me. “Don’t give me those faces,” I said. “I adore you all. And I promise you’ll all be satisfied again and again in the next couple of days, starting with you, Tilly.” 
 
    Tilly smiled but tried not to. “Okay...” she whispered. “You promise?” 
 
    I nodded. “I promise.” 
 
    With that, we headed toward the gates, our minds fixed on seeing Tali in her witch’s hut with one specific purpose in mind. But, somehow, even then, I knew that things wouldn’t go according to plan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
   T ogether, Tasha and I rambled out to the front gates—it was my first time venturing so far from the actual physical structure of the castle. Though it was a bit exciting, I also felt a sharp pang of longing as my body grew more and more distant from Vania’s nexus of power. 
 
    As though she knew what I was feeling—possibly because she felt it too, I saw her face appear in the iron gates. “Don’t worry, my husband,” she hummed sweetly. “I won’t be far. But please, don’t stay away for too long.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked fearfully, “What would happen to you?” 
 
    “I would get sad,” she laughed. “Now, go, see the impish witch in her hut. I’ll be waiting for you with plenty of new toys to try on your doggy when you return.” 
 
    I looked at Tasha, and she gazed up at me, her eyes displaying plainly just how happily she’d received those words. “More spankings?” 
 
    A chuckle escaped my lips. “Does your sister know about your... proclivities?” I asked, genuinely curious, as we continued to walk. 
 
    “She used to be the one to discipline me,” she said wistfully. “It was weird but necessary. I prefer having you do it much, much better.” 
 
    “I think I prefer that, too,” I said with an eyebrow cocked. It was hard to imagine one twin doing that for the other. “Was it as... intimately charged with her?” 
 
    I finally remembered to push in the iron gate, and the door hinged open for us creakily. We walked out into the badlands, where suddenly the sky felt even grayer and the grass similarly hued. 
 
    “Kind of, but... I learned to detach her from the act mentally. It was more like... getting myself off,” she said through a heated blush. 
 
    “Yikes. Why is it necessary?” 
 
    “Because if I’m not properly disciplined, I could be much, much worse on nights of the full moon. My sister wasn’t really very good at it... so we ended up in a tight spot. That’s when you came—” she threw her arms around my waist and kissed my shoulder— “and you rescued me!” 
 
    “Damn straight, I did,” I said. “Look, there.” I pointed directly ahead of us at the end of a path that was sort of like a dirt road driveway. 
 
    “The hut!” Tasha squealed. “It looks terrific!” 
 
    It made me grimace. The hut was an ugly thing—janky, uneven planks slap-dashed together in the rough shape of a cottage, with a straw-based roofing solution applied. It was no masterpiece of architecture—and it was small. Much smaller than one of the girls’ rooms in the castle. 
 
    “Is that enough space for her?” I asked. 
 
    “Only one way to find out!” Tasha said, grabbing my hand and leading me up to the front door. Smoke billowed from a makeshift chimney at the direct center of the hovel’s roof. 
 
    “Come in!” Tali called, her voice ringing from inside the little shack. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to prepare myself for whatever smells I was about to experience as I walked into the witch’s home. 
 
    To my surprise, though, the aromas weren’t all that unpleasant—at least not at the moment. Instead, they smelled earthy and herbal—delightfully fresh. 
 
    The walls of the room were undecorated. All six walls—I realized once I was inside that the building was hexagonal—were barren and boring, and the only possessions she seemed to have were a small trunk and a few witchy supplies scattered about. It was the bubbling cauldron blowing steam through the chimney that caught my attention. 
 
    “Nathan, Tasha,” Tali nodded. “It’s good to see you!” 
 
    “Are you going to be lonely out here by yourself?” I asked, still taking in the sights of the hut’s interior. 
 
    She shook her head. “On the contrary, I’ll be very busy. Of course, I can always visit the castle if I want to, but for the very first time, I have access to a wide variety of magical herbs and beasts in my own backyard, and no one to scrutinize my witchcraft or try to hang me when they figure out the truth.” 
 
    I nodded. “Alright, I suppose,” I said. “Still, I feel terrible leaving you out here alone.” 
 
    She shook her head in response. Then, after gazing at me, the witch turned to her sister and smiled. “I’m so happy Tasha has finally found someone who can handle her. It’s such a weight off both of our shoulders. You may stink like a Van Helsing, but you have the heart of a true monster.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at that, not sure how to take it. “And in this sentence, monsters are good, right?” 
 
    She giggled. “They’re better than Van Helsings, anyway.” 
 
    “Sis!” Tasha shouted, finally inserting herself with a hug that Tali quickly brushed off but still seemed happy to receive. “We’re looking for the scroll. You know the one.” 
 
    Tali studied me cautiously. “Are you sure? That scroll summons a powerful entity from the Inferno—the home of devils and demons.” 
 
    “Will it be a girl?” I asked. “It’s kind of pointless if it isn’t female.” 
 
    She paused, her face clearly showing a desire to say something, but she stopped herself. Instead, she opened the trunk and shuffled around inside of it—though there wasn’t much to shuffle through, if I was being honest. 
 
    “It’s in here. Let’s take a look.” After a few more seconds, she found the specific scroll that she was looking for, somewhat tattered and worn but still mostly in one piece. She tugged at a piece of twine that kept it rolled up, discarding it onto the earthen floor. “Okay, here it is.” 
 
    “Here what is?” I asked. 
 
    “This is the spell! We have the ingredients here. It’s mostly just black candles and a witch’s blood. Some honeysuckle and wolfsbane, too, but I’ve got that in spades,” she said, grinning as she looked up to brag about her supply of herbs. 
 
    “How much blood?” I asked cautiously. “I don’t want you dying on my behalf.” 
 
    She squinted at the paper. “More than I’d like to give, but I’d survive.” 
 
    “We’ll bring you back into the castle to rest, then,” I said. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    She frowned at that proclamation and balled her fists. “I literally just got here. Can’t you just leave Tasha to watch me for a couple days?” 
 
    I looked at the wolf girl, and she nodded. “It’s fine,” she said. “The other girls were really freaking out at you anyway. I’ll watch Tali, and you take care of them. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed. “But let’s be very careful. I couldn’t forgive myself if something happened to you.” 
 
    “Nothing will happen,” Tali grinned. “I have healing clay. Once the succubus appears, all we have to do is pad my wound with the clay, and it’ll seal up instantly. It’ll still take some time for me to regenerate the lost blood, though.” 
 
    “I see,” I replied doubtfully. “Alright. I’m ready when you are. Do you need time to rest or eat first?” 
 
    She shook her head and shook the scroll in her hands. “I’ve been waiting for this since the day I got this spell.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you summon it earlier, then?” I asked, suddenly curious. 
 
    “I didn’t have you.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “It means,” she said, putting a hand on her hip, “that I need a more-powerful soul than my own to bond with the demon. That’s where you come in. You’re strong enough.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I laughed, though it was a nervous laugh. “Are you sure you can pull this off?” 
 
    “Fake it till you make it; that’s my motto,” she grinned. 
 
    “Crede quod habes, et habes,” I quoted back at her with a smirk. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked with a puzzled look on her pretty face. 
 
    “Literally the same thing you just said, but in Latin.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Never heard of Latin. Must be from your world.” 
 
    “Hmmph. So much for showing off,” I uttered with a faint chortle. 
 
    She gathered the black candles from her trunk and set their wicks aflame, placing each candle out the outer fringes of the hovel interior so that the smoke billowed upwards. The smoke mostly failed to find its way into the chimney, but the thickness of it wasn’t enough to worry about yet. 
 
    The smell of the burning wax filled the room as Tali held her palm outstretched, and I realized abruptly that the spell was already beginning. I clenched my hands into fists in anticipation, watching as the witch sliced a deep gash into her own palm. Her face reacted from the pain, scrunching up like she’d bit into a lemon-flavored butthole. Still, she powered through, throwing what few ingredients the spell called for into the cauldron—and letting her blood drip into it, too. 
 
    With each drop of her blood that found its way inside, sparks flew from the frothing container. It was a lot of blood, enough that I’d started to pay more attention to how much she’d lost than to how many spectacular pyrotechnics the spell elicited from the boiling pot at the room’s center. 
 
    Her face was growing pale. “Tasha, that’s enough. Get the clay.” 
 
    Tasha was bewildered, but nodded and followed instructions, rubbing the gray healing clay on her sister’s palm. 
 
    “No!” Tali shouted even as she limply accepted her sister’s attending hands. “It’s not enough! If we don’t have enough, it might not work out perfectly!” 
 
    “What could happen?” I asked, attempting to hide my fretfulness. 
 
    She grunted, trying to put it into words. “Umm, like, something might be off. We might get—like, a reject!” 
 
    “A reject of hell?” I muttered aloud questioningly. “Color me intrigued.” 
 
    The cauldron erupted with a flashbang display of glowing lights. At its completion, all the black candles went out and we found ourselves in perfect darkness—and we were not alone. 
 
    In front of us, two gleaming yellow eyes stared hungrily at me, narrowing to slits, as whatever monster it was that we’d summoned appraised me, probably trying to search me for weaknesses to exploit. 
 
    Tali muttered an incantation, and the candles lit themselves again, and we had light enough to perceive the thing in front of us. 
 
    It wasn’t all that tall, and it was most definitely female—as a succubus would be, I supposed. She looked positively devilish, with skin as red as the blood that Tali sacrificed. Two crimson horns jutted vertically from her forehead. Her nails were long and black as well, and her eyes a vibrant yellow. A forked tongue flicked out of her mouth, and she had a demonic tail to match, with an arrowhead-like tip and everything. Her long, darker hair hung in...braided pigtails down her shoulder. Braided pigtails? 
 
    As my eyes finished adjusting to the candlelight, I took in the sight of her garments. The only way to explain it was to describe it thusly—a plaid, Catholic schoolgirl dress over a clean white blouse, with a crucifix worn around her neck, and glossy black flats for shoes, with black-and-white checkered knee-high socks. 
 
    The odd-looking demoness glared at me until her lips opened in a wide smile, and she said these unexpected words. “Hello, friends! Have you heard the Good News of Jesus Christ?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
   R ain battered the castle’s buttresses. I watched it with a downcast expression from my window, with Dusky and Sabina each clinging to one arm. The softness of their bodies pressed against mine and soothed some of the anxieties teeming in my mind at the moment. 
 
    The summoning ritual had indeed gone wrong. I stopped the spell before enough witch blood had been spent. The resulting spell was potent but corrupted, bringing forth a demon from some strange dimension that was all wrong. Now she was my responsibility, bonded to me forever by the spell. 
 
    “What are you going to do with her?” Sabina asked, her tone soft and calm, attempting to balm my nerves. 
 
    “Maybe she’s still got some use,” Dusky mused. Her sweet voice sounded hopeful. 
 
    “She tried to baptize me,” I groaned. “She seems very sweet, but not at all what I was expecting.” 
 
    “Are you going to release her into the Badlands?” Sabina asked, following up her original question—which I had intentionally avoided answering. 
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh that made Dusky jump. “No,” I said. “She stays. She probably wouldn’t survive out there on her own.” 
 
    “Could you dismiss her? Summon another one?” Dusky asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question. I don’t think a dismissal is an option once she’s been introduced to Vania. And the scroll burned up shortly after she appeared.” 
 
    “That seems to imply that the spell is a single-use one,” Sabina said with a heavy sigh. “But maybe the situation can be salvaged.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’ll have to be. If I don’t release her to the Badlands, she’s taking one of the slots up in the castle reserved for my girls.” 
 
    “You should talk to her,” Dusky said. Her paw clutched my hand. “Figure out where she stands on all this. Maybe she’s tougher than you think.” 
 
    “You’re right. I can’t make any decisions without her being a part of it,” I admitted. “As soon as she wakes up, I’ll speak with her.” 
 
    Vania’s voice cooed in from the walls. “My husband, she is stirring now. Shall I send her to you?” 
 
    I looked at the other two. “You can go. Let me deal with this, and then I owe Tilly some quality time. We’ll meet for dinner tonight.” They left, each of them giving me a peck on the cheek—Dusky’s was more of a lick than a kiss.  
 
    After the demoness had Angelica appeared in the witch’s hut, we’d brought her back to the castle, where she quickly made herself comfortable and fell asleep, insisting that she had had a long trip—whatever that meant. 
 
    In the brief span of time that I’d spent with her, though, I realized how incongruous she was with everyone else in the castle—her way of thinking, her beliefs; even her aesthetic was bizarre. 
 
    She walked through the door to my room a few moments later, stretching, still wearing the same outfit she’d worn when I met her. A plaid skirt with matching suspenders that pressed tight against her body was the first thing that stood out. The blouse she wore was white, buttoned up with black buttons with golden inlays. The one change to her outfit was that she had apparently left the necktie in her new room and unbuttoned her blouse a couple of buttons. A crucifix rested on her blood-red flesh below her neck, sizzling and burning at the point of contact it made with her skin. 
 
    I smiled at her. “Hey, Angelica. You got sleepy pretty quickly. Do you remember who I am?” 
 
    She nodded, yawning. “Good morning, Nathaniel,” she said, her voice high-pitched and sugary-sweet, with something not entirely unlike a southern accent. “May Christ’s love bless you on this day.” 
 
    I winced. “So, how much do you understand about why you’re here?” I asked her. I eyed her up and down, trying not to gawk—something told me she would be more conservative about her body than, say, Dusky was. 
 
    She was likely the shortest girl in the castle. Her long dark reddish-brown pigtails fell over the front of her shoulders, almost long enough to touch where her nipples poked through her blouse. I could make out the outline of a pink bra beneath her shirt. She was very petite though, similar to Dusky, but without the big boobs and bubbly ass. She was a tighter package, which wasn’t a bad thing by any means. 
 
    The things that made her distinctly demonic, namely her horns, yellow eyes, and long tail, also lent her some sexiness. Of course, the schoolgirl outfit did her some favors, too, if I was being honest—but that didn’t seem to be its intent. 
 
    “I’m here because the Lord saw fit to send me to you,” she said through a kind smile. “In His name, I am happy to help.” 
 
    “You’re a Night Girl,” I said cautiously, as though it might be a surprise to her. She just kept beaming sweetly at me, so I pressed on. “This castle is a home for monster girls like you, basically, and the surrounding lands are full of them and other monsters as well. I was given a cosmic purpose: to help monster girls survive because, throughout the multiverse, they are being hunted to extinction or destroyed by civilization and other factors.” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s a noble cause. How can I help, Nathaniel?” 
 
    “You’re a bit different from the other girls in the castle,” I pointed out. “Part of the job includes… Vania, do you want to explain?” 
 
    “No, my love, I think it’s best if she hears it all from you.” A mischievous giggle emanated from the walls and ceiling around me. 
 
    I cringed inwardly, but outwardly I only pursed my lips and gestured to the chairs by the fireplace. “Let’s talk while seated,” I said. 
 
    Angelica grinned. “Of course, Nathaniel. I love your name, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said, “Why’s that?” 
 
    She plopped down on a loveseat right next to me, adjusting her skirt modestly as she did. “In the Gospel of John, the name Nathaniel appears as one of Christ’s followers,” she started. I took a deep breath as she continued. “He reminds me of myself.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked her, genuinely made curious by that observation. 
 
    Her smile wilted for a split second, but then it came back. At the moment that she frowned, my instincts flared up, and I knew all of a sudden that I couldn’t let her go. She triggered my urge to protect just as strongly as the rest of my girls. 
 
    “Nathaniel doubted that the Son of God could come from Nazareth. He is quoted as saying, ‘Can anything good come from Nazareth?’” She giggled, demurely covering her lips. 
 
    My heart throbbed at that adorable display, and I found myself sucked into what she was saying. “That Nathaniel only appears once or twice in the whole New Testament,” I said, showing off my own Bible trivia. 
 
    She nodded, smiling. “That’s correct! Anyway, I like that quote that because it reminds me of myself.” 
 
    Her smile became sad, and she looked into the fireplace as she started braiding her hair back into the pigtails I’d seen when we first met. 
 
    “I see,” I said, nodding. If she wanted to share more, she would. I wouldn’t press. 
 
    I didn’t have to. “I’m from Hell,” she said, her voice practically a whisper. “I mean, I know it’s obvious. I’m a demon. And, I guess I had the same self-doubts. Can anything good come out of the Pit?” 
 
    “Apparently,” I said. “You definitely make me want to ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    She giggled, once again covering her mouth. “I suppose I wasn’t what you were expecting, was I?” 
 
    I laughed. “I will admit that you are not what I imagined.” 
 
    Angelica sighed. She looked up at me with her yellow eyes, and I felt them as though they penetrated me. “What else do I need to know about your mission? There is something you haven’t told me.” 
 
    I nodded, deciding to just have out with it. “The way that I bond with monster girls and get powers from them includes sexual intercourse,” I said. I waited for her to recoil, but she didn’t. 
 
    “I am saving myself for marriage,” she said flatly, but still smiling. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I nodded. “So now what?” I said, asking Vania more than I was asking her. 
 
    “Well,” Angelica said, cocking her head coyly, “I guess… anal and oral don’t count… right?” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Vania, would it be possible to complete the requirements of a physical bond with her through anal sex?” 
 
    “Yes, my husband. But she would need to orgasm from it.” 
 
    “But I’m not that easy,” she said, crossing her arms. “You will have to wine and dine me like a good Christian girl. And I will want to get comfortable with you first—to be sure you’re boyfriend material.” 
 
    I nodded—it was going better than I thought. “Do you have any assets or abilities that I should know about?” 
 
    “Let’s see…” she looked up at the ceiling as she began thinking, and I chuckled as she started muttering to herself as she counted on her fingers. “I’m immune to fire, I can draw out people’s vices by cutting them with my tail, I can smell love and hatred in people’s hearts, and I am full of the Grace of the Holy Spirit.” 
 
    I nodded, not sure what to make of that last one. “That sounds great.” 
 
    “That’s why I like you, you know,” she said. “I could smell the love in your heart from the second I laid eyes on you. You’re a wicked, wicked man, but you have so much love in you—new love, too. It makes me feel… tingly. I want to know that kind of love. Is that selfish of me?” 
 
    “Everyone wants love,” I shrugged. “And everything we do is selfish, whether it’s for ego, for power, for sex, for wanting to see the people we care about happy—all of those pursuits are only for us to feel better about ourselves.” 
 
    “A good point, though I’m not sure Jesus Our Lord and Savior would buy it,” she giggled. 
 
    “Speaking of Jesus, how did you—” 
 
    “Become a Christian, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Can I tell you some other time? Maybe after our first time together?” 
 
    “When will that be?” I asked. 
 
    “Just court me like a gentleman and find out.” Her thick accent made every word all the more charming. I clung to each sentence she spoke like it was the gospel—shit, now she had me thinking in biblical terms. “Also, I would really like you to get baptized,” she said, frowning. “I’d feel better about giving my oral and anal purity to you if you took that step.” 
 
    “Are there any… side-effects?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at me like I was crazy. “Besides not going to hell when you die? No, no side-effects.” 
 
    I laughed. “Well, that’s compelling, I guess.” 
 
    “We need a priest, though,” she sighed. “Can you get one?” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out,” I grunted. “Can I be totally blunt with you?” 
 
