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Chapter one








Father-Daughter Bonding


[image: image-placeholder]
“Daddy?” Shelley said, her husky yet feminine voice piercing the night air. 
Oof. “Yes, Shelley?” I replied, still unable to hide my irritation with the hypocorism she’d selected for me. True, I had enough experience with the BDSM community in my past life to not be scared off by such nicknames in normal contexts, but this was…different.
“I think I sense the village up ahead. The one Dusky and Vania spoke of.”
I didn’t bother to answer her, but I sensed it too. My jaw clenched with determination as I felt the rush of resolve steel my veins. The stink of rural air pervaded my senses, and though I couldn’t be sure, I thought I saw the crest of a dark castle peeking over a hill on the horizon. If so, we were definitely on the right path.
“Are you ready?” she asked. It was an innocuous enough question, but there was a hidden measure of caution in her words that surprised me.
I regarded her with an amused expression. “What do you mean?” I asked. “Why do I sense some anxiety in your tone?”
She shrugged, biting her lip. She was a beautifully weird mish-mash of monster parts, alive only because of the presence of an ancient fairy soul, and the tips and tricks Vania found in Frankenstein’s journal. It’s a long story. If you know, you know.
“It’s just, Vania mentioned that we may run into some monks of the Black Phoenix here,” she said, scratching at one of the stitches in her neck. “I—I wasn’t there last time, but I heard about what they did to you.”
“It wasn’t a ‘they’ situation,” I corrected her calmly. “It was a ‘she’. And she won’t be here, or so I’ve been told.”
I was referring, of course, to Emmy Van Helsing, the half-sister that I’d only known about for the last couple of weeks. Let’s just say our first meeting didn’t go particularly well. It wasn’t the sort of tearful reunion that long-separated siblings often enjoyed on daytime TV. Rather, she beat the ever-living fuck out of me and killed the monster girl that was the whole point of my mission. I still thought about it every day, actually several times a day.
“She almost killed you,” Shelley said grimly, her pretty face contorted at the second-hand memory. “Tasha told me about it at least a dozen times.”
I had to laugh at that. “We really need to get that girl a hobby, then. She only told you that because she likes getting you worked up.”
As we crowned the hill, we were treated to the sight of a blazing purple sky, with a setting red sun that cast a crimson–violet glow over the valley below. On one side of that valley was a mountain range directly off of our position, cardinally situated at our 2 o’clock. A murky stream bisected the valley. On the other side of the creek, further in the distance, were steep and rocky cliffs. The vegetation here was lush, largely composed of pines. Ahead of us, at our 12 o’clock, not all that far away, was a humble village and a far-less-humble obsidian-black castle.
“There,” I said, pointing at the obvious landmark. “That’s where we’re headed. That’s where the arachne queen is.”
“I hate spiders,” Shelley whimpered with a shiver.
I had to laugh at that. “You volunteered for this mission knowing exactly what we were doing.”
She nodded. “I’ve always said it’s important to face your fears.”
“Always, huh?” I teased her. “You’ve been alive for literally a week.”
“I think you’ll agree, I’ve got a lot of personality for my age!” she countered wryly, winking at me. “But in all seriousness, you know full well I possess some memories of the ancient fairy you used to make me, as well as some strange connections to my assorted body parts. I’m practically way older than you, in all reality.” She played with her massive breasts for a moment—one of my proudest selections for her. “I certainly don’t appear that much younger than you. Look at these things.”
I smirked at her. “I know.” I nodded down at the valley below, particularly at the village. “Well, let’s see if we can race the sunset and get there before it’s totally dark.”
“What’s the name of this town again?” Shelley asked, stretching her arms behind her head. I always worried she’d strain her stitches when she did that, but the woman liked to stretch. She was surprisingly flexible for being constructed out of pieces well past the label of rigor mortis.
I scowled as I recalled it. “Reapingwood,” I said. “Village of the Dead and Dying.”
[image: image-placeholder]I half-expected a fight when we strolled into town. I had a fairly fraught history with quaint medieval-looking hamlets. Dunhollow was a shit show, and then there was the cathedral town where I met Emmy. My shoulders tensed up instinctively, my hand hovering over the whip on my hip as we approached the settlement with measured caution.
We’d found a path once we descended the hill, and we made our way toward the village. For a village connected to such a malevolent-looking castle and with such a dark name, the people certainly seemed nice enough at first blush. There were no guards or gates, nor any sign of armed men patrolling. In fact, not a single person gave us more than a glance as we passed them, save for a warm smile and a curious look or two. I also had Vania’s glamor magic to thank for that, disguising us as people that could have come from this world.
Looking around, I spotted a tavern along the edge of the village closest to the castle gates. “There,” I muttered. “If people aren’t offended by our presence, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to stay tonight in an inn.”
“Whatever you want, Daddy,” said Shelley. “But I think at least one of us should keep awake at all times.”
“Agreed,” I replied gruffly, wiping a bit of sweat off my brow. “Good instincts.”
“Aww, Daddy’s proud of me,” she giggled.
We walked into the nameless tavern and glanced around at the decor. The place was surprisingly tidy for such a remote location. No dust on the furniture, no cobwebs in the corners, and the floor was swept clean of dirt and grime. The furnishings looked almost brand new, without a single crack or blemish in the wood. The owner stood, talking to another customer at a small bar in the back.
Shelley and I sat down at a table and waited. The owner came over a few minutes later. He was a bulky fellow, nearly as wide as he was tall. His thick gray beard looked like it hadn’t seen a razor in years, and what little hair he had left on his head matched.
“Welcome to Reapingwood,” he said with genuine-sounding cordiality. “Before I get some food in those bellies, might I ask if you’ll be stayin’ the night?”
“Yes,” I said, returning his warmth with a smile. “If you don’t mind my saying so, this town’s a heck of a lot friendlier than I anticipated from its name.”
The man guffawed. “Well, don’t judge us too quickly. We have a kind mistress, and she takes care of us all. What need do we have to be unwelcoming to travelers such as yourselves when we’re thriving as we are?”
I nodded, listening attentively to not just his words but the way he said them. He believed himself at least, of that I was sure. My enhanced senses were keen enough that I could pick up cues that mundane humans would miss. I could sense the quickening of someone’s pulse, sweat forming in unseen places, and more. I spotted tics in behavior that others wouldn’t notice, too. This man was as honest as a hard day’s work. But there was something else about him that seemed odd—beyond odd, really. His pulse was slowing in real-time. His body was drastically and rapidly losing heat.
“Are you alright?” I asked, but he returned me a perplexed expression. I tried to explain myself at once. “It’s just you’re losing a little color in your face.”
Suddenly those nerves I’d been looking for appeared. “Oh,” he mumbled. “Well, I suppose it is about…that time.”
“What time?” Shelley asked, crossing her legs.
“Well, how about I show you to your rooms then,” the man suggested out of nowhere. “I’ll deliver your dinner straight to you. How’s that sound?”
I nodded. “It sounds fine.” There was something going on here, though—that much was immediately obvious. I could see a similar look of suspicion growing on my beautiful monster girl’s face, too. Thankfully, she was wise enough not to call the fellow out. We both knew that forcing a confrontation had a number of fail-states attached that we wanted to avoid. Caution was likely the best course of action for now. I stood up, silently motioning for Shelley to do the same.
We followed the man to our intended room. It was a modest chamber, with a single bed and a small desk. There was only one window, and it was not large, but there was a pleasant little fireplace that the man offered to start for us. I let him do so as I plopped down on the chair in front of the desk. Shelley sat awkwardly on the edge of the bed, waiting for the man to leave before she got comfortable.
“This place is pretty small,” she commented. The man shot her a somewhat wounded look.
“You’re so picky,” I laughed at her. “Forgive her, this is her first time away from home. She doesn’t know what to expect.”
“It’s alright,” the innkeeper smiled. “I’m Clifford, by the way. I’ll be—”
“I’m Nathan.” I interrupted his hasty attempt to leave us as the embers got going. With him already having half a foot out the door, I reached out for a handshake. I had a hunch I wanted to test.
Hesitantly, the man took my hand and shook it. His skin was cold, and there was no pulse. Just as I suspected.
“Sorry,” he grunted, smiling sheepishly and hastily pulling away. “Bad circulation.”
That isn’t the half of it, I commented inwardly. Being in an active romantic relationship with a vampire, I recognized the touch of undeath when I felt it. It was odd, though—before the sun had fully set, the man was living and breathing, with a heartbeat and warmth and all the faculties you expected of a living, breathing person. Now that it was dark? Undead as a ghoul.
I fought the urge to press him for information. I let him go, and he closed the door behind him, and I locked it. I turned to face Shelley and shrugged. “He’s undead.”
“I could’ve told you that,” she chuckled, rolling her eyes. “But what is he?”
“That’s the question. Well,” I clarified, “that’s one question. I’ve got about a dozen more.”
“Name a few,” she suggested, lying back on the bed. She looked lovely there, her body a colorful hodgepodge of lusty feminine parts sewn and stitched together to form something like the perfect woman. It was hard not to get distracted as she lay there, without a hint of modesty in her spread-eagle posture.
I cleared my throat. “Well, if he’s undead, does that mean everyone else is? And why was he still alive during the day? I’ve never known the undead to be as friendly as he was either—that opens a whole new can of worms.”
“Sabina would pout if she heard you say that, Daddy,” she said.
“Sabina would be the first to tell you she isn’t exactly lovable toward humans besides yours truly,” I replied, smirking at her playfully. I stripped off my jacket and draped it on the chair.
Shelley inhaled and exhaled a few quiet breaths before she patted a spot on the bed beside her. “Come here, Daddy,” she urged me pleadingly, batting her eyelashes like a spoiled housewife trying to have her way.
“We’re still waiting for our food, remember?” I reminded her, arching an eyebrow. “I don’t want to go from A to Z before we even reach B.”
The monster girl’s face took a bit of a journey as she decided whether she’d rather roll her eyes dramatically at me or pout. She went with pouting.
“In all seriousness,” I said, scooting the chair closer to her and seating myself cross-legged in it, “we should talk.”
“About what?” she asked, propping herself up slightly on her elbows.
“About you. It’s been a week—how are you doing? I’ll be honest, I was hesitant to take you on this mission, but I thought it’d be a good opportunity for us to get to know one another.”
She nodded slowly. “I see.” She chewed a bit on the inside of her cheek, her eyes lolling upward and rolling side to side as she pondered her answer. I smiled at the cuteness of her facial tics.
“Take your time,” I reassured her. “It’s only just after sunset, and we have at least a few hours to eat and chat before we have to go to bed.”
She let out a husky sigh, scratching her jawline as her eyes found their way back to me. “I may seem articulate enough, but I truly have no idea what the hell I’m doing,” she confessed. “I don’t know what’s going on most of the time. I have a vague impression of certain things—the castle, Vania, the other girls, and of course you. But my head feels so… empty.” She frowned. “That makes me sound so stupid. But I feel like I’m doing okay, you know? Like, I’m running on sense memory and instinct? Impressions left from past lives, maybe? I’ve got the maturity, emotional stability, and wisdom of a dozen lifetimes—but no true memories to call my own. It’s surreal.”
I nodded, considering every word. “None of that sounds unexpected,” I reassured her. “We’ll take it nice and slow with getting you acclimated to everything, don’t worry.”
She shook her head. “I don’t worry,” she replied, and her lips broke into a smile. “However confused I may be, I’m happy.”
I felt a little weight lift off my shoulders from hearing that. “I’m glad,” I told her. “That’s a relief.”
“I can tell you’re a good man,” she sighed, beaming at me.
I scoffed at that. “Well, I’m a good friend and confidant, I suppose. But—my moral compass isn’t what it could be, that’s for sure. I’ve done some stuff, Shelley. I’ve done things and then felt literally no remorse.”
“How does that make you feel?” she asked, blinking at me. There was no judgment in her eyes—only curiosity.
I exhaled a fraction of a laugh at that, shaking my head as I considered the psychiatric question. “Bad,” I confessed. “But that’s weird, too. Because—when I do something that I know is wrong, like kill someone or beat someone within an inch of their life, I feel nothing. But I feel guilty that I felt nothing about it.”
“Sounds like guilt by proxy,” she giggled. “At least you feel something.”
“Most of my life, that sort of detached sense of self-loathing was what defined me,” I went on. “But as I grew up, I learned to just embrace myself for who I was. I learned to control my impulses after I got out of jail. Managed to get a job at a gas station thanks to a friend. Worked there for most of my adult life.”
She smiled. “I have no idea what a gas station is, but I think I understand the concept of jail. Why were you there?” she asked, her voice lifting with curiosity as she slumped back against the pillow.
I leaned against the wooden back of the chair, uncrossing my legs and placing an elbow on the desk. “Gouged out a guy’s eye,” I told her. “He shoved my girlfriend at the time after they got into a shouting match. He was her roommate. It was a money thing.”
She grimaced at me. “Sounds intense.”
“It didn’t need to be,” I admitted. “I used to have the tendency to escalate things beyond what they should have been. Thanks to my buddy—the one who landed me the job—I figured out how to calculate the pros and cons of going ‘Hulk mode,’ as he liked to put it. That is, I started thinking before acting.”
“Hard-earned wisdom,” she noted, smiling warmly. “Why are you telling me all this? It seems really personal.”
“It is,” I agreed, but I was smiling back at her. “But I want you to see that it took me a hell of a long time to understand who I was and learn to live with myself. Having one friend in my life who was there at the right moment for me was enough to set me straight. I guess what I’m trying to say is—”
“You’re there for me?” she asked, her voice going soft. “Thank you, Daddy.”
A knock sounded at the door. “Hello, I’ve got your food,” said that familiar deep male voice. I stood up, still smiling at Shelley for a moment before I paced over to the door. I opened it up and expected to see the man there, but instead I saw two heaping plates of potatoes and steak on the floor. The owner of the inn had dashed away.
“That’s weird,” I noted. I bent over and picked up the plates, one at a time, and brought them inside. I set them on the desk and then shut the door, locking it again.
“Oohh, locking the door?” Shelley cooed. “I wonder what your intentions are.”
“For now, just to eat in peace,” I shot back with a laugh. “But we’ll see where the night takes us after that.”
“The night is young, and we’ve got plenty of firewood for light and warmth,” she commented, a glimmer of desire in her voice.
“I can see in the dark anyway,” I pointed out.
“So can I,” she giggled. Her eyebrows did a suggestive dance.
I chuckled. “Eat your fucking potatoes, Shelley.”
Her giggle turned into a laugh. “Yes, Daddy, of course.” She took the plate from me and started chomping on her portion of steak. I couldn’t help but watch her—she was by far the most interesting thing in the room. In most rooms that would be true. Her odd conglomeration of parts patched together like a sexy tapestry of flesh gave her a very macabre allure.
“Yeah,” I grunted somewhat mischievously. “I think it’ll be a long night.”
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Quality Time


Name: Nathaniel Van Helsing  
Class: Castle Keeper, Level 8
Bloodline: Van Helsing 
Stats: Body A-, Mind A-, Soul B-
Abilities: Rope of Restraint, Van Helsing’s Hex (Level 2), Whip of Laceration (Level 2), Catlike Reflexes, Sword of the Slayer, Blessing, Phase Dodging, Amplified Pain Tolerance
[image: image-placeholder]I stared out our window as the moon peeked out through the wispy clouds overhead. It cast a dim silver light on my face as I studied the castle just outside. A black pinnacle jutted into the night sky, looming over the village with a seemingly malevolent aura. The ramparts were covered in spikes and blades to ward off any who would approach the fortress unbidden. The gothic towers that rose above the parapets looked like they’d been torn from ancient nightmares. As I studied the fortress’s defenses, a chill ran down my spine.
“Get some rest, Daddy,” begged Shelley as she patted a spot on the bed beside her. “Come on—we both need some sleep.”
I sneered at the castle one last time before closing the thick beige curtains, tying them shut. With a sigh, I told her she was right without saying the words.
“First I need to work out.” I fell forward, landing on my palms, breaking into my push-up routine.
Shelley rolled her eyes. I couldn’t see it, but I could feel her judgment. “At this point, that’s overkill. Even Vania agreed your muscles are here to stay thanks to your bloodline powers.”
“It’s about discipline,” I told her, breathing heavily as I exerted myself. “The gains from hard work are as much mental as they are physical. I’m not doing this for my muscles. I’m doing it for my mind.”
I heard the sheets on the bed rustle as Shelley turned her back to me. “Whatever, Dad,” she growled, clearly bored and disappointed.
Somehow being called ‘Dad’ was even weirder than ‘Daddy’. I decided to ignore it, praying it was a one-off. Shelley and I hadn’t really been intimate yet. I was waiting for the right time, and to be honest, I figured this mission might be the opportunity I was holding out for. But her insistence on calling me Daddy was a minor turn-off. True—I had no biological link to her whatsoever—not even one part of her mish-mashed body was human—but the fact that I did help to create her made it awkward in my mind, if not entirely unethical.
I was conflicted about a lot of things, as a matter of fact. Angelica and I hadn’t really turned a corner in our relationship, either. The Catholic succubus was a lot of fun to be around, and very sweet. She’d blessed me with a couple of tailjobs and some over-the-clothes petting, but we were still pretty far from achieving a physical bond. At this rate, the emotional bond was more likely to come first, which was unusual to say the least. As a rule, the physical bond is expected to come first, followed by the emotional bond, and last would be the spiritual bond, which is way more abstruse than the others to earn.
At this point in my quest—which wasn’t far in at all—I had already adjusted my mentality to this new mission. I was always a quick study and one to roll with the punches. Still, there were a lot of moving parts to keep track of. It was hard to remember all my moves, even, and as I continued to level up, I feared that would only grow worse.
I continued to do my pushups until I hit the one-thousandth rep. Still not feeling much of a burn, I went down into a pectoral plank. 
“Shelley,” I grunted, “I need more weight. Can you sit on my back?”
She groaned and kicked her feet in the bed. “I was just falling asleep, Daddy!” she complained. “Gawd, you’re so annoying sometimes.”
“Just do it,” I chuckled.
With another whine, she rolled out of bed and planted her sweet cheeks on my back. “How’s that?” she asked, more tender with her tone than she had been just a moment before.
“Good,” I muttered back.
She adjusted, though, going from a sitting to a lying down position. Soon she was clinging to my back with her arms around me like a chesty, breasty koala.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Trying to get comfy,” she said saccharinely in my ear. She bit the lobe playfully.
I grimaced as I finally felt a bit of muscle burn set in at exactly the wrong moment. “That’s distracting.”
Her long, wet tongue flicked out and slurped my ear lobe, drawing it against her lips. She sucked it in and let out a soft moan. “Want me to stop?”
“If you don’t, my dick will prop me up pretty soon and I’ll lose the burn,” I chuckled.
She let out a long, soft whine in my ear. “Come on,” she whimpered, “Fuck me, tuck me in, and tell me a bedtime story. I want my bond.”
“Are you sure?” I asked her. “Dusky drained me pretty good right before we left, so I could last a while.”
“Even better,” she giggled. “I’m gonna do you so good, Daddy. Even if I have no idea what I’m doing.”
I lowered myself to the ground, accepting the new mission. “Get off of my back,” I instructed her. “Let’s move this onto the bed.”
She followed the suggestion, rolling off of me. She lay on the bed on her back, looking up at me with her beautiful horror show of a face.
All of the monster girls in my castle were of the freakier variety, at least on some level. Shelley, however, took the proverbial cake. She was a Frankenstein’s monster archetype constructed out of monster girl parts, a ‘build-a-babe’. Though she was undeniably gorgeous, the incongruity of her various bits could make her a bit tough to look at until you get used to the sight of her.
Her face was stitched together from parts of two different heads. The lower half was gray, almost silvery, while the upper portion, above the nose, was that of a green-skinned wood elf. Both parts were incredibly beautiful, but the wild clash of colors was jarring.
The rest of her body was much the same—a pallid, busty, human-like torso was the delightful centerpiece, but arms and legs formerly belonging to a variety of monster girls made her a cornucopia of color. Claws on one hand, fingernails on the other; a foot on one leg, a hoof on the other. I still couldn’t fathom how the girl could walk as comfortably as she did.
And there she was, her long red hair fanned out along the pillow like rays of the sun piercing the upper limits of the sky. She bit her lip and looked up at me with eager but nervous eyes, her arms folded behind her head. I knelt between her open legs, leaning forward, kissing her as my hand ran down her bare neck, landing on her leather jacket.
She helped me take it off, and her shirt followed. I tasted her lips as my hands fondled her breasts, pinching her nipples and massaging her flesh with my fingers. She moaned into my mouth and writhed beneath me, whimpering “Daddy,” a few more times than I would have liked.
The taste of her lips was intoxicating, and her scent was enough to drive me insane. Her sweet saliva coated my tongue and slid down my throat as I kissed her. Her hips bucked against me suggestively.
“We’ve got all night,” I scolded her teasingly. “There’s no rush.”
“Yes, Daddy,” she said softly. “I’m sorry. I’m just so excited.”
“It’s alright,” I assured her, stroking her long crimson hair. My hand traced down her neck, brushing past her breasts. I caressed her nipple as my fingers continued their journey downward. By the time I reached her navel, she was sure of my intent. Shelley drew a sharp inward breath, her eyes wide and pleading. She nodded at me as my fingers found the button of her skirt.
I undid the button and opened the zipper, sliding it down her thick thighs slowly. She lifted her hips, allowing me to strip the garment off of her. I tossed it aside, my eyes glued to the V-shaped valley of her crotch.
I didn’t waste any time. In seconds I had her panties off, too, revealing her pale pink pussy to me. I leaned forward and lapped at her slit, savoring her flavor as she quivered under me.
“Yeah, that’s it,” she moaned. “Make me cum.”
I obliged, licking her clit and pussy, digging my fingers into her ass as my tongue probed deep inside of her. She cried out in ecstasy as I tormented her with levels of bliss she hadn’t yet experienced. I sucked and nibbled at her folds as she wriggled below me, pushing her hips up against mine.
“Oh, fuck!” she screamed out in pleasure. “You’re so good at this!”
“Thank you,” I replied humbly, but I didn’t raise my head from my meal. I continued to sup on her quim until I felt her body tense up, her thighs clamping around my ears. She bucked against my face as her juices flooded my mouth. Shelley’s entire body shook with delight as she grabbed hold of my head and thrust her pussy violently against my face.
She came hard, and I drank down every last drop of her gift. The taste of her nectar was so good I almost didn’t want to swallow it. I sucked on her clit as she climaxed all up in my grill, riding out the waves of her orgasm until she finally subsided and collapsed underneath me. “Oh, fuck!” she panted wildly. “Holy shit!”
“I’m going in,” I warned her. I positioned myself over her and entered her in one swift motion, filling her with my cock. She gasped as she felt me invade her depths.
“God, yes,” Shelley breathed. “Fuck me!.”
I held her tight by the hips as I plunged my dick into her, granting her wish eagerly. She pushed herself up against me, urging me to go faster. I grew even harder inside her as she started playing with her tits, pulling on her nipples and groping her soft breasts as I gave into the pleasures of her body.
“I love your dick,” Shelley moaned in pleasure. “It’s so fucking nice.”
“Once again, I can only say thank you.”
I adjusted our position, tossing her legs up over my shoulders, pressing her knees up beside her chest. With her legs elevated, I managed to plumb her even deeper, reveling in the lewd sounds she made. Her hands flew to my back as she ground her hips against mine. I looked down into her eyes, seeing them narrow with lust and desire.
I fucked her hard, pounding into her as her legs slapped against my back. I drove my dick inside as hard as I could, and she seemed to like it. She let out a high-pitched squeal each time my pelvis slammed into hers, and she kept her lips locked on mine, moaning into my mouth as I pushed myself in and out of her. Shelley squeezed her thighs tight around my neck, almost choking me. I fucking loved it.
“Oh, God, Daddy!” she squealed, her voice straining with pleasure. “I’m gonna cum again!”
I sped up, driving my dick into her with reckless abandon. She bit my lip, her teeth scraping painfully on my skin. I felt her nails dig into my back, drawing blood, and I returned her harsh affection with a rough bite of her lip. We were both getting close.
“I’m almost there,” I warned her.
“Yeah, baby,” she said, her eyes wide open but rolled back in her head, “Practice for the day you breed me. Fill me up!”
“Then cum with me,” I urged her. “Cum with me, Shelley.”
She let out a cry as my cock throbbed inside her. I felt her pussy twitch around my shaft, contracting and releasing spasmodically. We both let out groans and cries of pleasure, and as the fires in our loins reached their apex, we came together. I filled her pussy to the brim with my seed.
Afterward she relaxed as I lay on top of her, panting with exhaustion. “That was nice,” she said, wrapping her arms and legs around me. “Thanks, Daddy.”
“Anytime, baby,” I sighed with contentment. “Now, let’s get some rest. I’ll take the first watch, and you nap. I’ll wake you in four hours.”
She pouted. “What? No time to cuddle?”
I chuckled at that. “Fair enough,” I conceded. “Aftercare for a few minutes first. Then we start our watch.”
“I can live with that,” she sighed contentedly.
“But, honey?” I murmured.
“Yes?”
I frowned at her, creasing my brow with a stern expression. “Please stop calling me Daddy.”
She giggled at me and shook her head sweetly. “No.”