    “Please,” she said sweetly, nodding at me. 
 
    “I was a bit afraid of this talk,” I confessed. “The other girls are really… amorous. Dusky’s naked half the time, and most of them are arguing over who gets to sleep with me next.” 
 
    “You were afraid I wouldn’t fit in?” she asked. “That’s sweet.” 
 
    I felt more dubious about it, though. “At the very least, it feels like you’ll be able to survive here, but the other girls’ antics may be a bit much for you at times.” 
 
    “I won’t be offended,” she said. “I’m a succubus. I’ve seen far worse done by my old superiors.” But she shifted a bit nervously in her seat. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do for you to make your, uh, transition a bit smoother?” I asked. 
 
    The rain was still pitter-pattering on the windowsill, and she stole a glance outside to where the gray Badlands sky pelted down precipitation onto the courtyard. “No rush. But someday it would be nice if I could get a rosary from the world I used to live in and… maybe a guinea pig?” 
 
    I smirked. “A guinea pig?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll take me some time to adjust to the other girls and the way you do things, but I feel strongly that the Holy Spirit sent me here for a reason—and now that I look at you, I know I’m right. But yes. A guinea pig, please. And ten pounds of raw meat a day.” 
 
    I blinked. “You sure can put it away,” I said, eyeing her total lack of curves. 
 
    “Please don’t stare,” she blushed—her red cheeks darkened. “I’m bashful.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, and I quickly looked away. “I’m going to get some breakfast. Maybe we can catch up again later? I’m meeting the other girls for dinner tonight after I spend some time with Tilly.” 
 
    “She’s the Vengeance Specter, right?” she asked. “She’s cute.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “A Vengeance Specter—she needs to have vengeance on the wicked souls who wronged her in her past life or be damned to be a ghost for all eternity.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, but it gave me an idea. “I think I know exactly where we’re going to get your rosary and priest,” I said. 
 
    “What? Where?” 
 
    “Never mind that for now.” I stood up and forced a smile, but now all I could think about was Tilly. “Let’s part ways for now. Vania will make sure your room is comfortable and help you to decorate it however you want.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nathaniel,” she smiled, offering me a dainty red hand. I grabbed her palm and helped her to her feet. Her tail swayed as she looked into my eyes, and I back into hers. 
 
    “How do we say goodbye?” I asked. “I never dated a Christian girl before.” 
 
    “Are we dating?” she asked. “Are you officially accepting me into your castle?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Then I suppose I can give you a kiss on the cheek,” she said. This time, she didn’t cover her lips as she giggled. She stood up on her tippy toes and held herself steady by clutching my shoulders. Angelica planted a soft, hot kiss on my cheek that almost burned. 
 
    She pulled back. “Goodbye, Nathaniel,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes at me. 
 
    “Do we have a timeline for the anal sex?” I asked, feeling my cock stirring in my jeans. 
 
    She frowned at me, and I instantly felt like a dick. “It’ll happen when it happens.” But then she smirked again. “But get baptized, be a good boy, and it will happen.” 
 
    With that, she walked out the door, and I felt a surge of relief flow through my veins. I collapsed back onto the loveseat and stared directly into the fire. 
 
    “Shall I draw you up a cold shower, my love?” Vania’s voice came back to me. Her Bride-Shape emerged slowly through the floor until she was standing in front of me. I smiled at her and tapped the loveseat beside me, where the demoness had sat only moments before. 
 
    She sat down and rested her head on my shoulder, watching the flames with me. “I think a shower is a good idea,” I said. “But not a cold one. I am going to be with Tilly shortly after all.” 
 
    “Very well, my husband,” she murmured. She started sucking on my ear, and I sank even deeper into my seat. 
 
    “But… that can wait for a couple minutes, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes, it can,” she said, as three more copies of her emerged from the floor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Name: Nathaniel Van Helsing  
 
    Class: Castle Keeper, Level 5 
 
    Bloodline: Van Helsing  
 
    Stats: Body A-, Mind A-, Soul C+  
 
    Abilities: Rope of Restraint, Van Helsing’s Hex (Level 2), Whip of Laceration, Catlike Reflexes, Amplified Pain Tolerance 
 
      
 
   A fter a couple of hours, I finally finished cashing in my level-ups. First, I got one from bonding with Dusky on my mission with Tasha that I hadn’t yet taken. The physical bond from banging Tasha, too, was now redeemable because of summoning Angelica. And of course, I also got a bonus from the succubus, too. 
 
    I stepped outside the bedroom, swung open the heavy doors, and walked into the corridor in the direction of the girls’ boudoirs.  
 
    “Tilly,” I said, commanding her room to appear, and the door flung wide. I found myself staring into her chambers, my eyes darting this way and that. The room was decorated in pink. Her shelves were adorned with dolls rather than books—except for a few paranormal romance novels, anyway. As if that wasn’t enough to establish her girliness, her bed was absolutely covered with stuffed animals. 
 
    But Tilly herself was nowhere to be seen. I looked around slowly, well aware of my ghostly girl’s habit for dramatic entrances. She had a faculty for freaking me the fuck out from time to time, and I went into this room knowing that full well. 
 
    As I scanned the room, my eyes devouring its contents, I decided the best thing to do would be to simply call her name out three times to bring her to me. I stared into the standing mere and cleared my throat. “Tilly, Tilly, Tilly,” I called out staring into the mirror, “are you around?” 
 
    There was no response but for the swaying of sconce flames on the wall, leaving me to feel a bit silly. 
 
    “Vania,” I said, “where is Tilly?” 
 
    There was a short pause as my castle wife deliberated and sought the answer for me. A few moments later, I had it. “She responded to your call. She is waiting in your bathroom.” 
 
    I smirked. “Another one of those situations,” I chuckled, recalling the first time she’d done that. “Let her know for me that I’m on my way to her.” 
 
    “Yes, my love,” Vania’s voice cooed back at me. “Anything for you.” 
 
    When I made my way back from Tilly’s room to my own, I noticed that my heartbeat was fluttering more rapidly than usual. I smelled my own scent mixed with the bogart-banishing sachets that had been tied to the bedpost as the doors closed behind me. The only other odor I detected in the room was that of the burning beech logs in the fireplace. 
 
    My ears quickly picked up on the sound of running water coming from inside the bathroom. I inched toward the door at the corner of the room, my heart fluttering and flapping in my chest like a drum as I mentally steeled myself against whatever freaky bullshit she was likely to pull. 
 
    I pushed the door open slowly, and it gave way with a creak like an old man’s bones. The room was dark, but I could see the outline of Tilly’s glowing porcelain-white body through the dangling shower curtain. She was nude, humming a song I couldn’t recognize. 
 
    I grinned eagerly and undressed myself, gazing at that nubile shape as Tilly seductively washed herself, melodically purring her siren song. My cock started engorging itself in anticipation as I realized I’d never really gotten a good look at Tilly naked. Last time she was on her knees, and her hair was everywhere, which made it hard to focus on the titillations of her apparitional body. 
 
    Like a lamb to the slaughter, I peeled back the shower curtain and looked inside with a stupid grin. That grin faded to nothing immediately when my eyes had time to adjust. She wasn’t in there, and the humming had stopped. I felt my stomach lurch. 
 
    Suddenly, a pair of girlish white arms with long black nails reached around me from the back, pulling me in for a tight embrace. 
 
    “You were literally just in here,” I grunted as Tilly peppered my neck with kisses. “Why do you always have to be spooky?” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” she said through an audible simper. “It just happens. Please don’t be angry.” By her tone, I could tell she knew full well I wouldn’t be. 
 
    “Let’s get in the shower,” I said, reaching back and grabbing her hand to lead her in with me. 
 
    She said nothing, just following obediently behind me. The heat of the spray coming from the showerhead pricked my skin. I turned around to look into Tilly’s eyes—a fucking horror show, but I loved them anyway. Pale white glassy orbs looked back at me through a coquettish smile, as black blood poured from her tear ducts in a constant stream. 
 
    “Can we kiss?” she asked me shyly. 
 
    I didn’t even bother to nod, just pulling her in like she was the bud of a flower and I was her bee. Her cold, tingly body felt somewhat warmer in the shower—making it an ideal place for our first time, I realized. I knew then that it was no accident that both of my encounters with Tilly up to that point had occurred here. 
 
    Kissing her was like inhaling a soft graveyard breeze—unsettling, but inspiring serenity all the same. That serenity, though, was at odds with the raging lust that the rest of her body triggered as my hands brushed along her contours, stopping twice to squeeze a breast and cup a handful of her rump. 
 
    Tilly’s eyes started glowing, and I instantly backed off out of a sense of self-preservation, even though intellectually I knew I wasn’t in any danger. The only thing that ended up happening with the glow was the rest of the lights in the bathroom flickering on, probably so that we could better see one another. 
 
    She winced, though, noticing my negative reaction and frowning at me. “You’re afraid of me!” she whined. 
 
    I tried to correct my error, reaching out to her but she went intangible in protest, letting my hand phase through her. “Tilly, I’m sorry,” I said, “Please. I want this. Keep in mind I’ve only been here a few days.” 
 
    She cocked her head sideways at me, looking me up and down. Her eyes widening as she saw my thick cock harden even further as I had the opportunity to stare at her nudity once more. Her pale gray nipples were pebbles, hard from arousal even under the heat of the showerhead, and I had a feeling that, in crossing her arms to protest, she was also intentionally trying to frame her bosom for my gaze. 
 
    She smirked, nodding at my thickening manhood. “I guess you’re not that scared,” she giggled. “But stop jumping and screaming and backing away from me! It really makes a girl feel unsexy.” 
 
    “I never screamed,” I mumbled, taking a step toward her. 
 
    “You wanted to,” she snickered. 
 
    “I’m gonna get you for that.” 
 
    “What are you gonna do about it?” 
 
    I answered her question by shoving her against the wall and slipping two digits into her pussy while my other hand supported her waist. Her insides tingled my skin with paranormal energy, tickling and teasing me as I did the same to her inner walls. I hooked my fingers deep inside her, estimating the location of her G-Spot, then in a fast, rhythmic cycle of ‘come hither’ gestures and forceful reinsertions, I finger-fucked the ghostly girl as she moaned like a trembling strumpet. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” she said, a cold breath of ether washing over my face. “Oh-oh fucking hell!” She screamed, and it was loud enough and freaky enough that I worried my ears might bleed again, but I kept going, clenching my jaw as I pleasured her pretty pussy until both of her arms were around my shoulders as her knees collapsed. “Nathan, master! Oh my Gawd!” 
 
    She threw a leg around mine, clinging to me like she was a little monkey climbing a tree, and I pulled her in closer to give her support but relented nothing in my questing pursuit of her climax. Her eyes flickered from white to black and back, and her hair started growing longer and longer until it covered most of the floor. 
 
    As I felt her convulse around my fingers, her squeals became a series of harsh, desperate breaths, and her mouth hung wide open, a look of shock gracing her features as she surrendered to her climax. I watched it wash over her in waves, each flexing of her pussy facilitating a change on her face, whether it was eye color, the erasure of the blood from her eyes, or in one moment, the fleeting glance of what she’d looked like before she died—a classic beauty. 
 
    “Nathan! Nathan! I’m coming all over your hand!” she moaned. “Fuck!” 
 
    “Hang in there,” I said, not slowing down for an instant, ready to see this thing through until she was feeble from the gratification of my affections. 
 
    Her eyes closed tightly, almost like she was in pain, but I could tell she wasn’t. Her knees gave out entirely at one point, so I had to hold her up myself as the shaking ghost girl’s pussy deluged a continuous stream of fluid while I tirelessly fingered her. “Nathan! I can’t stop!” 
 
    Her upper row of teeth bit down on my shoulder, and she squealed a string of muffled epithets into my flesh as I found it within myself to quicken my pace even further. I gloried like a conqueror-king in the squelching of her womanhood as she spasmed so violently and her orgasm continued to spread. 
 
    Before she had a chance to calm down the wild bucking of her hips, I felt my own need welling up. Mid-climax, I removed my fingers from inside her, gripped her hips, and shoved her body against the wall. Her eyes went wide as she sensed my change in purpose, just nodding vaguely to indicate her readiness, even as her face and body shook and contorted with agonizing pleasure from an orgasm she couldn’t calm down from. 
 
    My cock easily found her pussy lips, as my fingers had done the important work of opening her up. It was nothing to slide into her—and twice as blissful. The sensation of the phantasmal woman’s tingly and still-twitching ghost pussy around my stiff cock was like fucking a buzzing sex toy attached to a real woman, and I was only too happy to stay right where I was, hilting my member deep inside her as she quivered and screeched with every stroke. 
 
    “Oh, oh God,” she moaned, “you’re so big, Nathan! Master!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, feeling her body shudder and shake as I fucked her. “Is this hurting you?” 
 
    She whimpered but only uttered, “Don’t stop!” 
 
    I didn’t want to. I wanted to fuck her forever. I wanted to make her come again and again until she’d completely lost herself in the pleasure, and I would have loved nothing more than to keep fucking her for hours on end. But I knew then, with the heat of the showerhead blasting on me, and the beauty of the woman in front of me, I didn’t stand a chance at that. 
 
    My cock pushed in and out of her, and she kept her legs wrapped around me, as though she was afraid I was going to pull away if she let go. Her hands clutched my back, and her nails dug into my skin as she raked them across my shoulders, but I felt no pain. I was in heaven. 
 
    I groaned, feeling the silky yet tingly embrace of her womanhood around me as I thrust in and out of her, and she gasped and squealed, but neither of us said a word. We were drowning in the euphoric moment, and Tilly was too far gone to care about anything else. Looking into her terrifying, beautiful eyes, I felt my heart throb with adoration. This woman—these women—loved me for some reason. All of them had given me a chance, transformed me, allowed me to be the man I was always supposed to be. 
 
    Wallowing in a dead-end graveyard shift convenience store job for years on end, I’d lost all ambition for my future, studying privately in my free time, pursuing women recreationally between the long hours of my work days. Since coming to this castle, meeting Tilly and the other girls... Vania, Sabina, Dusky, Tasha, and now Angelica—they were my heaven, my purpose. 
 
    “I love you,” I said, spitting it out. Just fucking saying it like it was the most natural thing in the world, because it was. “I love you all. You’re the best things that ever happened to me.” 
 
    “I love you, Nathan! Oh shit!” She tried to keep her voice in romantic mode, but it quickly fell to tatters when I renewed my forceful thrusts—but I was on my last legs. 
 
    “I’m going to cum,” I grunted. 
 
    “Inside me!” she moaned. “Please, inside me. Inside my pussy!” 
 
    My balls tingled and boiled as I thrust deep into her, feeling her sex still gripping mine as though in a fist. She bit back down on my shoulder as I picked up the pace, readying herself for the finale. 
 
    And then, I came. 
 
    It was like I’d been holding my breath for hours, and suddenly I exhaled. My cock pulsed and swelled, and then I felt the rush of my seed pouring out of me, flooding the tight, silky channel of her pussy. It was like the first time I’d ever cum, so much, such a fucking mess that I was worried we might drown in it when all was said and done. Rope after rope of thick, frothy seed spilled out of her as I finally withdrew, splashing on the bathroom stone tile. 
 
    The pair of us fell onto the floor together, her in my arms, lying on the ground. We reeled from our combined pleasures as the hot rivulets of shower water splattered us continuously. Tilly and I stayed there, kissing like troubled teens under the bleachers, until Vania finally interrupted us a half-hour later. 
 
    “Nathan, my love. You have completed your first two bonds with Tilly—Physical and Emotional. Abilities from her will now appear the next time you level up.” 
 
    I nodded, silently acknowledging the remark. I’d need to bring a new girl to the castle to cash in even one of those levels, but it was good that I was racking the bonds up in advance. After a minute, I pointed out, “I still need to finish my outstanding level-ups from summoning Angelica and bonding with Tasha.” 
 
    “That you do.” 
 
    I gazed into Tilly’s eyes one last time before grunting and sitting up. I turned the dial below the showerhead, feeling the spray of it dissipate into nothingness. Suddenly I felt very cold. 
 
    “I should go,” Tilly said, smiling at me. 
 
    “Nonsense,” I grunted. “Today’s your day. Stay the night.” 
 
    Her eyes flew open wide. “Really?!” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s get some dinner with the others and discuss plans for the week later. After that, come back with me to my room again. Sleep in my bed.” 
 
    She grinned. “Okay Nathan. Master...” She let out an evil cackle. “Dusky’s going to be so pissed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    
     “H 
 
   
 
    e said he loves me,” Tilly gushed, making my jaw drop as we entered the dining hall where all the other girls were already seated. 
 
    If looks could kill, the expressions on Sabina and Dusky’s faces as they stared back at her would have vaporized Tilly on the spot. “What did you frickin’ say?” Dusky hissed, her voice quiet and quaking. 
 
    “Repeat that one more time, Tilly? Just so I can make sure I heard correctly.” That was Sabina. 
 
    “Master Nathan says—” 
 
    “Alright, first of all,” I interrupted her, throwing my hands up like I was trying to keep velociraptors from pouncing, “context matters here.” 
 
    “We were fucking—he took my virginity and said he loved me,” she cooed, flying through the air, hovering in circles over the table. “It was so romantic!” 
 
    “Is this true, master?!” Sabina asked, looking heartbroken. Dusky was quietly seething. Her grip on her glass proved too tight, and she shattered it, casting shards of glass and milk all over the floor and table. I couldn’t see her face because she was staring into her lap. 
 
    “Vania, help?!” I grunted. 
 
    “Nathan is correct, girls,” she cooed. “Context is important. Tilly is gloating, but Nathan said he loves all of you—not just her.” 
 
    Dusky lifted up her head. Her expression was blank but her eyes were wide as she stared at me. Sabina, too, looked more than a little relieved. 
 
    “Master,” she breathed heavily, “thank goodness.” 
 
    “He was still inspired to say it from making love to me,” Tilly said, with a pointed pout. “I think there’s a strong case to be made that I’m his favorite.” 
 
    “You were just lucky to be in the right place at the right time,” Sabina said with a slight smirk. “In any case, I’m glad you had a nice time, Tilly. Master, when you inevitably grow tired of her, just keep in mind that I’m ready and willing to serve you without question—any time, any place, any circumstance imaginable.” 
 
    “Thanks, but—” 
 
    “Let me sleep in your room tonight, master,” Dusky begged, leaning her elbows against the table and her head on her palms. “No more lovey-dovey bullshit between you two.” 
 
    “Sorry, I already promised Tilly,” I said, to which Dusky gasped harshly. 
 
    Angelica was there, sipping juice out of a glass on the other side of Sabina. “Heavens, you’re all quite a competitive bunch,” she chuckled, eyeing me suspiciously. “Have you spiked the punch or something, Nathaniel?” 
 
    Dusky glared at her. “He’s your master.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, taking my seat at the head of the table. “You can all call me whatever you want—I don’t see myself as your master. What you call me doesn’t change anything about our relationship.” 
 
    Sabina gazed at me dreamily, sucking blood from a straw as she looked me into the eyes. When her cup was empty, she said, “I’m still going to call you master.” 
 
    I almost snorted. “I predicted as much from you.” 
 