Chapter three








Into the Castle


As the sun rose, we exited the inn, putting behind us the odd happenings that interrupted our evening. A gloomy fog permeated the village, but still, the castle towered over us, seemingly immune to it. 
“Are you ready?” I asked Shelley, and she nodded, but nerves were plainly etched on her features. In one hand I held my sword, in the other my whip. The howling of wolves set a somber mood as we made our way to the black gates.
We stood in front of the wrought iron fence, sizing it up. It stood about three times the height of a man. The tops of each rod of the fence were sharp spikes meant to pierce the armor or skin of unwelcome wanderers. On the opposite side, a trench filled with thorns and slithering serpents waited in the darkness beyond. To cross was no easy task for either me or Shelley; not only did we have to climb over the metal rods, but we would be confronted by those hideous vipers if we went around.
But an unsettling development came, heralded by an unexpected creak. The gate opened unto us, its hinges screeching in protest at its duty. There was no obvious mechanism whereby the gate could have self-opened, and no hint of sophisticated automated technology that caused it to happen. It was an unseen force—a will apart from ourselves that must have been waiting for us. In short—magic.
“This seems pretty convenient,” Shelley noted.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “Way too convenient. Someone wants us inside.”
She pivoted to face me. “Well, the people in the town were nice enough after all, weren’t they? Maybe it’s the arachne. Maybe she’s welcoming us.”
I shook my head. “Something doesn’t feel right,” I muttered as a sliver of doubt entered my mind. Were we about to enter into a trap? Well, of course we were. It was a gothic castle in a town full of undead people.
Was I strong enough to face whatever threats lay in wait inside, though? My blood ran cold as trepidation coursed through me, but there was something else that brought a modicum of comfort. An ethereal warmth carried by the wind, perhaps—a reassuring gust at just the right moment. The wind carried the scent of death, but not new death. This wasn’t the odor of fresh decay, but the lingering scent of something long since turned to bone and dust.
“Do you smell that?” I asked Shelley.
She shook her head. “I don’t think I smell what you smell,” she confessed. “What is it?”
I chewed on my lip for a moment before answering. “Stagnation. Nothing truly living has been here in a long time. And there’s something else... a sort of psychic impression. We aren’t being threatened—we’re being tested.”
“If you say so,” Shelley said, shuddering slightly. She grabbed a sword from her own hip and followed me through the front gate.
I had never experienced a quiet like this. The sound of my own footsteps on the grass beneath my boots was maddeningly loud. Not even the cawing of a crow or the howling of a wolf remained in the air as we passed into the castle’s courtyard. 
I took in the sight around me, scanning the surroundings, looking for the first sign of danger. As I glanced behind us, I noticed that fog had consumed the village, obscuring it from our view. No one was in our immediate vicinity except for us. All that filled my ears were the excruciatingly loud sounds of rustling leaves crushed underfoot. The quiet was eerie, chilling...unnatural.
The gothic black doors to the castle were as huge as they were ornate. Intricate carvings of grim reapers and crows covered them, with an elaborate relief in the center, depicting a witchy-looking woman clad in a lacy gown and holding aloft a glass orb.
My guts twisted with a feeling of immense power hiding behind those doors. I didn’t wonder for a moment how we’d get inside. I worried more about how we’d get out once we’d entered. That was the sort of impression I received just from standing in front of those doors.
“We have to keep moving,” Shelley urged me.
I grunted my agreement. I reached out and gently placed my hand on the wood. Sure enough, the enormous double doors opened unto me, revealing a grand hall, brightly lit by candles that gleamed inside brassy candelabras hanging from an elaborately carved ceiling. Magically lit torches were sconced on the walls between bright paintings of macabre scenes. 
But that was only the start of it all. As I stepped inside, with Shelley just behind me, the hall felt cold; colder than any other room I had visited in recent memory, and certainly not what I expected for a den of spiders. The chill it inspired reminded me of the walk-in refrigerators at the gas station where I used to work in my past life.
“Who enters my castle? Who seeks my presence?” a loud, throaty voice sounded out, as though through a loudspeaker. I looked around for its source, but it was useless. There was nothing in the room that should have made the amplification of such a voice possible.
I cleared my throat and spoke up, addressing the strange disembodied voice. “My name is Nathaniel Van Helsing. I believe you are in danger. I have come to—”
“There are few beings in this world that could place me in danger,” boasted the regal voice of the arachne—I assumed it was her, anyway. I had no clue who else it could be. “A Van Helsing would be one of them, but you simply cannot be who you claim to be.”
“Why’s that?” I asked.
“The last Van Helsing is dead,” she answered. “You are a pretender.”
Shelley spoke up at that. “No, he isn’t. He’s telling the truth!”
“What’s more,” I grunted, “there is another. She is with the Order of the Black Phoenix. Her name is Emmy Van Helsing. She has red-and-black ombre hair—and she’s insane. Have you met her?”
“I haven’t seen anyone aside from my own villagers walk through those doors in quite some time.” There was a hint of somberness in her tone. “If what you say is true, then I will be on guard.”
“It’s not that easy. I would like you to come with me.”
A loud, wicked cackle rang out in the air. “Leave my castle to follow a Van Helsing? How cute.”
I really needed to work on my sales pitch. “Give me a chance to speak with you one-on-one at least,” I pleaded. “We came a long way to get here.”
Silence followed, so deafening that the only sound I heard was a faint and distant ringing in my ears. It went on for long enough that both Shelley and I exchanged not one but two uncomfortable looks as we studied the magnificent greeting hall of the castle.
“Find me and we will talk—if I’m in the mood to talk.”
I breathed out a cool breath of relief at that. “Excellent,” I said, relaxing a bit at the tiny concession. I wasn’t under any illusion that the owner of this castle was about to play fair or take it easy on me in any way, but I’d counted on that from the start.
“What if you aren’t in the mood to talk?” Shelley asked.
“I only have two moods: charming and hungry,” she replied. The grin she was probably wearing was practically audible in her tone. “Let’s see what state I’m in if you arrive.”
With that, she giggled malevolently until the sound faded into the ether. I shot a pointed look at Shelley, and she returned it with her own.
“I’m pretty sure she wants to eat us,” Shelley noted.
“Nah,” I grunted, “she’s a softie. Look at her village.”
“What about it?” Shelley asked, her beautifully strange face staring back at me as her one hoof tapped the polished hardwood floor.
“She’s taking care of those people. I don’t get the feeling that she has to, either. If anything, they’re likely a burden to her.”
“How do you figure?” Shelley said. “I don’t see your logic.”
“Magic, especially the sort of magic that sustains the lives of a whole village of people that seem like they should be dead,” I started, unsheathing the sword from my hip, “that costs continuous power. I did some reading up on the topic and discussed it with Vania at length. It’s like our castle.”
Shelley nodded, beginning to see it. “Right,” she said, “but who says she’s keeping them alive out of benevolence? Maybe it’s a curse.”
“The old tavern keeper said as much, if you recall,” I pointed out. I turned my gaze to the double stairway ahead of me. They led up to the same floor, splitting into twin corridors on either side. Between them, on the ground level, there was a single large wooden door, painted black. It had no obvious lever or knob with which it was meant to be opened. To our immediate left and right, there were two more doors—smaller, less ornate. There were no patterns on these. They were simply a few planks of birch bolted and bound together, resting on iron hinges that had rusted with their years.
Signs of the castle’s age were everywhere. Cobwebs in every corner, and a layer of dust on each surface in the room. Still—it hadn’t been left unattended for too long, I determined. It wasn’t like stepping into an attic after thirty years of neglect. It was more like coming back to a summer home after a year away.
The mustiness of the room told of its age even if no one wanted to listen. I inhaled a deep breath through my nostrils, attempting to gain any and all insights I could. The smell was mostly dusty, and that impression was strong enough to hinder me. 
With a grunt, I nodded in the direction of the staircase on the left. “Let’s take that one,” I said. “The door up there looks as good as any other.”
“Why not go through the front door between the stairs?” Shelley asked.
“We can try. It could lead to a throne room where the arachne is waiting, but something tells me it’s not going to be that easy to find her.”
“Let’s try the first door,” she insisted. “Those stairs give me a bad feeling.”
I looked at her, my head slightly cocked. “Why’s that?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. Something about the way the steps jut out like there’s something else going on there.”
I squinted, turning my gaze on the stairs as well. I saw what she was noticing. The steps looked like there was some give to them, like they might click when weight was put on them. The whole thing stank of a trap.
“Good eye,” I encouraged her. “In any case, we may still need to go up there. But since you caught that and I didn’t, let’s have it your way first.”
She beamed at me and nodded, her shoulders finally relaxing a bit.
We approached the door, and I kicked it open. The next room featured a red carpet, beginning at the entrance and trailing down the middle of the grand hall until it ended on the opposite side. The room was long and narrow, with torches of blue and red flame alternating on wall sconces. Dangling crystal chandeliers hung overhead, but the hall was so long, so impossibly deep that it defied all logic. I couldn’t even make out what was on the other side.
With my sword in one hand and my whip in the other, I started walking into the room.
Out of nowhere, at a dazzling speed, three flaming, laughing skulls came flying at me from the other end of the corridor. I struck one with my sword, sending it against the stone wall where it shattered and exploded. Shelley was assaulted by another. She deftly rolled out of the way and vomited acidic bile onto it, causing it to crumble in front of us. She wiped her lips.
The final one managed to strike me, headbutting me in the chest. I felt something crack as the blow knocked me off my feet. I landed into an elegant backward somersault, then sprang back up on my feet. Leaping, I landed atop the skull, my flame-retardant boots kicking it downward. It crashed on the floor, but it didn’t shatter.
Seeing this, I extended my whip, wrapping it around a chandelier overhead. I swung a couple of times, gaining momentum as the flaming skull brought itself back up into the air. It sighted me, but it was too late. My whip released its hold of the swinging crystal, and I descended on the skull with my sword plunging downward, splitting it in two.
Gouts of fire burned me, spitting out of the broken bone, but it was negligible damage and quick to heal. Same with the cracked rib. Those are the perks of a holy bloodline.
“Daddy, look out!” Shelley shouted, pointing behind my shoulder. I spun on my heels and let out a slightly unmanly gasp at what I saw.
A twelve-foot-tall skeleton, like the skeleton of a centaur with horns, stood before me, brandishing an axe in each hand. Both axes were roughly the size of me, and I could tell from their glinting blades that they were each as sharp as a razor.
As tough as I was, I didn’t have much faith in my regenerative powers after being cut down the middle or decapitated. Could I survive getting eviscerated? Maybe. I’d prefer not to find out. But losing my head? Pretty sure that would cancel my subscription to life pretty fast.
The skeletal monstrosity brought both blades to me in a horizontal strike. I hit the ground to avoid them, only narrowly dodging the attack. I rolled backward and cracked my enchanted whip around its wrist, tugging it. There were no muscles to disturb, though, so it only jerked the blade around. It still held it tightly in its bony grasp.
Shelley sprang into action, vaulting into the air from my shoulders. She buried her sword in the monster’s cranium and hung there, using her free hand to pummel it with all her strength. Each successive blow earned a crack or a crater until the skull of the monster collapsed inward.
With its unrestrained hand, it swiped at her with its axe, or moved to. When I saw the movement begin—easy to catch because of the monster’s immensity—I hurled my magic sword at its hand, taking off several fingers and causing the axe to drop.
Even so, the falling blade came dangerously close to Shelley. She managed to avoid it with an undulant thrust of her pelvis, swinging herself forward.
“Finish it, Shelley!” I bellowed.
A glowing orb was visible inside the thing’s skull now that there was a hole in it. Shelley vomited up a deluge of acidic nastiness onto the orb, and with that, the monster started to shake. The quaking led to the bones all separating, clattering against the ground before they broke into dust.
I caught Shelley in my arms, kissed her forehead, and placed her on the tiled floor. Retrieving my sword, I faced down the seemingly-infinite corridor with a new level of caution.
“How far do we need to go down here?” I asked aloud.
“As far as we have to,” Shelley replied wisely, holding it together surprisingly well, all things considered. She dusted herself off and found her own sword in the pile of dust that was once the monster.
We trudged forward, far more alert now. The walls on either side were lined with great statues, depicting scenes of battle and death. In the distance, beyond the reach of torchlight, there were darker figures, impossible to discern in the gloom.
The corridor seemed endless as we trudged through it. A few more threats appeared: flaming bats, easily swatted out of the air and killed; then a pair of imps that hurled orbs of flame at us. They lost all hope of keeping their lives when one hit me in the face and it only made me angrier. But it wasn’t a monster that almost did us in.
“There—a door!” I shouted, pointing at an apparent end to the impossibly long room. “If that isn’t the room we’re looking for, I will be very cross.”
With a crank and click, a trap door in the floor opened up, and both Shelley and I fell into a pit trap. We descended so fast that I almost didn’t have time to react, but at the last possible moment my adrenaline kicked in and everything seemed to slow down. I pulled Shelley close to my chest, my arm wrapped around her waist, and I lashed my whip up in the air. The very tip of it managed to snag itself around a dangling candelabra. My body went rigid as our fall ended abruptly, suspended an inch or two above the spikes. 
“Alright,” I said after taking mental stock over whether or not I had peed my pants. “I’m going to need you to climb up the whip very slowly.”
Shelley’s eyes were wide, her breath almost panicked, but she nodded her understanding. She found her grip on the whip and climbed her way out, and I followed. I had to swing a bit to get us the momentum we needed to launch ourselves onto the opposite end of the pit.
Landing surely, we breathed united sighs of relief, both of us daring to take a look down at the pit below. A mess of bones was left down there from would-be adventurers who had apparently fallen into this trap. I was glad we hadn’t joined their numbers.
I turned to face the door. It was so close, but I no longer trusted it. Was it yet another tease? A cruel trick? Booby-trapped or worse? Did it lead to an even-darker fate than the one we narrowly escaped?
In any case, we had no option but to move forward. Shelley grabbed my hand as I reached out for the door handle and turned it.
“It’s locked,” I said.
Shelley groaned. “Ahhh, fuck!”




Chapter four








Along Came a Spider


I was far from being out of ideas as I started down the imposingly sturdy door. I was certain I could problem-solve my way through this miniature crisis one way or the other. I just…needed a second. 
“The first thing to try is picking the lock,” I noted, stating the obvious. I turned around to face Shelley, and found her staring back into the pit. “What are you doing?”
“There are some body parts down there,” she noted.
“Okay,” I grunted. “And?”
“I’m just trying to decide if any of them might look better on me than what I’ve currently got.”
I frowned. “Well, I’ll have you know we worked pretty hard to find those body parts you’re using,” I said, a bit of hurt in my voice. “I think you look pretty good.”
She fluttered her eyelashes at me, taking a step back from the pit. “Really?” she said.
“Of course—but this isn’t the time to flirt.” I pointed back at the door. “Come on, Shelley, help me see if I can—”
“Let’s end this encounter here,” came the arachne’s brooding voice. “We’ve all had our fun.”
I looked around for the source of it, but in vain. “Where are you?” I asked. “Show yourself. That’s not a demand. It’s a polite request. It’d make talking a lot easier.”
She giggled musically at my polite insistence, and the heavy door clicked in front of me. “You may enter my chambers.”
“Awww, hell yeah, I told you this was the right way!” 
“All ways lead to my chambers—if I want them to,” she replied. “If I willed it, you would find this same door on the wall opposite the chamber pot on the third floor.”
Shelley looked somewhat disappointed by that revelation, but I was too impressed to gloat. “Is this castle like mine?” I asked. “Is it sentient?”
She went quiet as death for several long seconds as my hand hovered over the door. “Come inside,” she said at last, piercing the silent air.
Shelley and I exchanged tense looks as she caught up to me and we walked inside the room, standing shoulder to shoulder.
The chamber was not an elaborate throne room, but a hollowed-out cave with hundreds of thousands of silky egg sacs writhing and pulsing on the walls all around us. There was no chair fit for a queen, nor was there a queen herself, as far as I could see.
“Where are you?” I asked, raising my sword. The magic light that glimmered off of it provided a bit of illumination, but not enough. Something about this place made it hard for even my superior senses to thrive. I looked over at Shelley, though; she didn’t seem to be experiencing the same problem. Her mismatched eyes were fixed on a single point above us, her mouth gaping wide.
“Ahh fuck!” she said. “I hate—”
“—racism,” I blurted out, trying to stop Shelley from finishing that sentence. She shot me a puzzled look. “You hate racism. And love spiders.” Slowly, though, her eyes traveled back to that one point, and mine followed suit.
The figure of a woman appeared, rappelling down to us, upside down, her fiery red hair hanging low. Her long locks were easily the length of my entire body. The closer she got to the ground, though, the more the light betrayed the truth of her. Her face—beautiful at first, so perfectly angular, so elegantly symmetrical—shook me to the core. She didn’t possess two eyes, but eight of them. Each eye was inky and black, like staring into eight perfectly circular pools of tar. She grinned with the lips of a beautiful woman but there was something else there, too. A pair of black mandibles emerged like tusks from the corners of her mouth.
She wore a regal black dress inlaid with gems along the contours of her corset. Her breasts looked like they were about to pop out of the top of the outfit. The dress wasn’t long—it only extended down to where her groin must have been. But a strange thing happened at that part of her anatomy—it merged into the body of a massive giant arachnid. That body was huge, approaching the size of an elephant.
I gaped as she came fully into view—a spider-equivalent of a centaur. I could hear Shelley’s teeth chattering as she shivered beside me, and she even grabbed my forearm for emotional support.
As the arachne queen landed on the floor in front of us, a hundred or so smaller—but still larger than normal—spiders came, carrying a sharply-spiked silver crown. They placed it atop her head.
I felt like I should bow. “Should we bow?” I asked Shelley in a whisper.
“You’re welcome to,” said the arachne woman, hearing us easily. “But I have no expectations that you should. You’re not from my kingdom—you aren’t even from my world, are you?”
I lowered my head slightly, even as I stared up at her with growing nerves. “And how did you figure that out?”
She rolled all eight of her eyes. “Please,” she said, “I’m not a simpleton. I have spiders in every corner of these lands. If there was a Van Helsing of your power, I would have heard about it long before you strolled into Reapingwood.”
I took a moment to cool down, nodding slowly and collecting my thoughts. “Can I ask your name?” 
“Octavia,” she replied with a smile. “Queen of Spiders.”
I had questions. Aside from Reapingwood, she didn’t seem to have many other settlements under her domain. Was the title of Queen really fitting, then? I supposed that, if she was not claiming dominion over men, but instead over spiders, then yes. The title did seem to fit.
“The Order of the Black Phoenix is coming, Queen Octavia,” I warned her, my voice gone dark with solemnity. “You need to come with me.”
“And abandon my castle?” she asked, almost mockingly. “Would you abandon yours?”
I grimaced at that. “No,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t.”
“I suppose I could move her core, but it’ll take ages for her to regrow. And the villagers…they’d all die.”
I frowned. This was bad. I already sensed I would be going back empty-handed. I didn’t even have a great counter-argument to make. At least she did more or less confirm that this castle was like Vania. “You’re all going to die here, then,” I told her with a sigh. “But I understand your hesitation.”
She laughed at that, too proud to hear me out. “Are you so certain I can’t handle myself?”
I shook my head. “Against the first men who come, you’ll probably be fine,” I admitted. “But when my sister—”
“—Your sister?” She placed her fingers on her face and approached me, her eight legs clicking on the earthen floor. “Now this is interesting.”
“She’s insane,” I grunted, recalling the memory of her. “She’s got the opposite mission as I do.”
“The mission of your father? Kill monsters?” she asked.
“Basically,” I said. It was, of course, more complicated than that, but I decided to leave it there. I didn’t really care if she knew my father had sworn off his previous mission in favor of my current one. I also didn’t need to explain that the castle I now possessed was found and nurtured by him before I came along.
“In any case, I’m very familiar with the monks of the Black Phoenix. I know they aren’t to be trifled with—but what recourse do I have?” she asked, hardly sounding all that intimidated anyway.
But then something happened—something I certainly didn’t sense, but Octavia did. Her eyes started looking around as though she heard something distant and disturbing.
“What is it?” Shelley asked, only then managing to recover from her bout with arachnophobia. 
“They’re here,” she whispered.
“The Black Phoenix?” I asked.
She shrugged. “I can’t be certain—but my spiders are whispering of someone—cloaked men—entering the town.
“Fortify your people in the castle. Close the gates, and activate all your traps. Arm your villagers, if you can. Sorry I killed a bunch of your monsters.”
“I have more,” she reassured me.
“Still,” I said, balling my fists, “don’t underestimate them. I’ve only met Emmy—”
“—That’s your sister?”
I nodded. “Half-sister, I guess,” I confirmed. “Anyway—I have no idea what else they have at their disposal. If their other generals are anything like her, you should worry.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about me,” Octavia grinned. Her mandibles clicked as millions of spiders began descending the walls all around us, varying from the size of a fingernail to that of a small dog. “I know how to stand up for myself.”
“Ughh, so gross,” Shelley whispered. “I hate that she’s hot.”
[image: image-placeholder]We rushed out to Reapingwood and helped usher people inside the gates, getting them into the castle where they would be protected. They were alive again, hearts beating and blood flowing through their veins. Whatever magic Octavia used to sustain them every day had to have been powerful, but I didn’t have time to pry.
Then figures appeared in the distance. There weren’t all that many of them, and they seemed to lack any tactical plan, as though they’d planned to stroll into town and get exactly what they wanted without challenge. They wore brown robes and black cloaks, their faces mostly obscured. I could tell they were all men, all bearded, but details beyond that evaded me.
I watched from behind a cottage, peering out carefully so as not to be spotted. I assumed that there was someone in the group who could sense my presence, though. One man raised up a hand and lowered his hood. His head was shaved, and although I couldn’t be sure because of the distance between us, it seemed his eyes were glowing.
“That’ll be the important one,” I murmured.
Shelley wasn’t listening, though. She was busy mixing molotov cocktails with ingredients and materials we took from the inn. Already no fewer than seven of the mixes were hanging on her hips.
“I hate fire,” she grumbled.
“Just keep your distance from it, then. You’re strong—you’ve got a good throwing arm. Do you think you could get them from here?”
She peeked out, having a look for herself. “Hell yes, I can. Stand back, Daddy—I’m gonna make you proud.”
I did as she said, watching as she tossed half-a-dozen of the incendiary mixtures in rapid succession. I couldn’t see what happened, but I could hear their effects. Screams, smoke, the smell of burning cloth and meat—it all pervaded my senses within only seconds.
“Nice,” I said. I reached out and pulled her back behind cover—just in time, too. A single arrow almost got her in the head, missing by millimeters. I gulped as the arrow punctured the sign of the clothier just behind us.
“Shit, that was close,” Shelley noted.
“I’m glad we’re on the same page,” I barked back at her. “Stay back here. I’m going to clean up the mess.”
I rolled out behind the building, gaining new cover by a wagon filled with half-a-dozen bales of hay.
“It’s a trap!” one of the men shouted. “They know we’re here!”
It seemed like they were retreating, so I followed up, ducking out from behind the cart and charging toward them. Most of the men were on fire, badly burned, or frantically shedding their robes—but the one with the glowing eyes and bald head remained calm.
“Ah,” he said as I sprinted toward him, “The lesser Van Helsing. Mother will be pleased.” There wasn’t even a trace of fear or concern in his voice.
I cracked my whip, letting it hit him dead in the face. A chunk of meat flew off of his body like wet clay, slopping onto the ground nearby. He didn’t so much as shake or frown, but there was the tiniest hint of a flinch that showed he could feel pain.
“My turn,” he said. He raised a palm, and a purple blast of something like lightning crackled out of his fingertips. It lit me up from the inside, like my bones and guts were just put in the microwave and set to ‘High’. 
I reeled in pain but recovered quickly, much to his surprise. Next, I brought down my magic sword, but he caught it effortlessly, pinching it between two fingers.
“Shit,” was all I could manage. They may very well be in trouble in that castle after all with someone like this leading the invasion.
The bald man looked at me, his head lolled to one side. His glowing eyes made it hard to tell which part of me he was focused on, but I thought he might be sizing me up from head to toe. “Is this all?” he asked. “Little Emily gave you far too much credit.”
That’s when Shelley charged out, once again using my shoulders as a launch pad. She flipped through the air and projectile vomited acidic green fluid all over the bald man’s head.
That got him upset.
The bald man screamed, and Shelley landed elegantly behind him. She punched one man in his flaming face, shattering his skull. The resulting blood spray was enough to temporarily douse the flames on another man standing nearby. He didn’t look grateful, though, when Shelley thrust her blade through his heart.
I pointed at the bald monk and activated Van Helsing’s curse—I didn’t know exactly what effect it would have, because it was my first time using it on a proper target. I winced as I watched the effect unfold, his skin growing red and puffy, entirely covered with pus-filled boils. The swollen spots were so thick and juicy that a particularly nasty welt obscured his eyes, effectively blinding him.
The bald monk fell to his knees, shattered by the sudden anguish. I fastened my whip around his throat and tugged him onto his belly. As I placed my boot on the back of his head, I looked over at Shelley.
“A couple of them got away,” she informed me, pointing in the direction of the forest. She was casually ripping the head off of one of the monks. She showed it to me. “Do you like this eye color for me?”
I frowned at her. “Keep your mind on work,” I scolded her. “We’re on the clock.”
She pouted. “Fiiine, Daddy,” she sighed with disappointment in her voice. “What are you going to do with him?”
I looked down at the man. “Let’s take him home,” I told her. “Our job here is done. Let’s check in on Queen Octavia and then head back to Vania. I don’t think we’re making any more progress here today.”
She agreed, and so I dragged the man, my whip around his throat, to Queen Octavia. We asked questions—he didn’t answer. Eventually it came down to a bit of an argument over who got to keep him as a prisoner. In the end, I won—a simple matter of ‘finder’s keepers’, I argued.
There was one more devious detail to my plan in taking the man back. “Vania,” I said, staring into the portal as we were set to return. “Can you hear me?”
“Yes, my love—did you succeed in your mission?”
“Unfortunately, we didn’t think this one through—but we did manage to defeat a few monks of the Black Phoenix,” I told her.
“What do you mean we didn’t think it through? Are you alright?”
“I am, but I wasn’t able to provide any incentive to the arachne as to why she should come—she has too much of a stake in the land here.”
“I see,” Vania said, sounding saddened by the news.
“It’s not all bad, though,” I assured her. “We’ve got a new pet.” I held up the writhing, groaning monk to the portal so Vania could see.
“Interesting,” Vania cooed excitedly. “The portal should be strong enough to support him—I built it to hold the arachne, after all.”
“That’s actually why I’m talking to you first, instead of just jumping in. Could you weaken the portal? Make it so it can only support Shelley and me?”
Shelley looked at me with a curious gleam. “What are you planning, Daddy?”
“Ah,” Vania noted, cackling lightly as she realized the plan. “You wish to give him portal sickness. But he will become very weak and exhausted.”
I chuckled wickedly. “I’m sure I can find ways to keep him awake.”
[image: image-placeholder]Our reception was warm when we arrived back at the castle. No one was waiting for us, as Vania didn’t broadcast our return, but they found out soon enough. Before long, there was something of a crowd gathered in the courtyard.
Dusky greeted me with Tasha, each of them attempting to pounce on me and knock me to the ground. I sidestepped Tasha, but Dusky was quick. Still, I planted my feet and took a wide stance, catching her in my arms.
“Got you!” I said, chuckling.
“Uh-oh,” Dusky cooed, placing her furry paws around my waist. “What are you gonna do to me? I’m at your mercy! You could—you could have your way with me right here!” She was gesturing to a bench in the courtyard. I laughed at the smug look on her face as the catgirl started purring.
Sabina walked out into the courtyard, holding a black umbrella over her head. “Welcome back, master,” she said, yawning, but certainly happy to see me. “Would you like a massage to help you relax from your journey?”
I set Dusky back down on the ground and smiled at the vampiress. She was wearing a black miniskirt with lots of unnecessary straps and buckles and a black-and-white striped tube top. Her nipple piercings poked flagrantly through the fabric.
“Maybe in a bit,” I said. “That does sound nice. But I think I wouldn’t mind getting some rest, first.”
Shelley smiled at Sabina as she reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “Yes, Daddy and I need to take a nap together first.”
“Don’t we have rules about pussyblocking the rest of us after someone comes back from a mission with Nathan?” Dusky asked, clearly unamused.
“I’ll be napping alone,” I clarified, peeling Shelley’s hand off of my shoulder. She tried to resist, to use her super strength to let her hand remain there, but in the end I won. I looked around. “Where’s Angelica?” I asked. “And Tilly?”
“Tilly is hunting bogarts,” Vania’s voice called out. “Angelica is saying the rosary in her room. I tried to tell her you had arrived but she was very clear she wasn’t to be disturbed when she was praying.”
I smirked at that. “Cute,” I said. “Any word on the shadowghast?”
“None yet. It may be in hiding for a while still. We can deal with it when it returns,” Dusky sighed.
“Alright, well—Vania’s just locked up our prisoner. I’m going to take a nap and get some work done. Let’s see if we can get everyone together for dinner tonight, yeah?”
“If pussy’s on your menu, then—”
I rolled my eyes so loudly it cut Dusky off mid-sentence, replacing her words with a whimper. “I’ll see you all in a bit,” I said with a warm but dismissive tone.
I headed up the stairs, making my way past stained-glass windows and ornate paintings until I found my room. Though I didn’t know it yet, I wasn’t going to end up sleeping alone.




Chapter five








A Chat With a Castle


I lay awake in my bed for at least twenty minutes, possibly longer, thinking about all the things that bothered me. 
“Fuck,” I seethed, gripping the bedsheets. While I was happy to be back—and it was great to be home in the castle after such a stressful mission—I came back with nothing to show. I could see the disappointment in the girls’ eyes when they realized there was no new monster girl to meet. In their minds, I’d failed them—though they’d never articulate such a thought to themselves. Well, I hoped not anyway.
But it was true nonetheless. I tossed and turned—pardon the cliche—in my bed for far too long. The red satin sheets untucked from the corners of the mattress with my restlessness. The sweat of my frustration smeared into the pillow and I groaned aloud several times, perhaps wanting to be heard.
“Nathan, my love, you’re clearly taking the mission’s result to heart.”
I sat up at once, happy at least that Vania had taken the bait. “You’re damn right I am,” I vented. “Vania, we weren’t even close to getting the arachne to join us. Hell—she didn’t even seem like she needed us. She had a fucking army of huge-ass spiders.”
“That won’t be enough to fend off your half-sister,” Vania noted, her tone grim and dark. “You shouldn’t have taken no for an answer.”
I grimaced at that. I stood up and stretched as I thought of some way to reply. “What the hell was I supposed to do, V?” I asked. “Force her to come?”
“No, of course not—but you should have made her see that she needed you.”
“And how could I have done that?” I was left genuinely wondering what she was getting at. I leaned my bodyweight forward and fell to the ground, landing on my palms. I immediately did a set of twenty pushups as Vania offered her reply. Stress exercise.
“You could have damaged the castle more, made her realize her vulnerability. You should have perhaps let her lose a few hundred spiders to the invaders, rather than taking care of it for her.”
I nodded. “That’s a fair criticism. In my defense, though, the way these missions work I always go in with a pretty limited idea of what I’m up against. I have to make these decisions on the fly, and it’s not always easy to know I’m making the right or wrong call.”
“I understand,” murmured Vania, her voice soothing. The walls around me pulsed with her warmth, and a purple tentacle reached out of the wall to help me to my feet.
Sighing, I accepted the help. “V, I can’t afford to fail like this again,” I growled. “One trip a week makes these missions risky enough already. One failure like this one and I’m out of commission for seven days? It’s ridiculous.”
“I am working on ways to ameliorate that,” Vania said. “Be patient, my love—I have yet to spend my latest upgrades, earned from your bonds with Tilly and Tasha. I agree with your assessment—the portal’s frequency is my primary concern. I am working on finding the right way to channel my upgrade points toward that.”
I perked up at that, wiping a bit of sweat off of my brow just before I started doing pullups on the bar holding up the awning over the bed. “Hmm. I didn’t know that was an option.”
“I suppose we should discuss my upgrade possibilities in greater detail,” she said sweetly.
“Yes, please,” I replied. “What are we capable of?”
“Expansions, traps, increasing my grounds—it may even be possible to channel some of my power into you.”
I nodded, considering that. “Well, that does sound appealing, but I don’t want to take away from your ability to defend yourself. Who knows if the Black Phoenix might find us one day—or worse, what if I’m not here when that happens?”
“I have similar concerns. But, before we focus on arming me, let’s upgrade portal frequency.”
“Agreed,” I grunted. “If you can do that, then it’ll speed up the pace of other upgrades anyway.”
“Yes, meaning your leveling will be able to more easily keep pace with the bonds you accrue with your women,” Vania confirmed. “That’s precisely my thinking, too.”
I took off my shirt and pants, both drenched in sweat, and made my way over to the shower. I could feel Vania’s focus lingering on me the whole time.
“V,” I muttered, “Am I doing a bad job at this?”
“No,” she quickly replied. “Your own father had his share of failures.”
I frowned at the mention of my parent as I looked into the mirror. Sighing, I made my way into the shower. “I think I’m ready to know a bit more about him. What can you tell me?”
She paused as I turned on the water. I stepped in, watching as the mirror across the bathroom fogged up. I hoped Tilly wouldn’t appear with some ghostly fuckery to ruin the mood. But Vania didn’t answer.
“Vania?” I said, calling out her name again. My fingers brushed back my wet hair as the hot water pounded my face. “You there, babe?”
“Yes, my love,” she murmured. “I am…thinking.”
I smirked. “Okay. Think away.”
“Your father killed far more monsters than he ever saved. The amount of killing your family has done to the exact type of women you’re now trying to protect—it’s beyond count. Hundreds of thousands over the centuries.”
I did the math. “That’s a lot for a few centuries,” I noted, agog at the number.
“There were once many Van Helsings,” Vania explained. “But, about fifty years ago, cosmically-significant beings known as the Outer Gods tried to purge the Holy Bloodlines from existence.”
“Who were they?” I asked, covering my body in soap suds. “What was their motivation?”
“They believed that only those of significant Bloodlines could be used to counter their ultimate takeover of the multiverse—or so Cedric claimed in his research.”
I nodded. “I think I have a copy of his journal. I tried reading it, but it was in Romanian or something.”
“I know,” Vania said through a tone like a longing sigh. “Another thing I must do someday—translate it for you.”
“Give me the cliff notes,” I chuckled as I showered. “What do I really need to know?”
“It’s hard to say,” Vania answered, her voice tense. “I am not trying to hold anything back from you—your father was not a good man. I don’t know the circumstances which led to your conception, but I know he was aware of you. I know because, on his deathbed, he asked for us to find you and bequeath me to you.”
“But you were just—like, not even fully formed back then, right?” I asked, remembering the strange shape her core was in when I first met her. She was far from the powerful, complex, intelligent being she is now.
“Correct—my powers were limited, and while Cedric lived, he and I only spoke at length a few times, but I heard him mumbling to himself quite often. The longest conversation we ever had was the day he died.”
“How did he die?” I asked.
“A poison that had infected him from a monster girl he rescued a few weeks before. I had no antidote, but I did have some medicines I hoped would help. They slowed down the inevitable—that was all.”
“At least he had the time to tell you what to do,” I remarked, chilled by the thought of how different things would be if he had died on the spot.
“Agreed.”
I frowned, getting out of the shower. I toweled off and grabbed my razor, lifting it to my face. I shaved my stubble as I continued the conversation. “V, babe,” I said, “you told me he was not a good man.”
“He was a vile man.”
I laughed. “So you hated him?”
“I hated everything about him but his mission. He had no respect for the girls he saved. He only did it out of a sense of cosmic duty. He was a person of principle, but a wicked, wicked man.”
I scowled in disgust. “Do I want to know—how did he treat the other girls?”
“He never knew Tilly, and we only had Dusky a short time before he died,” she said, calming me somewhat, “and he avoided her.”
“What about other monster girls? The ones in the Badlands? Some of them love him, right?”
“Some, yes. Others were sycophants out of fear. He never kept any girls in the castle, banishing them to the Badlands, save for Dusky.”
“Because of her portal powers?”
“Correct,” Vania replied. “In some cases, your father didn’t rescue monster girls so much as he abducted them—for their own good, perhaps, but he certainly didn’t bother to convince them of the fact. He wasn’t afraid to knock them out, tie them up, break some bones—he was a brutal, horrid hunter.”
I bit my lip in shame. “I’m afraid that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”
“Nonsense,” Vania cooed soothingly. Her naked Bride-Shape emerged from the walls, embracing me from behind. I saw her reflection in the mirror, so I wasn’t surprised by her touch. She was pleasantly warm, her golden hair luscious and beautiful, tickling my pecs as it fell over my shoulders. She wrapped her arms around me, hugging me tightly. As though she couldn’t embrace me tightly enough, she grew two more pairs of arms to hug me even more completely. “I see who you really are.”
“I’ve been brutal, too,” I confessed to her, reaching back and stroking Vania’s pale cheek. She nuzzled my finger, still smiling.
“I can’t imagine you ever harming me in a million years,” Vania noted. “Or Dusky, Tilly, Tasha, Angelica, or Shelley.”
I nodded slowly at that. “True,” I agreed. “My horribleness is reserved for others.”
“For who?” she asked.
I considered the question. “For people in the way,” I muttered with a shrug, “or those who have wronged me.”
“If Dusky got in the way—if she switched sides, could you—”
“She wouldn’t,” I said, cutting off the stupid joke.
Vania shook her pretty head. “Humor me, my love. If Dusky betrayed you and acted against you—could you hurt her?”
I didn’t even have to think. “No,” I said.
“You’re no monster, then. Not like your father. You care deeply and unconditionally, but not indiscriminately. Your father loved no one. Not even himself.”
Something was nagging at me. I paused as I finished scrubbing, Vania helping with her own adventurous hands. “You didn’t know about Emmy,” I recalled.
She nodded, her face squinting into a tight frown.
“Does that mean Cedric didn’t know about her, too?” I asked.
“Talking about her gets you worked up, Nathan,” she breathed, nibbling my ear.
“I’m fine,” I insisted, and it was true. I was more curious than anything else at the moment.
“I do believe he had no idea about her,” Vania confessed with a whisper, biting her lip.
“There may be clues about where she came from and who her mother is in the journal,” I noted.
“Perhaps,” Vania agreed, sucking on an ear lobe. “Let me take you to bed—I’ll help you sleep properly.”
I shook my head, caressing one of her six hands. “I’m already up. I should write in my own journal for a bit, and then check on the monk we kidnapped.”
Vania giggled impishly. “He’s not doing too well.”
“The portal sickness has taken hold?” 
She nodded.
“Good. I want him to be as uncomfortable as possible. The portal sickness may also slow down his regenerative powers.”
“It might,” Vania agreed, though she didn’t sound convinced. “It’s hard to say what effects it will have; it varies from person to person.”
With that, I freed myself from her tempting embrace and got dressed. Walking back out into my own room, I crossed in front of the lit hearth and seated myself at my desk. Next, I opened up my journal and started recording every detail of the mission, as well as my conversation with Vania.
There was a creaking noise from behind me, and I let out a resigned sigh as I heard the sounds of monster girl paws scampering across the room, then a pair of giggles echoing in my chamber. 
Dusky leapt up onto my desk, dressed only in a see-through white tank top and a pair of lacy red panties. She lay right on top of my hands and journal and started purring, looking at me and batting me playfully with her paws.
“Whatcha doing, boyfriend?” she said, grinning with naughtiness in her eyes.
Tasha was at my feet. She got up on her knees and dropped a red ball onto my lap. She didn’t bother to speak.
I frowned. “Vania—how did they get in?”
“I may have forgotten to lock the door again, my love,” she confessed. “Perhaps just play with them for a while and get it out of their system?”
I picked up the ball and threw it, and Tasha darted after it instantly. Then, turning my attention to the bratty catgirl, I only tossed her a scowl.
“I’m busy,” I told her. “I thought we nailed down some pretty clear rules.”
“But it’s an emergency!” Dusky assured me as she adjusted her position on my desk so that she was right in front of me. She threw her legs over my shoulder and pulled my face closer to her panties. “Look how wet I am!”
“Being horny isn’t an emergency,” I said with a heavy sigh.
“Your kitty’s kitty is absolutely soaked.” She pouted unrelentingly and made a little whine. “Puh-lease?”
Tasha returned with the ball. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Are we playing ‘find the treat?’”
Dusky grinned, pulling her panties to the side, displaying a shamelessly wet little catgirl slit. “Something like that.”
I couldn’t help it. My scowl broke into a grin. “Fuck it. Alright, one round, and then you let me finish my journaling.”
“I’ll give you something to journal about, master,” Dusky giggled, already reaching to remove her tank top.
Tasha cleared her throat. “I am absolutely on board with this—but let’s all agree that Nathan should throw the ball one more time first. Maybe twice, if the need arises. We’ll see how we feel after the next throw.”
I smirked at Tasha, scratching her behind the ears. Her eyes rolled back in bliss. 
“This is good, too,” she moaned.
I chuckled to myself as Dusky pulled my face against her mound with her legs. “Yes. This is good.”




Chapter six








Cat and Dog
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We ended up on the floor in front of the fireplace. Having hastily shed our clothes, I lay on my back on a bearskin rug as Tasha straddled me at the waist. Dusky was facing Tasha, sitting behind me—kind of. My head was in Dusky’s naked lap, my dark hair dangling against the wetness of her lower lips. 
“I have to admit,” I started, “of all the ways to be distracted from my work, this is the best.”
“I want to kiss you,” Dusky whined, looking down at me as she bit her lips. Her sharp canine teeth glinted in the firelight as she studied me like the tastiest of morsels. 
“Why don’t you kiss Tasha first,” I suggested, “that way I can taste you both at the same time.”
She didn’t bother to say anything to that—she just obeyed. Leaning forward, she wrapped her paw-like hands around Tasha’s head and pulled the wolf girl’s lips against her own. From below, I watched them passionately embrace, their breasts swaying and dangling over my face as they bent forward. I reached up and pinched Dusky’s nipples playfully, which made her meow cutely into Tasha’s mouth. I punished Tasha’s nipples a bit more roughly—that’s how she liked it. She just moaned in reply.
Soon a couple drops of their kiss-spit had dribbled onto their tits, and I took that as a sign that things were getting properly started. Dusky, however, seemed to disagree.
She pulled back from the kiss and scowled at me. “Enough,” she whined, “I’m not kissing her one more second until you let me have a taste of you.”
Tasha looked slightly offended for the tiniest of moments, but she shrugged the slight off with a giggle and got on her knees between my legs.
“Fine.” I sighed as though I’d been bested, “For every ten seconds you kissed her, you can have one second with me.” I looked up at her face, relishing the irritated expression that graced her countenance.
Dusky made an indignant squeak, her tail lashing angrily behind her. It knocked over my boots, which were at the foot of my bed, not far from her position. “Not fair!” she protested, her brow furrowed defiantly.
“I think that’s a solid three seconds at least,” I offered, grinning up at her wryly. “Tasha can count us off.”
“I’m going to kiss you however long I damn well please,” Dusky declared, her lip upturned in a snarl that showed off her sharp kitty fangs. She bent over and placed her lips on mine forcefully. It was an upside-down kiss because my head was still resting on her lap, but I didn’t mind. She then gripped my head between her paws—tightly. I even heard her claws come out as though it were some sort of threat, but it made me chuckle. Dusky could no sooner intentionally hurt me than she could hurt herself.
My tongue got all tangled up with the catgirl’s, and I returned her affection warmly, despite my teasing words. It was amusing to play the brat for once, egging her on, even if I did it by threatening to deprive her. She certainly deserved to be teased after some of the shit she’d pulled.
Right at about that moment, I felt Tasha’s mouth begin doting upon my cock. I didn’t bother to look down, but my kiss with Dusky became less passionate as I allowed myself to become distracted. Tasha throated me sweetly, first planting her pursed lips upon the tip. Her tongue darted out, teasing the slit of my manhood, causing me to close my eyes even tighter in response. Her lips parted around me, slowly sinking down to the halfway point, her tongue swirling around the tip the entire time.
“Pay attention to me!” Dusky whined impatiently.
“Sit on my face, then,” I growled at her. “Make me pay attention.”
Her cat eyes practically glowed at that, but she froze. “Can I?” she asked in a tone that was unusually meek for her.
“Unless I change my mind in the next five seconds.”
The two women were an odd complement to one another, but a beautiful one. Tasha tended to be servile and submissive, frankly just happy to be present at an event like this. Her personality was fun-focused and pleasant, eager to please me even at the worst of times. She wanted to be a good girl. That’s it.
Dusky, however, wanted to be a bad girl, but she had a heart of gold, especially when it came to yours truly. She was a brat, and a demanding one at that, but deep down all she wanted was my affection. As she, all flustered, started to move into position, I spared a curious thought for what had made her the way she was.
The two of them were even a visual complement to the other. Dusky, a monster girl based on a black cat, and Tasha, based on a white wolf—or dog. Working together, they were quite a pair. Tasha’s body type was that of a particularly attractive girl-next-door. She was fit and graceful, but her physique was very human. Aside from her white hair, ears, paws, and tail, the most unusual thing about her was her ocean-blue eyes.
Dusky’s eyes were feline and amber, but her body was almost insane to look at. Her waist was so devilishly thin it was almost like she wore a somewhat loosened corset. Her boobs were improbably large for the rest of her petite build. It should have been a comical appearance, cartoonish in its perfection, but it came together incredibly on her.
The catgirl feverishly mounted me, but she took care to gently place my head on the floor before doing so. When her knees touched the tops of my shoulders, she started lowering herself onto my face. I got a whiff of her cunt-honey and almost gasped at the sweetness of it. My hands grabbed hold of her ass cheeks and squeezed as my tongue lashed her pussy, ready to serve.
Dusky made feral mewing sounds as I tongue-fucked her clit, moving one of my hands to line up with her slit. Two fingers plunged inside her depths, finger-rutting her as I licked her at the same time. Her knees buckled, and though she tried to keep herself suspended slightly over my face, she lost her strength, and my face was buried deep in her ass and pussy.
She quickly found her power and managed to muster the strength needed to not suffocate me to death, elevating herself slightly. I kept going, using my sacred task as a distraction against whatever heavenly madness Tasha was bestowing upon me down below.
I could feel Tasha’s tongue slithering in zig-zags up and down my cock. The tips of her silvery-white hair dangled over and tickled the tops of my thighs as she slurped and sucked my manhood like it was the center of her religion. I wanted to tell her what a good girl she was, to stroke her behind the ears and caress her back the way she liked—but I was a little busy.
“Aww fuck, baby!” Dusky moaned, grinding her pussy all over my chin, “suck my kitty!”
The wet sounds of sucking and licking filled the room, overpowering even the loud crackle of the fireplace beside us. Its comforting warmth washed over me as I continued to tongue-whip Dusky’s quim with sound and fury.
Tasha’s paws pressed down on my stomach, her elbows on my thighs as she attempted to take me down to the root. She tongued the underside of my cock as Dusky rode my face with abandon—my head spun in bliss.
My cock, warm inside of Tasha’s lips, grew hotter and wetter as the wolf girl dared herself down to the base. I felt my tip poke its way down her throat, causing Tasha to gag for a moment, but she didn’t chicken out. Once she’d gotten all of me inside her mouth at last, she held me there. She acclimated slowly but deliberately until she started moving again, bobbing her head in time with Dusky’s grinding hips.
The lewd rhythm we found carried us through the next few minutes. Dusky was the one who broke first. She froze for a second after a particularly violent tongue-thrashing I’d just given her, saying nothing. Then, she started fucking my face with her pussy even more aggressively than before, her little mewling whimpers more droningly persistent and higher pitched than ever. Finally, the moans became words.
“Oh gawd, baby!” she moaned. “Oh-gawd-oh-gawd I’m gonna drown you!”
The odd choice of words puzzled me for a second, but they made sense when the deluge came. Dusky climaxed directly onto my face, her thighs clenching me like a grape in a vice. She squirted several warm blasts of clear girly fluid onto my lips and up my nose in three—no, four—waves of moaning bliss. It was like an awesome version of being waterboarded.
After narrowly avoiding death-by-cunnilingus, Dusky took a breather by licking all her juices off my face and apologizing frantically. “I’m so sorry, baby,” she whispered repeatedly. “Are you okay?”
Coughing, I nodded my head, but my focus on Dusky was wavering as Tasha never slowed down her efforts to defeat my cock. She just kept on sucking, having found her rhythm, repeatedly taking me all the way inside her gullet. When I looked down at her, she beamed up at me, clearly proud of her accomplishment. I reached down and scratched her ears—but that made her slow down as her eyes crossed, so I stopped.
The pleasure was getting impossible to ignore. After Dusky was satisfied with the sanitization of my face, she joined Tasha down below. As the wolf girl bobbed on my dick, the catgirl licked and sucked my balls. Both of them stared wide-eyed back up at me, seeking approval, or perhaps just drunk off the look of euphoria I sent back down to them.
They could have kept going for a lot longer, I was sure, but all good things must come to an end, and that includes double blowjobs, too. I ran my fingers through both of their hair and nodded my warning at Tasha, but Dusky caught wind of the signal first. Thinking fast, she grabbed Tasha’s ball and threw it, distracting the wolf girl from her task. Tasha didn’t run off as I thought she might, but she stopped sucking to track the ball as it went across the room, even pulling her lips away from my cock.
That was precisely Dusky’s design. The catgirl elbowed her friend out of the way and throated me instantly down to the base. Immediately, I erupted in her throat, blessing her with the seed that had previously seemed destined for Tasha.
Frankly, I didn’t care either way. I groaned as I pumped several warm loads into her mouth—a volume anyone could be proud of. A rich slurry of spit and cum dribbled from her lips as she tried and failed to swallow it all down at once. In any case, she didn’t let a single drop go to waste, hastily shoveling back into her mouth whatever drips escaped.
Tasha, seeing this, looked at Dusky with horrendous offense contorting her pretty features. “Hey, fuck you!” she whimpered. “Now she’s the good girl!”
“You’re both good girls,” I insisted, but seeing the look of smug satisfaction on Dusky’s face, I amended my statement. “Well—goodish.”
“You said what you said, boyfriend,” Dusky giggled impishly, beaming at me with a face still dripping with spit and—traces of something else. Even so, she was the absolute picture of sexiness, naked as she was and backlit by orange hearth flames.
“Now we have sex, right?” Tasha said with her brow cocked, pointing at her pussy as though the vulgar gesture were needed.
“Well,” I started, considering it, “that already took quite a bit of time.”
Dusky’s jaw dropped. “No way. You wouldn’t let me walk out of here without cum in my womb. You absolutely wouldn’t! I know you better than that! You wouldn’t do this to me.”
I smirked at that. “Such a high crime,” I teased, but she didn’t smile or smirk back. “Tell you what—let’s rest for a bit first. I can write this evening off, I suppose. I’ll just get up early tomorrow to catch up on my work.” I sighed, sparing a thought for the journaling that would go undone. “Hmmm. Give me a breather, though, because I can still feel some of Dusky’s lady-cum in my lungs.”
The catgirl frowned, her tail lashing guiltily. “I said I was sorry about that,” she whined again.
“Honestly,” I held up a hand to calm her, “it’s an occupational hazard in this castle. No worries.”
We settled onto the bearskin rug, me still on my back, and each girl hugging one side of me. Tasha idly licked my neck, which tickled enough to make me chuckle. “You can cut that out,” I said after a while. She didn’t.
Dusky wrapped her tail around my leg and nuzzled my ear as we settled in. The warmth of the raging hearth dried off our sweaty bodies and favored us with its saffron glow. I looked over at Dusky, her huge feline eyes staring at me lovingly, but looking a little drowsy.
“Tell me about your home,” I requested, surrendering to my own curiosity. There was so much about her I didn’t know. Bits and pieces—that’s all I’d been given. I was tired of the slow drip of backstory. I wanted a steady stream.
Her face twisted and she averted her eyes. “I don’t wanna.”
I chuckled at the unexpected resistance. “Okay then,” I said. “Fair enough. I just—I want to get to know you better. Tell me something about you.”
“Just her?” Tasha asked from the other side.
“No,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “Either of you can answer.”
Tasha thought about the question, her eyes narrowing as she chewed her lip and looked over at the fire. Dusky looked at the fire, too, but her eyes were blank.
“I don’t like to think about my past,” Dusky murmured through a pout.
I frowned at that. “Is it dark?”
She shook her head, her black hair whipping my face. “No—it was good. But I was… pampered. Too much. I was the runt of my litter, so mom and dad babied me. It made me weak.”
I turned my head back over to Dusky, giving her my total attention, but she didn’t say anything more.
“I have a sister,” Tasha said after a long quiet.
“We know,” I chuckled. “She lives right outside the castle grounds.”
Tasha giggled in reply. “Yep.”
Finally Dusky continued. “Anyway—there was a job I was supposed to do. I didn’t do it. Now I can never go home.”
My brow creased and my lips turned downward in a frown. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
Dusky shook her head, wiping something out of her eye. “It’s fine,” she said with a little sniffle. “I don’t even miss it all that much anyway.
That seemed like a lie.
“Where is home to you?” I asked.
“Another world—Erotar,” she told me with a groan. “I lived like a princess there.”
“I can see that about you.” I tried not to laugh. Her solemn tone wasn’t really inviting snide remarks at the moment.
She nodded. “My parents were gods.”
I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Like, literally?”
She smiled proudly, but it was still weak. “Literally,” she confirmed. “My dad was called Kul’Dan, the Lion God of Men. My mother was Ko’ra, the Cat Goddess of Women. Both of them also controlled a moon in the sky, too. Mom said that my dad was once a human from an Earth like yours.”
I mentally chewed on that, pondering the implications of her words carefully. “Doesn’t that make you a goddess of some kind, too?” I asked. Tasha, for her part, was entirely uninterested in the conversation. She started dozing off with her head on my chest. With her eyes closed, she half-consciously continued licking my chin.
Dusky rolled her eyes. “That’s not how gods work in Erotar at all,” she told me. “In order to ascend to godhood, you have to collect a certain number of Divine Cores. Only certain people can bond with them, though—those we call Chosen.”
“So what does it make you?” I asked.
“I’m a catgirl,” she said plainly, as though the answer couldn’t be more obvious. In a sense, she was right about that. “But I’m not some discount beast girl—I’m one of Bast’s Line.”
I nodded. This part was familiar. “You get your powers from Bast, some Elder Goddess that sort of, like, sponsors your family?”
“Something like that,” she confirmed, rubbing her cheek against mine. I inhaled deeply, trying to catch a whiff of her sweet scent.
“So, I’m definitely not getting the whole picture,” I observed aloud. “Why did you look so haunted when I asked about your past?”
“Geez, boyfriend, you really like to pry,” Dusky whined as she nuzzled my neck.
I remained silent for a moment, moving my arm beneath her so I could pull her even tighter to me. I wanted to reassure her nonverbally. I wanted to make her feel safe to share whatever it was she was so anxious to share. She purred when she felt my arm take her in.
Tasha started snoring, fully asleep by that point, her tongue still occasionally lapping at my chin but mostly just hanging out of her mouth. Because of that, it took considerably more effort than it should have for me to keep a straight face as I waited for Dusky to say anything else at all.
“W-well,” she stammered, finally, “I may have kind of sort of…run away from home.”
“Why?” I asked.
“As servants of Bast, we have one destiny—find heroes and empower them. The strongest, once they’ve fulfilled their purpose and proved themselves, will be whisked away to help out in the final battle against some stupid space gods over the fate of the universe.”
“Sounds important,” I noted.
Dusky shuddered. “But—you can’t trust me with that task. I would have chosen you—and I would have fallen in love with you just like I did. And I would never, ever have let you go into harm’s way in a battle like that. It would have killed me!”
“I’ve been in harm’s way plenty of times,” I said, but she grimaced.
“Not like that,” she corrected me, her voice thick with darkness. “Not even close. That’s certain doom. I’d be fattening you up like a pig for slaughter—and loving you the whole time.”
Vania chimed in, her voice almost making me jump out of my skin with surprise. I had forgotten she was here. “Dusky—please clarify something for me.”
Dusky’s face went pale with nervous energy, and she made a croak that she probably meant to sound like an allowance for Vania’s inquiry.
“You said you would have chosen Nathan—does this mean you knew about him before you came here?” Vania asked.
Dusky blushed a deep crimson. “I watched him for a whole year. Before Cedric found me. It’s how he found me.”
I laughed. “You were going to select me as a hero?”
“But I couldn’t,” she whined, pawing at my shoulder, her eyelashes tickling my cheek.
“You shouldn’t have, anyway. I’m not exactly virtuous.”
“No,” she agreed, “but you’re…you’re sooo…” She seemed to struggle to find the word. “You’re so protective, and proud, and strong—brave, confident…I could sense the things you were capable of. But please—don’t tell the other girls about this,” she whispered, nodding at Tasha.
“Why?”
“It’s not the story I told everyone else.” That’s the only excuse she offered.
“Well,” I replied, shrugging, making her head bounce on my shoulder, “I don’t think I have any reason to tell them. But I don’t want to lie to them if I don’t have to.”
Dusky pouted. “You can lie for me, right? If you have to?”
I caressed her silky black hair but didn’t answer the question. She kept on pouting, and I felt my resolve weakening. “I’m glad you found me, Dusky,” I told her. “I would have been your hero if you asked me.”
She closed her eyes. “You are my hero,” she sighed. A few minutes after that, she was asleep.