    She giggled, but Tilly chimed in, floating down to sit on the other side from me, facing Angelica. “Hmmm, I like calling you Nathan. I like pretending you’re my boyfriend.” 
 
    “I mean, I basically am,” I shrugged. When the other girls, including the new demoness, gave me fresh looks of hurt or annoyance, I quickly clarified, “That goes for all of you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m fine with calling you master,” Dusky shrugged. “But maybe it’d be fun to call you… baby? Sometimes. I dunno,” she said before going into a giggle fit and blushing. “Baby! I love you, baby,” she winked at me. “Oh, it’s fun!” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said, and she froze. “I love all of you. It’s true. Don’t forget it. I will do everything I can to make sure all of you are happy and provided for as long as I live.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” Sabina said. 
 
    “That’s so sweet, boyfriend,” Tilly giggled, flickering onto my lap and kissing me on the cheek before she suddenly vanished and reappeared in her own spot. 
 
    “Okay, baby,” Dusky said in a tone that was overly sweet. 
 
    “Isn’t he married to the castle?” Angelica noted. “Technically, you’re all adulterers.” 
 
    “You will be too before long,” Dusky shrugged. 
 
    Angelica looked slightly conflicted. “The Bible says a man should not covet a woman’s flesh besides that of his wife.” 
 
    “It also says thou shalt not kill,” Tilly shrugged, “And he just slayed my pussy, so—” 
 
    “So vulgar,” Angelica giggled. “It’s fine, anyway, I think. The Bible mostly is written for humans rather than monster girls and their supernatural master with a holy bloodline.” 
 
    “Besides,” I said, looking back at her beautiful yellow eyes, “there are many instances in the Bible with men having more than one wife.” 
 
    “True,” she nodded, “But that was never God’s perfect intent. In Genesis, it is written, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.’ But…” I could see her mind at work, further finding ways to justify the arrangement, “Our purpose is to take part in the repopulation of monster girls across the multiverse, just as God allowed polygamy to help his Chosen people to flourish.” 
 
    “Sounds like it’s meant to be,” I shrugged, winking at her. 
 
    She winked right back, but before she could say anything else, Dusky chimed in. “Has anyone heard from Tasha? How are she and her sister doing?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I nodded. “We should bring you to them later, Angelica, so they can feel reassured that everything worked out for the better.” 
 
    “Of course, Nathaniel,” she said, fluttering her devilishly long eyelashes at me. “Wives submit to their husbands in the Bible, so I submit to you.” She winked yet again. She was full of winks. “But we’re not properly married yet, so don’t get any ideas. We still need that priest.” 
 
    “What priest?” Tilly asked. “We’re getting married?!” 
 
    I laughed. “One thing at a time. Actually, that brings up the topic of the next mission we need to go on. I was thinking of taking Tilly to get closure for what happened to her,” I said, slowing down and watching her carefully. She frowned but nothing too crazy happened, other than the sky outside darkening abruptly with storm clouds and the candle flames swaying on the table, growing overly long and shooting sparks. 
 
    “You fuck her once and suddenly the next mission is all about her,” Dusky grimaced, clenching her jaw in annoyance as she stared jealously at Tilly. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be the very next mission, but I do want to make sure all of my girls are taken care of—and I know that I have to do this for her eventually, so why delay? Similarly, I think no one would argue that Angelica is my favorite yet, but another mission option would be to address her concern and find a priest.” 
 
    “That seems like an easy mission,” Sabina said. “Just that?” 
 
    “That would probably be a wasted opportunity,” Vania interrupted, “but there is a mission I have in mind that could strike two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Vania and I were thinking if I took Tilly back to the marriage chapel in Las Vegas where she was married, we could find out more about what happened to her and those who did it and what happened after she… died,” I said. “Tilly, are you alright?” 
 
    She nodded quietly. “Yes. Thank you, please go on,” she said. She had a faraway expression, but was clearly battling to keep her emotions in check. 
 
    “Anyway, Vania and I reason we could probably abduct the priest afterward and force him to marry us all.” 
 
    “Like a shotgun wedding, but the shotgun is on the priest instead of the groom,” Dusky giggled. 
 
    “Is there a way for us to send him back after he’s done marrying us?” Angelica asked. Her fork tongue seductively licked a chicken bone that she’d been working on as she stared at me. 
 
    I shrugged. “We could always just send him into the Badlands,” I suggested. 
 
    “That’d be a death sentence,” Tilly pointed out. 
 
    “For you all, I don’t have a problem with that,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    It was quiet for a while as everyone considered it, but Vania piped in. “I may be able to work with Dusky to find a way to send him home, but it would have a chance of delaying the next portal I could summon.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Angelica shrugged. “Though I don’t know much yet. Certainly better than murdering the poor man.” 
 
    “It’s ironic that Nathan’s the biggest monster in this castle,” Tilly cooed, kissing me again on the cheek. “Questionable morals you got there, big guy.” 
 
    “I think questionable morals are hot—on the right guy,” Dusky chimed in. 
 
    “You just think everything he does is hot because it’s him,” Sabina sighed. “You worship him like a hopeless slut.” 
 
    Dusky suddenly looked appalled, her jaw gone slack and her brow furrowed as she glared back at Sabina in disbelief. “So do you!” she said. 
 
    “I didn’t say otherwise,” Sabina giggled. “I was agreeing with you!” 
 
    I laughed. “Never a dull moment at this table,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
   A fter I’d reintroduced Angelica to Tali and Tasha, our lovable domestic werewolf joined us back in the castle. We all reunited in my bedroom and ended up sitting in a circle on the bed, which I swore was getting bigger with each new girl introduced to Vania. It was now well beyond what could be considered king-sized. Try ‘god-emperor’ sized at this point, able to comfortably seat—or lay—all of us at once. The room didn’t feel any smaller for it, either. 
 
    Being surrounded by the girls in bed all at once for the very first time was a surreal moment—having these incomparable beauties all gazing at me with either longing or adoration was downright distracting for the discussion I had in mind. 
 
    As I spoke, Sabina bit her lip, while Dusky twirled her hair flirtatiously, her big yellow cat eyes burning into me with her lusty intent. Even the new girl, Angelica the Catholic succubus, undid one more button on her blouse as she licked her lips and leaned forward. Tasha’s tail wagged violently whenever she looked at me, repeatedly smacking Tilly in the arm. 
 
    “We’ve got to get the amorous tendencies under control,” I grumbled, feeling very much like a rabbit in a den of wolves. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dusky asked innocently, batting her long lashes in a teasing display. 
 
    “Nathaniel’s right,” Angelica said. “As the new girl, and as a succubus tuned into these things, I can confirm that the sheer volume and intensity of impure thoughts directed at him is utterly unsustainable.” 
 
    The fire blazed several feet behind me as I sat on the corner of the bed. The way the light of the flames danced on their flesh made it even harder for me to stay on task—Dusky was basically naked, wearing only a pair of red panties that matched the bedsheets. I would never get used to the utter insanity of her body—the super-skinny waist paired with her delectably fat tits. It was borderline cartoonish how hot her body was. 
 
    Sabina, too, was wearing a tank top with no bra underneath. I could clearly make out her nipple piercings beneath the fabric. Even Tilly had opted for a transparent negligee, in anticipation of the night we would spend together when all this was over. 
 
    My dick was coming alive in my pants and there was nothing I could do about it, but I had to endure. “I wanted to have this conversation with everyone here,” I said, clearing my throat and thrumming the sheets nervously. 
 
    “Which conversation?” Tasha asked, her tail still thumping against Tilly. The annoyed-looking ghost allowed her body to become incorporeal so that the white fluffy thing would just go through her and pound the mattress instead. 
 
    I pursed my lips tightly as I collected my thoughts into words. They hung on the tip of tongue, clinging, not wanting to escape my mouth, but they were important enough that I had to see this talk through to the end. “I think we should probably establish some rules,” I said. “And maybe a schedule.” 
 
    They looked at me cockeyed, like what I’d just said made very little sense; all but for Angelica, who was nodding vehemently at the suggestion. 
 
    “I don’t like rules, baby,” Dusky said, crossing her arms and looking at me suspiciously. 
 
    I laughed at that. “I definitely already understand that about you,” I said, “but nonetheless, with so many of you for me to keep happy, I think rules will help.” 
 
    “I love rules,” Sabina said, grinning. “Anything you tell me to do, any directions you can provide me with so that I may serve you better, master, is a blessing.” 
 
    Tilly didn’t betray much on her face, though, and Tasha was too busy panting and thumping her tail against the bed as she stared at my chest to give any indication that she knew what we were talking about. “I think I should put my shirt on,” I said quietly, reaching for it on the pillow behind me. 
 
    Tasha pouted, and her tail went taut. “Why!?” 
 
    Angelica spoke next. “Nathaniel, I agree that rules are probably a good idea—but I must admit that I’ve always been a believer that rules are made to be broken. You’ll have trouble enforcing them, as soft as you seem to be for us.” 
 
    Spoken like a true Catholic, I thought. “Not these rules,” I said. 
 
    “I’m all ears,” she grinned. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “First of all—there are lots of you to please, and only one of me. I like to make sure I have time to myself to study, read, and journal, so I’m setting the hours of seven until nine PM every night as being off-limits for visitations or disturbances unless there is an emergency.” 
 
    “What qualifies as an emergency?” Tasha asked. 
 
    “Like, if we’re too horny,” Dusky guessed. 
 
    I frowned. “No, Dusky, your horniness is not an emergency.” 
 
    Her yellow cat eyes went wide with protest and horror. “But I get so horny!” 
 
    “What did you do before I woke up? In that month before I knew you?” I asked. “Just do that.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she whined. “I used to just sit on your chest and masturbate while staring at your face.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Sabina said quietly. “She just straight-up admitted it.” Tilly, too, looked shocked—not like this was new information to her, but that it had been spoken out loud. The other girls had reactions ranging from amused to horrified. 
 
    I flinched from that little revelation. “Jesus Fucking Christ,” I said. “I feel so violated.” 
 
    “Imagine how the Lord feels with you taking his name in vain,” Angelica clucked at me disapprovingly. 
 
    I shook my head, whizzing past Angelica’s remark. “Okay, Dusky, maybe I can get you a photo or something—” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” she whined. “Write me a love letter, too. I bet I can get off to that.” 
 
    I looked at the other girls for their reactions to the suggestion. “I mean, I guess I could manage that.” 
 
    “Then I’ll need one, too,” Tilly said, raising her transparent hand. 
 
    “Me too!” Tasha’s tail started thumping even harder. 
 
    “We’ll all need one—otherwise it’ll be unfair,” Angelica said. 
 
    “I will be happy with whatever my master sees fit to grant me, even if it’s something as simple as his sweaty shirt or undergarments.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck, now there’s an idea!” Dusky said, her tail tightening behind her as she started to purr. 
 
    I scratched my head and felt my cheeks going hot from all the attention. “We can figure out the details later,” I said. “The important thing is that from seven to nine PM every night, my room is off-limits.” 
 
    “Unless there’s an emergency,” Sabina reiterated, raising a dainty finger pointedly. Her long black nail drew my eyes. 
 
    “What counts as an emergency?” Tasha asked—the same fucking question again. We were going in circles. I couldn’t hold back a harsh laugh. 
 
    Vania came to the rescue. “Enough of this. Nathan has made himself clear. His rule is law in this castle, and that is that. You are all smart enough to know what an emergency is.” 
 
    Dusky’s upper lip lifted up to one side in annoyance at that. “I still think—” 
 
    “Dusky…” 
 
    The catgirl sighed. “Fine. Being horny isn’t an emergency. Got it.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks Vania,” I said. “The next rule is no breaking into my room—” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re just targeting me specifically!” Dusky immediately whined. 
 
    “I admit, this rule definitely has you in mind,” I said. “Usually when I come back to the room, you’ve snuck past the lock or in through the window or something and you’re lying naked on my bed.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “Lots of guys would love that.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll admit I definitely don’t hate it—and that’s the problem. It’s hard for me to keep my mind on anything productive when you’re doing that, and when I’m alone in my room I’m trying to get things done.” 
 
    “Dusky, you also have to think about your friends,” Sabina said, putting a hand on the catgirl’s knee. “It’s not fair that you try to steal attention from Nathan when the rest of us can respect his expectation of privacy.” 
 
    She frowned. “But—I feel—” she blushed, unable to finish the sentence. 
 
    “You feel what?” I asked. 
 
    “I won’t say it in front of them,” she said, gesturing at the other girls. 
 
    Angelica grinned deviously, her yellow eyes gleaming with interest as she rested her chin on the back of her hands and placed her elbows on the bed. “Now you have to tell us.” 
 
    Dusky was blushing. “Nathan makes me feel safe,” she said. 
 
    I smiled at her. “I said it before to Tilly, and let me reiterate it now that we’re all here. I love you all. Angelica, maybe it’s a bit premature to say that with you, but I have no doubt we’ll get there. But Dusky, I understand what you’re saying because I feel it for you, too. I feel complete when you’re around me, but just knowing you’re here in the castle with me is enough sometimes. It has to be, or we’ll never get a damned thing done.” 
 
    Most of the girls laughed at that. So did I. 
 
    “It’s not enough for me,” Dusky protested quietly, looking down at her paws as they clutched the bedsheets. 
 
    The other girls were all nodding or otherwise indicating their understanding, though. They stared at me hungrily as I finished my love confession, all of them clearly wanting to say something, but perhaps holding back so that it could be said in private. 
 
    A full ten seconds swished by before Sabina finally spoke up. “I think I speak for everyone, Dusky included, when I say I’m happy to have your love, master.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling my cheeks burn red hot. “And then there’s one more rule,” I said. “I choose if someone goes with me on missions—and I choose who. No arguing, no dictating, no pressuring me to choose you—or anyone else. You can offer your reasons why you think you’re suited to any given mission, but I don’t want you seeing these as date night. They aren’t. They’re work, and we are going to need to stay focused on the job when we go.” 
 
    “Of course, master,” Sabina said submissively. 
 
    Tilly looked less convinced. “You say that, but you’re planning on taking me on a mission especially suited for me. Is that not kind of like… a date?” 
 
    I considered it with a smirk. “Okay, unless otherwise indicated, don’t treat missions as dates.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” they all said, or some variation on that. They seemed more or less happy with the rules—or at least willing to follow them. 
 
    “Anything else we need to know?” Tasha asked in between panting fits. 
 
    I thought about it one more time. “I wrote a list down—it’s on the table back there. There are a few other things I could mention, but I don’t see the need to continue this one-sided talk. Let’s all just agree to enjoy our time together over the next few days while Vania recharges the portal.” 
 
    “It’s almost seven o’clock,” Tilly noted sadly. “Do the rules take effect tonight? Or maybe this could be our last night to spend with you before they go in place?” 
 
    I smiled at her, but said, “I’m afraid I’d prefer to begin them tonight. Besides—if I let you stay, I’m more than a little worried things will get out of hand sooner rather than later, and I don’t think Angelica is ready for an orgy.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready for an orgy,” Tilly whispered with a blush. 
 
    “I definitely am,” Dusky said, raising her hand. “Anything to spend another minute with you.” 
 
    Angelica looked at Dusky with a look of amusement. “Someone get a bowl of milk because this kitty is thirsty!” 
 
    Dusky moaned. “I would actually love a bowl of milk right now.” 
 
    I laughed out loud at that, which triggered giggles from the rest of the girls. “Then that’s what you can do. Tilly, I promised you could stay over tonight, so come back and see me at nine o’clock, but for now, let me do my work alone and I’ll see the rest of you tomorrow morning at breakfast.” 
 
    A series of girly grumbles rang out, but all the ladies rose from the bed and headed toward the door, wishing me sweet goodbyes. I walked over to the door with them and accepted kisses on the cheek and lips from each, except Angelica, who shook my hand but did that little thing where her pinky tickled the inside of my palm in a weirdly flirtatious way. 
 
    With the door shut and the room empty once again, I was alone with Vania, and I sat at the desk and opened my notebook, beginning to journal the events of the day in excruciating detail. After a few minutes, a pair of tentacles emerged from the wall behind me, taking on the form of feminine hands at their tips. They landed upon my shoulders and started massaging and kneading out the knots in my back as I continued my task. 
 
    “Thank you, honey,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, my husband,” Vania cooed. “I apologize for Dusky’s behavior.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s nothing to apologize for. They’re all a bit nuts, but that’s one of the reasons I adore them—you included.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” Vania said. “Perhaps before Tilly comes, you and I can share a kiss?” 
 
    “We can share more than that. Just let me focus on this for a bit longer,” I said, tapping the journal. 
 
    A shrill sound echoed from outside, like a howl but worse. I looked out the window when I felt Vania’s tentacle-hands stop moving on my back. 
 
    “What is that sound?” I asked. 
 
    “A Shadowghast,” she said, as if I might know what it meant. I didn’t. 
 
    “Is it something I need to deal with?” 
 
    Her answer came back immediately. “It’s too dangerous, my love—but I will have to find a way to rid us of it eventually.” 
 
    “Then I’ll want to know more about it,” I said. 
 
    But she seemed hesitant to share. “There is no rush, Nathan. There is a gargoyle girl in danger that I think might be just what we need.” 
 
    I nodded. I wouldn’t press her. Vania wasn’t one to hold back on me, so if she was doing it now, I’d give her some time and take her at her word. “After the next mission,” I said. “When I finish up with my journaling, tell me all about this gargoyle girl.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
   T hat first full week with all my girls in the castle with me flew by like a whirlwind of euphoria and joy. When Vania had alerted me that the portal was ready to be opened once again, I was shocked at my own internal lament that I would have to leave some of the girls behind to embark on the new mission. 
 
    Already I had grown so attached to each of them—I was only pretending to be upset with Dusky whenever I woke up in the middle of the night to find her lying across my chest, her naked body sprawled out in the most unnatural-looking positions imaginable. Her bratty whines had become music to my ears as the days went by and my affection mounted to heights I never dreamed I was capable of. I found myself harboring the constant urge to pull her in close and kiss her whenever I saw her, but held back, not wanting to spoil her. 
 
    Tilly haunted me constantly, too, and although it was creepy at first, any fear or lingering spookiness all but vanished, as I began to see it for the affectionate display that it was. I smirked with adoration every time I caught her reflection looking back at me in a mirror, or found a lovey-dovey message written in blood on my walls. “Master Nathan = Tilly’s Forever BF” was the most common. I found myself hoping to find a clump of her hair in my drain again every time I showered, and ended up disappointed when it didn’t happen. 
 
    Sabina and I had developed our own little ritual—every afternoon, after my workout and shower, she’d come to my room and spend an hour, sometimes two, kneading out the sore muscles in my back. Frequently, I ended up getting turned on—it was by her design, of course, as she insisted upon performing the massage with both of us naked, and I had a hard time turning such a request down when there was no real reason to do so. 
 
    At about the halfway point, the massage would typically shift in tone in a rather dramatic way. The shift would always be heralded by the sound of oil squirting, but I wouldn’t feel it being rubbed on my own skin. That meant she was spreading the massage oil all around her own pale pierced tits. She’d rub them all over my body, telling me it was time to turn over, when she knew damn well that I was hard as cold steel. Then, without fail, she would place a hand over her mouth in mock surprise at the sight of my dick pointing straight at her like she was the Chosen One. 
 