Chapter seven








Emmy’s First Interlude


Seven years ago. 
Emily Vanessa Hillsong shuddered in the dark. It had been more than twenty-four hours since she’d last seen the light or been allowed to leave her closet. The people who called themselves her guardians were busy—a dinner party was underway, or at least it had been. The party commenced around this time the previous day—not that little Emmy was much aware of the time at this point.
There was no clock in her room, and there certainly was none in her closet. All she had to her name at the moment was a single teddy bear and a large water bottle. On days like this, she didn’t have anything to drink, so she only used the bottle to relieve herself when the urge to use the bathroom had become too unbearable.
It was pitch black in there; there was no light in Emmy’s closet at all. Well—there was a light bulb with an attached string, but the bulb had long since died. Her foster parents didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry to replace it for her, either.
Emmy ran her fingers along the opposite arm, counting the nicks and cuts and welts and scars. Each mark was a memory—some of them were forgotten, others were fresh. The freshest pain was the recently scabbed over lash on her forearm from where her foster father had whipped her with his belt. Her finger lingered on that one, teasing the scab with her nail, but she didn’t rip it off. She didn’t have bandages in here. She had forgotten what bandages felt like on her skin.
The little redheaded girl was no angel—that was for sure. Her foster mother made sure to let Emmy know that it was her fault whenever she was disciplined. She made a mess on the floor? Beaten. Chewed at the rope they kept around her neck when they let her outside? The same. But even Emmy, young though she was, could see through their cruelty to its source. She was their outlet. Their toy. And she hated them for it almost as much as she feared them.
Emmy’s stomach groaned, but she didn’t notice it. The girl was a waif—hunger was such a common visitor in her life that she always assumed it was there. She paid the protests of her belly no mind, instead focusing on the sounds she now heard outside.
Was that the chiming of the residence’s doorbell? Emmy had half a mind to scream, hoping that someone might hear her and find her and let her out, but she knew that by the time the police arrived, she’d be dead and her body hidden. She was sure of that. The McAllisters weren’t your run-of-the-mill brand of mean. They were evil. Wicked.
In this closet, Emmy’s skinny, pale features were hidden by shadow, but when she was in daylight—though rare it was—she was a rather normal-looking child of twelve. She played like any other, danced under the sun like any other, cried like any other—but she had her own darkness. The darkness in Emmy rivaled even the blackness of the broom closet she was locked inside.
The skinny little tween grew impatient as the sounds from outside became muted and soft. She started scratching at a scab on her neck, ripping it off out of frustration. She felt the flow of warm blood on her finger tip. Without thinking about it, she brought it to her lips, licking it off like it was honey. She hated the metallic taste, like sucking on a rusty spoon. Emmy had grown accustomed to doing things she hated just to pass the time.
She sat down on the musty wooden floor of the closet. At some point, a rug had been there, but it was removed when her foster mother, Betsy, realized that the girl had been using it as a blanket to stay warm. Emmy had been in trouble for saying “Oh my gosh!” at the time, so Mrs. McCallister took it away. That was seven months ago. She never gave it back.
But Emmy was a survivor. She didn’t know much about herself, but she knew that nothing they could do would defeat her. She clung to something resembling sanity—self-awareness at the very least—and had started to plan ways to pursue her freedom. The plans she considered frightened her at first, but now they felt nothing short of necessary.
Emmy assured herself that she didn’t want to be needlessly violent. Her birth mother had raised her better than that. But when her mother died, Emmy found herself at the mercy of an impotent social service program in a small town outside Des Moines. She’d been failed so many times.
When Betsy and Jacob McCallister first took her in—nine-years-old at the time—she was so full of hope. She’d already moved past the reality of her mom’s death and was ready to start a new life. The McCallisters seemed so warm and kind at first. That didn’t last.
She’d been with them for quite a while now. A few years? Three years, she supposed. They’d probably adopted her at this point and somehow never let her know. Whatever happened, their demeanor changed. For one thing, the McAllisters never once let her off their property. They insisted to the government that Emmy was being homeschooled by Betsy, but she wasn’t. There was no schooling happening whatsoever.
What was happening was rampant neglect. The house—so well-kept and tidy, so beautifully decorated—never felt like a home to her. Emmy had a room, but she wasn’t allowed to use it most of the time. She was instead locked in her closet when the McAllisters ‘couldn’t be distracted’.
Emmy pressed her ear to the closet door again. She was on the second floor, but she could still sometimes hear things—a dog barking, a rooster crowing, or a doorbell ringing. Now she heard people talking, and it sounded tense. She strained to listen, pressing her whole body against the door.
She heard her name.
Her heart started throbbing in her chest. Had someone found out about her? Were they here to take her away? Rescue her? She dared to hope.
There was a scream. There was shouting, gasping, and crying. Those were the voices of the McAllisters—silenced. Her hope was replaced with fear as she heard many heavily-booted footsteps climb the stairs. They were getting closer and closer, headed straight for her.
“Emily Van Helsing?” a husky alto voice rang out—the voice of a woman up in her years. One of authority, perhaps. Child Protective Services, maybe? Likely, Emmy decided. But they spoke her name wrong, which seemed an odd mistake for CPS to make.
“Here!” she called out anyway. She decided to be bold. “Help me!”
The footsteps grew urgent and impatient as they found their way into her room. “Dear God, what is that smell?”
“It’s piss,” someone said, and Emmy suddenly felt very self-conscious. She’d been living in the smell for long enough that she hadn’t even noticed it anymore.
“Where are you, child?” the woman’s voice said again.
“In the closet! It’s locked!”
“Stand back,” someone shouted, a kind warning right behind her door. Emmy felt her body cover itself in sweat almost all at once. The anticipation and the mystery of who was behind that door—it was too much.
Emmy took an obedient step backward, pressing herself against the back wall of the closet. “It’s small in here,” she whimpered. “Please be careful.”
With a show of monstrous strength, someone on the other side of that door had reached in and ripped the doorknob off. Light spilled in and the door slowly creaked open on its own.
“Come out when you’re ready, Emily,” the woman’s voice urged her.
The gentleness of the offer took her by surprise. Tears flooded from her eyes, cascading down her cheeks as she pushed the door open, expecting to be scooped up into the arms of a CPS worker. What she saw, however, was about as far from CPS as she could have possibly imagined.
There were five men and one woman dressed in identical brown robes, each wearing a black pendant of a flaming bird around his or her neck. The men all had shaved heads and brown or black beards, uniquely styled. The sole woman had white hair and a wrinkled but beautiful face. Each of them had knives hilted on their hips. One carried a gun of some kind—Emmy didn’t recognize it. It didn’t even register with her. She had been saved.
“Brother Kyle,” the older woman said, “please give the child some space.”
But Emmy didn’t want space. She charged the matronly woman and threw her arms around her in a desperate hug, burying her face in the woman’s chest. It was possibly the first hug Emmy had experienced since she left the orphanage. She had feared physical contact for so long, but at this moment she craved it. She indulged that craving on her own.
The woman laughed, clucking softly as she returned Emmy’s embrace. “Starved for affection, are we?”
“Please take me back to the orphanage,” Emmy sobbed. “Anywhere but here.”
The woman ran a finger through Emmy’s unique hair—it was like a reverse ombre that faded from red to black. It reminded her of Emmy’s father.
“You’re never going back there,” the woman oathed. “You have a new home now.”
Emmy looked up at her, blinking in confusion but unable to offer any words of questioning or protest.
“Archibald,” the woman said, nodding to the powerful man that had freed Emmy from her closet. “Why don’t we do it here? This is her room, I gather—it’ll be more comfortable for the poor thing.”
“What will be more comfortable?” Emmy asked a bit trepidatiously. Her big eyes blinked up at the woman, still full of trust.
The woman looked down at Emmy as the man—Archibald—left Emmy’s room and went back down the stairs. “My name is Mother Serenity—but from now on, Emily, you can call me Mother.”
“Mother,” Emmy repeated. “Mother.” She said it again. The words sounded holy coming from her. She would never, ever have used the word to describe Betsy, but at this moment Emmy would have trusted Mother Serenity with anything. “Mother,” she muttered one more time, fresh tears streaking her cheeks. She had forsaken that word three years ago—but here, its return felt right.
“That’s right, child,” she said, stroking Emmy’s hair, still studying it carefully. “You’re quite a special girl, you know.”
“Am I?” Emmy asked. She didn’t know why, but she believed her. Emmy knew that few could have endured what she’d been through. She’d seen weaker children broken by much less back in the orphanage. She’d survived weeks without a proper meal and still kept her strength. She was built differently somehow. She had to be.
Archibald walked back into the room, dragging the unconscious bodies of her foster parents behind him. Emmy screamed when she saw them—out of fear at the sight of them, not at the shock of seeing them knocked out.
“Relax, child,” Mother said, “They can’t hurt you anymore.”
Emmy watched in confusion as the men worked together to place the McAllisters on her bed, side-by-side. They worked slowly, arranging their bodies in a very deliberate way.
“Are we going to call the police?” Emmy asked.
“In a way,” Mother began, scratching Emmy’s scalp gently, “we are the police.”
Emmy looked at her skeptically, studying the pendant on her neck. “You don’t look like any police I’ve ever seen.”
Mother laughed, and so did a couple of the men in the room. “Well—we’re acting as police on your behalf,” she explained. “But you have the starring role here, Emmy.”
“I do? What do you mean?”
Mother broke away from Emmy’s hug and got down on one knee to bring herself closer to the skinny girl’s level. She looked up at Emmy and smiled, cupping her bruised and tired face in her hands. “You’re a very important young lady, Emmy,” she said. “All of Creation depends on your strength to make the right decision here today.”
Emmy was getting increasingly nervous. Suddenly she felt pressured—and she didn’t even know what she was being asked to do. “Are you going to hurt me?” Emmy asked, her throat almost closing up with fear.
“Never, Emily,” Mother replied, her own eyes looking pained and growing tearful. “I can’t even imagine the evil you’ve endured. This is precisely why you must come with us.”
“Go where?” Emmy asked.
“It’s better for you to see it than to hear us speak of it,” Archibald said, still standing over her foster parents. The others were all standing there, too, at different corners around Emmy’s bed. The sheets were immaculate—Emmy wasn’t really allowed to sleep in it, so the blankets were always clean and the bed was always made.
“Emily, we’re going to make you strong. We’re going to help you grow up, be happy, and find your purpose. We have many things to tell you, but all in due time,” Mother said, wiping a tear from her own face.
“Tell me something or I’m not going,” Emmy replied defiantly. It was a bluff. She would go anywhere to get away from this place, even if it meant certain death—as long as the death was quick.
Still, Mother appeared to agree. She opened her robe and reached inside, pulling out a notebook page that looked a few decades old, musty, and yellowed with age. “This is your father’s writing. Your real father.”
“My real father?” she gasped quietly, taking the page. She looked at it. The words were unrecognizable to her. Emmy frowned at the realization that this new information was a useless tease. “I can’t read this.”
“I can,” Mother told her. “You have a big brother, Emmy. And you and he are linked.”
“Linked how?” Emmy asked, her eyes going wide. She had always fantasized about having a brother to play with, to protect her. This new brother of hers—he wouldn’t have allowed this to happen to her. He would have fought off the McAllisters and made them treat her right. He would have read stories to her, played with her, loved her, held her in his arms when she cried…
“All in time,” Mother assured her. “But first you must prove you’re ready.”
Emmy nodded. This was the moment she was sure would lead to her test. She wanted so desperately to be rid of this place and the horrible people who lived here. “Tell me what to do,” she said, her voice taking on a grim determination that made the men behind her chuckle.
“It’s alright if you need time,” Mother cautioned her. Mother handed her a knife from her hip. Emmy took it confidently. Her skin pricked up on her neck when she felt her tiny fingers wrap around the thickness of the handle.
“Tell me what to do,” Emmy repeated. This time no one was laughing.
Mother nodded at the bed and the two people who lay there, still unconscious. Emmy didn’t need further instructions. Something awoke inside her—a bestial cruelty, something that had been repressed by helplessness for far too long. But Emmy wasn’t helpless. She had never been helpless. She had only been lost, and now she was found.
Emmy turned around and set her sights on the McAllisters. She was so locked onto them that she didn’t even notice the men take a step back in reverence or fear at the look in her eyes. Her face lit up with a wild grin, unrestrained by so much suffering—the suffering had ended. 
Hers, anyway.
Emmy didn’t crawl onto the bed or stand beside it. She leapt onto it with catlike grace, landing with her feet right between both the McAllisters. She got down on her knees and leaned forward. 
Emmy raised the blade high into the air, holding that position for a few seconds. For a split moment, there was something like hesitation, but she banished it quickly. The little girl brought down the blade, planting it firmly and surely into her foster father’s throat—twelve times. The man choked on his own blood, still unconscious. Soon the choking stopped.
She didn’t bother to take stock in what the men or Mother thought of her actions as she licked the blood from the knife, giggling happily like a child on her birthday. Emmy liked the taste of his blood much better than her own. It was personal blood. It was revenge blood. Revenge tasted good.
She wanted more. She repeated the process on Mrs. McAllister, this time sawing her throat rather than stabbing—just an experiment, to see how it felt. The blade of the knife was serrated after all. She decided she liked the sawing better, but she could imagine herself switching between the methods whenever she became bored with one.
Her eyes crossed blissfully as she licked the new blood off of the knife and rubbed some of it on her face. Emmy fell backward onto the mattress, resting her feet on the rapidly cooling chests of the dead McAllisters. She squealed happily, clutching the knife in her arms like a teddy bear.
There was silence in the room, besides her sounds of celebration. The men were in awe. How broken was this girl? And yet, she was perhaps closer to becoming the weapon they needed her to be than they’d dared hope.
“Good job, Emily,” Mother said, her voice deep and calming. She, too, was shaken by the display—but only in the best of ways.
Emmy sat up and wiped the redness off her lips. She only had one question left. “When can I meet my big brother?”




Chapter eight








Sabina’s Massage


[image: image-placeholder]
A couple of days had passed as I waited for Vania to find a way to speed up her portal recharge. I tried to keep busy. Despite the dearth of exercise equipment in my room—for now—I did the best I could. I maintained a respectable regimen of body-weight workouts that consisted largely of squats, planks, lunges, three different types of push-ups, and a creative use of Dusky for my bench press. 
“Ten!” she announced, “Eleven! Twelve! Oh fuck, this just makes me so horny—”
“Dusky,” I warned her, my voice strained from the rigorous exertion. My muscles were sore, and I didn’t need my catgirl getting off task.
“I mean, fourteen! No, wait, thirteen?”
“It was thirteen,” I said. “Now we’re at fifteen—you know what? I’ll count for myself.”
After we’d wrapped it up, she predictably attempted to seduce me, but I shut that down right away, sending her shuffling back poutily to her room, sulking and cussing under her breath with her paws balled into clawed fists.
The next thing on my agenda was to study. Vania didn’t have the most robust library, but my apparently shitty father, Cedric Van Helsing, had left behind some tomes of ancient knowledge and a journal that was written in his own coded version of Romanian. I cursed at that, hoping that one day I’d be able to find some way to learn just who my father was. Not that it bothered me much. I’d turned out just fine. Arguably.
“Vania,” I called out, talking to my sweet housewife of a castle, “Do you speak French, by chance?” I asked.
“I’m afraid I only speak English, German, and Romanian,” she said. “Why do you ask?”
“I was hoping to find a practice partner. It seems my Latin is rusty as well.” I said this while flipping through a tome of ancient pagan spells from pre-Republican Rome. I could make out the bulk of its text, having studied my fair share of the classics on my breaks at the east-end Kwik Stop in my hometown. Still, chunks of the text were esoteric to me.
“We can arrange a tutor for you at some point,” Vania suggested.
“That sounds lovely, dear,” I replied, sloshing a goblet of red wine in my hand. I took a sip, growing restless after almost three hours of study. My eyelids were getting heavy, my shoulders tense, like someone had pressed their thumbs in the grooves of my shoulder blades for far too long. I was getting raw. I needed to improve my study posture.
“I wonder what Sabina is doing,” I wondered aloud. “Would you mind asking if she could make room in her schedule for me?”
“That seems woefully unnecessary, my love,” Vania cooed back at me. “She would meet you willingly and without warning any night of the week. In fact, she’d jump at the chance.”
I grinned, knowing she was right, and slammed the tome shut with a satisfying thud, letting it fall flat on my desk. “Another time, Book of the White Dragon. I’ll plumb your secrets yet, but another time.” I cringed at my own melodramatic declaration, laughing to myself as I walked away from my desk.
I crossed the room toward the door and strolled down the hallway. “Sabina,” I bellowed at the door that was a portal to the girls’ various bedrooms. Speaking their names allowed me entrance to their rooms on a whim.
Instantly, the door flung open for me, and I wasn’t really surprised at what I saw. Sabina had a man in her room—a dead man, by the gray color on his face and the decidedly drained look he had to him.
“Master!” she announced excitedly. “Umm, Vania, can you please help me discard the remnants of my breakfast?”
“Of course,” Vania hummed happily, and six fleshy purple tentacles extended from the floor and pulled the body down into the stonework tile.
“Thank you!” She turned her full attention to me and bowed. “Master,” she said again, grinning ear to ear. “It is my honor to be visited by you. Shall I remove my garments as usual?”
“I mean, sure,” I said, smirking at her. “Do you really have to ask?”
It was meant to tease her, but she gasped, hastily removing her midnight-blue booty shorts first. Lucky for her—for us, really—she wasn’t wearing any panties underneath, so she was mostly naked already. Then the top came off, and a pair of heavy goth vampire titties hung pale before me, a few blue veins barely visible beneath her skin. Her pierced, pale nipples were a welcome sight indeed. She was naked, shaved to perfection, not a single hair on her body from the neck down. Being undead, she probably didn’t really grow much body hair.
She stood there, a mess of nerves, but she didn’t dare to cover up a single thing, letting her hands rest demurely at her sides, biting her lip as I gave an approving grin. “Beautiful as always,” I commented, and she relaxed a bit, even blushing pink.
“Thank you, master,” she giggled. “I’m so happy to know that my body satisfies you.”
I nodded. “Actually, that’s why I’m here. My back was a bit sore after my workout and study session, and I think I may be in need of your massage skills again.”
“Oh!” she yipped happily, clasping her hands in front of her. “I have the oils all set out already! And I’m already naked, of course.”
“That you are,” I agreed with a smile.
“Please, master, allow me to serve you until every drop of tension has vanished from your body and your memory,” she cooed, and then she gestured to her bed. “If it is alright with you, master, I would enjoy the privilege of being allowed to undress you myself.” Her monstrously sexy black and red eyes were wide with hope at that notion.
“Fair enough,” I consented, and I walked through the quiet room toward her. The only noise was the sound of my boots on the ground and the soft crackling of burning wood on the fireplace.
“Master,” she moaned as she grabbed the bottom of my shirt, but then she said nothing for about five or ten seconds. Then once again she repeated, “Master,” softly.
“What is it?” I said, raising my arms as she pulled the shirt over my head, leaving me bare-chested.
“Nothing,” she shook her head sweetly, smiling with an innocent expression and tang to her voice. “I just like the word. It makes me feel… closer to you.”
To her surprise, I stole a kiss, grabbing her cheek and pulling her in. She was too cute—how could any man resist such devotion? Her hair was black as midnight on the dark side of the moon, and her skin as pale as a ghost’s—or nearly as pale. And I had that on good authority as I was regularly also intimate with a ghost.
Her otherworldly beauty was undeniable, unavoidable. If God punished lust, I was damned by her with a single glance, so gorgeous she was. Her heaving chest brushed against me as I felt the silver studs in her nipples graze my skin.
The taste of her lips was delightfully sweet and a little bloody, and I could tell she was in a rare mood after having just eaten. She was at her most lascivious, her most erotic—her hunger was sated, but it only made the fire in her loins blossom for me more.
As I broke the kiss I heard a single tiny splash upon the castle floor, and unthinking, I looked down to see what it was.
“That’s so embarrassing, master,” she murmured, and it took me a moment to put it together even then—a bit of wetness just dripped from her pussy, heavy enough with lust to make a sound in the cavernous room.
It only made my desire for her grow all the stronger, so I pulled her in tightly for yet another kiss as she fumbled with my belt and stripped off my pants. I stepped out of them as soon as they hit the floor, then grabbed her thick, succulent ass and pulled her body tight against mine, feeling her stomach brush up against my cock.
“Master,” she whimpered softly. “Do you still want the massage?”
I grunted, having almost lost myself to her, and then I laughed. “Yes,” I said. “Yeah, I’ll take that massage. Thank you for being the responsible one.”
“I only said something because I am clinging to hope that you may still choose to have your way with me afterward,” she confessed as she took a step back and gestured toward the bed.
I knelt on the bed at first, getting into position, then lay flat upon it, my ass facing the ceiling. “I suspect that there is a rather distinct possibility of such a thing occurring.”
She giggled. “Very good, master. I’m going to apply the oils now,” she said. I could hear the sounds of it as I lay face down on her bed; I heard the raunchy squelching of the bottle as it oozed its contents into her soft, delicate hands. Then I heard her hands rubbing it all over skin—not my skin, I immediately realized.
I looked up, sneaking a peek, and had an almost religious experience as I beheld the majesty of the goth vampire girl lathering half the bottle’s contents onto her own body first—focusing mostly on her voluptuous round tits. I groaned quietly to myself as anticipation took me, feeling the hardness of my cock digging into her mattress.
“Your body is incredible, master,” she moaned as she admired the dimples and lines of muscle in my arms and back. “It is always such a pleasure to have such intimate access to your godlike figure.”
“I was going to say something rather similar, Sabina,” I laughed.
She gasped, freezing with the bottle still in her hand. “You’re teasing me.”
“I’m definitely not,” I said. “You are fucking perfect. Now, straddle my ass and give me that massage.”
“Of course!” she squealed, and she dropped onto the mattress and hastily positioned herself astride me, her pussy lips grazing my skin. I relished the teasing of those lips against me, and I could tell she did too as she ground her hips ever so lightly into me while her hands found my shoulders.
Her skilled hands massaged me with devotion, and I could feel her fingers sliding down, applying exquisite pressure as she dragged her fingertips to the base of my spine. She repeated this process in reverse when returning up my back, stopping at each vertebra until she reached my neck. Her thumbs worked their way into my hair, kneading it gently, massaging even my scalp. No spot on my body would escape her adoring scrutiny.
The pleasure she bestowed upon me was intense—so much that a small cry escaped my lips as I lay there beneath her tender ministrations. My skin tingled with goose bumps where her touch had been lightest, and all thoughts of anything but the present vanished from my mind. The only thing I could think about in each passing moment was what was going to happen next—and I was never disappointed as her hands moved over every inch of my back, neck, and legs.
And then I felt the softness of her oiled breasts upon my back for the first time, pressing her tits against my body. The feeling of her boobs against my back was oddly satisfying—you’ll never feel more pampered than in a moment like this when a woman is grinding her cunt and her tits against you, covered head to toe in scented oils, her only goal: your bliss. And though they were heavy, soft, and cool—all good things—there was something else about them that made my heart race faster, my cock twitch, and my balls tighten. Those cold, metallic piercings added an extra layer of teasing sensation to the intimacy of her lewd act of service.
It went on like that for a while, but the real fun began when she turned me over. She gazed into my eyes wordlessly, her face overcome with her own horniness. I watched as she licked her lips and her hanging tits descended onto my chest, and we were almost kissing just given the position. From the way she kept her lips slightly parted and she constantly wetted them with her tongue, I knew there was an open invitation to taste her again—but I refused it, only wanting to experience the euphoria of the erotic skin-to-skin contact she was doting upon me.
And then she went lower. And lower. Then, lower still, and I felt her tits engulf my manhood between their massiveness. She looked up at me as though she were about to ask for permission to do something.
“Master,” she said, her voice breathy and her eyes tinged with desire, “Please, give me the honor of your first tittyfuck at the castle.”
“I’d say you’ve earned it,” I grinned, and I put my arms behind my head to better enjoy the view. Her little bat wings fluttered happily to be given the go-ahead command, and she reached for the oil and lathered up my cock and her boobs with about three times as much lubricant as was necessary. I didn’t complain—even her cool hands felt incredible on my shaft.
And then it happened. I watched as my cock almost disappeared between her incredible mammaries and felt the softness of her tits overcoming me as they rubbed and massaged the length of my dick again and again. She moaned, and so did I. The carnality of the act enhanced the pleasure in a way that I hadn’t anticipated. The hot, naughty look on my vampiress’s subservient face somehow urged me to become even harder.
“Fuck, Sabina,” I groaned.
She stopped. “Am I displeasing you master?” she said, her voice gone suddenly very high and girly with worry.
“The opposite. Don’t stop! Keep going!”
“Yes, master!” she beamed at me. Her tits consumed my cock again, the heavenly smoothness of them gliding over me, and her hands pressed her breasts tight against me as her tongue flopped out of her mouth, overcome with her own mounting lust as she moaned like my own personal slut. She was so damned cute, and I wanted nothing more than to have her completely naked and pleasuring me for the rest of my days.
“Can you suck it?” I asked, pointing at my mouth where her fangs would be.
She frowned and shook her head. “Your cock is too fat,” she whimpered. “It won’t fit between my fangs.”
“You can’t make them retract or something?” I groaned as the pleasure built.
“I’m sorry, master,” she whined. “I thought I told you before.”
I sighed. “You did, more or less. I just...enjoy blowjobs.”
She started working even harder, her tits flapping wildly, smothering my cock. “Please master...” she whined. “Love me for my flaws.”
“It’s not a flaw,” I chuckled, closing my eyes. “It’s just a limitation—and I’m sure, in time, we’ll find more things that are special about you and make our time together even more incredible...Ohh, fuck!” I groaned suddenly as my cock started twitching, my balls burning as I shot my load onto her face. It came out in a few brief waves, but it was over fast.
She worked hard to lick up every single drop like a good vampire, but some of it dribbled down her chin. She wiped it away with her hand and smiled weakly up at me. “Thank you, master, for giving me this privilege.”
“Come here,” I said, extending my arms out for her. Her eyes widened, and she thrust her body forward and landed on top of me, in my arms. “I am sorry for bringing up the blowjob stuff,” I apologized sincerely as I stroked her cheek. “You’re amazing, even without that.”
“Thank you, master,” she sighed, though it sounded a little sad, even as she nuzzled my neck greedily.
“Don’t doubt me. That’s an order.”
She stayed quiet for a moment. “Master?”
“Yes?” I said back to her as my hands teased her wings. She moaned a bit at that.
“Do you...think you will love me? One day? Really love me?” She lifted her head up to look me in the eyes. Her eyes, black sclera and glowing red irises, might have been scary to some, but to me it just lit that fire in my heart.
“Who’s to say I don’t already?” I asked, stroking her hair. “In fact, you know I do.”
“Would you find me if I was lost?” she asked. It was an ominous question, and one that came out of nowhere. “If someone took me away?”
“Why do you ask that?”
She looked at me for a moment, then finally broke her gaze and leaned back into my neck. “Just a feeling. No reason, master.”
I took a deep breath. “If anything ever happened to you, I would flay alive every person responsible—right after I brought you home, safe and sound. No one touches you without your permission. One unwelcome finger on your shoulder is a death sentence,” I promised, kissing her forehead.
She cooed. “You know just what to say.”
I leaned to one side, exposing my neck for her. “Take a bite,” I told her. “Drink as much as you want. You earned it.”
“I’m unworthy of your blood,” she whimpered.
“Then I command you. Drink my blood until you’re satisfied.”
She whined a bit, but eventually I felt her fangs sink into my skin. She sucked my blood slowly at first, but she found her confidence soon enough. It was a lot like a sweet kiss, gentle and yearning, and I enjoyed every second of it as it lulled me to sleep. The last thing I noticed before crashing was a pair of fleshy purple tentacles lifting up the bedspread to cover the two of us as she unlatched from my neck.
“Good night, master,” I heard her soft voice say as her black hair tickled the side of my face. “I love you, too.”