    “Oh, goodness, Master!” she’d say. “My deepest apologies. I insist upon taking responsibility!” 
 
    After that we’d unfailingly fuck like rabbits until she was too sore and tired to continue—not that she’d ever beg to stop. It was more or less up to me to read the room when she started getting too knackered to go on. She was like a labrador playing fetch in the summertime for hours on end—if I didn’t stop her, she’d let me fuck her to death. 
 
    Speaking of dogs, Tasha turned out to be equal parts loyal puppy and sex freak. Holy shit, the stuff that she made me do to her in the name of doggy discipline was unspeakable. I was in danger of forgetting what her succulent peach of an ass looked like when it wasn’t covered in red handprints, whip slashes, and bruises. She turned out to be, in some ways, even more a drain on my time than Dusky, because she needed to be walked three times a day. 
 
    Thankfully, after a few days I’d managed to kill two birds with one proverbial stone by having Dusky, who quickly became good friends with Tasha, manage her afternoon walk. It was a bit like letting the psychos run the psych ward, but it freed up my afternoon in a big way, and if I ever changed my mind and wanted to avail myself of Dusky and Tasha’s attentions, I knew where to find them. 
 
    And then there was Angelica. It was easy to forget about her in the first couple of days, because she wasn’t nearly as needy as the other girls. She was happy to see me whenever she happened to, which most often coincided with meal times. Thankfully, we were mostly on the same schedule for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The whole week went by without me making all that much progress with her in terms of completing the physical bonding requirements, and I didn’t want to force it. 
 
    Still, I longed to make some kind of progress with her, making her feel more at home and a part of the group—even if the other girls were a bit wilder than she was. Though, despite being a virgin and far more sexually- and romantically-conservative than my other girls, she was surprisingly not all that prudish. Perhaps it shouldn’t have been a surprise—her succubus lineage and culture had to factor in somewhere. 
 
    And that longing for progress led to the conversation that we were having at the moment when Vania chimed in to tell me that the portal was ready. It went something like this: 
 
    Angelica sat next to me at the table, kitty-corner from my position at the head of it. She slipped her feet out of her soft flats and let them drag against my legs as she innocently ate a bloody steak. Turns out succubi eat a lot of meat. 
 
    “That looks pretty good,” I said, eyeing the prime cut of beef. 
 
    She grinned, displaying sharp teeth and her forked tongue as she skewered a juicy lump and shoved it teasingly against my lips. “Wanna taste?” she asked. 
 
    “I definitely do,” I replied, almost a groan as I stared into her gorgeous yellow eyes. 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Are you still talking about the meat?” 
 
    “I’m talking about some meat, alright,” I said. 
 
    She laughed, shoving the steak directly into my mouth, catching me unprepared. I chuckled at my own expense and chewed it. It was good. 
 
    “You’re such a pervert,” she said with mock-disappointment. Angelica dropped her fork on her plate and dramatically crossed her arms at me. “Tsk tsk, you’ve got more than enough adultery in your life.” 
 
    “I could always use a bit more,” I said with a shrug, as I looked back down at my own meal. 
 
    She giggled coyly, placing a hand over her mouth. “I do like you, Nathaniel,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe we should spend some more time together,” I suggested. “We have a library. You want to go read with me this afternoon?” 
 
    She looked at me suspiciously. “Read with you?” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have any electricity, so movies are out. I thought maybe reading or studying together might be nice,” I said, smiling weakly. It wasn’t the greatest date idea, but it was something. “We could go for a walk in the courtyard, but Dusky will be walking Tasha and—” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain I know what that’ll turn into if they catch you there,” she sighed. “Alright, I was going to look for an extra Bible in there anyway. I can do it with you in the library.” 
 
    I grinned. “Good, so as soon as—” 
 
    “My love,” Vania’s voice sounded from the rippling walls, “the portal is ready. We should discuss the next mission in greater detail soon.” 
 
    I paused, looking at the wall, and then back to my lusty demoness. 
 
    “Raincheck?” Angelica asked, but I shook my head. 
 
    “Vania, it can wait until tonight, can’t it?” 
 
    “Of course, my husband,” she assured me. “I just thought you would like to know. Pardon my interruption.” 
 
    I nodded. “There you have it,” I said, reaching out and resting my palm on the back of her hand. “No need for a raincheck.” 
 
    She grinned but shyly withdrew her hand. “I’m not ready for a boy to hold my hand,” she said. “Even you. Maybe soon, if you’re a gentleman.” 
 
    “Guess I’m fucked, then,” I grinned. 
 
    She giggled into her withdrawn palm, her eyes narrowed in a most enticing fashion. “Maybe so.” 
 
    After we finished our meals, we made our way together to the library—well, after she had time to ‘freshen up’ in the bathroom, which I took for girl-code that she needed to pee. 
 
    When she came back, we made our way through the swinging library doors into a musty room with a low ceiling and bookshelves that weren’t even as tall as I was. There weren’t all that many of them either, but I was thankful for the selection we did have. 
 
    Dusky and Tilly had helped me catalog the collection a few days prior, and there were only five hundred and forty-three books in total, most of them with lore specific to this world. The task took half a day, which shouldn’t have taken as long as it did, but things tended to get out-of-hand with Dusky around. If you use your imagination to guess at what stretched the simple task out so much, you’d probably be right. 
 
    Angelica did manage to find a black leatherbound King James Bible, but she scoffed that that wasn’t the translation approved by the Catholic Church. She took a seat as soon as we stepped into the room, eyeing me sweetly as I sauntered over to a nearby shelf. “Ah,” I mumbled, finding just the book. “How to Train Your Catgirl.” 
 
    “How apropos,” she giggled, as she cocked her head coyly, holding her book out in front of her. 
 
    I sat down next to her and got to reading. The book was interesting, for sure, and there were definitely some tips here that would come in handy, but I quickly realized that the sort of catgirl this text was referring to was a different breed altogether. Dusky, it had been explained to me, was a Lusterian catgirl, which gave her a slew of special abilities related to portals and traveling through dimensions. It also connected her to some sort of eldritch goddess known as Bast or Bastet, depending on who you asked. 
 
    The catgirls mentioned in this book were beast girls, bred to be maids or caretakers. They had no real powers and, by the looks of the diagrams and from what I could glean from the text, were far gentler and more docile than Dusky. 
 
    “Do you think Dusky is always in heat or something?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    Angelica chuckled at that and closed her book on her thumb for a moment to answer. “Dusky hasn’t gone into heat yet this year. She told me it’s coming, though.” 
 
    A cold shudder of fear ripped through my body, like an icy hacksaw had just raked into my spine. “Dear God.” 
 
    The succubus scowled at me. “Please don’t use His name in vain in front of me,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized with a wink, and I got back to reading. The text was interesting, anyway, and made for good entertainment, if nothing else. There were tips on where catgirls liked to be touched, the importance of letting ‘outdoor catgirls’ roam from time to time, with accompanying words of caution about the damage a stray catgirl could do to local wildlife, since they were a predatory species at heart. A hilarious illustration, with an adorable catgirl ripping the head off of a rat, punctuated the end of that section. 
 
    Just as I was getting ready to point the section out to Angelica, I felt something brushing up against my thighs. I looked down and saw Angelica’s tail resting on my lap—only it wasn’t really resting. It was actively rubbing itself against my legs, and questing boldly ever upward. 
 
    I shivered as the stalk of her tail rubbed my crotch through my pants, feeling my cock throb as it swelled quickly to full size. I hadn’t been expecting this. I looked over at Angelica and saw nothing other than the gorgeous demoness continuing to read her Bible, as though nothing was happening. 
 
    “Umm, are you—” 
 
    She cut me off with a glare that I understood immediately. It meant ‘Be a gentleman and don’t acknowledge this.’ I obeyed silently, going back to reading my book—well, pretending to, anyway. Pretty soon I was so distracted that all I could do was find the prettiest pictures of catgirl anatomy and focus on the illustrated titties, as Angelica’s tail rubbed against my cock through my jeans. 
 
    I felt a slight change in pressure and looked down to see the point of her tail prodding at my crotch—at the zipper, I realized. I stole a quick glance at her and saw her still pretending to read her Bible, but she was biting her lip and grinding her own thighs together. 
 
    I slowly reached underneath her tail, hoping I was interpreting correctly. I heard her sigh with relief as I undid my zipper, and I knew I was on the right path. My cock flopped out of my pants, and Angelica wasted no time in wrapping her tail around it, pumping slowly as she twisted gently in perfect, repetitive motions. 
 
    I grunted and leaned back in the chair, no longer able to pretend to look at the book. I closed my eyes, focusing on the sensation of the tailjob she was giving me, her red, silky appendage tightening and jerking my cock affectionately with only one goal—to see me cum. 
 
    Looking over at her, seeing her moaning quietly to herself as she stared blankly into the Book of Deuteronomy, I reached out and placed a hand on her thigh, but she instantly swatted it and shook her head without removing her gaze from her Bible. I pulled my hand back, and instead let it glide across her tail. She shuddered, shaking the chair beneath her so violently it rattled on the stone floor. 
 
    She closed her eyes as we stroked each other. Each twist and caress brought me closer to completion, and soon I felt a tingle in my gut and in my balls. I leaned back even further, letting the front legs of the chair lift off of the ground, almost falling backward. The bliss of her tail wrapped around and squeezing my cock was too much, and I shot out a series of hot strands of jism that painted the bottom of the table I was seated at. 
 
    Angelica, too, moaned softly, and was at that moment biting her knuckles as I continued to rub her tail. I did so until she squealed and dropped her Bible on the table, covering her mouth in embarrassment as groans of pleasure spewed out from her pretty lips, and her stalk shook and shivered in my grasp. 
 
    The two of us quietly collected ourselves without making eye contact—she casually picked up her Bible and continued to read as she panted heavily. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and cleaned off the bottom of the table after tucking my cock back inside my pants. 
 
    An hour later or so, the adorable demoness was leaning on my shoulder, starting to fall asleep. I nudged her gently awake. 
 
    “I think it’s time to get you back to your room,” I said with a soft smile. 
 
    “Huh?” she grunted, wiping the sleep from her eyes. “So tired. Cumming makes me—I mean—” she sat up, and somehow her red cheeks got even redder after her little slip. “Ignore that!” 
 
    I chuckled. “Sure,” I said. “I heard nothing.” 
 
    She nodded, suddenly very awake. We stood up and pushed our chairs in. I decided to take the book with me—after bearing witness to my first tailjob, the old tome suddenly had some sentimental value. 
 
    We stopped in front of her room and I said goodbye, but she seemed to be thinking about something. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You may… kiss me if you’d like to,” she said, blushing again. “No tongue.” 
 
    I grinned and leaned in, putting my hands on her petite waist. She was considerably shorter than I was, so I had to bend my neck a bit to reach her, but she probably had it worse. After a moment, she stepped onto my shoes to give herself a better angle of attack, and the cuteness of that instantly endeared her to me even more. 
 
    I gave her a chaste kiss, fighting the urge to grab her ass or slip my tongue in. The kiss went on for a long time, though, because neither of us apparently wanted to be the one to break it off. Eventually, though, she did, and she looked mortified when she saw a stray string of spit hanging from her lip. She quickly wiped it away and looked at her feet. 
 
    “I had a good time,” she said. 
 
    I chuckled at that. “You’re suddenly so shy.” 
 
    “That was my first kiss.” 
 
    I thought about that for a minute, and I could tell my face was making all manner of expressions as I puzzled it out, because she definitely reacted to each one. “You’re a succubus—and I’m your first kiss?” 
 
    “With a real boy, anyway,” she said, nodding. “And with anyone I… liked.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand. “Well, you’re the first demon I’ve ever kissed.” 
 
    She giggled sweetly. “That doesn’t mean much. Most of your other girls are pretty devilish in their own ways.” 
 
    “Harsh but fair,” I granted her with a nod and a smirk. “Well, I’ll see you around dinner time, yeah?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, of course. I’ll… see you soon!” She turned around, her eyes still fixed on me, and walked headfirst into her door. “Shit!” 
 
    Without looking back, she quickly opened the door, rushed in, and slammed it behind her. 
 
    “You’re making good progress, husband,” Vania’s voice came back to me. “I knew you would be amazing at this.” 
 
    “You bring out the best in me,” I said back to her as I started toward my own room. When I got there, I was unsurprised to find Dusky and Tasha both sleeping peacefully on my bed, both of them buck-ass naked and wrapped in each other’s arms. It looked erotic, but I knew it wasn’t. They were just waiting for me. 
 
    I sighed, doing a series of stretches before removing my own clothes. “Work, work, work,” I grunted as I slid into the bed. “Vania, please make sure I don’t forget about the mission after this.” 
 
    “Enjoy yourself, my love,” she said sweetly. “Preparations are underway.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
   W e sat in the courtyard, beneath a crooked apple tree that fruited the reddest apples I’d ever seen. When I’d reached up to pluck one, Tilly swatted my hand, staring at me with her bleeding black eyes, shaking a finger as if to scold me. 
 
    “What’s the deal with the apples?” I asked, rubbing the stinging spot she struck. 
 
    “They aren’t apples,” Tilly said. “They’re fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. If you eat that, it’ll change you.” 
 
    Angelica looked up at it in awe. “The original tree?” 
 
    “Grown from its last seed,” Vania’s voice said, reverberating from the iron fence nearby. “The most prized item in Cedric Van Helsing’s collection–and utterly useless to him.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Eating it gives you knowledge of all things good and evil–but also locks you out of heaven forever,” she said. “It would unbaptize you.” 
 
    I shrugged, eyeing the fruit as it dangled from the tree enticingly. “I’m not really sure I’m going to heaven anyway,” I said. 
 
    “All souls go to heaven,” Vania replied. “Only demons and those cursed by the seraphs themselves may not enter.” 
 
    I winced at that, looking at Angelica to see her reaction, but she only nodded. “So even Hitler will go to heaven?” I asked. 
 
    “When the evil in his soul has been purged—it may take eons, but yes,” Angelica said. “All human souls go to heaven.” 
 
    I suddenly noticed the somber looks on their faces. “But you all won’t,” I said. 
 
    They all traded uncomfortable looks, but Sabina spoke up. “All we have is our time with you,” she said through a weak smile. Her pearly fangs seemed so white in the moonlight. 
 
    “That’s unacceptable,” I said, making fists with both hands. “I’ll solve that problem someday, don’t worry.” 
 
    Dusky giggled, but I shot her a look to show her how deadly serious I was. She blinked at me, opened her mouth to say something, but ultimately just closed it to grin at me. 
 
    “Tilly, at least, has the opportunity to enter Paradiso if she chooses–but it’s a one-time offer, and it’ll be granted to her after she is avenged,” Vania said, as a tentacle reached out of the fence and wrapped itself around my hand. 
 
    I turned my head to look at Tilly. “If you take that opportunity, I won’t begrudge you for it.” 
 
    She smiled, but shook her head. “No, but thank you,” she said. “I’ll put my trust in you.” 
 
    I shook my head as if I’d just been splashed with a cold bucket of water and refocused myself. “This is a lot for me to process, but I invited you all here not to talk about the afterlife, but to talk about the next mission. Vania, share the details.” 
 
    “The next mission location is an abandoned cathedral town with early-medieval levels of technology. It is in disrepair, and from my scan it appears as though it may have been abandoned for as long as a decade—” 
 
    “However,” I cut in, “a gargoyle has been crying out to Vania, or to entities like her, for help—a distress call. Due to the way time works between Horcross and other dimensions, when we arrive it will likely be mere seconds or minutes after the call for help had been sounded, so it’s hard to say what situation we will be entering.” 
 
    Dusky grunted, adding, “But our landing spot will be in a nearby forest, which I’ve gathered is called the Duskywood.” 
 
    “Are you making that up?” Tasha asked, grinning through sharp canines as her tail waggled excitedly. 
 
    Dusky shook her head, wearing a smug smirk on her pretty face. “Nope. That’s the real name. I think the town is called Queensbell—or it was, anyway.” 
 
    I nodded and surveyed all their faces. “So—who do you all think would be best-suited for this mission?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t go,” Angelica sighed. “I can’t enter churches.” 
 
    Sabina perked up at that, leaning in as if to get a better look at the demoness. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked, cocking a single eyebrow at her. 
 
    She frowned. “Demons can’t step on sanctified ground.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” Tasha marveled, “so you can’t go to church on Sundays?” 
 
    Angelica nodded sadly. 
 
    “That must be so hard for you!” 
 
    I bit my lip, trying not to admit that I hadn’t set foot in church since Easter in third grade, when my mother got into a fight with the priest about how much money she put in the collection plate. Fuck that guy. 
 
    “Anyway, I light up like a torch if I set foot onto holy ground of any kind, or if I hold onto a holy object.” She lifted her cross pendant up by the chain, raising it off of her chest. It left a fresh burn mark that was still sizzling just above her cleavage–or what little cleavage she had. She wasn’t the bustiest girl. 
 
    Sabina’s eyes went wide open, and she grabbed Angelica’s hands. “Me too!” 
 
    “Really?” Angelica asked. 
 
    Sabina grabbed Angelica’s cross and bit her lip, and the smell of burning flesh suddenly pervaded the courtyard. When she released the cross, she opened her palm and showed the fresh burn mark. 
 
    “Aww you’re practically sisters,” Dusky said in a deadpan voice, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Angelica and Sabina just grinned at each other, as if they’d instantly become best friends. 
 
    “I guess that means Sabina is out for this one, too,” I noted with a sigh. “That leaves Dusky, Tilly, and Tasha.” 
 
    “I’m not comfortable leaving the castle just yet,” Tilly whimpered. “I’m sorry, boyfriend.” 
 
    “More for me!” Dusky growled through a cocky grin. 
 
    Tasha took a step forward and raised her hand. “I happen to know you went with him last time. It should be my turn.” 
 
    I cringed as I thought back to the state of her ass the last time I’d seen it. “Can you even walk? Or sit?” I asked. “I spanked you pretty fuckin’ good.” 
 
    She turned around and lifted up her white floral dress–which she’d borrowed from Tilly, I learned. Her bare ass was exposed to me—to all of us—and as always I was left impressed with the supple roundness of it. It was still a few shades more purple than the ideal buttcheeks should be, but there was no doubt that she’d healed. 
 
    “Nice,” I said, nodding like I was admiring a piece of art in a gallery. Hell, I practically was—Vania was my art museum, and each of these girls a masterpiece in her own right. But unlike paintings, I couldn’t bear to have a favorite girl. 
 
    My favorite painting is The School of Athens by Raphael, for the record. 
 
    “You can smack it if you want to,” she said in a near-whisper, clenching hard on the hem of the dress with one hand while she sucked the index finger of the other. 
 
    Angelica shook her head and made a sign of the cross on herself as she giggled. “I’m surrounded by lewd whores.” 
 
    “Whores sell their bodies to any man with the change,” Sabina corrected her with her arm around the demoness’s shoulder. “We give ourselves freely to only one man.” 
 
    “I’m not bad-mouthing whores, by the way. Some of Jesus’s best friends were whores. But you all practically force yourselves upon him, from what I’ve seen,” the petite pigtailed devil observed. 
 
    I grinned at that, soaking up the wonderful truth of it like it was an herbal bath. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Tasha, put that weapon of an ass away before I succumb to the urge to paint it red again.” 
 
    She whimpered like a neglected puppy. “That’s exactly what I want.” 
 
    “There’s a time and a place, sweety,” Dusky said, scratching behind the werewolf’s ears. 
 
    I scoffed at that, my face contorting in disbelief. “That’s fucking rich coming from you.” 
 
    Dusky ignored me as she and Tasha became locked in mutual behind-the-ear scratching. “Aww yiss,” Tasha moaned as her leg started twitching and thumping against the ground with pleasure. I was genuinely glad Dusky had found her own close friend in the castle—and Sabina, Angelica, and Tilly all got along, too. Things were looking up for the harem dynamics in a big way. 
 
    “Right,” I said, trying to break up the canoodling cat and wolf with a word, but I failed. “Anyway, I say we get a full night’s sleep and leave first thing in the morning, Tasha… Tasha.” 
 
    “Tasha!” Sabina shouted, slapping her juicy fruit of a rump. Tasha yelped in bliss and shot a look at Sabina that was half-amorous and half spiteful. 
 
    “Only he can smack me there,” she said. 
 
    “Noted. Did you hear the order your master gave you?” Sabina replied, folding her arms in irritation. 
 
    “I can multitask! We’re leaving in the morning. See? Got it.” Ear scritches resumed in earnest. 
 
    “Alright then,” I said, looking at the beautiful faces of each of my girls one last time. “If that’s all, I’ll retire for the night. It’s time for me to study, and then I’ll need to get some rest ahead of the mission.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in your room in a few minutes,” Dusky said with a nod. 
 
    I gave her a sideways look. “Why?” 
 
    She looked hurt. “Today’s my day! You promised!” 
 
    “Did I?” I asked, looking around to see if anyone else knew what she was talking about. 
 
    “Dusky, stop trying to manipulate your way into Nathaniel’s bed,” Angelica giggled. “There’ll be plenty of time when he comes back.” 
 
    I smirked, realizing suddenly that Angelica was right. It was a classic case of Dusky claiming I made a promise I didn’t make. “Dusky, are you lying again?” 
 
    “It’s a white lie—an innocent one, just because I love you!” she protested, suddenly pulling away from Tasha and hurling herself at me. 
 
    I caught her, but let go of her almost immediately. “I’ll forgive you this time, but no more lies.” 
 
    She bit her lip, looking utterly shameless, only sorry that she got caught—but I loved her for it anyway. They all had flaws. Sabina was recklessly subservient, for instance, and Tasha a literal glutton for punishment, and Tilly… well, she was spooky as fuck. But as flawed as they all were, I loved them. Even Angelica, who I was only just getting to know, had her quirks, and I could see myself adoring her for those, too. 
 
    And now I was on a mission to possibly add one more girl to my growing monster girl harem. I truly lived a wonderful existence. I’d started to feel as though I could do no wrong, that life would never throw me a curve ball again. 
 
    How naive I was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
   T he portal spewed Tasha and I out into a gloomy forest. The vessel that held the portal—and would be holding it when we returned—was the spiraling hole in the trunk of an enormous oak tree. 
 
    I rolled onto the ground with a thud, and Tasha landed directly on top of me. We were wearing outfits that Vania had conjured for us—mine being mostly black, white, and brown, with my leather duster being the most noticeable part of the ensemble, while Tasha chose to deck herself out entirely in white. 
 
    “It’s my aesthetic,” she said with a high giggle. 
 
    “It’ll make you more noticeable.” 
 
    She winked. “Maybe I’ll draw fire from you if things go wrong.” 
 
    That was not a funny joke, and my expression told her as much. In the end, though, Vania assured us that the illusions that cloaked us, and made us appear normal to any random mundane people we came across, would also make sure that the outfits they saw would not attract undue attention, so I didn’t press the matter any further. 
 
    We were on a grassy knoll in the midst of the forest, having arrived just before sunset. There was no way to adjust or predict what time we would arrive, or I would have most definitely chosen to show up early in the morning or at mid-day. Appearing in spooky ancient woods ten minutes before dusk, in a world with at least one confirmed monster in the vicinity, was a less-than-ideal situation to find oneself in. 
 
    “You can get off of me now,” I grunted as Tasha gave me bedroom eyes, twirling her hair around a claw as she lay draped over my torso. I had half-a mind to suggest that she had intentionally fallen on me. 
 
    “If you say so,” she muttered, ‘accidentally’ pawing the crotch of my pants as she righted herself and got to her feet. 
 
    I sat up, then stood, and dusted myself off, looking around. “How do we know which way to go?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged, scanning the vicinity with me. It was already dark in the forest, though we could make out some pink in the sky overhead—but the sun was low, hugging the horizon, and it wasn’t casting much direct light through the trees at all. 
 
    “Somewhere around here there is a cathedral connected to an abandoned, run-down village,” I said. “That’s what Vania said.” 
 
    “Should we find a tall tree to climb?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Not a bad idea. If we’re lucky, we didn’t land far from our target.” 
 
    We started walking, and after a few minutes of trudging through the thick undergrowth, we found a large, sloping tree. It had clearly been dead for years, and yet it remained standing, likely because the roots were still holding fast to the earth beneath. 
 
    “If this thing were still standing properly it would have been perfect,” she whined, kicking it with her boot. 
 
    At the sound of her foot hitting the tree, a chain reaction took place. It all began with the old tree shaking and quaking beneath us. I watched it cautiously for a moment, but then tackled Tasha and threw my body on top of her as a couple dozen tiny black-and-gray vermin spilled out of the hollowed-out trunk of the tree. 
 
    “They’re just rats,” she giggled. “But thanks for protecting me.” 
 
    I helped her back to her feet, shuddering at what had just occurred. We knew nothing about this place. That could have been anything, but thankfully it was just some damn vermin. Vermin were something we could handle. 
 
    “Well, let’s keep going,” I said, turning towards the direction we had been heading in when we arrived at the huge husk of a tree. “There!” I said triumphantly as I spied a tall evergreen with thick, climbable limbs. 
 
    “I’ll climb it,” she said, pumping her arm in excitement. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    But I shook my head at that. “No, I’ll go, too. I want to see for myself.” 
 
    Taking hold of a low-hanging limb, I hoisted myself up into the tree. I climbed quickly, using the trunk and branches as handholds. Tasha followed suit, and soon enough we were both perched high in the canopy of needles, peering down at the forest floor below. More importantly, standing atop an elevated branch, I could peek above the canopy and make out the dying sunset in the distance. 
 
    “So that’s west,” I said. “Good to know.” I probably could have brought a compass, but it seemed to be an intricate-enough device that I wasn’t sure if Vania could craft it without schematics or a source being supplied to her. At some point, I would need to touch base in my own home dimension and grab a few things like that. 
 
    “And look!” Tasha said, pointing with one clawed paw as her other held onto the tree. “Isn’t that the cathedral?” 
 
    Sure enough, there was a large structure in the middle of a clearing, not all that far off, due northeast. The church was built in the shape of a cross, with a single tower at each corner. A bell hung suspended from the center of the roof, and several smaller towers jutted out of the walls at various points. 
 
    Forming a circle around the cathedral was a simple run-down village of wooden houses, their roofs covered in moss and grass. There were no people to be seen, and the only sign of life was a pair of deer grazing in the field nearby. 
 
    “It looks deserted,” I said. “Just as we figured.” 
 
    “Something’s off,” Tasha noted, her nose wrinkling as she squinted. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look carefully at the cathedral. Is it lit on the inside?” 
 
    I tried to focus, straining my eyes to see more clearly. Sure enough, the stained-glass windows of the church were glowing softly in the twilight. 
 
    “Why would it be like that?” I asked, scratching my head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s magic,” she offered. “Maybe it’s enchanted somehow.” 
 
    “Or maybe we aren’t the only ones here.” 
 
    With that unsettling thought, we descended the tree and set out for the church. We made our way through the woods, keeping our eyes peeled for any signs of movement. After a while, we came across a small stream that ran alongside the road. 
 
    “This must be connected to the same river that runs through the village,” Tasha said. “If we follow it, we should get there.” 
 
    It was dark, and the water looked oddly thick. With my enhanced vision, which I owed to the powers of the Van Helsing Bloodline, I detected something queer about the water. I nodded, crouching low to inspect it. Dipping my finger in the stream, I raised it to my eyes and noticed it was discolored—red, maybe? It was hard to tell in the unlit woods. 
 
    Hesitantly, I licked my finger where it was moistened from the brook. “Blood,” I said. The coppery taste was immediately noticeable. “This stream is running with blood.” 
 
    Tasha frowned down at me. “That seems like a bad omen.” 
 
    “I tend to agree,” I murmured. 
 
    What choice did we have, though? We continued on our way, following the river upstream until we found a small bridge crossing over the water, leading to the edge of the forest. There was a modest stone house on the opposite side, and a few yards beyond that, the outline of the church stood in the darkness. 
 
    We walked slowly along the path, keeping our eyes open for anything suspicious. We didn’t see much, but I was still nervous. My senses were heightened, but I knew that the slightest sound or movement might give away our presence. 
 
    Then again, we could very well be entirely alone. Perhaps this entire world was abandoned. Maybe we’d find nothing but empty houses and a decaying church, and the gargoyle girl waiting eagerly for pickup. That would certainly be a relief. 
 
    As we approached the front door of the church, I noticed that it was ajar, with a light shining from within, flickering as though it emanated from the flames of torches or candelabras. Tasha and I exchanged dark looks, then cautiously stepped forward. Peeking inside, we saw that the interior of the church was indeed well-lit, but empty. 
 
    “Where is the gargoyle?” she asked. 
 
    “Probably on the roof or hanging off a balcony balustrade,” I shrugged. “That’s where they always were back in my world.” 
 
    We searched the church for signs of life, or for anything of interest. At first, there was nothing, but upon closer inspection we made an alarming discovery. “Look, master,” Tasha said, pointing at something on the floor. “Footprints.” 
 
    The steps of heavy boots in multiple sizes were barely visible on the marble floor, and we followed them to a stairwell that undoubtedly led up to the roof, given its position on the far edge of the sanctuary. As we ascended the stairs, we saw that the footprints had been pressed into the dust and dirt on the steps. Someone had come this way recently. 
 
    “What do you think, master?” 
 
    I summoned my whip and handed her the sword on my hip. “I think we’d better be ready for anything.” 
 
    We stepped onto the roof and, despite what I’d just said, were caught completely off-guard. Three robed figures surrounded a gray, naked, winged figure that could only have been the gargoyle we were looking for, and in front of her was another woman—this one human. 
 
    The woman was wearing a tattered gray cloak, but it didn’t conceal much as it blew back wildly in the wind. Each of the three robed men were holding torches, and those illuminated her womanly features. 
 
    She was pretty in a psychopathic sort of way. She had black, wavy hair hanging down to her shoulders, where it was dyed a fiery red. She also had a fringe cut that was far too modern to be from this world—of course, that was me making assumptions. But adding to that, her outfit was entirely out of line with the robed men accompanying her. The woman was wearing a black leather crop top that showed a ton of toned midriff. She had scars from cuts and burns all over her exposed arms and stomach, but her legs were covered up with red leather pants and black combat boots. 
 
    She was grinning like a lunatic, soundlessly staring into the eyes of the gargoyle girl, whose face I couldn’t see, as the robed men brought the monster girl down with a kick to the back of her knees. The light of their torches reflected menacingly in the wild-looking eyes of the human woman. In the woman’s hands were holding a large, crank-action gatling crossbow—at least that’s what it looked like. Sensing I was almost out of time, I suddenly snapped my whip at her, but she looked at me with a smirk, entirely unshaken by my sudden appearance, and lifted up her wrist to catch the whip. It failed to latch onto, or even do damage to her. 
 
    “Oh look, boys!” she said, cackling through her gleeful proclamation, “My big, handsome brother made it just in time to fail!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
   W ithout another word, two of the three cloaked figures pivoted to face us, each brandishing their own hand crossbows. They fired shots at us, which we were more than capable of dodging, but in my shock I managed to get myself grazed on the cheek anyway. 
 
    “I’ll castrate whichever one of you ruined his pretty face!” shrieked the crossbow-wielding psycho. But she quickly averted her face from my direction and turned her weapon on the gargoyle. “Time’s up, monster whore. No more girls for big bro.” 
 
    And with that, she cranked the lever on the side of her weapon, firing just short of a dozen crossbow bolts into the gargoyle girl’s chest. The monster girl slumped down onto the ground before I even had a chance to see her face. 
 
    I had no time to react—I was busy dodging shot after shot from the men, but soon they’d exhausted all their preloaded bolts, keeping one eye on my wolf girl at all times. 
 
    Truthfully, she was dodging better than I was, and when the last shot rang out, Tasha pounced onto one of the robed men and transformed in an instant into her full, bestial wolf form. Before she was even halfway through her shifting, she tore out the man’s jugular, painting her pretty face red. 
 
    The man who’d brought the gargoyle girl to her knees pulled out two daggers and lunged toward me, but I dodged easily out of the way of his strikes. The other surviving man, who wasn’t having his face eaten off by my girl, waited for an opening, and when I had moved away from his ally, threw his own dagger at me, nailing me in the shoulder. 
 
    I grimaced in pain, but it didn’t slow me down. 
 
    The pretty little psycho’s face twitched in irritation as she watched her lackeys fail to bring me down. “Enough of this shit,” she said, and she let her crossbow bolts rip with a rapid turning of the crank lever on her weapon. 
 
    It was a barrage of missiles, and I reacted just in time to grab the dagger-wielder by the wrists and make him my human shield. 
 
    My attacker gritted her pearly white teeth, but it didn’t seem to bother her at all that the majority of her bolts ended up making a pincushion out of her own ally. 
 
    The last robed individual who hadn’t died a horrible death was about to, as Tasha in her werewolf form leaped from the corpse of his companion over to him. She grabbed him by the shoulders as he frantically stabbed her with his one remaining knife, spewing werewolf blood everywhere, the sight of which almost gave me a heart attack. 
 
    Tasha seemed unperturbed, though, and hurled the robed man at the wild woman attacking me. A couple of bolts did manage to hit my shoulders, and one went through my hand as it gripped the arm of her lackey—who was now little more than a human bullseye. 
 
    The psycho chick dodged out of the way of the incoming body without even looking in its direction, causing Tasha to roar with frustration and lash out on her own. As she did this, the woman turned and made the werewolf her new target, grinning madly. 
 
    “Down, puppy.” Tasha suddenly became the recipient of countless crossbow bolts, but she tried to shrug them off and continue her assault. Her attacker watched with glee, laughing maniacally as the white wolf stumbled and fell within an inch of her feet. My werewolf went still. 
 
    It all happened so fast. When I saw Tasha make that leap, I cast off the body of the man I’d been using to shield myself, letting him thud to the ground. I cracked my whip on the woman’s wrist, jerking wildly and forcing her to drop her weapon just as Tasha settled at her feet. 
 
    Her cocky sneer faded as she looked over at me, the expression on her face a mix of rage and excitement. “Should I kill you, or should I kiss you?” 
 
    “I know exactly what I’m going to do to you,” I said, as I dashed toward her, my palm extended. “Van Helsing’s Curse!” 
 
    My palm flared red, and I made contact with her forehead, knocking her to the ground. She grunted in pain as I fell atop her, and she smacked her head hard on the pavement. Thunder cracked overhead as storm clouds gathered. 
 
    It was raining. 
 
    “You can’t use Van Helsing’s curse on a Van Helsing,” she giggled—it was a sound I might have found attractive in very different circumstances. 
 
    I had no chance to react to what she said because my fist acted almost on its own. With one hand, I grabbed her throat and squeezed while the other belted her hard in the face, hitting her repeatedly in the eye, trying to knock her unconscious. She squealed in agony each time, but then laughed between every blow as though there was no pain at all. 
 
    “Ouch, big brother!” she choked out in amusement. I pummeled her face again. Blood was streaming from her broken nose, and her right eye was swollen shut. Usually, hitting girls would be a non-starter for me, but in these circumstances, where I had my own woman to save, I needed this psycho put down. “Stop!” she shouted, as if there was a chance in the world I would obey. I punched her again. “I said stop!” 
 
    She grabbed a dagger from the ground and stabbed me in the stomach. The cold feeling of steel in my gut was a new sensation. I didn’t like it. 
 
    “Look what you made me do,” she hissed, as she threw me off of her in my moment of surprise. 
 
    Fuck. In the heat of the battle I lost track of her minion’s fallen weapon. She could have just as easily taken the one off of my hip, come to think of it. I was used to having only the whip, and in the heat of the moment I forgot about my own blade! An amateur mistake. I could have killed her already, but instead, here I was, collapsed on my side, bleeding out on the ground as raindrops pelted my body.  
 
    I was face-to-face with Tasha, still in her wolf form. Her eyes were open and her breathing was ragged—but she was breathing. There was still hope. 
 
    “Let me just take care of this bitch first,” the mad woman grumbled, as she got to her feet and attempted to pick up her gatling crossbow. 
 
    Fuck if I was about to let that happen. I reached out and grabbed the lever of her weapon, tugging it out of her reach, and she groaned in irritation. 
 
    “Brother!” she said in a low whine, “Fucking stop! Soon it’ll be just the two of us—just how it was always meant to be.” 
 
    I forced myself to my knees as she took a step closer. With every ounce of strength I could muster, I tossed her weapon over the balcony. 
 
    “No!” she shouted, grasping for it and missing. I heard it clatter off the side of the cathedral and couldn’t restrain a grin. 
 
    She did the opposite. She sneered angrily, her lip curled up, one eye swollen shut, blood running down her face. She brushed some hair out of her eyes and knelt down in front of me as I tried and failed to stand. 
 
    “I’ll use this, then,” she said, pulling the dagger out of my gut. 
 
    I groaned in pain, spewing up blood in a violent cough that spackled her face and chest. She leaned forward, grabbed a tangle of my hair, and took a deep, long sniff of me before licking the entire side of my face. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you,” I grunted, shuddering from the abuse, gripping my stomach. I tried to summon one last ounce of energy to punch her or choke her or something, but she was in a better condition than I was—and arguably stronger. 
 
    She ripped out a chunk of my hair and tucked it in the cleavage of her crop top. “My name’s Emmy Van Helsing,” she said. She kicked me in the chest, knocking me onto my back. “And I’m your half-sister—and your soon-to-be lover.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” I said. “That is about the least appealing thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “Like it or not, you’re mine, big bro.” 
 
    I groaned in pain and tried to sit up, but she shoved me back down with the heel of her black boot. “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    “The end of the world,” she said plainly. “The death of all monsters across the multiverse—including your harem of whores. And then, when it all burns down, you and I can bathe in the ashes together.” She giggled at the notion of it, like it was the most exciting thing she could imagine. “Just think, Nathan! When the universe dies, our children will be the Adams and Eves of the world that comes from those ashes!” 
 
    “Hard pass,” I said, grabbing her boot. I had spied movement out of the corner of my eye. I was just trying to keep Emmy distracted until— 
 
    Just then, as I’d hoped, Tasha lunged at Emmy and pinned her to the ground, slashing and clawing into her. My not-so-dear sister let out a bloodcurdling scream that I winced at—but she deserved it. 
 