Chapter nine








It Takes a Village


That afternoon, I took Tasha out for a walk to visit her sister. As soon as we were outside the castle grounds, I let her off the leash, and she charged to the end of the path to where Tali’s hut was. 
The hut had certainly improved. Tali must have spent a lot of time and energy on it, because it looked far less like a hideous shack and more and more like a boxy little single-room cottage. Spatially, it was still quite small and rotund, hexagonal in its dimensions. Still, I found myself impressed at the degree of improvement. Even if it was achieved with magic, it couldn’t have been easy, recalling how it started off.
I knocked on the door, but Tasha kicked it open impatiently. Tali was there, dressed in the same tavern wench’s dress that I first met her in, but it had been adjusted for comfort. The corset portion covering her midsection had been removed completely so that now it was more of a tube top and skirt ensemble. The look suited her well.
In addition, she wore a black cloak and a witch’s hat. Her face went radiant with joy to see her sister. It was like they hadn’t spoken in weeks, but I knew for a fact that Tasha visited her twice a day. I envied that closeness to a sibling. I never knew what it was like to have a sister of my own.
Well—until lately. And it turned out far worse than I would have anticipated.
“Tali!” Tasha shouted, bounding over the magical smokeless firepit in the center of the room. She hugged the witch and licked her cheek. 
Tali shuddered. “She’s more like a dog every day,” she laughed, looking at me. “But at least she’s happy.”
I smiled at her. “Did she never do this kind of thing before?”
“No, she did—but it’s way more consistent now.”
I nodded. “The castle probably brings out the monster side of her a bit more, in my experience.” I nodded at Tali’s white hair. “It changed you, too.”
Tali shrugged with a grin. “I’m not a monster girl, though. So, I have to stay out here all by my lonesome.”
Tasha and I exchanged awkward looks, both of us frowning at that. It never sat well with me that Tali had to stay here on her own, and I knew Tasha hated that detail as well. We were making the best of a bad situation.
“I’m sorry about that,” I said softly.
“I’m not complaining.” Tali beamed back at me. She gestured to the ground. We sat around the fire, its purple flames illuminating the room, soundless and emitting only a faint warmth. 
I nodded at the magic flames. “If I touch it, will it burn me?” I asked.
She shook her head, smiling proudly. “No. It’s mostly illusionary. The heat you feel is a warmth charm I have centered on the firepit. Two spells!
I lolled my head off to the right as I squinted at it, trying to see past the illusion. “Very impressive.”
“Tali!” Tasha said excitedly, “I sucked his dick this morning!”
Tali cocked her eyebrow at her sister and then at me. I shrank back in my corner of the room uncomfortably. “Did you, now?” Tali murmured. “Interesting.”
“Well—it’s kind of how the castle works,” I grunted, trying to explain, but she cut me off, tossing her hair behind her shoulder and laughing.
“I’m just happy she’s happy,” she assured me with a grin. “I hope you’ve been keeping her well-exercised. She’s very energetic.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” I said, and it sounded pervier than I meant it. She gave me a narrow-eyed frown, which made me realize my error. “No—I just meant—”
“I brought my ball!” Tasha interrupted excitedly, producing the red ball from her hip satchel. Do you want to play for a while?”
Tali giggled sweetly, caressing her sister’s hair. “No, Tasha, maybe in a bit. Actually, I want to talk to Nathan first.”
Tasha pouted but nodded. “Okay. Talk fast.”
I corrected my gaze from the flames, focusing keenly on Tali’s pretty face. “What’s up?” I asked. “Is everything okay?”
She shook her head. “I’ve been trying to learn new spells and practice old ones every day since I came here. I’m very grateful for the opportunity.”
“Okay,” I answered cautiously, sensing that the benign start to this conversation was a red herring.
“But,” Tali continued, and I tightened the muscles in my back instinctively as I braced for the rest, “I feel like I’m not really contributing.”
My eyes went wide. “Contributing?” I asked. “What do you mean?”
“I have magic, Nathan. Can’t you use me somehow?” she asked pleadingly.
Tasha interjected with wide, hopeful eyes. “He can use us together! One after the other, or maybe even at the same time!”
“No, sweety,” Tali giggled, shaking her head, “I don’t mean like that. I mean use my powers. I can empower you before missions, or help you track someone, or maybe lend some strength to Vania when she’s making portals, or—”
I cut her off. “Stop there,” I said, my voice going solemn. “What do you mean by that?”
She studied my eager face and grinned. “I mean, maybe I can make the portals more powerful, more focused. Maybe they can carry more people or get you closer to a target.”
“Could you make them more frequent?” I asked.
Tali shrugged. “I don’t know if that’s something in the scope of my powers at the moment.”
I nodded. “I’m definitely intrigued. Let me know when you have an idea of when you can start making these tweaks.”
She grunted her understanding. “I’ll need some time, of course, but I’ll be sure to tell you when the day comes. I’ll consider that to be your request of me.”
The room fell quiet. I could hear the crickets chirping and wolves howling outside. “You’re all alone here,” I noted at last. “It’s possible one day Emmy will find us, or someone else may. And you’ll be here at the front gates on your own.”
She raised an eyebrow at me. “What are you getting at?” She studied me curiously.
I let out a breathy sigh. “Only that I don’t like the idea of you being alone in such an event. I think we should probably reach out to the monster girls in the Badlands to form a community near the castle gates. Then we’ll have access to them if we need them, and we can band together if we’re ever attacked. We’ll be much stronger as a unit.”
I looked over at Tasha for her reaction, but she was scratching her ear with her foot. Seemed unnecessarily inefficient.
“That’s not a bad idea,” Tali muttered with a nod and a stroke of her jawline. “They’ll probably know more about herbs and ingredients out here. I can trade spells as a service with them in exchange for knowledge and materials.”
“And you can defend each other,” I reminded her. “We can set up a proper early warning system and defend the castle—and you—much more efficiently.”
She clapped her hands happily. “That sounds like a great idea, Nathan!”
“Great idea!” echoed Tasha. “What was it again?”
“We’re going to create a castle village here,” I told her. “I’ll talk to Vania about it. We’ll see about the most efficient way to reach out to all the monster girls in the Badlands. They all passed through here at some point, so I assume she’s bonded to them in some way.”
Tali nodded. “I think this is a smart move. I’ve met a few of the monster girls myself.”
That detail surprised me, but I suppose it shouldn’t have. She was out here in the open all the time, and it made sense that she wandered a bit. “What can you tell me about them?”
“Well, I just met three. There’s a bat girl that sleeps in the big tree at the end of this road. She doesn’t hide well so she stays close to the castle for safety.”
“Why doesn’t she hide well?” I asked.
“Oh, she’s albino—totally white,” she giggled. “Doesn’t blend in very well out here.”
I nodded, poking my fingers into the purple flame out of curiosity. It didn’t burn. “And the others?”
“A catgirl—less animalistic than yours. Just ears and a tail, no paws. She’s very polite. She always bows when she stops by.”
“Sounds like the opposite of Dusky,” I chuckled. “She’ll hate her.”
“The only other one I met is a redcap. She’ll be hard to… domesticate.”
“A redcap?” I repeated, not really knowing much about the creature type. I’d heard of it but wasn’t familiar with any lore.
“About half your size. Carries a scythe. Something like a blood-crazed goblin or gnome that has to keep the cap on its head damp with blood or she’ll die.”
“Sounds intense,” I noted.
“She is intense,” Tali agreed, a weary look in her eye as she recalled her encounter with the thing. “We have a truce, though.”
“Good to know. She sounds like she might be a liability.”
Tali waved her hands in front of her. “Oh, she’s actually all right to deal with because there’s a river of blood not too far from here. She just dips her cap in it once a day and it takes the edge off—but she’s still pretty creepy.”
“A river of blood?” I grunted. I found myself awed by that grim revelation. “Whose blood?”
“Well, it’s more like a creek,” she shrugged, dodging the question.
I fished in the pack on my back and handed her some wrapped food. “I had the kitchen make you a bunch of stuff that Tasha said you liked. Are these deliveries working out for you?”
She grinned eagerly as she took the cloth-wrapped meal from me. “Oh hell yes,” she said. “But I find that it goes bad quickly, so I need to eat it within half a day or so.”
I shrugged at her, my lips frowning. “Probably because the food is magically conjured. Sorry, I don’t know how to fix that.”
“Oh, it’s fine!” she assured me. “Thank you for this, really! I always look forward to these deliveries. Usually, Tasha makes the delivery on her own, and that can go badly.”
I chuckled at that but raised my brow in concern. “How does it go badly?” I asked.
“Oh—I don’t know. Sometimes the contents are flattened or bruised by the time she gets here.”
I looked over at Tasha, waiting for an explanation.
“If you’re talking about yesterday, I fell over chasing a butterfly,” she said. “I caught it, you’ll be happy to learn.”
Sighing, I glanced back over at Tali apologetically. She was lovingly scratching her sister’s head. “I promise I’ll help out with the deliveries more often,” I murmured.
“You should, anyway,” Tali noted. “If we expand into a village, then it’ll be good for you to be seen by your denizens.”
I snorted at the term ‘denizens’. “I’m not trying to be a king,” I assured her. “I just want to make sure you’re happy and everyone is safe.”
“I know that,” Tali giggled, her voice low and soft. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”
“I’m just saying, don’t mistake this for ambition. Keeping everyone happy and safe is my only priority.”
Tali rolled her eyes at me. “Stop trying to justify it. It’s really fine.” Her eyes went to the window, and she pointed. “Is that a butterfly outside?”
Tasha shot up straight, growling. “Where?!”
“Right outside. Are you going to get it?” Tali asked.
I smirked. What was she up to?
“I’m going to fucking get it so good,” Tasha declared, and she leapt right out the narrow window in a single bound.
Tali adjusted her gaze. “That bought us anywhere from thirty seconds to an hour,” she said, giggling.
I laughed back, but I felt a bit on edge. It was my first time alone with her, and she clearly had some kind of agenda. “What’s going on, Tali?”
“I’ve been hyping myself up for this for a while,” she started, anxiously scratching her neck. “When I first came here, it crossed my mind right away when I realized what your relationship was with everyone else in the castle—Tasha included. But I told myself that wasn’t my business.”
I just listened, hanging on every word. I could sense the general direction this conversation was headed, but not where it’d end up.
She blushed, her pale cheeks going sunburst red. “I know you’re busy, Nathan, but—and it’s not like I’m crushing on you or something—but I have needs, too, you know? And everyone else is getting laid and…well…Do I need to spell it out?” She looked up at me nervously, biting her lip. She pulled a lock of hair out of her face and tucked it back behind her ear.
“Hmm.” It was all I could manage at first, but then my resolve came back, and I grinned. “I think I’m picking up what you’re throwing down.”
“Don’t be so coy about it,” she chuckled with a snort. Then she paused. “But yes. I don’t have to love you or whatever—but you’re the only guy around, and, well, it’s probably a good idea for us to get along, so—”
“I think we get along fine,” I pointed out. “Don’t use that as an excuse. If you want to have sex, that’s all it has to be. If it becomes more, then so be it.”
She nodded in agreement. “Okay,” she sighed with relief. “I mean, there’s no rush or anything. Maybe we can worry about that after things calm down. I know how crazy things are in the castle, and Tasha told me all about your crazy sister and your quest to stop her.”
“I keep a pretty busy schedule,” I chuckled, but I nodded. “We’ll work our way up to it. Honestly, I’m happy to help you out since you’re so set on helping me.”
“I can only imagine how exhausting the catgirl must be,” she noted darkly.
My eyes took on a far-off look. “You’re not wrong.”
She placed a hand on my thigh. “In any case, thank you for taking Tasha to visit me. Why don’t you tell her to go back inside and you can leave us? I’ll have her return to you after she finishes howling at the moon tonight.”
I smiled. “Tell her to go straight to bed. I have other stuff to tend to.”
I walked outside, gently clicking the door shut behind me. I looked around and realized that Tasha was about a hundred meters off, or so my senses told me. I walked in that direction and found her naked, rolling around in a puddle of mud.
“What are you doing?” I asked blankly.
“I lost the butterfly,” she sniffled, as though that explained everything.
I shook my head, laughing. “Your sister is waiting for you. I’m heading back to the castle.”
“Okay!” She hopped up and threw her arms around me, covering me with dirt and muck. The muddy imprint of her boobs remained on my chest. She kissed me on the cheek. “Remember to walk me in the morning!”
I kissed her on the forehead and left.
As I wandered back, my head was a stormy mess of plotting and planning. Aristotle once said that the saving grace of a community was the common business of its members. In order to sell my village idea to everyone, I would need to show them how it benefited us all.
But first—I had a date with a demon.




Chapter ten








Date With a Demon


[image: image-placeholder]
Angelica was in some ways the most demanding of my time of all the girls in the castle. Although she had given up hope of a monogamous relationship for obvious reasons, she still tried to arrange for exclusive blocks of my schedule whenever she could. Most of the girls were happy to double up for their date night every now and then, but Angelica preferred to keep things strictly one-on-one. 
That didn’t bother me. To be honest, it was usually quite nice and a very easy change of pace. Angelica was soft-spoken, gentle, and as demure as they come. She was smaller than the other girls, though not by much. For a succubus, she wasn’t particularly busty, either, but she more than made up for it in sheer prettiness. The way she batted her eyelashes at me when I complimented her, or how she offered me her palm when she wanted me to hold her hand—these habits were painfully cute, and I adored her for them and everything else about her.
I enjoyed the evenings I spent with Angelica, each and every one. We usually ate together in the dining room, then moved to the courtyard or library. We stepped through the hallways of the castle, sometimes exploring newly-appeared rooms—almost always empty save for a stray bogart or two. As Vania became more powerful—as I became more powerful—the castle grew, inside and out. Angelica and I shared a sense of wonder about it all.
“Let’s go in here,” Angelica suggested, her sugary voice cooing out from her perfectly red lips. She was tapping on a large door that had shown up in the middle of the hallway that connected the dining room to the throne room. The layout of the castle was still fairly nonsensical. It needed some work, but at the moment, it was the furthest thing from anyone’s mind. I actually didn’t look forward to knowing precisely where everything was and what it would be reserved for—I enjoyed the mystery.
We opened the door, expecting to find yet another empty chamber. What we did find, however, was a rather lavish bathing room with a large ceramic tub big enough for at least four people—perhaps more if you got industrious.
The tub itself was edged with polished silver siding, with elegant raised patterns in the metal entailing lizards and snakes and spiders and rats. The stone floor was tiled—the same slate gray as the bathroom connected to my room, but there was a single large drain in the center of the floor.
“That’s odd,” I said, pointing to said drain. 
“What’s odd, Nathaniel?” Angelica asked, her finger tickling my wrist.
I took the hint and grabbed her hand, unable to keep a grin off my face. I pointed down at the drain, and then looked up “Ah,” I said. “That explains it.”
In addition to the nozzles and faucets around the large bathtub in the corner, there were a couple dozen or so considerably sized showerheads dangling from the ceiling, forming almost a checkerboard pattern with the candelabras between each of them.
“What is the purpose of this room?” Angelica asked, squinting up at the unusual quantity of showers.
It was Vania who answered. “Oh—I was just experimenting when I made this. Nathan quite enjoys his showers, but the one in his room can only fit him and one other girl comfortably.”
I raised my brows up at that, avoiding Angelica’s scorching jealous stare. “I see,” she said coldly.
Smirking out of the corner of my eye, I couldn’t resist myself, “Patience is better than pride. Ecclesiastes 7:8,” I quipped.
She squeezed my hand tightly—an iron grip for such a small woman. “That is highly out of context.”
“It’s not necessarily something we have to keep,” remarked Vania in a tone that showed me she sensed the growing tension. “It was more of a test to see how much control I had over the design of a new room.”
I looked around, nodding my approval. Aside from the large bath and the many showerheads above us, there were also colorful stained-glass windows all around. I grimaced when I realized what they depicted.
“Are these—”
“The moment that you achieved bonds with each of the girls,” she said, a smile in her tone. “I had to ask Shelley and Dusky for details as I wasn’t there.”
The windows were rather explicit murals of me and the girls of the castle having sex in various places and positions. They were shockingly accurate.
“Ahem!” Angelica squeaked, now actively pulling me back toward the door. “I think we’ve seen enough here.”
“I’m sorry about that,” I whispered, not wanting to offend Vania if she was listening in. “I had no idea she was making something like that.”
“I know,” she whimpered. “And—I suppose it is what it is, but…” Her voice trailed off like the song of a sparrow caught in a gale.
“But what?” I dared to ask.
She bit her lip and looked at her feet. Sighing, she stared up at me, that nervous look stuck on her face. “I hate missing out on being intimate with you.”
Stepping into the courtyard, a dismal ray of the Badlands sun blasted down on us. She sat down on a swing near the bench at the center of all the flowers and I walked behind her. The pause between the last thing she said and the next time I spoke wasn’t all that long, but it sure felt long.
“I don’t want you to lower your personal standards for me,” I told her. “If you hold that conviction that it’s what is right for you, then I want you to cling to it, no matter what.”
She nodded, staring straight ahead, as I pushed her on the swing. “You’re too good to me.”
“I’m not,” I told her. “Good is not a word that works well to describe me.”
She laughed coldly. “Let me promise you that you’re the best boyfriend a girl from Hell could ask for, harem or not.”
I smirked, though she couldn’t see it. “Yeah, I bet that’s true,” I remarked. “To be fair, though, I have never been to Hell, and you give me a pretty positive impression of it.”
“Oh my gosh, Nathaniel,” she giggled, “don’t base your ideas about Hell on me.”
I chuckled at the notion, realizing of course what a silly thing it would be for me to do exactly that. Angelica, like all my girls, was unique. She was one of a kind. In Hell, I doubted there would be another creature like her.
“How did you become, ummm—”
“Religious?” she asked. “Saved?”
“Yeah,” I said, still pushing her on the swing. I quite enjoyed the sight of her legs extended with each forward movement, then tucking back in. It reminded me of a much simpler time in my life. Not necessarily a better time, though.
Angelica took a deep breath. “I was made in the pits of Hell and put under the charge of a fallen angel known as Huzariel. I was assigned to corrupt the students and faculty of a Catholic high school where a high-profile individual was located. That individual, my superiors believed, would likely become a saint one day, so I had to stop his rise.”
“How did that go?” I asked.
She giggled. “Obviously not very well—from my superiors’ point of view, anyway. I realized soon that I was quite different from my fellow succubi—it happens every so often. We get proto-souls, whereas most do not. I don’t know how it happened, or why, but I had a sense of right and wrong and knowledge of the Divine. I knew, for an absolute fact, that Heaven and Hell were real, and I was in a place where I could learn more about it.”
“Did you reveal yourself to the would-be saint?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No. I posed as a human and became his student. I learned so much from him. I was even baptized. That burned really badly…”
I smiled at her, but she couldn’t see it. I was staring at the back of her head, her dark brown braided pigtails hanging down her back. Her dainty back curved inward to a petite waist. Even now, she still wore the uniform of that school.
“Do you miss that place?”
She shook her head calmly, but with a certainty and readiness I didn’t expect.
“What happened?” I asked.
Angelica looked halfway back at me over her shoulder, just enough so that I could see her lips turning downward into a frown. “The priest in question—the man who taught me, who baptized me—he died. I was ready to move on when you found me.”
“Didn’t I summon you from hell?” I asked.
“You summoned a creature from hell,” she replied. “There is a difference.”
The air was cool inside the castle grounds, and the colors of the flowers lent a romantic atmosphere to our time together. After a while, we got bored on the swing, so we sat down on the marble bench.
The setting Badlands sun painted the sky an even more vibrant silver as it hugged the horizon beyond the castle gates. Angelica was getting tired, but she found her way of telling me that she didn’t want the date to end.
The succubus lay on her back, resting her head in my lap. She looked up at me sweetly, her doe-like eyes plastered on my face. She stared, her gaze shifting between two points—my eyes and my lips.
“I like spending time with you,” she confessed. “You’ve changed, you know.”
I shrugged. “Have I?”
She smiled. “Yes. You’re warmer. More patient. Gentler. You can’t hide the feelings you feel for us girls anymore.”
“I never tried to hide anything,” I countered, stroking her cheek. She leaned her face against my hand and closed her eyes. “Honestly, I’m sorry if I ever gave the impression that I did.”
“I can smell love and hate, you know. You are indescribably fragrant with love. There used to be hate there, too. But it’s gone.”
“It’s gone?” I repeated her declaration back to her. It took me by surprise.
She nodded. “Love is a cure for hate. You’ve got too much of the former to bother with the latter. It’s good—love gets you into Heaven.”
“I imagine there are a few more steps,” I noted.
“For a human, not really,” she answered with a shrug, her eyes still closed. “For us monster girls, there’s just no way. When we’re dead we’re dead.”
“If that’s true, then why do you bother with religion?” I asked skeptically.
Angelica opened her eyes and smiled. “Because I believe that it makes me better—just like we make you better.”
My mouth opened but I failed to conjure up a response other than a grunt or two. She just grinned at me with a cocky look like she knew her point had landed. To be fully honest, I wasn’t sure that it did, but it left me speechless at the very least.
There really was something about these girls that—well, if it didn’t make me better, it gave me a purpose. And isn’t that the same? Aren’t we all better when we have something to live for? The universe was a complicated place, and the multiverse doubly so. It was easy to sink into hedonism or nihilism or some unholy amalgamation of the two, knowing the truth of what was out there. But having Angelica—having Dusky, Tilly, Tasha, Shelley, and Sabina too—made it all seem so much simpler. So much like I was doing something worth doing.
When I was younger, I grew up an only child. There are certain traits you expect of an only child—delicate feelings, good grades, being eager to please authority figures, competitive and high-achieving in academics, and so on…I never seemed much like an only child.
That was mostly because my mom was out of the picture quite often. She worked long hours for the university doing God-knows-what and expected me to clothe, feed, and bathe myself every day from about the time that I was in kindergarten. I was geared for survival, thinking more about what I needed to do to keep on living far more than any grade-schooler should have to.
Things were simpler now. I had Vania, and Vania took care of everything. I had the other girls, and time to spend on self-improvement. I had a purpose that would never end, never become irrelevant.
Angelica gave me a smug look, cradling her chin in her palms as she looked up at me, ready to comment on my long pause. “I stumped you.”
I chuckled at that. “You got me, Stumpy,” I said.
Her self-assured grin faded. “Do not call me that.”
“You brought this upon yourself,” I told her solemnly just before laughing. She remained unamused.
“I was thinking about letting you slip a hand under my shirt later, but you can forget it now,” she growled, her red cheeks blushing somehow redder as she tossed her head violently away from me.
I stood up, scooping her up in my arms and holding her like a princess. She went wide-eyed and looked up at me in alarm. “Who said you could do this?!” she squealed even as her cheek instinctively nuzzled against my chest.
“My apologies,” I replied with a cockiness that she had to have caught, “I can set you down if you don’t like it.”
She frowned. “I didn’t—okay, you can do this for a few minutes, but that’s it!” she squealed, pretending to scold me, though I practically saw hearts in her eyes as she looked up at me.
I carried her around the courtyard like that for a few minutes, but then set her down when, unplanned, we’d ended up somewhere I’d been meaning to go. “Do you know what this is?” I asked, pointing to a particularly dark corner of the castle.
“Is it the dungeon?” she asked quietly. “Is that where the Black Phoenix guy is?”
I nodded, swallowing a gulp of nerves. “Yeah,” I confirmed, nodding slowly. “I’ve been meaning to talk to him. Maybe we should end the date here and I should get that done.”
She grabbed my hand. “I think I could be useful, actually,” she noted. “If you don’t mind having me around, I have some powers that might be helpful.”
I rolled my eyes at her very transparent way of wording that suggestion. “If I don’t mind having you around?” I asked.
She shrugged, blushing. “Just a suggestion, Nathaniel. Take it as you wish.”
I signaled my agreement with a nod, but I let go of her hand. “Sure,” I agreed. “Let’s do it.”
She arched her elegant blackish eyebrow at me, a naughty smirk on her lips. “You wish.”




Chapter eleven








Interrogation


The dungeon wasn’t half as dingy as I expected, but that made sense. It was a fairly new room, after all, and Vania didn’t have all that much time to let it gather the staples dungeons are known for—mold, rats, whatever. It was dark and depressing enough, I guess, but the rather bland smell in the air didn’t inspire much fear or foreboding. 
Still, the dismal atmosphere was present in other ways. We stepped down gray castle stairs, the walls sconced with only the dimmest torches. A faint groan came to us from a distance, beyond my sight. Something was in the way.
I didn’t actually need the torchlight. I was at home in the dark thanks to my powers, especially in my castle. Everything felt like home inside these walls, so I found my way to the noise easily. As we emerged from the bottom of the stairs, Angelica looped her arm sweetly around mine, grinning up at me girlishly as our hostage wailed from around the corner.
I beamed back at her, amused and charmed by the oddly blissful look on her face. “What’s up?” I asked, pressing in my way for a bit of understanding. “What’s that oddly cute look on your face about?”
She shook her head, momentarily closing her eyes. Opening them again, she said, “We’re going to interrogate our first hostage together.”
“Is that a Christian thing to do?” I asked, chuckling.
She giggled. “Well—seeing as how this man is part of an occult order of blaspheming heretics bent on bringing about the end of all Creation, I think I’ll be fine after going to confession.”
We turned the corner. A feeble man in the darkness, lying on a cot made of straw conjured by Vania, twisted, tossed, and turned. He coughed, wheezing for air, completely void of all that power I’d seen him demonstrate back outside the arachne’s castle.
Not so tough now, are you? I thought to myself, a bit petty. Angelica pressed her body against me, and for a moment I thought she was suddenly nervous or scared. When I looked at her face, though, I realized the opposite was true. She was biting her lip so hard that I worried she might break the skin. The succubus stared at the sickly, defeated man and ground her thighs together, emitting a soft but immodest moan of—something.
I wanted so badly to react to that, but I kept my mouth shut and focused on the mission at hand. Walking up to the cage that he was inside, I fiddled with the lock as though I knew what I was doing. Vania came through, unlocking it for me.
Angelica and I stepped inside. I sat, cross-legged, on the ground next to the weakened monk. It was a risk; there was always a chance that he was pretending. I was ready for the eventuality, too, and something told me Angelica wouldn’t be entirely useless in a scrap, either. In fact, as I went down, she stayed on her feet, never once losing sight of the man.
“Hello,” I softly greeted him, my voice just above a whisper, but still low. “On a scale between one and ten, how would you characterize your pain?”
The monk showed me only one finger—you know the one.
I chuckled, grabbing him by the wrist. With a violent grip and a powerful twist, I snapped the finger back, breaking the bone, then used a bit more force to tear the appendage off entirely.
The man howled in pain but offered only the limpest resistance to it. I watched the wound carefully.
“Believe it or not,” I started to explain, “that wasn’t done out of spite or cruelty. It was meant to gauge the status of the healing factor I saw you make use of when we fought earlier.”
I stared at the bleeding stump, a bit of white bone and dangling sinewy cartilage still there. The finger did not grow back, at least not yet, but the wound appeared to be closing slowly. I grimaced at the ugliness of the wound I inflicted, then looked up at Angelica to gauge her comfort level with how things were progressing.
Her demonic eyes had dilated, her lips parted, and as I looked at her, her tail wrapped around my bicep as though pleading for something. I raised an eyebrow at the demoness. “You going to be able to handle this?” I asked. She was all shaky, whimpery, moany. My shoulders tensed as I looked up at her needy expression, just as my pants suddenly began to feel oddly burdensome.
“I—I didn’t think this would get me so hot,” she whined with a shudder that ran through her body like fire through gasoline. “Gosh.”
“Gosh?” I repeated back at her, confused. I shook it off, centering my attention back on the monk. “Sorry for the interruption,” I said awkwardly. “I’m going to torture you now, alright?” I turned him over onto his back and stood up, standing between his legs.
The man spat out some bloody mucus and gave me a thumbs-up. “Do as you wish, Van Helsing. I shall never—Ahhhh fucking shit!” His voice got really high for that last part as I planted a football punt right in his groin.
“I figure we don’t need to be too gory about it,” I reasoned, scratching my chin casually. “Not yet, anyway. I was worried you were going to turn out to be a eunuch or something, but judging from your reaction…” I kicked his crotch again, just as hard as the last time. He howled like a baby wolf. “I guess that fear was overblown.”
I crouched back down next to him. He reached out for me—it was a pathetic attempt. He was slow, weak, sluggish—scarcely able to move at all. With a mocking sigh, I grabbed his arm and lifted him up to his feet, forcing him against the bars of Vania’s cubic prison. I summoned the Whip of Laceration, then willed it into its original form—the Rope of Restraint.
“I always thought I’d use this for sexy-time first,” I grunted wistfully. “I really hope this experience doesn’t put me off of the idea.”
I spared a look back at Angelica as the rope magically bound the man to the bars in a lazy T-pose, like he was being crucified. She scowled at that. “He doesn’t deserve to die in that position,” she said disapprovingly.
“Who says we have to kill him?” I asked, winking at her. “Maybe he’ll answer our questions and we can set him free on some comfortable tropical island universe.”
She frowned at me for a moment, clearly hating that suggestion—until my purpose dawned on her. A wry smile appeared on her face, a naughty conspiratorial glint in her eyes. “Right,” she giggled. “Good point.”
I looked back at the man just as he coughed something sticky onto my face. I wiped it off, unfazed. “Portal sickness is definitely no joke,” I commented, taking in the terrible sight of him. “I do happen to know where we can get the antidote if you cooperate.”
“I’d rather die than cooperate,” he growled at me, holding eye contact for only a moment before he averted his gaze. “You should just kill me now.”
“Well apparently that’s off the table while you’re in this Christlike position,” I reminded him, gesturing at his outspread arms. “My friend would be very cross with me, if you catch my drift.”
Angelica scoffed behind me. “Friend, huh?” she said with pointed irritation.
I ignored her for the moment, trying not to ruin my momentum. Apparently, I was really bad at couples interrogation. Already I had a major tone issue with this guy. Did I just make a pun? Okay, time to get serious, I thought. No more silliness.
I placed my hand around his throat and looked at his face. The nasty boils were all still there, the marks of my curse from before. This guy looked like a melting plastic bag of yak shit on a bad day. He didn’t smell loads better. “I’m going to ask you five questions. The more you answer, the happier the end of your day will be.”
He didn’t say anything, instead just staring at me hatefully before looking away. Shame? What was that emotion that compelled him to back off like that?
“Count me off, Angelica,” I said. “Let’s list them first, and he can answer whatever he wants.”
“One!” she belted out, her voice shaky with excitement.
“Where is your order located? All known locations, please.”
“Two!”
“How many members do you have?”
“Three!”
I chuckled. She was really getting into it. “Who are your leaders?”
“Four!”
“How do they convince people to sign up for your insane mission?”
“Five!”
I paused for a long moment, staring down at the quivering mess of a man in front of me, his robes soaked and tattered, his skin full of popping blisters and boils that made him seem on the verge of death. The exhaustion behind those eyes almost made me feel sorry for him. Almost.
But it wasn’t that that made me pause. It was the last question itself. It dangled from the tip of my tongue for a length of time that made the otherwise silent dungeon unbearable to be in. “Tell me about my sister.”
“The Mad Slayer,” he said in an awed hush, looking up at me. “She’s looking for you.”
I showed him no emotion on my face, remaining as stoic as I could. “I know that. What’s her story?”
“I was there,” he whispered before coughing up some blood. “I saw her baptized in the blood of her abusers. Your family’s powers—she took to them naturally. You don’t have a chance against her. She’ll find you.” He looked behind me, spitting at Angelica. “She’ll kill all of your monsters and make you watch.”
“Tell me more,” I calmly commanded him, releasing my hand from his throat. I took a step back and got into punting position. His eyes went enormous and he shook his head.
“Stop,” he cried out. “Please!”
“I could get more creative.” I went back to a normal standing posture. “You know—I’ve read the arguments. Torture isn’t really a way to make prisoners talk—cuz you can lie. Unless, of course, there’s an emotion-reading succubus present,” I mused. I cast a look over at Angelica, who shivered excitedly, her tail lashing as she held a rosary in her palm. “Can you sense if he’s lying?”
She chewed on her lip and nodded. “Maybe,” she said. “I think it’s possible.”
I turned my attention back to the monk. “Tell me something new. Something…actionable.”
The man was frantic, his eyes panicked as Vania’s tentacles emerged from the floor grasping a collection of delicate instruments: knives, scalpels, hammers, nails, tongs. He offered me nothing, though, which wasn’t any sort of surprise. I expected resistance. I may very well come up empty this round—but I could at least have fun, and by the look on Angelica’s face, this was our best date yet.
I shook my head and made a tsk tsk sound with my tongue and teeth. “I suppose this is more for me than you,” I said, grabbing the tongs first. “Have you ever lost a nail? I bet you have. You seem like you’ve been through a lot. I think it’s a good warmup, in any case. See where we go from there.”
“Wait,” the man pleaded. “Wait.”
I cocked my head at him and smirked with a raised brow, listening expectantly for the restrained monk to give me a reason to wait. No reason emerged, though, so, with a heady sigh I grabbed his thumb and guided his nail into the gripping iron tongs.
[image: image-placeholder]“Welp,” I said, arm around Angelica as we exited the dungeon together, making our way back to the dining room. “We didn’t learn all that much, but we had a good time.”
“We did learn some things,” she pointed out, her arms wrapped around my waist as we ambled through the corridor. I was savoring this moment—I’d never been embraced so directly, so tightly by her before. “A little about the hierarchy of the order, how many members it has—”
“Five hundred thirty-two,” I muttered, shaking my head. “That’s a lot.”
“It’s doable,” Angelica giggled.
“Do-what-able?” I asked with an elevated eyebrow.
“I think we can kill them all—we just need to find them now.”
I rolled my eyes. “That’s the hard part.”
“Is it?” Angelica asked. She looked around, stopping in front of the dining room table. “Vania, can’t you trace him back to where he came from?”
“I am gathering what information I can. If we keep him alive long enough, it may be possible,” the castle said. “I am confident that, at the very least, we can extract more information from his body than from his words.”
“Sounds grim,” I remarked, grinning anyway, of course. For now, there was another thought on my mind. I looked back at the succubus and smirked. “You seemed to get pretty excited back there at the sight of that guy suffering.”
“Seeing you lay into a heretic like that—it made me indecent.” She let out a little whine and hung her head in shame, tightening her thighs together. “I’m sorry for embarrassing myself in front of you, Nathaniel. I hope it doesn’t change the way you see me.”
“It does,” I confessed, “but not in a bad way.”
She smiled weakly up at me and squeezed my hand. “I had a very good time today. I hope we can do this again soon.”
“The torture part too?”
She nodded and licked her lips. “Especially that part. But—I don’t know if I can trust myself around you after that. Maybe we need a chaperone.”
I laughed softly. “I think we have several options, but I’m not sure they’ll be very good at keeping us chaste.”