    To my surprise, though, she fought Tasha off of her. “Holy fuck,” I said, watching as she pried the wolf girl’s jaws open like King Kong did to the T-Rex in the classic movie. 
 
    I was not about to let that play out, so I got up as quickly as I could and managed to kick Emmy, striking her right in the face. 
 
    She grunted in pain, but the beast of a bitch was still conscious. “Ouch, big bro!” she shouted. “Don’t bully your little sister!” 
 
    The psycho chick threw Tasha off of her, and a crack of badly-timed lightning created a disorienting flash as she scrambled to her feet, thunder deafening us almost immediately thereafter. 
 
    I covered my eyes in surprise at the bright flash, and when I uncovered them, Emmy was gone—nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Where is she?!” I roared. 
 
    Tasha couldn’t speak—she was still in full wolf form and clearly in a lot of pain, as several bolts were still lodged in her chest. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted, kicking the body of one of Emmy’s henchmen, and then I got to work, kneeling beside Tasha and inspecting her wounds. 
 
    Mercifully, she was healing. Werewolves were notoriously hard to kill in pretty much any lore you dug up. Things were pretty dicey there for a minute, though. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. 
 
    The wolf girl nodded—she had started to transform back into her original, half-human form. A moment later, she spoke. “Yes, I’m—I’m okay.” 
 
    “We failed,” I mourned, looking at the cold, dead body of the gargoyle girl only a few feet from where we knelt. “She’s dead.” 
 
    “We need to get the fuck out of here, Nathan,” Tasha said. “Now!” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re goddamn right we do.” 
 
    We made our way down the stairs, watching every shadow in horror, terrified that Emmy might be lurking around every corner. My heart beat so hard that I almost forgot to breathe. 
 
    “Fuck,” I seethed under my breath. “Fuck. This is so bad. This is so fucking messed up.” 
 
    “Focus, master!” Tasha said, helping me walk as I bled out onto the cathedral floor. My wounds were healing, too, but far more slowly than hers. 
 
    As we exited the cathedral, there was an eerie light coming from the surrounding village—the buildings were on fire. 
 
    “This fucking crazy chick,” I grunted. “I feel like we’re going to meet her again.” 
 
    “But now we know she exists, though,” Tasha pointed out. “She won’t surprise us like this again.” 
 
    I nodded. “Some fucking consolation prize. Instead of surprising me, she’ll be making me live in fear every waking moment.” 
 
    The wolf girl said nothing to that, only grunting quietly as if in solemn agreement. We trudged toward the treeline, making our way into the forest, past the burning town. The flames still somehow persisted behind us, even in the raging rainstorm. 
 
    The precipitation dripped oppressively off of the trees as we tracked our way back to the portal. When we’d found it in the hollowed-out hole of the massive tree in which we’d arrived, the portal was already activated, waiting for us. Its purple light cast a welcoming glow onto our bodies as Tasha helped me into the portal. 
 
    As we floated through purple space, I heard the voice of Vania in my head. “My poor husband—what have I led you into?” 
 
    I managed a weak whimper of a response. “That’s what I’d like to know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
   T hat whole day I faded in and out of consciousness again and again, with a different woman by my side each time I awoke. They were always fretting and, more often than not, sobbing over me. 
 
    This time, when I awoke, it was Tasha and Dusky with me—I was immediately relieved to see Tasha looking just about as healthy as usual, and she and Dusky were both keeping themselves busy licking my wounds. Literally. 
 
    “Fuck, that tickles,” I winced. “And it hurts.” 
 
    Dusky’s eyes went wide. “You’re awake! Oh, baby, you’re okay!” 
 
    “Okay? I wouldn’t use that word so liberally,” I grunted, with a squinting glance. “I’m pretty fucking far from okay.” 
 
    “Who was that girl?” Tasha asked. 
 
    I frowned, as I recalled it all in an instant. “She said—” 
 
    “She is your half-sister.” That was Vania’s voice. “I did not know she existed, but you had traces of her blood on you when you went through my portal, and I was able to identify her then.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I groaned, sitting up. Every muscle in my body ached, but especially my abs—where I was stabbed. I looked down at my stomach and saw the sutured wound staring back at me. “Who did the needlework?” 
 
    “Sabina,” Dusky said. “Apparently, vampires of her type are required to know how to do stitches, because they were often used as blood bitches by the vampires higher up in the hierarchy.” 
 
    I cringed at that. “Vampires drinking blood from lesser vampires? That’s savage.” 
 
    “You only say that because Sabina was a victim. Otherwise, you wouldn’t care,” Tasha said as she continued to kiss and lick a puncture wound on my shoulder. 
 
    I had to nod at that. “Maybe so. Still.” I shook my head. “Back on topic. Vania, that mission sucked.” 
 
    “I know, my love—I had no idea she would be there, but she won’t surprise us again.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Because now I can trace her blood and tell where she is.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I watched Dusky lean in, going for my neck. Her soft pillowy lips made contact, and soon her wet but rough tongue was lapping up a nick along my throat. “I don’t ever want to see her again.” 
 
    “You will have to,” she said. “You and she are on an ideological collision course. She is trying to kill all the monster girls before you can save them.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” I asked. “You weren’t there.” 
 
    “Tasha described the men in robes to me. There is only one group I know of that would align themselves with a Van Helsing to this end, and hearing Tasha’s account of how they executed the gargoyle, I am fairly confident in my assessment.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    She paused, but only for a moment. In that silent moment, I surrendered to the relaxing sensation of the wolf girl’s and catgirl’s tongues against my fresh wounds. “My husband, I believe that this woman, Emmy Van Helsing, is working with a doomsday cult known as the Monks of the Black Phoenix. They believe that in the ashes of the old universe, a new one, a better one, will be reborn. Only Nephilim like yourself will survive.” 
 
    “Nephilim? As in, the biblical hybrids between men and angels?” 
 
    “The same word, yes, but here means is that you come from a holy, undiluted bloodline. The Van Helsings are one of only a few bloodlines known to me.” 
 
    “What is some others?” I asked. 
 
    “Pendragon is one. Nurse is another.” 
 
    “Pendragon, I recognize. That’s the surname of King Arthur. But... Nurse?” 
 
    “The original bloodline of witches.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, shrugging off Dusky and Tasha and trying to stand. 
 
    Dusky gasped, and Tasha’s hand gripped my chest and tried to keep me down. 
 
    “Stop! What are you doing?! You need rest!” That was Dusky, panicking over the slightest movement. I couldn’t help but smirk at her heartwarming show of concern. 
 
    “I need to write this down,” I said. “This is important information.” 
 
    “Later will be fine, my love,” Vania said. Then, several purple and pink tentacles came out of the wall and tried to force me back down, but I batted them aside. 
 
    “Let me stand!” I cried. 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    I got on my legs, and they immediately went wobbly. I collapsed, falling face-first toward the ground, but Tasha and Dusky caught me. 
 
    “Why am I so weak?” I groaned. Everything hurt. I didn’t remember injuring my legs so badly, though. 
 
    “Your body is working to heal—you will be fully recovered within a day. Until then, you are compromised. It was a good thing you escaped when you did.” 
 
    “Is the same thing happening to Emmy now?” I asked. 
 
    “Her wounds were less severe, so yes, but to a far more limited extent,” Vania said. 
 
    “Please rest, baby,” Dusky cooed, peppering me with a dozen desperate kisses. “Please, you have no idea how worried we all were. I can’t bear to see you like this.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. Help me back on the bed.” 
 
    Tasha and Dusky carefully pulled the sheets open and placed me gently down on the mattress. They tucked me back in. 
 
    “Dusky, Tasha, shouldn’t you get Tilly, Angelica, and Sabina? They should know Nathan is awake.” 
 
    Tasha and Dusky made annoyed eye contact. “You do it,” Tasha ground out. “Don’t make us leave. It’s unethical.” 
 
    “He needs us,” Dusky agreed, with a jerk of her head that was so fierce her black locks bounced violently. Her tail went taut in aggravation at the notion of leaving my side. 
 
    It was heartwarming, if a bit unnecessary. “Vania, honey, let them stay. You can send for the others yourself.” 
 
    Vania paused. “But then my awareness of you would fade into the background while I brought each of them up to speed.” 
 
    I cocked my head at that. “So?” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave your side either.” 
 
    “Then we’re at a stalemate,” I sighed with a smirk. “Guess I’ll do it myself,” and I made a move to kick my feet off of the bed to pretend I was going to try to stand again, but Dusky jumped to her feet. 
 
    “No! Stop, fucking STOP! I’ll do it! Just… hang on!” and she dashed toward the door and threw it open, disappearing into the hall. 
 
    “I definitely owe her a reward for that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I—I’m sorry, my love. I was selfish. Dusky—” 
 
    “—Is stupid for letting you out of her sight,” Tasha interrupted, suddenly greedily nuzzling my face. “You saved my life back there.” 
 
    “Did I?” I asked, not even sure. “I feel like you saved mine much better.” 
 
    She giggled. “You saved mine first.” 
 
    I frowned, though, as I recalled everything that happened like a bloody slide show in my brain. “I wish we had killed that bitch.” 
 
    She grunted, her face no longer rubbing against mine. “I know.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been easy,” Vania said. “From her blood, she seems to be the equivalent of a level 15 fighter. Unfortunately, Nathan is only at level two.” 
 
    “Holy shit. Level 15? Wait, how does that work? I thought Van Helsings gain levels by bonding with castles and monster girls.” 
 
    Vania’s voice came back, sounding dark. “I believe her castle works differently. I believe she gains levels by killing monster girls and bringing their remains back.” 
 
    I winced. “This is so fucked up.” I looked at Tasha. “I’m never bringing you girls on a mission again.” 
 
    “You must,” Vania said. “We will be more careful. We will be ready, but without help, your chances of survival will be lessened, and without the strength of your bond to the monster girl you brought along to guide me, I won’t be able to track you as well.” 
 
    I ignored that for now. “How is it possible she’s my half-sister, anyway?” I asked. “I thought you said I was the last Van Helsing.” 
 
    “I thought you were,” said Vania with more than a hint of shakiness in her voice. “I didn’t know she was being hidden away by the Black Phoenix. I’m sorry—I told you what I knew at the time.” 
 
    “We could fill our half-empty library with shit we didn’t know before this mission,” I grumbled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my love,” she repeated again, her voice somewhat pained. 
 
    I felt terrible for making her apologize, but I was understandably peeved. I fought through my angst, though, swearing to myself I wouldn’t take it out on her. Not Vania. Not any of them. They deserved nothing but my love and protection. 
 
    “How can I get stronger? Is there a way to force levels without doing missions?” 
 
    “Aside from completing various bonds and rescuing monster girls, not that I know of, my husband. I will look into it, though.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, grasping the pillow right beside me. Tasha started nuzzling my face again. 
 
    “Shhhh, it’s okay, master,” she said with a peck on my cheek, as I stared into her fierce blue eyes. “We’ll succeed next time.” 
 
    I nodded, but my confidence was fractured. I was no longer the cocksure son-of-a-bitch that I had been before that mission began. Everything had changed when I found out I had a sister, and not in the ‘Made for TV Movie’ kind of way. The multiverse was darker and colder, and every corner held a possible threat. 
 
    The door swung open as Sabina and Dusky charged into the room at full speed, jumping onto the bed and landing beside me, knees digging into the mattress. Tilly appeared astride me all of a sudden, making me shriek in terror at the sight of her face and its bleeding eyes. 
 
    She winced at my response and hovered over me, putting distance between us. 
 
    I wanted to apologize for freaking out, but I was busy quelling the mini-heart attack that just threatened to rip open my chest. I panted hard, sweat suddenly pouring down my face. 
 
    “He’s afraid of me,” Tilly said with a pout, and she vanished. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. “Tilly, come back! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Oh, master,” Sabina said. “Don’t worry about her. She’ll be fine. But how are you?” 
 
    “I need Tilly back,” I insisted, gripping the silky sheets. “Vania, please. Tell her to come back. Tell her I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Tilly will be—” 
 
    “Tell her!” I shouted it, my fist tightening around the clutch of fabric in my hand. “Fuck!” 
 
    The girls looked surprised at my outburst, but more concerned than horrified. Then, realizing what I’d just done—lashing out at Vania for no fucking fault of her own—I burst into tears. 
 
    Sabina, Dusky, and Tasha all grabbed hold of an arm or leg and tried to whisper or sing something soothing at me. Tasha brushed my hair with her claws as Dusky got back to licking my wounds. 
 
    The door opened again. This time it was Angelica. “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said. “I wasn’t fully dressed when I heard the news.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t have stopped us,” Dusky said, flashing her a dirty look. 
 
    Angelica ignored her, fixing her eyes on my sobbing, swollen eyes. “Poor thing. Poor Nathaniel.” She sat at the edge of the bed, not getting any closer than that for the moment. 
 
    I realized then that Vania had been quiet since I shouted at her. “Vania, are you there?” I asked. There wasn’t any reply. 
 
    But before I could beat myself up any further, Tilly reappeared at the door, phasing through it. 
 
    I sat up, shrugging off the others. “Tilly, I’m so sorry!” 
 
    She was crying too. She was leaking blood from her eyes, but this time the tears came with sobs and tensed-up shoulders as she answered my apology. “It’s my fault!” she said. “I surprised you. I’m—” 
 
    “—It’s not your fault. And Vania, I’m sorry I exploded at you. Are you there?” 
 
    “There is nothing to apologize for, my love. My adoration comes with no preconditions. You are mine, in good times or in bad.” 
 
    I allowed myself to collapse against the bedframe, letting out a hollow sigh. “I’m so glad you’re all okay. Especially Tasha.” I paused for a minute, and then made an admission. “I’m afraid.” 
 
    “It sounds like that last mission was a bit much,” Sabina agreed, looking down at me through her vampiric red-and-black eyes, as I felt her cool hand brush my cheek. “Master, don’t worry. We will prepare ourselves next time.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how we’d do that,” I confessed. It got so silent for a moment that the crackling of the fireplace and the wind outside was all I could hear. “But I’m going to do everything I can to keep you all safe.” 
 
    “It’s also our job to keep you safe, I gather,” Angelica said, placing a warm hand on my ankle from where she sat at the edge of the bed. “Don’t deny us that responsibility.” 
 
    I said nothing in reply. She started reciting the Hail Mary—which I thought was appropriate. A level-twelve Van Helsing had just outed herself as my nemesis, and it would take a Hail Mary to defeat her—or even survive her next attack. 
 
    I swallowed hard and closed my eyes. Despite all my fears, with the affections of all my monster girl companions, I found myself surprised at just how easily I managed to fall back asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
   S leep didn’t stay with me for long. I shuddered awake in a cold sweat, swearing to God or the Devil that I saw Emmy’s face right in front of me when I opened my eyes, jerking in the bed. I shrieked, then caught myself. 
 
    Instantly mortified, my head darted around to see if I’d woken anyone up—but I was alone. 
 
    “Vania?” I called out. My voice was higher, shakier than it should’ve been. It didn’t sound like mine. “Vania, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes, my love.” 
 
    A heavy exhalation of profound relief warmed my body, cascading in a wave of released tension. “Fuck.” 
 
    “I sent the other girls back, my love. I was afraid they’d wake you, and you were sleeping so soundly. I hope that was alright.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” I admitted. “Did you hear me scream?” 
 
    “I did. You have been having nightmares all night. It breaks my heart, but I know not what to do for you.” 
 
    I shook my head, reaching out and stroking the wall above the headboard with one hand. “There’s nothing you can do. I’ll be fine. I just... I don’t know what to do, either.” 
 
    Vania remained silent for a several seconds as she formulated her response. I could somehow feel that she was about to tell me something important. “Our creative way of obtaining Angelica got me thinking, my love.” 
 
    “Thinking what?”  
 
    “If it’s possibly for us to summon another monster girl, then it may be possible we could make a monster girl, too.” 
 
    “Make one?” I furrowed my brow at the darkness. Then, leaning back, I said, “Please elaborate.” 
 
    “Happily,” she said, “But there is a catch—you will need to venture out into the Badlands.” 
 
    “And then what?” I asked. 
 
    “The magical energy from monster girls becoming part of my domain is what powers me and makes us stronger, allowing you to level up. My love, there are creatures out in the badlands that may be exploited in other ways. We can use the help of these creatures in constructing our own monster girl from scratch.” 
 
    I wiped the sleep from my eyes. “This is a hell of a conversation to be having in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “My apologies, husband,” she murmured contritely. 
 
    I smiled. “Don’t mention it. Now, what about the mechanics of all this? I’m intrigued, but what the hell would building a monster girl from scratch even entail?” 
 
    Her Bride-Shape emerged from the bed, lying on her side. I was surprised to see it all of a sudden, but this time I didn’t jump. “Hold me,” she said. 
 
    I did. My arms possessed Vania, pulling her body against mine. She was so light for her size, but her skin felt real and perfectly smooth. Her gorgeous eyes gazed back at me, full of unimpeachable adoration, and I probably blushed. Just to stare in the face of such beauty, such love being offered to me free of expectation—it was humbling. 
 
    She held me tightly, but it apparently wasn’t tight enough for her. Additional tentacles emerged from the walls, with lips and faces at their tips, and they spoiled me with weird, eldritch kisses that—while undeniably odd, with my eyes closed, felt amazingly soothing. 
 
    Her husky, sweet voice finally went on. “I am quite ashamed of my library,” she said. “You were right to scold me for it—” 
 
    “I didn’t scold you,” I said. 
 
    “You called it half-empty, and your tone was filled with irritation. I must admit, when you said that, it hurt me. I—” 
 
    “—I was… stressed. I shouldn’t have lashed out at any of you. I didn’t mean it like that, Vania, please believe me,” I interrupted. “I was in a dark place—I can’t forgive myself—” 
 
    She shook her head, and I opened my eyes in just enough time to see it. “Calm down,” she said sweetly. “It’s alright. I know your statement wasn’t designed to hurt me, but it did. I was upset, and I wanted to prove you wrong, to find something useful. I searched my memory banks, trying to synthesize old books, but only managed a few more. My love, I am sorry. You were right. My library is a source of great shame.” 
 
    “You have nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing. And we’ll stock it together someday,” I said, stroking her face. She leaned into my palm, smiling weakly. 
 
    She hummed happily for a moment. “Anyway, I did find one thing I think might be of value.” 
 
    From the wall, a pair of tentacles gingerly placed a heavy leatherbound tome on the bed beside me. I reached and picked it up, examining the cover. 
 
    “The Journal of Dr. Viktor Frankenstein,” I murmured, reading the title out loud. My eyes went wide as a flood of realization swept me away. “This is—we could literally make a monster girl?!” 
 
    “I have absorbed the contents of this book and prepared what I could—a laboratory, complete with all the tools and materials necessary. We could make a monster girl, but without a soul, she might be trouble for you, my love.” 
 
    I nodded. “I see. Is there any way we can get a soul for her?” 
 
    “We may be able to improvise one—this is where the Badlands come into play. If you venture into the Badlands, and you meet any fairies, try to coax one to join you. We could use the fairy’s soul as a base.” 
 
    “That sounds fucked up,” I noted, my face tensing up at the dark suggestion. “Steal the soul of a fairy?” 
 
    “There is a swamp to the west of here where a group of fairies dwell—they loved your father. They were obsessed with him, as I recall, and always tried to follow him home, much to his chagrin. If you’re lucky, you may not need to do much convincing.” 
 
    “And if I do?” I asked. I could tell my voice was broadcasting my skepticism. 
 
    “Your father used to say you can’t make a respectable breakfast without cracking a few eggs, my love. You’re trying to save the multiverse—shuffling a soul unwillingly from one body to another is just the price we’ll have to pay.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and nodded. That’s the kind of cold logic that makes the world go round. “Okay,” I said. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” she replied through a warm, if worried, smile. “You need more sleep—your wounds haven’t fully healed. Just a few hours more, my love. In a few hours, you can go.” 
 
    “Alone,” I said. “I need to go alone.” 
 
    “She won’t find you in this plane,” Vania said. “It is impossible for her to get here. You can bring everyone if you want to.” 
 
    I shook my head, my hand squeezing the sheets behind Vania’s back as I held her. “No,” I said. “I need to do this alone. I need to know that I can.” 
 
    She nodded, apparently understanding, or maybe just willing to trust me. Either way, it was appreciated. “Alright, my love—but if things get too dangerous, please come back at once.” 
 
    “I thought the Badlands were safe for me?” I asked. “Almost everything in there was put there by my father, right? Set free? 
 
    “Yes, and no,” she hedged. “Many creatures are there of his doing and design, but some are not. Those native to the Badlands are deadly and cruel, or are merely wild beasts. And I’m not sure how the monster girls out there would react to you.” 
 
    I grunted. It was almost a laugh—but something between a laugh and a pained groan. “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The front gate opened for me, and the wind hit me hard as I set foot outside of the castle grounds for the very first time since arriving—portals and Tali’s hut not included. 
 
    “My love,” Vania’s voice called out to me. “Are you sure you do not wish to say goodbye to the others? They will fret over your absence. They may even go looking for you.” 
 
    “Tell them I’ll be fine,” I said with a shrug. “I just need some time to think—alone. A person needs that sometimes.” 
 
    “I understand, but—” I clenched my jaw as she continued, “—I feel it is insensitive not to tell them. They will worry about you, all of them. Even Angelica.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then tell them I’m in my room, and I asked not to be disturbed,” I said. 
 
    “Lie to them?” she asked. “Are you certain?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. No... You’re right, I can’t do that. Just say I went out for a walk, and I’ll be back soon with something for us to do together. That’s the truth.” 
 
    “Please do not stay out after dark,” she said as a tentacle reached out and straightened my jacket. “It is more dangerous at night, as you might expect.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. I’m going to talk to the fairies, and I’ll come right back. You said the swamp was off to the west, right?” 
 
    The tentacle bobbed like it was nodding. It made me smirk. “Correct. It should only be an hour’s walk from here. Maybe less if you are quick.” 
 
    “I am quick,” I said. “See? I’ll be back in a few hours. There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “If you are not back within three hours, I will send the others out to find you,” she said. 
 
    “No,” I replied, shaking my head. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “I must.” 
 
    I frowned, my back to the tentacle and my glorious castle. “Four hours. I’ll be quick.” 
 
    “Thank you, my love. Four hours it is. Please don’t make us worry.” 
 
    I took off toward the horizon. The Badlands were gray and depressing, devoid of most of the colors I could find in my courtyard—though even there, I had never seen a blue sky once since arriving in Horcross’s Badlands. 
 
    The air was stale, with the smell of dirt and vague whiffs of death blowing in from easterly winds. My senses were enhanced, so I may have been picking up a beast that had been killed miles away as its odor carried on the breeze—or it could be nearby. It was hard to say. I hadn’t yet learned how to handle my senses. 
 
    With each step, I felt the distance between myself and Vania widening—it wasn’t just a physical distance, but a psychological one, too. A telepathic distance. Even on missions in other realms, the power of her portals kept her locked onto me no matter where I went, and I always felt her in the back of my head, monitoring me like a bird overhead. 
 
    But ironically, here, just outside of her gates, I didn’t feel that connection anymore. It was severed. It was... lonely. 
 
    I was truly alone for the first time in days. More than that. I had been unconscious for a month, doted on by Dusky, Tilly, and Sabina before I awoke to my new life in my castle. 
 
    That new life was the ultimate validation of my worth—the value I knew I possessed for my whole existence, somewhere deep down. I always knew, never doubted, that I had a destiny of some kind. I always sensed that I was smarter, stronger, faster than a normal person. In PE class in school, I excelled at every sport—it didn’t come across as supernatural, but I was just a hair faster than everyone, and stronger, too. Everything just came to me more easily, and I had solid grades until the day I grew so bored with school that I stopped caring. I may sound like some edgelord braggart, but it’s all true. 
 
    I didn’t even care when I ended up working at a gas station. I always knew somehow, someway, that I’d end up somewhere else. 
 
    And I did. 
 
    When I first met Sabina and Tilly, when they watched me wake up in my bed for the first time, I somehow instantly knew this was it once I’d had time to process them. This was my calling. And every day with these women had been bliss beyond imagining. 
 
    My whole life, I’ve never really been afraid of taking risks. If I lost everything, I could start again—or just die and not know the difference. But that’s not true anymore. I couldn’t bear to lose one hair on their heads, and if I died, so would they. I had changed. I had something to love, to protect. 
 
    The image of Tasha riddled with crossbow bolts flashed in my head. It played out in front of me as clearly as though I were seeing it happen again. I cried out, I shouted, “No!” and a cold sweat overtook me. 
 
    But it was just a flashback—a ghost of my pain, a shadow of my failure. 
 
    I had almost lost her. I had almost lost my own life. But no, that wasn’t true. Emmy... my sister wasn’t trying to kill me. What did she want?  
 
    Oh, yeah... 
 
    I shuddered as I recalled it, remembering the texture of her cold tongue licking my face. She wanted me. I’d die before I let that happen. 
 
    But that was an irresponsible thought, too. If I died, who would protect my girls? A thousand questions and conflicting thoughts and feelings belted into me in rapid succession. A wolf howled in the distance—or something like a wolf, but all I could hear were the jeers and laughs of my half-sister as she plunged a dagger into my stomach. 
 
    “A human?” a tiny voice said. I had been walking for God knows how long, hallucinating Emmy’s face and the sound of her cackle again and again. I thought this new voice was another such delusion. However, there was no face that it matched, so I just kept walking westward, always towards the west. 
 
    “Hello? Are you ignoring me, human?” 
 
    The persistence unnerved me, and I became aware of the possibility that this voice wasn’t imagined. I looked around, seeing nothing but a few lightning bugs glowing mid-air. “Who goes there?” I asked, freezing in my tracks. 
 
    “Human! You’re a Van Helsing. I can smell the bloodline on you! Tell me, what happened to Cedric?” 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked. It wasn’t a delusion, maybe, but I still couldn’t see the source of the words. 
 
    “I’m on your shoulder,” the voice squeaked. 
 
    I slowly turned my head and saw a tiny fairy with golden skin and wings. She pulsed and lit herself up as my eyes finally settled on her. 
 
    “A fairy!” I said, my lips an inch from her body. I practically spit the words out, causing her to have to grab onto my jacket and brace herself so as not to be blown away by my breath. 
 
    “Where is Cedric? Are you his son?” 
 
    “Cedric is dead,” I said. “I don’t know the details,” I suddenly realized. That was weird. 
 
    “Dead! Dead! Then—are you the last Van Helsing?!” 
 
    I almost nodded. But that would have been a lie. So instead, I ignored the question. “I was looking for you,” I said. 
 
    “For me?!” she squealed. From what I could see, she was pretty, but her features were so minuscule that I struggled to really take her all in. “Why?!” 
 
    “Well, not you specifically,” I admitted. “I’m looking for a fairy.” 
 
    “I’m a fairy! What do you need, Van Helsing?” 
 
    I sighed. “Are we near the swamp where your kind lives?” 
 
    “It’s just over that hill!” she said, pointing ahead. “Would you like to meet my sisters?” 
 
    I nodded, fighting the urge to shrug, lest I launch her into the air. “I guess so.” 
 
    I followed her as she buzzed off of my shoulder and flew just ahead of me, her little fairy rump right in front of my face. It was too small to really be enjoyable, but she did sport a lovely feminine shape, although it was a bit waifish for my liking. 
 
    “We’re close, Van Helsing!” she said. “Not long now.” 
 
    I took her word for it, letting her lead me across the gray field, beyond the hill, where the cracked earth became marshy, and the sound of bugs chirping was audible all around me. 
 
    It smelled like a peat bog back home but gassier and more nausea-inspiring. Despite the foul aroma, it was the home of dozens of fairies, and they all flew up to me and examined me carefully. 
 
    “A human!” 
 
    “A Van Helsing?” 
 
    “Where’s Cedric?” 
 
    “He’s cute.” 
 
    “Let’s keep him.” 
 
    I raised my hand to speak, looking around. “Hello, uh, girls,” I said, not really sure how to address the throng of fairies and pixies that had suddenly taken an interest in me. “I need your help. Well really, just one of you.” 
 
    They looked at each other. “Speak, Van Helsing!” one said. 
 
    I grunted. “Well, I am trying my best to continue my father’s mission, and to do that, I need more monster girls in the castle.” 
 
    “That castle?” 
 
    “Ohhh, I’d love to see the castle.” 
 
    “You can!” I said. “I need one of you to come with me and live in the castle.” 
 
    “We are fey,” the same fairy said. “We aren’t monster girls. So we cannot help you.” 
 
    “There is a way,” I said, feeling my gut turn as I prepared to share the plan. “I plan on creating a monster girl from scratch, but I need one of you to donate your soul to the cause.” 
 
    It got predictably quiet after that. Soon, though, the fairies were speaking in their own language, which I couldn’t understand. They appeared to be debating something, some of them now eyeing me with hostile or suspicious expressions. 
 
    “Giving up a soul is a very dangerous thing to do,” the littlest fairy said. Her voice was high and cute. “We have no guarantee that you will use it carefully.” 
 
    “You have my promise that I am only trying to move your soul from one body to another so that you can be my monster girl in the castle and live with me there forever.” 
 
    The debate continued for a long time until finally one fairy flew forward. “I’ll do it,” she said. “My name is Arianya.” 
 
    “That’s a very pretty name,” I smiled. I extended a finger and she perched right on it. “Are you sure you’re willing to take the risk?” 
 
    She grinned, fairy dust tinkling off of her little wings. “Yes. I want to be lovers with a Van Helsing. I’m sure.” The others were decidedly less sure, and I could tell that some were arguing with her in the fey tongue, but she ignored them. “When do we leave?” 
 
    I looked around at the crowd of suspicious and angry fairies. “Soon,” I said. “Now, actually. I need to get back home as fast as possible.” 
 
    Arianya nodded and perched on my shoulder. I smiled at her. “Lead the way, Van Helsing!” she shouted triumphantly. She turned back and waved at her friends. Some returned her farewell, while others cried, and still others groaned jealously or in protest. 
 
    “Mission accomplished,” I chuckled to myself. 
 
    It had scarcely been an hour since I left. At this moment, this ‘Mission Accomplished’ moment, I doubted if the girls had even noticed I was gone. This was easy. This was the confidence boost I needed. 
 
    When I got back, Vania would have the lab all configured, and we’d fashion a body together from what we could muster. Then, we’d recreate the experiment, bond Arianya’s soul with the new monster girl, and I’d level up. Then, I’d go out looking for magic items and try to level up again. 
 
    “I can do this,” I said to myself. 
 
    “What’s that?” Arianya squeaked from where she was sprawled out on my shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing,” I replied. “Just that things are going to work out.” 
 
    I didn’t have to go on another mission until I was high enough to take Emmy Van Helsing on. And I could choose missions, of course, where Vania didn’t feel her presence, now that she was tuned into her blood signature. My psycho sister had no idea what she was up against. 
 
    At least, that’s what I told myself on repeat as I marched silently back to the castle, fairy in tow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
   D usky was clearly standing watch, perched on a post, waiting atop the castle gates for my return. I’d never seen her so awake this early in the morning. “Master!” she shouted, waving at me. I smiled and waved back, which made her flip backward off the fencing so that she could open the gate entrance for me—purely a symbolic gesture, as Vania would’ve opened them otherwise. 
 
    She announced my arrival after taking an overly long greeting hug from me, and we met everyone in the dining hall minutes later. 
 
    I was met with begrudging embraces and stormy faces. It was plainly apparent that the girls, Tilly especially, didn’t approve of me wandering off without an explanation or a goodbye. They didn’t address it, instead waiting to hear what I had to say—which I was thankful for and acknowledged must have been hard. Still, I could see them judging my sin quietly. Even Dusky, who amorously tickled my leg under the table, still wore a slightly more imperceptible expression than usual. A poker face. 
 
    “I know what you’re all thinking,” I said, grinning at them. “I know, I shouldn’t have gone without saying anything. I know, I should have said goodbye or taken someone with me. I didn’t, but I should have, but the important thing is I’m back, and it worked out great. Look!” 
 
    The little fairy flew off my shoulder. 
 
    “You didn’t even have to put her in a bottle, my love.” 
 
    “Put me in a what?!” 
 
    “Oh, she talks!” Dusky said. “I mean, of course she does. I’m just not used to having conversations with fairies.” 
 
    Tilly looked at me and mouthed, “She eats them.” 
 
    I winced. “Anyway. Arianya is willing to participate in a sort of science project that Vania has made possible.” 
 
    “Which is?” Tasha asked. 
 
    “Making a new monster girl from scratch!” 
 
    “Not exactly from scratch,” Vania said. “We will need body parts. But we can synthesize some fresh organs in the kitchen, and other parts can be exhumed and reconstructed.” 
 
    “Where would we get extra body parts, though,” I groaned, thumbing my chin. I was deep in thought for the answer. 
 
    “From the Monster Graveyard,” Tilly said flatly, without a second thought. Dusky nodded, her face solemn and her yellow cat eyes wide. 
 
    I blinked. I’d never heard of that before. “What’s the Monster’s Graveyard?” I asked. 
 
    “Your father wasn’t always trying to save our kind,” Dusky said. “He used to hunt us.” 
 
    “The Monster Graveyard is where he buried the bodies of monsters and monster girls that he hunted.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, though barely any sound came out, just my lips formed the shape. 
 
    “It’s alright, my love. No one blames you for that.” 
 
    “What we do blame you for is abandoning us without saying goodbye,” Dusky said. “And I know you’re our master, but I think I speak for us all when I say that you are not allowed to do that—ever again. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Dusky, I—” 
 
    “Dusky!” Sabina shrieked. “You’re speaking out of turn! He’s your master! What gives you the right to take such a tone?” 
 
    I held up a hand, trying to quiet her in the middle of scolding the catgirl, but she didn’t notice. When she finished, I said, “I know it wasn’t the right move. It was dumb, and out-of-character for many reasons, and for that, I’m sorry. I never wanted to make you worry, but there was a lot on my mind, in my defense. I needed time alone.” I took a breath, my hands gripping the table. “I haven’t really been alone since I got to this castle. Someone has always been with me at all times, watching me, monitoring my every decision, whether it’s Vania, or Dusky, or Tilly... you get the idea. After everything that happened, I just... I needed some space.” 
 
    “I understand,” Vania said first. “I really do, and although it pains me to hear you say you needed space from me, I know that this is normal for human men—at the very least, normal for Van Helsings. Cedric was the same.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “About that,” I said. “At some point, I need to know more about him. So far, very little about my father has been offered to me.” 
 
    There was a pause. The girls who’d been here longest—Sabina, Dusky, and Tilly—exchanged uneasy looks, while the new ones looked on vacantly, waiting for someone to respond. 
 
    “Someday soon, my love. I do not wish to withhold answers from you. I desire to be forthcoming with you on all things. But I think now is not the time to overwhelm you with new information about your family—given what you’ve recently endured.” 
 
    I nodded, grabbing a goblet in front of me and bringing it to my lips. “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    Tasha cleared her throat. “So, what’s next? Something about this fairy girl?” 
 
    “Arianya!” the fairy corrected her, flying in front of my face. 
 
    “Hi!” Tasha waved, flashing her teeth. “You look tasty.” 
 
    “They are!” Dusky said. 
 
    “W-What?!” 
 
    “Okay, no one eats the fairy,” I said. “I forbid it.” 
 
    Groans all around. 
 
    “We are going to assemble a monster girl from scratch. A flesh golem, like the Frankenstein book from my world. Anyone familiar?” 
 
    Everyone but Tilly shrugged. Tilly raised her hand. “I know it,” she said. “I had to read it in school.” 
 
    “It’s really good,” I said, making eye contact with her. 
 
    “No, it’s really not,” she groaned. 
 
    I chuckled. “There’s no accounting for taste, I guess. Anyway, apparently in some dimension or another, it was more than just a story because Vania has a copy of Dr. Frankenstein’s notes, and it contains everything we need to make a flesh golem of our own.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan, exactly, Nathaniel?” Angelica said, finally engaging. 
 
    Vania chimed in, “I have converted the throne room into a laboratory. All the equipment needed for the procedure is present there. It took some redesigning, but the lightning rod now runs straight through the ceiling into the new lab.” 
 
    I nodded, liking the sound of that. “That must look weird.” 
 
    “It does,” Vania admitted, “But I’ll sacrifice some aesthetic charm for the time being in order to acquire the next monster girl.” 
 
    “That’ll be six, then,” Dusky pointed out. “It’s me, Tilly, Sabina, Angelica, and Tasha at the moment. So the new girl will make six.” 
 
    “So?” Sabina asked. 
 
    “So,” I continued, seeing where she was going, “I will only be able to bond with one more after that.” 
 
    “In truth, my love, I never imagined that you’d bond with all seven so quickly,” Vania said. “This is not only a non-issue—it’s great news.” 
 
    “But we still need to rescue monster girls, right? The whole point is saving them to save the universe. I’m fuzzy on that, too,” I said. 
 
    “You’re correct. The survival of monster girls is connected to the survival of the universe. If all monsters are extinguished, or even most, it might cause the multiverse to collapse in on itself.” 
 
    I shuddered, remembering what my sister had said. “Emmy told me that she planned for our kids to be the Adams and Eves of a new universe. Is there anything to that, or is she just crazy?” 
 
    “It’s hard for me to say, my love,” Vania said, through something like a sigh. 
 
    I grunted my understanding. “No worries.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully, we don’t have to deal with her for a long time. We’ll pick our battles and make sure we stay away from her signature,” Dusky said. 
 
    “That’s not good either, though,” I pointed out. “If we let her go wherever she wants unchecked, then at best she kills a girl for every one we save. At some point, she has to be stopped.” 
 
    The room fell quiet again. Finally, Angelica spoke up. “What happens when you have seven girls?” 
 
    “I can’t bond with any more,” I replied, putting my elbows on the table. “Which, honestly, I think is for the best. I have no idea how I’d manage more than seven of you.” 
 
    That was the wrong way to phrase my innocent sentiment. The girls sure let me know it. 
 
    “And what, master, do you mean by that?” Sabina asked, her voice quiet but tremulous. 
 