Chapter twelve








Respite


The flickering flame of the candle perched upon the table illuminated the dining room area, casting dancing shadows on the walls. Today’s dinner: Filet mignon garnished with chopped rosemary, butter, and seasoned with black pepper and a pinch of salt. The smell of the cooked meat made my mouth water and my stomach rumble with anticipation. 
What could I say? A little foray into sadism made for one hell of an appetite—not that the deranged doomsday cultist locked away in the dungeons wasn’t deserving of any punishment.
A smile, unbidden, emerged on my face as I thought about the whole situation. I wasn’t sure where I sat with Angelica, but today had been a welcome development, if a bit unexpected. I imagined a relationship with her would entail a degree of shared cruelty once the demure aspects of her personality were stripped bare. It suited me just fine, so long as we could find worthwhile outlets for her.
That thought of Angelica still made me feel somewhat melancholy. Part of me wondered if I was giving her too much pressure. I understood the harem aspect of our relationship was disconcerting to her on some level, even if she seemed to be adapting easily enough. Though we were making definite progress together, I worried for her. I never wanted the beautiful succubus to feel isolated or minimized in any way when it came to our relationship, but there wasn’t much I could do to change the way things were.
Perhaps Vania sensed my gloom. Her voice echoed from a distance. “My love, is the food not to your liking?”
“It’s more than satisfactory,” I replied as I bit dutifully into the meat. My words sounded hollow even to myself. The meals made here were amazing when it came to both their quality and infinite variety. Even so, my sense of taste didn’t resonate as it should have when I felt I was letting one of my girls down.
Vania probably understood this too. I was an open book to her as our spirits were intertwined so closely. Thankfully, she refrained from calling out my comment. The last thing I needed to contend with was her obvious skepticism. All I wanted was her understanding, and I knew she’d offer it.
The room fell silent for a moment before she hummed, her voice much closer to me now. “Well…I suspect the news I bring will lift your spirits somewhat.”
“You’ve found the location of the Order of the Black Phoenix?”
“Nothing that substantial, I fear,” she giggled. “My, my, aren’t you greedy?”
I hummed as I sipped my wine out of the goblet. The luxurious taste of it washed the meat down my throat. Once I’d swallowed, I crossed my ankle over my knee and leaned outward along the edge of the chair. “Do tell.”
“Empowered by your recent growth, I searched my memories for some time and discovered a piece of information that will be beneficial to our quest. It involves Dusky’s portals.”
The chair slid, scraping the marble floor, as I half leapt out of my seat. “What about them?” I asked, suddenly fully alert.
Tentacles emerged from the floor and gently rubbed my arms, guiding me back into a sitting position. My body followed Vania’s gentle guidance as I relaxed my body into the chair, but my excitement remained. Within seconds of my descent, the Bride-Shape of Vania emerged through the floor and caressed my chin with her hands.
“Shhh,” she soothed me. “No need to be so high-strung, my love. We’re merely conversing.”
I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation of her finger ghosting along my neck and pressing into my chest. She was right. I was still too preoccupied over Angelica—and now Emmy.
My encounter with my deranged half-sister was the first time in a long time that I felt the proverbial waters going over my head. I had been outclassed. My thoughts were constantly busy with the hope of attaining some kind of advantage over her—something that would remove her as a threat…Something that would allow me to do my job without fear of her hindering me. 
Knowing that helpless monster women somewhere out there were being targeted to bring about some fucked up end-of-the-universe scenario did little to stunt my growing anxiety over the situation.
“While the Order of the Black Phoenix is no doubt a threat to us, we still have an abundance of time to come up with a plan. Our guest downstairs isn’t as tightlipped as I thought he’d be, either.”
A smile tugged at my lips. “Most people aren’t when you drive a wedge underneath their toenails.”
“Or pop their eye out of its socket, dangling like a piece of loose string from a shirt sleeve. That was rather naughty of you, my love.”
“All the more incentive for him to speak when our shadow darkens the door to his cell for the next house call.”
Vania chuckled. “I can’t deny the merit in that.”
It was difficult gazing into the busty visage standing above me, looking down longingly at me, without acting on my desires. I wanted information, but I also wanted her just as much. Resisting the urge to kiss her wasn’t an easy endeavor. Neither one of us would have wanted our relationship to be any other way.
“Anyway, you were keeping me abreast of the portals,” I said as I stared into her ample cleavage.
Vania smiled, taking my pun as a compliment. “Yes. At present, we can conjure one portal a week. As my power grows, so too does my mastery of Dusky’s portal magic.”
I nodded. “Yes. When we’d last discussed it, you were researching increasing the frequency in which you can conjure the portal.”
“And I’ve come to present the fruits of my endeavors. By spending my upgrade points on furthering my bond with Dusky, I am confident I can recharge my ability to summon a portal somewhere between three and four days.”
My eyes widened. “Twice a week in other words?”
Vania hummed her confirmation. “As you continue to establish bonds and one day produce children, my powers will continue to grow. There may come a point where we can summon the portals at will with virtually no delay.”
“That’s great news. If we could achieve what you’re suggesting, we could stay ahead of our enemy. My level would max out before you know it.”
“Yes…but remember, even as I continue to grow stronger, there are limits to what I can do. We won’t be able to house all the girls you rescue in the castle. We do need to consider how the rehoming strategy will work, given we’re displacing them from their respective dimensions.”
I nodded, sensing the perfect cue to bring something up that I’d been sitting on. “Right. I’ve discussed an idea with Tali already. Having a community of monster girls form a village outside our front gates might provide further protection and additional benefits. She also mentioned the possibility of helping out with portals in the future, but that still seemed like a ways off.”
Vania gestured to me in acknowledgment. “Intriguing. I suppose it makes sense that a witch could aid us in these things, but I fear portal manipulation is beyond her for the time being. However, that is a fine idea about rehoming the monsters not dwelling in the castle. Just keep in mind that the Badlands is already quite an effective buffer on its own against our enemies. We dwell in the domain of Horcross, a demiplane between worlds. The Badlands are far outside a sprawling metropolis, which few in this land ever leave. All gateways to this world pass through there, so our enemy is unlikely to make the journey. Citizens of Horcross need a license just to enter the Badlands, and it’s nearly impossible for non-resident travelers. I have my doubts the Order would ever take such a risk on a whim.”
I raised my brows at that. “That’s reassuring. Beyond protection, though, if other monster girls had abilities we could use, then the community would make sense so that we could have easier access to them. Furthermore, the more time passes, the lonelier the other girls might get—it pays to have a community.”
“It may be strange to some of them at first, but they should appreciate it. In the worlds the women hail from, they never possessed the luxury of community. Working together, pulling their resources along with our continued support, those girls would stand a better chance of survival—and certainly would enjoy their lives more with friends, don’t you think?”
I nodded my head in agreement. We were off to a good start. Still, there was more to discuss in the future. We hadn’t even touched the subject of logistics. Hierarchy.
Those things were well established within the castle walls. I was the master and the girls coexisted here just fine—with a few hiccups, anyway. I’m sure Vania had worked out some of the more cumbersome details regarding the subject of cohabitation herself before I ever arrived, or when I wasn’t present. With the village, there would have to be an established ruleset and pecking order in place to prevent some of the girls from munching on or threatening the others.
Until we’d properly established the makings of a settlement, though, there was little use in mulling over such details prematurely. Right now, my attention was centered around leveling up. Until that goal was fulfilled, all the plans we could formulate together would be nothing more than hollow words.
Vania crossed her arms behind her back and began to walk away. The impish look she gave me before she departed all but begged for me to come and see. Who was I to resist her invitation?
My footsteps echoed throughout the corridor as I followed, while her tentacle-feet helped her glide gracefully across the floor. I could hear something loud and heavy grinding in the distance. The noise drew closer with every passing second.
“What is that?”
No sooner had I voiced my question than did one of the sturdy walls in the many winding hallways of the castle part and reveal a new corridor that I’d never seen before.
A mirthful chuckle escaped my lips. “A little late in the evening for remodeling, don’t you think?”
Vania grinned. “While you were gone on your mission to retrieve the arachne, I was occupying my time with a minor project.”
“Well, aren’t you ever the busybody?”
The blonde figure nodded as she gave a mock curtsy. “At your service, my love.” When she straightened her form, she held out her hand.
I accepted the outstretched appendage and allowed her to lead me down the brick passage. The corridor was L shaped. At the end of the turn stood a massive set of double doors hewn from red wood. Gold ran along the edges of it while brassy handles jutted out from the wooden surface the wooden surface. An orange light glimmered through the crack underneath the door.
Vania sensed my curiosity as we approached. “It’s still a work in progress, me love,” she remarked as she pulled the handle. The doors opened with a harsh noise that made me wince. Apparently, the castle didn’t come equipped with grease for the hinges, even on the newly constructed rooms. Then again, she had clarified this area was still more or less under construction.
She also had been correct that I’d be pleased.
The room that awaited me could only be described as a luxurious indulgence. Four chandeliers hung along the ceiling of the room with their candles illuminating everything beneath. Their light revealed a red carpet running down the center of a dance hall. An upper balcony supported by gargantuan pillars had golden tops that matched the ceiling. Attractive women wearing ornate dresses and silk garments danced along the murals decorating the walls of the room. An arched mirror overlooked the massive chamber.
Most curiously, where the upper balconies resided, I noticed massive tendrils the color of purple oscillating from one of the walls. I followed them with my eyes and noticed one of the stairs leading up there was also covered with it.
I’d never seen what the construction process of a room looked like during my stay in the castle. The best way to describe the noise of it was a slithering sound mixed with a distant clap. The sound of it wasn’t particularly loud, which I supposed was a good thing in hindsight.
“And here I was thinking the place was missing a dance hall.”
Vania didn’t conceal her pleased smile. “Of course. It’ll allow us to be good hosts should we feel the notion to invite guests one day.”
“I assume my father had no interest in something like this?”
“The only dancing Cedric Van Helsing ever did was on the graves of his enemies. He would not have appreciated this gesture.”
I turned and smiled at her. “Well, I do. I think this was a nice idea. Inspiring even.”
“Oh?”
My eyes focused on a couch sitting along the edge of the room. I motioned her to follow me, to which she obliged. I sat down and patted the cushion next to me.
“I would also imagine this would be a fun venue for you and the girls when you’re not making love,” Vania remarked as she sat next to me.
I chuckled. “You and I both know those women would have me in here all the same. Sex isn’t limited to just the bedroom.”
“Nathan, are you propositioning me?”
I leaned back in the chair and placed an arm around her shoulder. “Maybe I am. You know, I was thinking about you and Angelica.”
“I have my doubts a ménage à trois would be on the table with her.”
I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at that. “I was thinking a dance with her might be a refreshing way to progress our relationship.”
Vania chuckled. “Think our succubus can move, do you?”
“Remains to be seen.”
The tentacles at Vania’s legs began to solidify. They burrowed into the ground and unveiled a set of long, slender legs.
I whistled in approval. “Nice.”
“Temporary,” she corrected. “Though I am flattered. At my current level I can maintain them for a short duration, though it is taxing on me.”
I frowned. “Well, I don’t want you to put yourself out.”
Vania brought a finger to my lips. “Spoil me for now,” she pleaded as she leaned forward, pressing her forehead against mine. “That is, if you’ll be pleased, my darling.”
If I’ll be pleased? The notion posed was farcical. With that tone of voice and a beautiful body like hers serving as eye candy, how could I be anything other than pleased?
Slipping my fingers underneath her dress, I began to finger fuck her right then and there. Vania trembled as she leaned her head against my neck and began licking me while whimpering from my touch.
Though her act exuded vulnerability, I wasn’t deceived. Her hand began maneuvering around my waist, slipping deftly inside my pants. She began to jerk me off, pumping my cock skillfully while I continued pleasuring her in turn.
Now I consider myself respectfully disciplined when it comes to my mental focus. Even dedicated to my task as I was, it was pretty damned difficult to keep my composure with the way she was working me. Something about her fingers felt unusually moist. Not in an unpleasant way, of course. Inadvertently, or perhaps on purpose, she was lubing my cock up with every stroke.
I did try to speak but Vania moved her lips to my mouth and captured my words before they could be voiced. During our kiss, she pulled my dick out of the confines of my trousers and dropped my pants to the floor.
I made not a single objection. We both knew where my erect traveler needed to go.
I hiked up her dress and took immediate notice—she was going commando. A smirk pulled at my lips. That fact simplified things. One less article of clothing for me to navigate.
“Kuschelbär”. Kannst du deinen Riesenschwanz in meine Muschi stecken?”
I had no clue what she said, though the hungry look residing in her eyes told me enough. She wanted me in her. Climbing on top of her, I went deep inside, closing my eyes at the feeling of her warmth.
“Schwerer! Schwerer!” Vania demanded. Her lip quivered. “Harder, my love.”
I wasn’t brushed up on my German, but I definitely understood the spirit of the request as I thrust deeper and faster inside her. The way her breath hitched only made me all the more eager to fill her with my seed.
We’d discussed the prospect of impregnating the girls in the castle. Could I make the castle itself pregnant one day? How were these castle cores made? Did they too rely on my seed or were they purely a construct of magic?
It was a silly line of thinking that I quickly discarded. The thought didn’t matter much to me at the height of my ecstasy. What mattered was getting my mind off the bad things weighing down on me, and back onto the good things.
For now, I had time. Right then, there was an abundance of it to make Vania bark and plead in German at me, which I found strangely appealing. It was sexy, even if I only understood a few words here and there that she managed to moan or shout out at me between thrusts.
As tired as I was, after I came in her and she climaxed with me, I fell asleep on the couch shortly after the act. Our time together certainly was Wunderbar, as our German friends might say. I don’t know for sure. I don’t speak German.
[image: image-placeholder]A weary groan escaped my lips as I shifted along the couch. A noticeable weight pressed against me, providing a degree of resistance to my movement.
My eyes fluttered to life and took notice of my feline stalker who was presently resting on top of my chest. She grumbled something as she stirred awake. Golden orbs stared at me. “Good morning, boyfriend,” she slurred.
I greeted her with a nod as I rose from my position. “Guess I got a little carried away. Didn’t expect to find myself unconscious all the way out here.”
“Hmph,” she remarked as she rose upon her pawed feet. “I noticed you weren’t in your room. Honestly, making me go looking for you. And even after you promised to make love to me.”
I didn’t dare ask at what time Dusky began her search for me. Knowing her, I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if it was seconds after I’d finished up with Vania. Judging by how insistent Dusty had been as of late, I couldn’t help but suspect.
With a cough, I cleared my throat. “You know, I just woke up.”
“Without a morning salute, I noticed,” she said as she pawed at my crotch.
I winced and backed away from her. “H-hey, dial it down a notch.”
Dusky pouted. “But you promised me kittens.”
I rolled my eyes. “I did promise to breed you.”
“Yeah, so what’s the fucking delay?”
A sigh escaped my lips. “A little bit of patience goes a long way, you know.”
“We can at least play a little, Nathan,” she muttered, pouting. “Don’t be so dull all the time.”
I quirked a brow. “As much action as I give you ladies, you still say I’m dull?”
“When is it gonna be just my turn? No Tasha, no Vania, no Tilly—just me! Aren’t you craving your pussy’s pussy? Don’t you ever wanna get your kitten alone?”
I chuckled at the lewd remark, shaking my head at her antics. “Last I recall, when I had a sample of said pussy, I nearly choked to death on it. Drowning me in your lady juice isn’t exactly the ideal way of getting your turn prioritized.”
Dusky swatted at my arm, scoffing at me. “You know that wasn’t on purpose. You were…you were too damn good, okay?”
I laughed at her candor. “Well…I will keep my word.”
“I’m sensing a but,” Dusky retorted.
“But,” I said as I swatted her ass, getting a yelp from my kitty, “I’m not the right level.”
“Hmmm?”
I sighed, shaking my head. “First of all, no one’s getting bred until we deal with Emmy and the Black Phoenix. Second of all—Level 10. Until I progress at least that far, no breeding can even happen, right?”
“Ah fuck! You remembered…Well…we can make this an undress rehearsal. We can make sure you’re primed and ready for the real thing when it happens, how ‘bout that?”
“I still need to have breakfast.”
Dusky reluctantly nodded. “I suppose you won’t perform as well on an empty stomach. Hurry up or I’ll bully you forever.”
Dusky pranced after me as I opened the double doors leading into the corridor.
I paid her little mind as I took notice of the portraits that lined the walls. They displayed scenic views of nature. Some of the depictions were of beautiful sunsets painting the sky in marvelous hues of orange and crimson. Others were less lovely. In one image a small hamlet was being torn asunder by a tornado. Though I wasn’t sure of the artistic reason behind splattering the center of the frame in splotches of red.
A chill ran down my spine as I realized what was really happening—
The canvas began to leak oil and blood, and the candles ensconced on the walls flickered. Once I got over the initial shudder that a sudden blast of chill inspired, a smile formed along my lips. Apparently, this new addition to the castle was not immune to hauntings, especially when they were perpetrated by my favorite ghost girl.
“Good morning,” Tilly’s voice greeted with a giggle. A jarring static noise burst through the air as she phased in and out of existence. Her flickering ceased after a few seconds as she acclimated herself to the mortal plane around her once more.
“Ahh hell, for a ghost you’re way too cheery this early in the morning,” Dusky fired at her. “Anyway, Nathan’s got a busy day of loving me scheduled, so go haunt a toilet or something.”
A look of disapproval flashed upon my features as I eyeballed the catgirl. “Not that busy. And even if it were, there is no point being rude to your friend.”
“It’s very unbecoming of you, Dusky,” Tilly said, frowning as black blood leaked from her white eyes.
“Oh, I’ll be cumming,” Dusky retorted as she licked her lips. A lascivious expression emerged on her countenance. “All over the place.”
I rolled my eyes. As much as I’d like to say her puerile comment was unexpected, that’d be a blatant lie. I was slowly starting to accept the fact that she was perpetually starved for sexual affection. And from what I’d been told, she hadn’t even gone into heat this year yet. A shudder more terrifying than any haunting Tilly could create nearly sent me to the floor as visions of what that might be like popped into my head.
Both girls looked at me with concern as their hands propped me up. “Are you alright?” my ghostly girlfriend inquired.
I weakly nodded. “Ye-yeah. I just need some breakfast. Eggs. Bacon.”
“If that’s what it’ll take to get you to jump my bones, go ham.”
“Hmm…ham is good too,” I murmured, dodging the subject of her libido, prompting the catgirl to pout and sputter out more protests.
My philosophy at this juncture was simple: It was better to be strong and free to indulge versus being weak and overindulgent. If I let the girls have their way with me, nothing would ever get done around here, and I could easily see myself losing track of my mission. Somehow I doubted Dusky would mind that much if it meant more of me for her to play with, so that meant I needed to be the responsible one.
We navigated the L-shaped hallway together as the girls bickered back and forth with each other. I could feel Dusky’s bosom pressing against my arm while Tilly jealously clung to the other one. With as much pulling as my companions were doing, I half expected to be dragged down to the floor.
Anyway, the three of us made it out into the grand hall and to the kitchen, and I relayed my order to the kitchen spirits. The food materialized out of thin air and onto one of the dining tables in a matter of minutes.
When I parked my rear into one of the seats, a single flimsy napkin, along with my silverware, materialized in front of me.
I quirked a brow at the spirits. “More napkins, please.”
Silence followed. I frowned. They were normally much faster than that. Clearing my throat, I repeated my request. “I said ‘more napkins.’”
Tilly nervously chuckled. “I wouldn’t take that tone with them.”
I frowned. “Well, you said they don’t understand anything but orders, so I thought I’d be a bit more authoratative.”
I was getting ready to request that she elaborate why she was so concerned when my napkins arrived. Too many. A flood of white cloth began pelting me. It was like they found a box full of them and dumped it onto me, buffeting the dining hall in a fluffy rain.
Dusky grunted. “Yeah, I about expected that. While they are subservient, they can take things overly literally if you get snippy. If you request something from them, be polite and patient.”
“Point taken,” I remarked as I swatted the excess napkin supply off the table. Once I uncovered my plate and silverware that had been buried underneath the surplus cloth, I began to eat.
Vania’s voice emerged from a distance as I swallowed down one of my scrambled eggs. “Good morning my love.”
“Good morning,” I greeted back with a smile.
Vania emerged from the floor in her bridal form and quirked a brow at me. “Did you get enough napkins?”
I frowned. “I’m not so sure I should answer that while those spirits are in earshot.”
“They did it out of spite,” Dusky declared as she crossed her arms.
“In their own way they were trying to be helpful,” Vania replied as she snapped her fingers. Many of the napkins littering the ground began to be absorbed into the floor of the castle, phasing through it as purplish tentacles dragged them into an ethereal light.
That talent would have been useful for cleaning an apartment back on Earth. I had to confess I was spoiled, and despite the naughty kitchen phantoms, I was loving every second of it.
I bit into a piece of bacon. Though a tad uncouth, I did speak as I chewed. “Well, I should probably be more patient next time.”
Vania chuckled. “The previous master learned that the hard way too. Never demand things now, now, now.” She sat next to me. “Anyway, my love, it will be sometime tomorrow, but the portal will be ready soon. I thought you should know.”
“You move fast. So, you’ve already leveled up?”
“I spent the points from it at least. Did so while you slept.”
I nodded. “Perfect. We’re moving right along schedule then. Any particular targets I should try my luck with? Should we seek out the arachne again?”
The blonde figure shook her head. “There will be targets, but not ones we’ll save this time.”
I quirked a brow at Vania. “Excuse me, V? What do you mean?”
Vania fixated her gaze on one of the girls across from me.
The black-haired ghost stared back at her in discomfort. “Why are you looking at me like that?” Tilly asked as she scratched her nose.
“Master Nathaniel can level up by rescuing monster girls and forging bonds. It’s time we made a move on another one of those bonds,” Vania said as she leaned forward in her seat, propping her elbow on the table and pressing her knuckles against her chin. “Starting with giving you the closure you need, Tilly.”
“Cl-closure?”
“Now hold on a minute,” Dusky protested. “He’s supposed to be mine for the day.”
I mouthed an apology at her before turning to Vania. “Elaborate, please. What do you mean by closure?”
A twisted smile formed upon the blonde’s lips. “I’m talking a little payback for the ones who condemned Tilly to her present existence. It’s a thread I feel is long overdue to be severed.”
Tilly’s expression darkened. “I’m not sure I’m ready for that. You can’t…it’s too soon,” she said as her physical form became more translucent.
Dusky’s eyes darted between Tilly and Vania. “If she feels it’s too soon then let it go for now. You can spend the day with me, as we solemnly swore you would first thing this morning.”
I shook my head, much to her chagrin. “I didn’t promise anything, and we can have that fun after a mission. Today I should prepare. If we have an opportunity to venture through the portals, we need to take it.”
Vania nodded. “Great minds think alike, my love.”
“It’s too soon!” the specter shouted again. The room felt like ice when she made her declaration, so cold I could suddenly see my breath. One of the chairs clattered onto the floor as she disappeared altogether. When she reappeared, though only for a brief moment, I saw her floating form shooting out of the room and into the hallway in a white and black blur. After several seconds of cold silence, the temperature in the room heated once more.
My lips curved into a frown. I looked at both Vania and Dusky. “This is something Tilly and I need to discuss in private. If she isn’t ready to take the next step, it’d be wrong to force it on her. Especially given it’ll put her at a crossroads.”
“After taking revenge on the ones who smeared her good name in the dirt…what will you do if she changes her mind and decides to pass on into the great beyond? You ready to say your goodbyes so soon?” Dusky asked.
My expression went sullen. “That’ll be up to her,” I said as I stood from the table. “Tilly and I need to talk. This…is something she and I must discuss alone.”
Dusky hummed a sound of irritation. “Do what you will.”
I sighed and gave her a sympathetic look. “If someone wronged you the way they did her, I’d be willing to kill for you. Can you at least respect that?”
Dusky nodded, albeit reluctantly, her lip jutting out in a guilty pout.
Vania closed her eyes for a moment and spoke. “My love, I believe you’ll find her waiting for you in your room.”
I departed from the dining hall without a further word. This would no doubt be a delicate matter, and I would need all the energy I could muster to support Tilly. Her decision would determine what would lie in wait for us tomorrow.




Chapter thirteen








Turnabout is Foreplay


When I stepped into my chambers, I found Tilly cocooned in the satin sheets on my bed, her long hair hovering past the edge and onto the floor. The room was pitch-black, save for the faint glow emanating from her. 
Silently, I made my way toward the ghost and took a seat beside her. The mattress groaned with my descent. I made no sudden moves.
We sat quietly together as I gave the girl time to compose herself. The last thing I wanted to do was to stress her out even more. After all, the task being proposed was one that pulled into question her very future here should she successfully achieve our goal and then make the decision to cross over into heaven.
It’d be a permanent goodbye. To the castle. To me.
The prospect of it all gave me a fit of silent anxiety. When I was close to people I gave two shits about, the last thing I wanted was to risk losing them. Still, I couldn’t be selfish. I didn’t have the intestinal fortitude to tell her she had to seek vengeance or that she should refrain from it, and it wasn’t my place to tell her she shouldn’t take her one obvious shot at passing on safely into the afterlife. While Vania was correct that bonds needed to be forged for me and her to grow stronger, I wasn’t sure this was the right way to go about it, even if the creeps that wronged her deserved every bit of retribution that would be coming their way.
Tilly sniffled. The red sheets shifted as the ghostly woman adjusted herself and poked her ghostly head all the way out of them. Her long, wet hair soaked the blanket, and black, oily streaks ran down from her pearlescent eyes. The look should have seemed empty without irises, but I could feel so much emotion behind them.
I smiled and attempted a modicum of small talk. Anything to break the ice and make the conversation feel casual. “And here I was thinking there was a hairy burrito that had taken over my bed.”
She frowned. “No…just a weepy phantomess.”
“One that can talk to me about anything, tears or no tears. It’s your decision, you know. I won’t force you into anything.”
Tilly averted her eyes, directing them towards the wall. “Well, that doesn’t make it any easier. I’m scared. There’s a whirlwind of feelings tearing through me, Nathan.”
I couldn’t even begin to imagine how she felt. Her reputation had been dragged through the mud. What was left of her body was made to vanish after her demise and her parents were left with the notion their daughter was some sort of deranged killer. All over a damned lie. The whole situation was beyond horrible.
I gave her a silent nod. I contemplated my words before I tried to utter a response. “It can’t be easy on any level. No doubt the whole situation is a bit much to take in all at once.”
Tilly nodded. “When I think of what they did to me, to my family by extension, letting them think I was a murderer…They deserve to suffer for it. They couldn’t be content to just let me die. It wasn’t enough that I was the one who was actually murdered. They had to salvage my husband’s…” she scowled as she realized what she said. “…sorry, my ex-husband’s image at my expense. Labeling me…what was it?”
“The Teen Black Widow,” I replied.
She whimpered as she leaned against me, crying into my shoulder. “It’s unfair what they did to me.” As all this was happening, I could see objects whirring through the darkness, twisting in a sort of poltergeist-driven tornado. A few times, some of the objects, like bedstands, and books, even forced me to duck or dodge.
“I know.”
Tilly looked up at me with a pitiful expression marring her delicate face. The vulnerability residing in her eyes tugged at my heartstrings. On instinct, I embraced her, holding the teary-eyed beauty tightly in my arms. “Shhhh,” I cooed. “I’ve got you. Whatever you decide to do, I’ll support you without question.”
“I can’t say no,” she declared. “You need to level up. It’s an opportunity.”
An opportunity. The world was certainly full of them. Stepping on her to get what I wanted just wasn’t one of those options.
“You’re not an object, Tilly. You’re not a means to an end. If this path isn’t something you wish to go down, I am happy to respect your decision. I wouldn’t have it any other way, in fact.”
“But—”
I quieted her with a kiss, then kept talking. “Besides, there remain other ways for me to level up. Achieving a bond with you by helping you get revenge on the men who wronged you is but one of many avenues we can choose to take together. It’s worth mentioning that doing this would help you gain better control of your hauntings, though.” I gestured to the chaos around us, and as if to make my point for me, a crack of thunder sounded outside the window.
The young woman’s sobbing diminished into ragged breathing as she regained her composure. She looked me in the eyes. “I’m scared. I...I don’t want to move on.”
“You’ll have a choice,” I reassured her. “If you want to pass on you may. If you don’t, you’ll always have a place with me for as long as I live. You know I’d never leave you.”
“I know! I want to be with you, always!”
I smiled at her emphatic declaration. “You sure about that? We’ve got a lot to do. I’ll be quite busy over the coming years.”
“I don’t care,” she hotly retorted. “As long as it is with you...I’d...I’d be happy.”
Her words pleased me. I patted her back for reassurance but still felt selfish somehow. “Well, if I have any influence on your decision, I’d urge us to take care of it, so long as you can handle it. As you said, they deserve to pay for what they did. As long as you can point them out to me, we can see this problem through, and maybe you’ll feel better afterwards.”
“Movies always made it seem like revenge was hollow,” she muttered. “Like, afterwards you just feel so empty because you have nothing else to live for.”
“Except that you still have a lot to live for, even as a ghost. Hell, you didn’t even know about what they did to you until a couple of weeks ago, right?”
She nodded slowly. “I guess, yeah.”
“You’ll still have me, Vania, Dusky, Sabina—our whole purpose here! It won’t happen to you.”
Tilly smiled. “I guess you’re right.” Then her expression became menacing as the warmth in the room was replaced with an eerie chill that sent shivers down my spine and all the floating objects crashed to the floor. “I suppose it’s been a long time coming. As long as I can stay with you when it’s all over, I’ll gleefully carry out my vengeance.”
Mentally unsound as I was, I found her words hot. Her dedication paired with her desire for her own justice made her irresistible, so I pulled her into a kiss and brought her back down to the sheets. The pair of us curled up together in the bed as my fingers went to work on her dress. The white dress she wore was swiftly discarded to the side as she reached into my trousers.
“Pl-please,” she said as she fondled my dick. “Give it to me.”
I nodded hungrily. “Somehow I just know Dusky is going to be angry about this,” I muttered as I got to work. 
[image: image-placeholder]I spent most of the day with Tilly. Prying eyes followed us when I departed from my bedroom, of course. It was difficult not to pay notice to a needy entourage consisting of a Frankensteiny supermodel, a vampiress, and a horny catgirl. When Tilly and I finally parted ways, I decided it was time to acknowledge the others.
The succubus, of course, wasn’t among the crowd. Group stalking was probably too uncouth for her proud sensibilities.
After being trailed to the library, I sighed and stood by the entrance, waiting for my harem to gather. “Yes?” I asked.
“Master,” Sabina spoke. “We couldn’t help but notice you’ve been cooped up in your room for a large chunk of the day.”
I turned my head and looked out one of the windows. I must’ve lost more time than I’d imagined. The skies outside were still grayish in their coloration, but a tinge of orange was forming upon the horizon announcing the coming evening.
“With Tilly,” Shelley added with a hint of jealousy residing in her tone. “Daddy is making us feel lonely.”
I crossed my arms and eyeballed Dusky. “I’m surprised you didn’t fill them in.”
“All I told them was you were going to speak with her.”
“I did.”
A suspicious brow raised on the catgirl’s face. “And that’s all that happened?”
“Well, I never said that either,” I retorted. “What makes you so sure it wasn’t only a long conversation?”
Sabina coughed and gestured towards my crotch.
I cocked my head in confusion before I looked down. Apparently, my fly was still unzipped. That explained the draft I’d been feeling. Casually, I adjusted my zipper and did a quick cough of my own. “Sometimes it does that,” I said.
Dusky pouted. “It needs to do that around me.”
Shelley joined immediately. “And me, Daddy. I know I certainly enjoy the view.”
“Come now, girls—”
“Is that an order?” Sabina quickly interjected.
I shook my head. “I’m going to need my energy for tomorrow. This wouldn’t be the best time for getting intimate.”
“If only you told that to Tilly,” Dusky murmured. “Ghost-bitch is stealing all my action. Oh well, at least that answers the big mystery. She hust have said yes to going on the mission.”
I nodded. “Correct. The trick will be finding our target. I’m assuming they’re not all bundled up in one convenient location.”
“Daddy gets to play a little detective work with Tilly while we’re all lonely waiting here the whole time,” Shelley said with a sullen expression. “You sure you can’t take us all with you?”
“No,” I replied. “Vania has limits to how many of us she can allow the portal to accommodate.”
Shelley quirked a brow. “Well…we know she can at least take three.”
Dusky nodded as she licked her lips. “And you’re definitely not going there on a rescue mission. So, there could be three coming and going.”
I paused. I considered rebuking them and advising it was a personal thing, but Dusky had made a solid point. She was also the one that had brought Tilly to these castle walls in the first place.
“Well…it’s a thought.”
Sabina shook her head. “Master, permit me to speak. I think you’re all forgetting something.”
All eyes fell upon the vampiress. She let out a nervous chuckle as she twirled a strand of black hair in between her fingers. “Well…forgive me for being the fly in the ointment here, but Tilly can’t leave the demiplane. She’s still bound to Vania as a ghost. How were you planning on getting her out of here?”
“I…ah…well…” My attempts at speaking became nothing more than broken fragments. I felt like blank pages between the bindings of a dictionary cover: I was at a loss for words.
Sabina had raised a real concern. This entire time Tilly’s spirit had been stuck within the castle walls. She could scarcely leave the grounds, and even then she needed her doll to do it. I was mentally kicking myself in the ass for neglecting such a crucial detail. If she couldn’t come with me then I wasn’t sure how personally carrying out her revenge would do much to help with our bonding.
I briefly glanced over to Dusky for input. She’d taken her from the United States of America, or at least some alternate version of it. I was betting on her having an idea of how to transport her back there.
Unfortunately, my chips were in the wrong corner as the catgirl dashed my hopes with the shrug of her shoulders. “Sorry, Nathan. In my excitement, I’d forgotten. She’s right. I mean, it was a delicate process getting her into Vania when I did. A return trip could do untold damage. Maybe even cause her to disappear for good.”
“A return trip could do something like that to her?” I asked with widened eyes.
Dusky nodded. “It very well could. Though given this whole scheme was Vania’s doing in the first place, I’m sure she has an idea. I can’t see her sending Tilly off on a suicide mission. The safer route would be to plan another rescue, but she suggested this.”
What Dusky said made sense. I cleared my throat and waited expectantly for the castle to opine her thoughts on the matter.
Vania’s voice spoke from a distance. “I believe Tali could resolve that problem.”
“Believe or know?” I asked. “I can’t risk Tilly’s safety.”
“My husband, trust me. I would never endanger the girls here needlessly. The trick is to understand the quirk of each monster.”
“Quirk?”
Vania hummed. “Yes, my love. Take spirits. In most instances they can inhabit a place, item, or person when they cling to this world. Whatever it is, the object in question serves as an anchor that allows them to linger rather than disappear altogether.”
“I follow,” I replied. “Let me guess: this castle, or you, is serving as her anchor?”
“Clever,” Vania commented. “I’m glad you catch on quickly as always. You’ll need to keep your wits about you if we’re going to make this work with Tilly.”
That’s what concerned me. I still had no clue what the hell that plan entailed.
Vania spoke again before I asked what the solution was. “Tali could bind her spirit to an object, removing her binding from the castle. This would be the key to allowing her to travel alongside you—with a magical talisman.”
“Talisman? Well, what could we use for that?”
Sabina snapped her fingers. “Maybe something personal to Tilly. Like that doll! She already uses that to go outside the castle! She can already possess it for short periods of time on her own!”
I slowly nodded my head. It sounded as good an idea as we would come up with. “Well, this is all a moot point until we talk to Tali.”
“Did I hear master say my sister’s name?” Tasha’s voice asked. The werehound bounded the corner on all fours with her tongue panting.
Shelley laughed at her sudden intrusion, awkwardly petting her shoulder with her clawed hand. “I was wondering where you were.”
“Getting chow,” Tasha replied. “Tell me, what’s going on with my sister?”
We filled her in on the situation.
Tasha nodded with enthusiasm. “Well, what are we all waiting for? We’re losing time and light. Let’s get going!”
She was bounding out of the area and heading for the front entrance with lightning speed and without waiting for anyone else to follow her. Still, I agreed with her. We all did. This whole plan hinged on Tali having the answer. We wouldn’t learn anything more until we held an audience with her and discussed the situation.
I considered asking Sabina to make a retrieval for me, but there was that little problem of sunlight still lingering outside. A vampiress and sunlight went as well together as oil and water.
Clearing my throat, I gave a command. “Shelley, fetch Tilly and that rag doll.”
“Yes, daddy!”
“And stop calling me that.”
“No, daddy.”
With the departure of the beautiful amalgamation, I took a deep breath and followed after Tasha, who was probably already beating down her sister’s door judging by her speed when she bolted off like a flash of lightning.
[image: image-placeholder]When I stepped inside Tali’s hut a few minutes later, Tasha was already next to her sister, wagging her tail rapidly as she whispered something to her. The witch took on a pensive expression as she listened to her sibling’s words.
After a few seconds of the muted chatter, Tali turned to face me. She propped her elbow against her cauldron. “It seems my services are in need of once again.”
“Yes,” I replied. “I’m assuming you understand how fucked up of a situation it is.”
“From saving monsters to killing people. It’s an interesting change of pace.”
I frowned. “Can you give her a strong anchor?”
“Does my humble abode look like a dock for ships?” the silver-haired beauty retorted with a grin. When I didn’t crack a smile at her remark, she shrugged her shoulders. “Alright, fine, no jokes then. Yes. It’ll take some preparation, but what you’re requesting can be done.”
“How long?”
After my question was posed, others began to flock around the door. Shelley came waltzing in with the stringy-haired doll, holding it up with the hand that didn’t possess a sharp set of claws but normal fingernails.
Tali’s eyes darted to the doll. She took a step back when Tilly’s voice spoke through it.
“Is it something you could have done by tonight?”
The witch laughed. “Naturally. I just need to know if the vessel you’re inhabiting is personal to you.”
“It was a gift from my grandmother from when I was a little girl. She was like a second mother to me. It’s the last thing I have to remember her by before she died of cancer.”
Tali quirked a brow. “Cancer?”
“A terminal illness,” I clarified before I redirected the conversation. “Anyway, is the doll good enough for whatever spell or ritual you need to do?”
The witch nodded. “Yes. It will be perfect as an anchor, but I must warn you, Tilly: if the object you inhabit is damaged or destroyed, you could potentially fade away as a shadow. You could become nothing.”
The remark was met with silence. Tilly contemplated the notion for several seconds until her voice came from the doll again. “Well, I trust my master. Nathaniel will never let anything like that happen with my vessel.”
“That’s right,” I said with a quick smile. “I’ll always keep you safe.”
My words made Tasha wag her tail as her expression lit up. The silver-haired witch also grinned at my remark. “Your dedication to one another is touching. Makes me jealous.”
Dusky snorted from the doorway. “Just what we need. A third wheel.”
Shelley turned to the catgirl and looked at her with a befuddled countenance. “I’m sure we already have at least six or seven wheels rolling around here already.”
“Exactly! Rolling on after my man!” Dusky said as she hugged me tightly to make me groan. “Don’t you think that’s unfair? Unjust? What a cruel, vicious world.”
I sighed as I felt the makings of a migraine forming behind my temples. “Focus, please. This is not exactly a trivial matter here. We’re talking about Tilly right now.”
Dusky cleared her throat. “Yes, and we still need to discuss me coming with you.”
“No, but…” I paused and shrugged my shoulders. “On second thought, I’ll allow it.”
The catgirl’s face lit up like a Christmas tree at that news. “Really?”
I nodded. “It’s only fair, I suppose. After all, you were the one that retrieved both Tilly and me in the first place.”
Dusky nodded. “Plucked you right up into my paws.”
“Are you sure about this?” Tilly asked from the doll.
I nodded. “Why not? I imagine this trip will be far less threatening than what we endured in Reapingwood. Even Dunhollow.”
“Don’t get me started on Dunhollow,” Tasha grumbled.
Dunhollow was a backward place to say the least. This quest was simple by comparison. We had to overcome an entire village of lunatics there. We were only dealing with a few guys this time—normal people devoid of magic. With my superior reflexes acquired from leveling up and supernatural powers, I didn’t foresee there being much in the way of difficulty.
Tali held out her hand and Shelley gave her the doll. The witch began muttering something under her breath. The words weren’t grumblings of frustration, but some odd incantation that I couldn’t understand for the life of me.
The witch brought Tilly’s vessel over to her table and began pulling out a few supplies. A book, a candle, and a knife. When she drew the blade, she motioned to me.
Shelley immediately stood in front of her. “What do you need Daddy for?” Her tone sounded skeptical.
Tali crossed her arms. “His blood.”
“I have a vampiress for that,” I joked.
The witch’s brow furrowed at my humor. “You’re the closest to her. Your blood could strengthen the anchor. A lot of magic involves blood, given that it’s associated with life and uh…unlife, I guess you could say.”
I figured she meant ‘undead,’ but I wasn’t magically inclined like my silver-haired resident witch, so I didn’t challenge her authority on the subject.
Instead, I approached her and held out my hand as she raised the blade. “How much do you need?’
“A slice across your palm will do it.”
Compared to the blood I shed in my struggle against Emmy, that was a very small price to pay. Besides, I’d do anything to help my girls and further my mission. If a little nick to the palm was the worst that I would have had to endure to ensure Tilly’s safety, I’d be happy to bleed for her.
Holding open my hand, the witch made a quick incision. My palm burned for a few seconds, but that was the worst of it. My healing properties took root quickly enough. Within a minute, the area where my flesh had parted closed itself. Other than a tingly sensation that seemed to dance around the center of my hand, I didn’t really feel much from it.
Tali glanced at us from her table and shooed us away. “Privacy folks. Too many chefs in the kitchen. Away with you all.”
“I’m staying,” I declared.
Tasha’s ears drooped. “You don’t want to kick out your own sister, do you?”
Tali sighed. “Fine, Nathaniel, Tasha, and Tilly. Everyone else needs to leave.”
Dusky and Shelley expressed their discontent, the catgirl swore and the amalgamation whined something involving the word “Daddy” before the pair stormed out of the hut.
It was a little easier to breathe with fewer people. I assumed concentration was needed for her to do her magic. As long as she was successful, she could cite whatever stipulations were needed to ensure she could complete her work.
Tali allowed the blood on the knife to drip along the doll. She hovered it above the vessel and slowly moved the blade in a semi-circular manner as she continued her strange chanting.
The whole time I felt some sort of presence emitting from the doll. I couldn’t feel it before when Tilly had last possessed it, but something about it felt warm to me. It was like a small flame that expanded outward towards me.
I closed my eyes. The warmth from it felt comforting. I could feel the sensation travel along my shoulder. In a way, this experience reminded me of silk rubbing along naked flesh.
When my eyes opened, Tilly was standing next to me. Her fingers had traveled to the nape of my neck.
“You’re no longer in the doll?”
“Not quite,” she said. “I’m still there, but I can manifest out of it. I couldn’t do that outside of the castle until now.”
A smile formed along my lips. “Looks like a whole new world of possibilities has opened up to you, babe.”
“As long as you’re in that world with me, that’s all I care about.”
Tali sat down in her chair and wiped the blade of her knife with a piece of cloth. “Well, tell me how you feel,” she said.
Tilly floated around the room and did a spin through the air. She vanished and reemerged next to the witch. “I feel fan-freaking-tastic. Almost alive again. Thank you so much.”
The witch nodded her head in approval. “Just remember what I said. That doll is your lifeline. The both of you must take care of it.”
“We will.”
“Or you’ll be lost forever.”
Tasha whined. “Don’t talk like that, sister. If those two say they’ll take care of it, then they’ll take care of it.”
Tali leaned back in her chair. “Any other requests you have of me?”
“N-no,” I said. “Thank you. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”
“I’ll hold you to it,” she said, winking.
I thanked her again and left her hut. Tasha chased after me with her tail oscillating back and forth in rapid motions. “Before you leave, you’ve got to spank my ass for good luck.”
Sounded like an interesting ritual. I obliged and got a whimper out of the werehound, which provoked laughter from Tilly.
“We’re not leaving until tomorrow you know,” I remarked.
“Good, then you’ll have time to give me more spankings.”
I rolled my eyes. “I need to focus my energies on the coming mission, Tasha. Though if you’re extra good, I might give that booty of yours another smack for good measure before I leave.”
“You will! Ohhhh! You’re too kind.”
My head was beginning to throb. Still, it pleased me to be a source of happiness for the silver-haired werehound, even if her needs were...nonstandard.
Tomorrow would prove easy, I was sure. The most difficult thing would be tracking down these friends. As long as we could do that, there’d be nothing to worry about when it came to dispatching them. The most concerning thing would be the choice Tilly made after the deed was done.
Yep. The job itself would be uneventful.
I found out later how wrong that presumption was. Dead wrong.