    I looked up suddenly, realizing my error as a wide array of monster eyes were suddenly fixed on me. “Whoa whoa, don’t get me wrong,” I said, waving my hands out in surrender. “I just mean it’s hard enough for me to keep you all happy. With even more of you competing for my time, I think I’d really fall short.” 
 
    “I have faith in you, baby,” Dusky said, placing her paw on my forearm. 
 
    “You’re just saying that because you know how to pressure him into giving you all his free time,” Tasha giggled. 
 
    The other girls still looked a bit annoyed, but I knew it wouldn’t last. Better to push through it than give it any more heed at the moment. 
 
    “Okay, enough bullshitting,” I said, standing up suddenly. The girls all followed suit. “Let’s make a monster girl.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
   A  storm raged outside, standing in as an apt metaphor for the contents of my mind at that moment. The cracks of lightning and rumbles of thunder were the trepidations I felt in my core, but the pitter-patter of precipitation was the persistent, calm, urging of my desire to overcome. 
 
    The throne room no longer looked like a throne room in the least. It was as though Vania extracted the concept of “Mad Scientist’s Laboratory” from my mind. Test tubes were strewn everywhere, cables leading to a cold slab of steel standing in for an operating table at the center of the room…It was all here. 
 
    The key difference, of course, was just how organized most non-essential items looked. When I thought of Frankenstein, I absolutely pictured a cluttered mess of a lab, but having been artificially-created only moments before my entrance, it was almost disappointingly tidy. 
 
    And, of course, the operating slab was empty. I’d have to rectify that before this could go any further. 
 
    I turned to my girls. “Ladies,” I said, looking at all the monster girls in my company, “all of you that can set foot in daylight, please head to the so-called Monster Graveyard. I’m going to get everything settled here with Vania, and then I’ll join you.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” Sabina said, but she frowned. “But I’m afraid that, even in the rain, I can’t go out during the day.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding at her, gesturing to the table. “Then help me here.” 
 
    The other girls shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “No complaints,” I said with feigned sternness. “This is a task requiring all of us to work together. I swear, there will be no shenanigans happening until this is over. Nothing to be jealous about. Understood?” 
 
    They all muttered their agreement, though I thought Sabina might have looked the tiniest bit annoyed at my promise of ‘no shenanigans’. Still, it was worth a bit of disappointment if it’d end up getting us a new girl. 
 
    I wondered how much of a gamble this was, though. The tiny fairy flew around the lab in wild excitement. I knew very little about her or her soul. Was she a good investment? I only had two more slots in my castle lineup available. Should I grant it to her, when I knew nothing about her? 
 
    But I realized that was beside the point. If I decided she was incompatible with me or the other girls, I could always send her out into the badlands... 
 
    Then again, I really couldn’t. I’d more or less lured the fairy here on the pretense that she’d have a slot in the harem, and betraying that vow would be something I was less than comfortable with. I had to keep it. For better or worse, I had to keep her. 
 
    I banished the thought, as I started checking the connections of the cables. This scheme was already in motion. The fairy would have to do. I was in too deep with the procedure to take a step back now. 
 
    “Is everything set?” I asked Vania. 
 
    “Check the connections just as you are doing, my love,” Vania said, her voice like thick, dark honey in my ears. “I’m afraid that they may need adjustments. I can only do so much with these.” She waggled several pink and purple tentacles about to articulate her point more clearly. 
 
    I chuckled as I scrutinized every link, indeed finding a few that were not properly attached. “You did a great job overall. But I have one question.” 
 
    “Ask, my husband.” 
 
    The other girls had left, and only Sabina remained with me. She, too, got on hands and knees and investigated every connection. 
 
    “What’s the power source? Have we had electricity this whole time?” 
 
    “I understand you are used to having electricity in your homes in your old world. It is something we can explore in the future, should you desire it. However, I am not yet capable of generating this level of power.” 
 
    “So?” I asked. 
 
    “So,” she continued, “we will need to harness the power of the storm—just as Dr. Frankenstein did.” 
 
    I grunted. “Damn good thing it’s storming, then,” I said. 
 
    “That was my influence.” 
 
    My eyes went wide and I looked up in wonder. “Your influence? You made it storm?” 
 
    “I can control the weather around the castle from time to time. I have arranged for the next twenty-four hours to be stormy, giving us plenty of time.” 
 
    “That seems like it could come in handy,” I said, though I wasn’t sure why I felt that way. It just seemed a tremendous power to possess. It surprised me when I had thought I was beyond the capacity for surprise. 
 
    “That’s the last one,” Sabina grunted. “All the cables are secure. Should there be bindings on the operating table, though?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said. “Vania, can you make it happen?” 
 
    “I do not know how strong the creature will be. Let’s make it stronger than the leather bindings the original doctor used,” she said, and tentacles emerged from the floor, jingling chains which they set upon the table with a metallic clatter. 
 
    I looked at the spot where the throne had once sat. There was an enormous lever there, connected to the cables which led to the table. Another set of cables ran up the wall into the base of a metal protrusion in the ceiling. “Is that the lightning rod?” I asked, pointing at the silvery shaft jutting out into the room slightly. 
 
    “Indeed it is, my love,” Vania said. “All you need to do is pull the lever, and any lightning bolts that strike the rod will be channeled to the table at exactly the right electromagnetic frequency. 
 
    “I can’t believe this works,” I laughed. “It defies all science.” 
 
    “There is more to the process,” she admitted. “You are only getting a peek behind the curtain, my love.” 
 
    “Thank you for handling it,” I said. “Sabina, you stick around and keep things going. I’ll head off toward the Monster Graveyard and try to give my feedback and help the girls out.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” she said. “A kiss before you go, perhaps?” 
 
    I squinted at her. “Just a kiss?” 
 
    “Of course!” she gasped, fluttering her eyelashes. “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “With most things, yes,” I chuckled. “In this case, it’s more about trusting myself.” 
 
    She giggled, allowing me to pull her in tight. Our lips met, locking and exchanging our saliva as her tongue mingled with mine. I pulled back after a moment, but before I could get away she pressed her head on my chest and hugged me tightly, letting out a little happy sigh. 
 
    “Sabina,” I said. “Just a kiss, right?” 
 
    “I know, I know,” she whined. “I’m just trying to enjoy you while I have the chance.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The monster graveyard looked nothing at all like a graveyard from my world. There were no stones or reverent markers, just mounds of raised earth and hints, in some spots, that the ground had been cursed by whatever had been put to rest beneath it. 
 
    Tasha was the designated digger, while the other girls had apparently taken on the job of rating body parts—a rather morbid task that they all unsettlingly took to with a natural flair. 
 
    “I mean, we have to go for big titties,” Dusky said. No one had noticed me approaching, with all their senses dulled by the rain. 
 
    Angelica shuffled her feet awkwardly. “I mean, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with small chests,” she muttered, obviously a bit self-conscious, given her own petite figure. 
 
    “Oh, honey!” Dusky assured her, grabbing her shoulders. “Of course there isn’t! I just think Nathan likes bigger boobs—” 
 
    “You’re not making it any better,” Tasha said, as she kicked up another body onto the pile. 
 
    “Can’t we just take a body that’s still in one piece?” I asked, startling them all. 
 
    Dusky was holding a little doll, which made me blink in confusion once I’d noticed it. I pieced it together pretty quickly when I heard Tilly’s voice cry out from the creepy little toy, “Oh shit! He’s already here!” 
 
    “Oh shit?” I asked. 
 
    “We were going to surprise you with a super-hot assortment of body parts,” Angelica sighed. “But we’re not ready.” 
 
    I chuckled. The rain beat down on us, but the girls had all brought black umbrellas, except for Tasha, who clearly didn’t give a shit. She relished the muddy earth that she kicked up with surprising efficiency, revealing another carcass in record time. 
 
    “Damn, Tasha,” I said. “Good dog.” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, panting happily, then got right back to work. 
 
    “Well, we can show you what we have so far,” Tilly said from inside the doll that she had apparently possessed. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as Dusky rushed over to me to share her umbrella. “Lay it on me.” 
 
    “Anyway, to answer your first question, we looked at the journal and it seems like it’s very important that the body be assembled from multiple parts from multiple creatures.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “For the original monster, assembling from many parts was a flaw,” Angelica explained. “The souls connected to all the various parts of the body fought it out for supremacy in the monster’s mind and heart, making him unstable. But since you’re providing a complete soul,” she said, waving at the little fairy on my shoulder, “it’s actually a boon.” 
 
    “So a more-complete body might tempt a more complete—but flawed—soul?” I asked. 
 
    “More or less,” she shrugged. “I’m just going off of the notes.” 
 
    “Makes sense in a ‘sure, why not,’ kind of way,” I chuckled. “I’m not one to argue with Dr. Frankenstein.” 
 
    Angelica and Dusky walked me over to a pile covered with a waterproof blanket. They threw it open, letting me see what lay beneath. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I grunted, holding my nose but, strangely, no smell came. “That’s gnarly-looking.” 
 
    It was a veritable cornucopia of arms and legs. “We haven’t found a head pretty enough just yet,” Dusky explained.” 
 
    “If you’re using yourselves as a baseline, we’ll be here all day,” I winked. 
 
    “Aww, baby,” Dusky blushed, holding her cheeks as her tail wagged. Angelica rolled her eyes but smiled in spite of herself. 
 
    I looked at their gruesome collection and shrugged. “I’ll take that blue arm, and that green one,” I said, pointing at a mismatched pair of limbs. “I feel like we need to make sure the legs are a perfect match, though. For height and balance reasons, you know.” 
 
    “You’re so smart,” Dusky gushed. “Isn’t he so smart?!” 
 
    “I mean, it’s common sense—” Angelica started to say, but Tasha cut her off as she kept digging. 
 
    “He’s smart! Shut up.” 
 
    Over the course of the next couple of hours, we had chosen the various parts of the body. 
 
    The arms and legs were long, one arm with long, blue, clawed fingers, and the other human-looking, but with a slightly slimier texture to the skin. Both lacked the clear smell of rot. 
 
    The legs we chose were actually not a matched pair in the end—we got unlucky and couldn’t find a good set, but we did, thankfully, discover two that were the same height. One was white with black claw-like nails, and the other was red—clearly a demon of some sort. 
 
    The torso we went with was a busty one that, for all intents and purposes, looked to be human to me. Dusky remarked that it was probably a changeling that died in a human form, and that answer was good enough for me. The figure the changeling chose was definitely a nice one—busty, with pale nipples that capped a paler bosom. I felt downright fucked-up appraising dismembered parts in this way—but I had to be pragmatic, and my girls showed no such weaknesses or hints of discomfort, so I played along dutifully, with my mind on the mission. 
 
    A head intact, though, was harder to come by. We ultimately had to take two heads, both beautiful in their own right, but both showing significant damage in different parts. We resolved to use the lower half of a gray-skinned abyssal siren’s head, because the top half had been blown to chunks. For the section above the nose, though, we’d have to try to combine it with the head of a green-skinned elf-like creature. Maybe a dryad, or a nymph? I wasn’t an expert on how such things actually looked, so I could only guess. 
 
    But at last we had all the parts needed. “I don’t understand how this is going to work,” I sighed. “Some of these have been dead for years, maybe decades. But the bodies are remarkably well-preserved.” 
 
    “You just answered your own question,” Tilly’s voice said, coming from the creepy, stringy-haired doll. “From what I’ve learned since coming here, dead monster girls don’t rot properly, and burning their remains can be risky. That’s why this place was necessary.” 
 
    I looked over at Angelica and Dusky. “You must feel really weird here. I can’t apologize enough for asking you to see this.” 
 
    Dusky shook her head. “It’s alright. It’s important, so I can handle it.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I said. I was in awe of them. I felt way less comfortable than they did—I still couldn’t quite fathom why. “Back to the castle then. I’ll carry the parts.” 
 
    “We’ll each carry a part,” Dusky suggested. 
 
    “Except for me!” Tilly shouted. “I’m a doll!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The laboratory felt a smidge more crowded with everyone present, but I wouldn’t accept it any other way. As far as I was concerned, we were conspiring to give birth together—our very first baby. It was a weird way to think of a creature—a woman—that I was probably destined to “get physical” with at some point, but it was how I felt at that moment. 
 
    The logistics of the soul side of things were confusing at best, and I could tell my little fairy was just as eager as ever, but decidedly anxious. 
 
    “Are you sure this is perfectly safe?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s a stupid question,” Dusky said. “You’re going to die, but your soul will move to a new monster girl’s body. You’ll be a totally new, conscious creature.” 
 
    “But my soul will for sure be intact?” she asked. 
 
    “If we follow the instructions,” I said. “Speaking of which, where is Tali? We’re going to need her for this.” 
 
    Tasha and Tali charged through the door right on cue. “Here! Here! Sorry, I had to pee!” 
 
    “Where did you—never mind. You’ve got everything you need?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I kind of figured you’d provide the ingredients for the spell. Do, you not have them?” 
 
    “Do we have them, Vania?” 
 
    “Yes, my love,” the castle girl’s voice sounded back sweetly. 
 
    “Well there you have it. But I have no idea how to cast spells, so I’m just trusting you to figure it out.” 
 
    “Leave it to me!” the nubile white-haired witch said, with a cute snaggletooth smile I hadn’t noticed before. “Give me that fairy,” she said. 
 
    “Off you go,” I said, nudging the pretty little fairy off of my shoulder. She flew toward the witch, who caught her delicately in her palm—and then popped off her head like she was a Pez dispenser. 
 
    “Ah! What the fuck!” I said, cringing with shock. 
 
    “I need her soul, dummy,” Tali said, rolling her eyes. “Castle lady, can I get a bottle?” 
 
    A little bottle appeared at her feet, and she stooped down to pick it up as I watched in horror and fascination. 
 
    She chanted some magic words that didn’t sound like the Latin spells you heard in movies—it was a far more guttural language, and as she spoke it, her voice deepened to an unnatural degree. From the body of the fairy, a little pink wisp of light emerged, following the finger of the witch. 
 
    “You just knew how to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Tasha gave me the scroll,” she explained, as she plugged the bottle with her finger. 
 
    “And I gave it to Tasha, my love. The preservation of souls from a dead body is a common spell among the learned, and it is easy to cast for one with the gift for magic. I am surprised to see this witch pull it off so well—I may have misjudged her capabilities.” 
 
    “Nah, I suck,” she cringed. “I usually fuck things up in some way or another. That’s why Tasha is a dog instead of a full-on wolf. And that’s why I couldn’t do anything but throw debris at you in the barn. But when it comes to spirits, I’ve got your back. I’m a natural medium.” 
 
    “Right girl for the job, then,” I chuckled. “You had me in the first half. I was worried you were about to tell us that you couldn’t do this spell reliably.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said, waving her hands dismissively. “This is the one thing I can handle ten times out of ten.” 
 
    “Noted. Vania, with the poor little fairy girl murdered, how long until the soul expires?” 
 
    “Oh, in the bottle? A hundred years or so, my love.” 
 
    I laughed. “We’re under no particular time constraints, then?” 
 
    “Not really—but once the bottle opens, we need to be quick,” Tali said. 
 
    “What happens if we aren’t?” asked Tasha excitedly. 
 
    “The soul could wither, and she won’t be able to enter fairy heaven or hell or whatever. She’ll be—” she looked at Tilly who was hovering behind me, “—a ghost, basically.” 
 
    “Is that what happens?” Tilly asked quietly. “Something stopped my soul from moving on?” 
 
    “It’s one way,” Vania replied. “I do not think it is how you were made—at least not precisely.” 
 
    “Alright,” I muttered. “Sabina sutured the body parts together perfectly. Tali’s going to transfer the soul. Dusky and Angelica anointed the body with some herbal balms to make the limbs take to each other more readily, and to banish any rot.. Am I missing anything?” 
 
    “All that’s left to do is throw the lever, my love,” Vania said. The storm was still raging outside, thunder sounding right in that precise moment, as if to tell me I could call on the elements whenever I was ready. 
 
    “Okay then,” I shrugged, making brief eye contact with each of them. “Let’s play God.” 
 
    Angelica winced. “I don’t like that.” 
 
    “Sorry—we aren’t playing God, though,” I assured her. “Not really, because we have to transfer a soul rather than create one. Does that make you feel any better?” 
 
    She giggled. “It does.” 
 
    “Throw the switch then, Vania!” 
 
    She did, and with a heavy clunk the lever moved into the opposite direction. We waited for lightning to strike the rod, but ended up sitting in anticlimactic silence for a while, first. 
 
    Dusky cleared her throat. “Soooo… How does everyone want to spend this weekend—” 
 
    With a deafening crack, lightning struck the castle. A blinding flash burned our eyes, as power pulsed through the cables into the metal slab of dubious science. 
 
    The body jerked—I didn’t allow myself to get excited at first. You could make frog legs kick by running an electric pulse through them. It’s how Mary Shelley supposedly got the idea for Frankenstein in the first place. I figured that may be what we were seeing now. 
 
    But the girls gasped. Tilly, especially, seemed to sense something. 
 
    “She’s so pretty!” she said quietly, leaning in my ear. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    Just then, though, the hand twitched. The fingers curled. To my shock—and kind of terror—the body started writhing beneath the metal chains. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I said, dashing forward. The girls all flanked me as I rushed to undo the shackles. 
 
    The fogged-over eyes of the flesh golem suddenly looked a bit clearer, and they darted around the room, finally settling on me. 
 
    “Daddy?” she said, her body calming. Her voice was higher, girlier than I’d imagined it might be. 
 
    I winced at the title of endearment as I freed her from the chains. She sat up instantly, throwing her arms around me. “Daddy!” she said. “You made me!” 
 
    I looked at the other girls, who wore expressions ranging from glee to excitement to thinly-veiled jealousy at the hug I offered back. 
 
    “Surely this may be an opportunity for a group hug?” Sabina asked greedily. 
 
    “Give him a minute,” Angelica giggled. “It’s not every day you become a father.” 
 
    “Don’t encourage her,” I groaned, patting our creation on the head. 
 
    “Daddy!” she cooed again. “And these are my... sisters?” 
 
    “Dear God, please no,” I groaned. A chorus of giggles sounded out. 
 
    “My love,” Vania said, piercing the symphony of girly mirth. “Let me be the first to congratulate you on reaching level three.” 
 
    “Oh, nice!” Tasha said, pumping her fist. 
 
    “It’s official, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, my love—it worked. Now, I’d like to suggest that everyone returns to their rooms so that Nathan can have some father-daughter bonding time.” 
 
    I made a sour face at the choice of words. ‘Bonding’ had taken on a very specific connotation for me recently, and not one I wanted to mix with the concept of father-daughter dynamics. 
 
    “What is my name, daddy?” the flesh golem girl asked me, pulling away to stare into my eyes. She was breathtakingly pretty. We did a great job selecting her... parts. 
 
    “Hmmm...” I thought about it. “How about Shelley?”

  

 
   
    Back Matter 
 
    Click this if you are cool (it’s a link to my socials). If nothing else, it’d mean a lot of if you gave a quick rating to this book. Keep an eye out for the sequel next month. I’ve evolved a lot as a writer since writing this first one, so it was a weird challenge coming back to it after such a long hiatus. Thank you! 
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