Chapter fourteen








Risk


Tilly, Dusky, and I stood before the violet portal that hummed in place. Every time I stood in front of one of those things, I could feel the hairs on my arms stand to attention from the energy they emitted. I’m not saying the experience by any means was an unpleasant one. I merely found the sensation odd. 
If my traveling companions were discomforted by the portal, the two girls offered no indication of it. When it came to Dusky, I wasn’t surprised. She had the ability to conjure portals in the first place. Vania’s assistance merely made their beckoning easy for her.
As for Tilly, she’d been stuck in the castle for a little while now. This was her first time going out since she’d become a permanent guest underneath Vania’s roof. She was a difficult one to read. She displayed no signs of joy at the prospect of the departure. Instead, she carried herself with an unusually stern countenance.
Her stormy face made sense. As we were in pursuit of the ones who’d tarnished her name, this trip wasn’t going to be a pleasant one. Our journey was all business.
Dusky had perhaps picked up on that detail. For once, she wasn’t acting particularly starved for sex. I couldn’t decide yet if her being all serious was a welcome break from her usual antics or a disturbing change of pace. Perhaps a bit of both.
My eyes glanced down at the doll I held before I darted my view toward the ghostly figure floating next to me on my right side. “It’s time,” I said.
Tilly nodded before her form disappeared. Within seconds, I heard her voice project itself from the doll. “Ready.”
All business indeed. I found myself saddened by her disposition but accepted it. The air likely wouldn’t lose its weight around her until this ugly business reached its necessary conclusion.
Taking a deep breath, I braced myself to breach the portal. Electricity ran down my spine as I stepped through the circular opening.
The purple dissipated and gave way to a clear, blue sky. It was the smoothest portal I’d gone through yet. I was almost blown away by how quick and uneventful the transition between worlds had been. I adjusted my view in time for a blaring horn to sound.
“Oh fuck!” I yelled before I snatched Dusky’s arm.
We leapt to the sidewalk as the speeding, blue sedan blazed by us.
My heart raced as I looked around. We were in the middle of a city. When I turned my head to see if Dusky was alright, the look she bore on her face was a flabbergasted one.
“Nathaniel, what the hell was that?”
When I was certain I wasn’t going into cardiac arrest, I responded. “An automobile. Specifically, a speeding one that was about an ace away from turning us all into roadkill.”
“We land here for literally two seconds, and something is already dashing down the road trying to kill us,” she groaned. “Fuck, I forgot your worlds had these things. Give me a second to remember all this bullshit.”
I rose on my feet and wiped my pant legs before I held out a hand to the agitated catgirl. Her golden eyes blinked. Cursing under her breath, she accepted my appendage and rose from the ground. She glanced at the doll. “Recognize where we’re located?”
“Nevada,” Tilly replied.
“The Silver State,” I remarked as I glanced around the area. My eyes homed in on the large sign that was across the road from us.
Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas.
Flashy enough. Certainly made for one hell of a welcome, minus our near miss with the speeding vehicle.
“Now tell me the names, again,” I said.
Dusky tilted her head at me.
I faced her. “These pricks we’re going after have names. Do you remember them? If not, I can consult my pocket journal.”
“Phil Philipson, Martin Fernando, and Joe Bellamy,” the catgirl replied.
I frowned as I burned their names into my mind. The first name she said stood out like a sore thumb. It sounded to me like a fake alias. Either that or basically child abuse. My eyes fixated towards the doll I carried for confirmation.
“That would be them,” she replied.
“So these men—” I paused for a moment, grimacing as though I’d bitten into a sour lemon. The last thing I wanted to call these creeps were men. They were slime. Correcting myself, I continued, “these people live in Las Vegas, right?”
“Martin does,” she replied. “Joe and Phil should be in Henderson. They’re roomies.”
Seemed easy enough. We’d start with this Martin Fernando character and then get the other two assholes next.
“How far is Henderson?” I asked.
Tilly replied quickly. “It’s about 16 miles away. We could get there in about twenty minutes from the interstate.”
If we had a car, I thought to myself. Then again, obtaining one wouldn’t pose much of a problem. I held enough working knowledge to know how to hotwire one if it came down to it. Not that grand theft auto was something I was eager to do, but where our identities were masked and we appeared like any other Joe on the street, it wouldn’t be an end-of-the-world deal. Besides, potentially engaging in theft was the least of our worries, given the fact we’d arrived with the intent to kill three people. Disturbing as the notion sounded, our purpose here amounted to nothing more than business, albeit atypical and violent at its core.
Besides, with how bizarre all this dimensional hopping was, I still couldn’t be entirely sure that the version of Earth that I hailed from was a carbon copy of Tilly’s world. For all I knew this place had an alternate history where the Axis Powers won World War 2 and Vanilla Ice was still relevant.
Truth be told, I had no intention of sticking around and finding out either way. Once we tracked down these three assholes and allowed Tilly to enact her vengeance upon them, we planned on leaving this place. The sooner the better.
I’d never been particularly fond of Earth. Don’t get me wrong, I had friends and a life. But within the walls of Vania’s castle, I had many things there that were much better than the trappings of my old home. It was my own paradise of sorts…Women devoted to me, and any and all food I could imagine available upon request. No dead-end job and no bills. I was loved exactly for who I was.
Staying on Earth again would never happen. Never.
“Are you alright, Nathan?” Dusky asked.
I snapped to attention, plucked out of my thoughts in an instant. “Yeah. Just formulating a plan,” I said before I looked at the doll. “You said we’d find Martin here. Where does he live?”
“San Croix apartments. It’s located on Spring Mountain Road. It’s a bit of a walk, but we can do it.”
“Define ‘a bit of a walk’,” Dusky requested.
Tilly paused before her voice came back to us. “About 5 miles or so from the Strip.”
“The Strip?” Dusky asked.
“The Las Vegas Strip. It’s the main road with all the prestigious casinos and hotels you can think of. Like Caesars Palace. The Bellagio.”
I nodded. “I’ve heard of those, but never been,” I said before I turned to Dusky. “I don’t suppose you have any money on you, do you?”
Dusky smirked. “Got nothing hiding in these paws. Though I’ve got a treasure for you inside my panties if you’d like to go searching. What do you say we make the Strip live up to its name later?”
I rolled my eyes. At least that remark sounded a little bit more like the Dusky I knew. “Out in public?”
“I said we could do it later. Once we’ve secured ourselves a little privacy. Unless of course exhibitionism is your thing.”
My frown made it evident it wasn’t. While I didn’t mind if my girls watched me perform, I certainly minded if random members of the public did.
Clearing my throat, I responded. “We need to stay focused. Since we don’t have money, we’re either going to be hitchhiking, sneaking aboard a bus, stealing a vehicle, or walking the whole way.”
“Ooooh, a little theft.”
“You say that like it’s a funny thing. We’re here for vengeance,” I declared. “Not exactly going to be lighthearted shit we’ll be doing.”
Dusky nodded. “So, we’re going to be killing them?”
Tilly’s voice came from the doll. “I don’t know.”
I quirked a brow. “What do you mean you ‘don’t know’?”
“Look, this isn’t easy for me. For God’s sake, I knew these guys. I’m still having trouble coming to grips with the fact that they could fuck me over the way that they did. Are you sure you didn’t get it wrong, Dusky? There must be something amiss.”
Dusky scoffed. “I promise you I didn’t imagine them carving your body up and dumping you in the Colorado River.”
“Well maybe they…I don’t know. I don’t know!”
Dusky scowled. “Don’t give these jerks an out. Those monsters tied your body down with cement all so they could ensure you’d stay at the bottom of that river. Once they got over the shock of seeing your dead body along with your husband’s, they worked fast enough. Trust me, those three weren’t your friends, Tilly, I can promise you that. Not with what they did to you. There’s no fucking way they could be with what they allowed people to believe about you after disposing of you like a piece of trash!”
I remained quiet. The decision at the end of the day was Tilly’s choice, though a part of me felt like making it for her. The fact that these people would take a poor victim like Tilly and tarnish her reputation as a lunatic serial killer while her homicidal piece of shit husband was made out to be some poor victim…That was beyond injustice—it was evil. To me, this situation was black and white. The only correct answer in my mind was making the bastards pay for what they did to her.
“At the very least they need to suffer,” Tilly conceded. “I’m assuming we’ll begin with Martin.”
In terms of proximity, that decision made the most sense.
“Yes,” I answered. “I suggest we get moving while we have daylight.”
“Moving where?” Dusky asked. “To a car? A bus? The road ahead?”
I brushed my thumb along the corner of my lip. “Well, I’m still deciding things on the fly. Improv,” I remarked as my eyes scanned some of the nearby lots. Given we were going to be hustling, and hustling fast, I was leaning on procuring us a car.
The catgirl tapped her chin. “Hmm…when I think of improv, I think of acting.”
“Didn’t realize you have acting theaters in your home world.”
Dusky shrugged. “Well, I don’t know about full-on acting, but we do perform a bit for campfire stories at least, and there are some theaters where people reenact the deeds of heroes and gods.”
I nodded as I listened to her, considering our options. Putting on a bit of a performance to get what we needed was one way to go about it, though our actions would obviously have higher stakes than most entertainment. Our choices could get us in trouble with the law if we stuck around long enough. While I had the enhanced reflexes I’d gained from leveling up, and I could probably win most physical altercations with ease, I wasn’t sure how my body would react to bullets.
Then there was the matter of Tilly’s anchor. Tali’s warning echoed in the back of my mind. If anything were to happen to the doll, there was the chance she could disappear forever with no way home.
Those bastards had taken enough from her. I’d be damned if I’d stand idle and let those cowards take her from me, too.
With that belief instilled within me, I decided to make my move as I saw an automobile dealership not far from where we were standing.
“Dusky, you ever been inside a fancy sports car?”
The catgirl pondered my inquiry for a moment before she voiced her response. “To be honest with you, I’ve not really been inside any car, let alone a sports car.”
A smile flashed across my features. “Well ladies, I say if we’re going to take a ride out on the town, we do it in style.”
Tilly’s voice possessed a degree of mirth when she responded. “Putting the pedal to the metal, are we?”
“For you, absolutely. Time to make a move.”
Dusky quirked a brow. “Is that right? And how were we going to go about it? I’m assuming your sports car isn’t going to drop out of the sky, is it?”
“Maybe it’s one of the many abilities I gained through leveling up,” I chuckled with a smirk.
“Now I know you’re fucking around with us.”
I let out a dry laugh. “It’d be nice. Just a snap of your fingers and insta-car,” I mused before I gestured towards the dealership near us. “In this case, I say we go over there. What do you think? Tilly, are you up for scaring some salesmen and salesladies?”
“You know it, master. Sounds like a blast.”
With that enthusiastic declaration given utterance, we set out to get ourselves a ride. Once we acquired a vehicle, we’d need to move fast.
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Within a minute, one of those modified golf carts car salesmen often rode around in came rolling towards us. The man operating it was in his mid-twenties from his looks. He wore a blue collared shirt with a black tie neatly resting along the front of it.
“Hello,” he greeted with a cheery smile.
You know what to expect first if you’ve ever haggled with a used car salesperson—that plastic grin. The manufactured laugh just about all of them employed when they wanted to put on a show and pretend to be your friend? That was probably minutes away from being used.
Clearing my throat, I returned the greeting. “Hi.”
“Is there anything you’re looking for?”
“You could say that. Got a few vehicles in mind I’m deciding between.”
The fake laugh from the man came immediately after my remark. “Well, it’s always good to have options. You know what helps me make a decision is narrowing down what precisely I’m looking for in a vehicle. Features. Price. The way it handles. All important stuff to consider.”
I was starting to tune the man out, especially after he let out another grating laugh. He said something about a test drive. I was only half paying attention to his yammering as I eyeballed the cars on the lot.
Eventually, his boisterous demeanor came to a halt as he realized I wasn’t going to stand out here lubricating my gums and engaging him in a bunch of meaningless back-and-forth prattle.
“Well, tell me what are you and your lady looking for? Something roomy?”
I glanced at him for a moment with a fake smile of my own, though I was trying to make mine look ominous. “The doll shall choose.”
The salesman let out a nervous chuckle as he adjusted his tie. “I’m sorry. The…the doll will choose? Is that what you said?”
Tilly’s voice came out of the doll. “Show us a Ford Mustang. Current year. Now.”
When he heard the voice, for a second he looked like he was about to buckle over and fall off his cart. The man’s eyes widened in bewilderment. “Yeah, I could do that,” he said as he gestured toward his right. “That’s a nifty trick. I didn’t know I was helping a ventriloquist here.”
“No talent for it,” I replied. “Never could throw my voice.”
“But I can throw people,” Tilly said from the doll. “Want to see?”
The salesman stammered. “Uh…well uh…why don’t uh…why don’t you all go over there? I’ll just uh—check with my manager and see if we can find the key to one of our Mustangs. Any uh…color preference?”
“Red. Like the color of blood,” Tilly cackled.
The man nodded as he drove his cart to the front of the dealership. Once he was out of earshot, I spoke to Tilly. “Do you know how hard it is for me not to laugh with you saying things like that?”
Dusky snickered. “Red like the color of blood? Really?”
“You said to make my performance creepy.”
“Well, yes—”
“Then there you have it. Creepy,” Tilly declared.
To be honest, she nailed it. Though my thoughts were weighted more toward creepy imagery versus the scary doll route, it still made for an amusing enough diversion for the time being.
I cleared my throat. “Well, it’s a good start, but we want to clear the people out of here. Long enough for us to get away with the car.”
“And how long would we have before they realized it went missing?” Tilly responded.
Dusky looked at me for my answer.
I sighed. “If we scare them off, we’ll have until they get back. Sad to say, friends, but the guy is going to remember the couple with the scary doll asking about the Mustang. That sort of thing tends to leave an impression.”
“A spooky impression,” Tilly chirped sweetly.
My eyes rolled at the comment. “Well, in any case, being sneaky is out of the question, especially if we end up taking a blood-red Mustang.”
Dusky crossed her arms. “Okay, say he gets back and sees it is gone. What happens next?”
“Police,” I murmured.
The thought of the authorities getting involved certainly would throw a monkey wrench into the gears of my original plan. Fortunately, the answer to the situation amounted to a bait and switch.
I gesticulated towards a blue Mustang that wasn’t far from us. “I don’t suppose there is a chance you’d be happy with that color?”
Tilly giggled. “I like it. Especially with those white racing stripes.”
That brought a smile to my face. “It’ll buy us a little more time if that one is missing.”
“Define a little,” Dusky requested.
“However long it takes them to check the security cameras. They’ll do it immediately upon return after they think the coast is clear. But there are empty spots all over this lot—it might take a few minutes to an hour longer for them to notice another car disappeared other than the one we specifically named. Also depends on how clever and quick thinking our mark is.”
Dusky quirked a brow. “How’d you know the guy is named Mark?”
Tilly replied. “It’s slang for ‘target’.”
“Exactly,” I said with a grin. “Let’s hope he made his sales quota for the day. We need the scariest thing you can do.”
“Tell them we’re with the IRS and we’re going to audit their records?”
“No.”
Tilly chuckled. “We’re from the government and here to help?”
“Same thing. I was thinking more along the lines of blood leaking from the car windows and glass shattering on some other cars.”
“I don’t know if that’ll deter them too long. They’re car salesmen, remember—their love of money will override their fear of death.”
I nodded. She had a point. Some of the more persistent ones I’d met might get over the sight instantly and start wiping down the windows with Windex while it was still going on.
I could practically hear the salesman now. “A little elbow grease and TLC will get this mess right out of here. Nothing to see folks. We’ll knock off $500.00 and give it a complimentary cleaning just for your trouble.”
Yeah, on second thought, that sort of thing wouldn’t be scary enough. The people in this profession had likely dealt with crazier things in hindsight.
“Okay. Bleeding vehicles won’t cut it. What will you do?”
“It might take a bit, but just trust me,” Tilly giggled.
My mind began racing at that remark. While I did trust her, I didn’t like being left out of the loop. Maybe it was a selfish part of me, or perhaps an aspect of my personality that had grown wiser with age, but I needed to know the details. While I was very much capable of improvising on the fly, I at least liked having a sense of direction so I could acclimate myself to the situation well enough.
“Can I at least get a hint?”
The doll fell silent.
“Tilly?” No response. “Tilly, you still in there?”
Dusky scoffed. “There’s no fucking way she just left the doll. Tell me she did not abandon her anchor without letting us know what was going on like a fucking idiot.”
“Sure thing. Dusky, I’d be happy to tell you she did not abandon her anchor like an idiot,” I remarked as I scanned my eyes around the lot, desperately looking for a sign of Tilly’s presence. “However, I might be lying.”
Off in the distance, over towards the front of the building, the cart the salesman had run off with was now making its way back to where we were standing.
“Master, that isn’t funny. She’s taking one hell of a gamble doing this out in the open.”
“It’s been spiritually reinforced. Tali took care of that for us. She should be fine.” I grimaced as those words left my lips. Should be fine. I didn’t like the way the phrase tasted in my mouth.
When Tilly returned, we would need to have a talk. With as anxious as I was beginning to feel, I was leaning on a stern tone for the conversation. The last thing I needed her to do was jeopardize her safety by taking unnecessary risks, especially without running them by the rest of us first.
The cart came back, and the salesman looked at us. His disposition appeared significantly more composed than it was a moment before.
“Alright,” he said with a shit-eating grin, “I’ll need to see your license before I can let you take that baby for a test drive with me.”
I frowned briefly but swiftly concealed it with a smile. “Sure,” I said as I handed the doll over to Dusky. “Let me get that out for you.”
I made a show of digging through my pockets. When I was taken to the castle by Dusky, I did not have my wallet on my person. Naturally, there wasn’t going to be a license for me to up and pull out of my ass here. All I could do was stall for time and hope Tilly made her move soon.
After about fifteen seconds of stalling, I turned to Dusky. “Honey, I don’t seem to have my wallet on me. Could you please search for your license?”
She looked at me baffled like I was speaking in tongues, her face so adorably quirked that I almost laughed. After a few seconds, she caught on to the fact I was wasting time and pleading for her to rescue me.
“Ahh…yeah. I should have it on me. I’ll find it right now!” The forced way in which Dusky emphasized the word now was likely directed at Tilly.
We could both only hope she heard us.
Dusky buried her hands in her pockets. She frowned for a few seconds before a lascivious smile tugged at her lips.
“I think I know where it is.”
The salesman raised a brow. “You do?”
She gestured towards her breasts. “Honey, would you be a dear and retrieve it for me? I think my ID fell somewhere in here.”
I glanced at the salesman briefly. His eyes were wide as saucers.
Leave it to Dusky to come up with a lewd distraction. When I turned my eyes back to her, I immediately thought of two reasons to go along with it—two prodigious, bouncy reasons that were at the present staring me down, begging to be fondled.
Flicking out my tongue, I licked the tips of my forefinger and middle finger respectively before I reached forward and cupped her tits. I rubbed my fingers in a circular pattern around the spot where her nipples were underneath her top.
Within seconds I had Dusky’s lip quivering with pleasure.
“I’m not finding it honey,” I said.
Her eyes shot open. “Don’t you fucking stop,” she paused and sheepishly smiled at the salesman, whose face now resembled a ripe tomato, before turning her smoldering gaze back onto me. “They…it…it must be in there. Keep looking.”
So there I was standing out in broad daylight provocatively fondling my catgirl’s tits in front of a car salesman who was mere seconds away from keeling over and melting into the ground at the sight of it all. Just when all hope for Tilly saving the day was lost, an engine started in the distance.
Then another. Then several more.
The lights on dozens of the vehicles began to flicker and horns blared.
Our salesman snapped to attention, his eyes now the size of a desk globe. “What in God’s name?”
A truck accelerated forward towards the car salesman. He shrieked and ran for his life as the vehicle collided with his cart, tipping it over. The man probably got more exercise in that moment than he had all week trailing the lot.
“Bad kitty,” I scolded as I pulled my hands away from her chest.
Naturally, she snatched my hand and put it back on her boob. “Come on, you can’t get me going like that all hot and steamy and then stop like nothing happened.”
“Later,” I replied, wincing as I heard one of the haunted vehicles smash into one of the parked cars.
Pulling my hand away from her massive mammaries, I glanced towards the front of the building. People were now stepping outside of the dealership, gawking at the pandemonium unfolding before their very eyes. 
Flabbergasted expressions gave way to unadulterated terror as the vehicles came speeding in their direction. People fled the building as an SUV crashed itself through one of the display windows. Meanwhile, I shrugged off four more attempts by Dusky to get my hands back on her tits.
In terms of scaring them, Tilly had done a great job. She was scaring the hell out of me too. It took me a few seconds to snap to action, but I bumped Dusky’s shoulder and gestured her to follow me. She followed my cue with a groan, and the pair of us started hauling ass toward the blue Mustang I’d selected earlier.
The door wasn’t locked. I didn’t know for certain if that was Tilly’s influence or if the team managing the lot just left it that way, but we were inside the sports car within seconds. Before I lifted a finger to do anything, I heard the engine kick and the vehicle started.
Then the familiar voice of our companion came from the doll. “How is that for a scare?”
“10 out of 10,” I murmured as I shook my head. “Next time you want to let me in on what you’re going to do before you do it?”
“Well...I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to pull it off, but hey! It worked. Even if I felt a little…well, who cares.”
I glared holes into the doll. “I fucking care. Don’t put your safety at risk like that.”
“Yeah, Tilly. What the hell were you thinking?!” Dusky shouted at the doll, shaking it angrily in front of her face.
“I…I thought I did a good thing.”
Letting out an exasperated sigh, I softened my expression. “You did well, honey. You did great. I just wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if something were to happen to you on this mission. We have the doll so you can exist outside the castle. Going away from it like you did is too risky.”
Dusky continued the train of thought for me. “Especially out in the open, Tilly. You wander too far away from your anchor and poof. Bye-bye, see you never. Does that paint a clear enough picture for you?”
“I understand.”
I could feel my pulse racing, almost as fast as the Mustang we were blazing out of the lot in. I set my focus onto the road, shrugging off the worry.
One thing was for sure. We needed to move fast and get this ugly business over with before Tilly did something she couldn’t take back.
I would not lose her. We’d send these pricks out to be bagged and tagged like the garbage they were, and then we’d be able to go back home soon where I could know she’d be safe and sound. This just became a rush job as far as I was concerned.
“Martin Fernando,” I said with a click of my tongue. “Ready or not, we’re coming for you.”




Chapter fifteen








Atonement
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If I were pressed to describe the sight of the San Croix apartments, chief among my choice words would be luxurious. Certainly a better place than any I’d inhabited during my lifetime bouncing myself around in the streets of Chicago. The area was gated with white fencing. Beyond the barrier lay a tiled common area with a sizable pool where the blue sky above and the reflections of trees glimmered off the surface of the waters. 
Buildings surrounded the pool on the east, west, and northern sides. At the moment, things were quiet. The neighborhood almost resembled a ghost town, and not because of Tilly being in my company, either. Save for a pair of men trudging in the distance who seemed to be struggling to move a desk, the area was unmanned.
The fence wasn’t particularly tall. Leaping over it took no effort for me at my current level, and Dusky, being a catgirl, followed easily.
“What’s the unit number?” I whispered to Tilly as we casually strolled through the common area.
“A2,” she replied.
Dusky spoke up. “Let’s say that is the unit number. It’s broad daylight. What are the odds he’ll be there? Doesn’t he work?”
We both adjusted our focus on the doll waiting for her confirmation.
“Today is Saturday. Saw a calendar in the dealership building.”
I shrugged my shoulders. “And tomorrow is Sunday. What’s that got to do with this guy?”
“Well, unless Martin is doing a grocery run, he’ll be home. Knowing him, he probably drank heavily the night before. If he did, he’ll be sleeping. Usually does so around this time from what I know of him.”
I hoped she was right. Some time had passed since her death. Martin could have moved, but this was the lead we had. We made our way to the building with A2 emblazoned above its entrance.
Dusky glanced at me with a catty grin. “Seems simple enough. So, what’s the plan master? Bust a window? Kick in his door?”
Subtle she is not, I thought to myself. Shaking my head, I glanced at Tilly. “How about you ghost onto the other side of his door and unlock it? We’ll stroll in like we own the place.”
The doll fell silent. Within a few seconds, we heard an audible click.
I grinned at Dusky. “How is that for ‘simple enough’?”
“You’re making this too easy.”
With a nod, I opened the door and stepped inside the place. The room was a mess, with clothes strewn about the floor and littering the furniture.
Judging by the lack of TLC, I was worried our guy may have already been dead. Thankfully, snores coming from the couch at the end of the living room confirmed there was life underneath this roof yet.
For now, I thought as I narrowed my eyes at the sleeping figure. Any smile I bore prior to coming inside the apartment was gone now. This was business. There’d be no happy smiles. No messing around. We were here to do a job, and we’d do it quick and dirty.
Dusky looked expectantly at me, not sure what she needed to do yet.
I spoke in a hushed tone. “That him?”
Tilly’s voice registered faintly in my ear. “Yes, that’s Martin.”
The man was smaller in size and weight than me. He didn’t look particularly imposing in his white sleeveless shirt with his scrawny frame.
A shudder went down my spine as I glared at the slob lying unconscious before me. A flash of red hazed my vision as I thought about how this piece of filth was breathing perfectly good air, getting off scot-free with what he did to Tilly.
The three of us would be changing that fact. Martin’s bill was coming due today and the cost he’d be paying would be as steep of a penalty as they come. It’d be death.
Glancing at Dusky, I motioned to the catgirl. She obeyed and approached my side.
“Get the blinds and check the place out. If you see a back door, position yourself there.”
“You think he’ll run?”
I huffed. “Crawling like a worm and begging for his life is more of what I figured. Now go. That is an order, not a request.”
Dusky pouted but gestured in affirmation. She then turned tail and began to close the blinds. The light in the room extinguished, leaving us with only shadows in its stead.
The floorboard creaked as I stepped towards a blue recliner that was stationed in front of a large flatscreen television. “Tilly, do with him as you see fit.”
Within seconds the air in the room felt like a Midwest Winter. Martin curled up along the couch’s edge and shivered as he clung tightly to his blanket. The furniture he rested on began to slowly lift off the floor, tilting backward by a few inches with each passing second.
Martin’s eyes shot open as he jerked forward, confused. He let out a yelp as the couch crashed onto the ground, ejecting him from the cushions and sending him rolling inelegantly onto the floor.
“Wh-what the hell?” he exclaimed as he whipped his head around wildly in a desperate bid to reorient himself. His eyes locked on me. “Who are you?”
“The Fairy Fucking Godmother,” I retorted as I rose from the recliner. “Only your evening is about to be the furthest thing from an enchanting one.”
Martin’s face paled. “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but whatever it is I’m sure we can sort this out.”
“It’s a blast from the past,” I said. “Or a splash. That’s the sound I’m sure you and your friends heard when you dumped her body from The Pat Tillman Memorial Bridge.”
Martin’s mouth gawked at my words. He looked like a drowning fish starved by the air above the boundaries of the ocean. The man’s knees failed him when the television lifted on its own from the entertainment stand. It hovered in the air for several seconds before it dropped to the floor.
The screen shattered and shards of glass fell onto the ground. What followed the collision was the lingering scent of smoke that permeated the air.
“I don’t…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
My jaw set as he said that. Even when confronted directly with the truth, the sniveling worm was squirming, trying to wriggle away from the hook that he found himself ensnared within upon his rude awakening.
Tilly’s voice spoke faintly from the distance. “But I do.”
“N-no,” he whimpered as he began crawling away. “It can’t be you! You’re dead!”
A spectral figure emerged before the man. Her wet, brown hair covered her face as she hovered several feet in front of him. “I am,” she whispered softly. “It’s something we’ll soon have in common, Martin.”
“Fu-fuck!” he yelled as he leapt to his feet. Martin turned to run. Unfortunately for him, he was heading in my direction.
Clutching the whip at my side, I struck forward with it. The leather lashed him across the face, sending him crumpling to the ground. The crack of the whip snapped through the air, thundering like the blast of a gun barrel as I struck his prone form with it again.
Martin cried. “P-please don’t do this!”
I steadied my hand, keeping my fingers curled tightly around my weapon. We both knew the man’s next words were crucial. The wrong ones would result in more pain.
“I had,” he paused to swallow the weight of his words. “I had no choice.”
It took a great deal of restraint not to immediately lash out and hit the man once more. Holding back my temper, I replied. “Elaborate. And make it good, too. Where exactly did you have no choice? Was it before or after you tied her separated limbs down with concrete?”
Martin paused. His breathing had become ragged. “For God’s sake, she killed my friend. Stabbed him to death.”
Tilly snarled. “He crushed my windpipe. Believe me, that animal ensured I already had one foot firmly planted in the grave before I did anything to him.”
“And then you were content to tarnish her reputation. Have her own family spit on her memory, allowing them to believe she was some lunatic murderer.”
I heard a sound behind me. Stupidly, without thinking, I turned to examine the source of the noise. Dusky rounded the corner. The look affixed upon her face was an anxious one.
In that split second, that mistake allowed the man to make a mad dash at me. For a small guy, he certainly had one whale of a tackle. His shoulder struck my sternum, and the next thing I knew, we both collided against the ground.
Martin mounted himself on top of me and began to hammer blows down. It was the strangest sensation, but I barely felt the hits. They were noticeable, don’t get me wrong. I’m not going to pretend for one second that what he did felt pleasant, but the punches he threw felt more like little taps than attacks with any weight behind them.
Probably, it was from how much I’d leveled up. It also didn’t hurt that I was so fucking mad at the guy that the only thing I could think of was how I was going to make him suffer. That perhaps overrode any sense of pain I would have experienced otherwise.
Regardless, I knew what I needed to do. I freed my arms from under his weight effortlessly and slugged him once in the face—lightly for me.
Martin let out a yelp and his blows stopped. The moment his weight shifted, I shoved him forward and sent him toppling onto the floor.
Instantly, I was on my feet. I kicked my boot forward and struck him across the jaw when he attempted to stand. From the blood pouring out of his mouth, I imagined I’d just busted several of his teeth with one heavy hit.
“We’ve got a problem,” Dusky said behind me.
“What kind of problem?”
“Company,” she hissed. “Two other men. The same two, in fact, we were going to find after dealing with him.”
That sounded a hell of a lot less like a problem and way more like an opportunity to me. Such a development only served to save us all a road trip to Henderson. Whether we killed the other guys now or thirty minutes from now made little difference to me. If they suffered in the end and Tilly got her justice, I’d be nonetheless content.
“Coming in from the back?”
Dusky nodded. No further words needed to be exchanged. I approached the man on the ground and wrapped the leather whip around his throat, activating the Rope of Restraint property. I watched as it snaked itself the rest of the way around his body. 
Martin gagged as I applied pressure to his throat. He writhed and flailed for about five seconds before his struggle ended. With a violent twist, I felt his neck snap and his windpipe fail. His head tilted at an unnatural angle and his body ceased all movement. He was dead on the floor.
We stood in silence for several seconds when we heard a door open from what I presumed was the kitchen of the apartment.
“Hey Martin! Where the hell did you say Lacy was?”
With shrugs exchanged, I realized none of us knew or cared who this Lacy person was, though I did silently thank her. Their inability to find this individual led them right to us.
The faces of the men were burned into my mind as they turned the corner. Dusky bounded forward and kicked the first man, a heavyset guy with a mustache, into the wall, where he made a vaguely man-sized hole.
The second person, a wiry-looking fellow with a shaved head, staggered back at the sight of his friend uniting unexpectedly with the apartment drywall.
“Joe Bellamy!” Tilly shouted.
The man turned his head to face the shrieking voice. He paused and made eye contact with the specter looming in front of him, and his lip twitched for a few seconds before it curved into a scowl. “I think it’s happened. I think I’ve finally gone crazy.”
The snap of my whip drew his attention to me as I reclaimed it from its previous target. Specifically, it drew his focus toward the corpse lying dead upon the floor at my feet.
A perverse smile flashed across his face. “What’s with this Indiana Jones routine?” he asked, surprisingly composed for what must have been the shock of his life. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Dusky restraining his friend. He chuckled before he turned to face Tilly. “I don’t know who your friends are or how they fit into my psychotic episode here, but hi.”
Tilly stared at him, shaking. Soon, it wasn’t just her that was shaking, but the floor beneath us, too.
“Look, we did what we had to do. You killed your own husband.”
“He killed me first.” Her voice echoed in the room and made the photos on the wall shudder.
Joe shrugged. “Not well enough, apparently. So—what are you going to do? Kill me, too?”
Tears, bloody ones, dammed within Tilly’s eyes as she studied the man. He stood brazenly before her without an ounce of remorse.
I spoke. “So that justifies what you people did?”
Joe smiled at me. “Making her The Teen Black Widow, you mean? Saving our bro’s rep? I mean, bro code and all, yeah. I never liked the bitch anyway. Too sweet. You can never trust someone like that.” He nodded triumphantly at the pale-skinned ghost in front of him, bleeding black blood from her eyes as she regarded him with a sneer. “Case in point. Look at her.”
I remained silent, letting Tilly have the floor. I would be there to support her or say what I had to say if she needed me, but this was her revenge, not mine.
“Yep, look at me, Joe. Look at me about to rip your guts out through your asshole, you sick, misguided fuck.”
Joe was shaking, but he still spoke smoothly enough. “I mean you couldn’t even carry out your revenge without clinging onto other people. You’re useless, even as a ghost. Saddest fucking thing I ever saw.”
Tilly paled, which, given her ghostly appearance, was quite the impressive feat.
The man Dusky restrained, presumably Philip, yelled out at the news. “What the fuck, Joe? What are you talking about? Don’t listen to him! Please don’t kill us! I didn’t want to do it! He made me do it.”
Dusky scowled. “Can we fucking finish them already?”
“Be my guest,” Joe said before he whipped his hand forward and drew a gun from under his shirt. My heightened senses were focused on his every move. To the average eye he probably appeared quick on the draw. To me, the man appeared to be taking his precious time unveiling his weapon.
The only problem was the distance. Even with my speed and ability to react, he’d have a chance to fire.
With a cock of the hammer and the click of the trigger, the muzzle of his weapon flashed, and the sound of the ensuing shot thundered through the room.
“Master!” Dusky and Tilly screamed in unison as my head whipped sharply in response.
I could hear Joe’s chuckle faintly through the ringing in my ears the blast produced. When I turned my head to face him, his mirth ended instantly as he saw why I wasn’t lying dead on the ground.
The bullet was clenched between my teeth. Can’t say I ever want to try something that crazy again, but the fucker went for a headshot. If I’d been off on my reflexes by a millisecond, he would’ve likely killed me.
His hand trembled as he stared at the sight, unable to process what had happened. “That’s—literally impossible. Physics don’t—it doesn’t fucking work like that!”
Not wanting to give him a chance to put my reflexes to the test a second time, I spat out the bullet and bounded forward, striking him with my whip. The gun, some sort of Smith & Wesson revolver, skidded along the ground. Joe yelped from the pain as he fell forward, caressing his injured wrist.
Dusky retreated from Philip and leapt for the gun, ensuring that the weapon was taken out of play.
The apartment felt like we’d all stepped inside a walk-in freezer as Tilly let out a shriek. I covered my ears immediately, as did Dusky. Unlike the castle, if she were to get too wild and rupture our eardrums, we wouldn’t be able to heal so easily from the attack.
Philip was quick enough to cover his ears, but not Joe. The bastard writhing on the ground began to bleed from the ears.
Tilly made a gesture with her arms and Joe’s body began to lift into the air. He let out a cry as she flung him into the hallway beyond the couch where Martin had previously been sleeping.
When he attempted to lift himself, Tilly worked him a second time with her levitation act, this time chucking him through one of the doors.
I turned my focus on the portly man watching the crazy spectacle unfold before his very eyes, looking at us all in disbelief.
The fear and anguish in his voice had been genuine. It was the only ounce of remorse I felt for any of these creeps. I specify ounce because he still very much played his friend’s game in covering up what Tilly’s husband did to her. He was responsible for her pain, same as Martin and Joe.
I was pulled out of my thoughts when I heard a gurgling sound.
“Dusky, watch him,” I demanded before I turned and stepped down the hallway.
When I peered through the door Tilly had chucked Joe through, I saw the man drowning in the bathroom toilet. A fitting end for him in my opinion. After all, shit belonged inside the shitter.
At that moment, inspiration struck me. “Tilly, hold off with drowning this piece of filth for one minute.”
The ghost girl looked at me with a mixture of hurt and confusion but reluctantly nodded. She flushed the toilet and the man gasped for air.
As I stepped out of the room, I heard a thud. My assumption was she chucked him into the bathtub.
“I’m sorry,” Philip pleaded.
I shook my head. “We’re a bit far from sorry. Much too late for that now, but maybe God will forgive you.”
“So you’re gonna kill me because I disposed of a dead body? What I did was shitty, but is that really worth taking my life?”
“Yes,” Dusky and I said in unison. We both glanced at each other and exchanged an amused look.
Turning back to the man, I smiled at him. “But I’ve got a better idea.”
“Wh-what?”
“Dusky, hand me the gun.”
Philip trembled as the catgirl obeyed my instruction.
Holding the firearm, I pointed the weapon at the man. “Go to the bathroom where Tilly is.”
“I don’t…I don’t want to.”
My expression darkened as I thumbed the hammer of the revolver.
No words or further prompting was required. Philip held up his hands and began shuffling himself down the hallway. When he stepped into the bathroom, I heard him mutter something under his breath. “Oh my God,” or something to that effect.
“What do you want to say to Tilly?”
“I’m sorry.”
Tilly glared daggers into him. “Liar,” she said as she began to raise her hands to bring harm to him.
I held my hand up. “Wait. I think there is a better way. A more fitting end to this.”
“A fitting end? Him breathing perfectly good air is a fitting end?”
“You’ll see,” I said with a smile. I faced the dazed man in the bathtub. Reaching forward, I turned the handle of the gun towards my ghostly companion. “Tilly, would you do the honors?”
She snatched the gun from my hand and fired. The round struck the man in the forehead, staining the white ceramic with a spray of crimson.
Philip cried out in horror as he staggered back into the hallway. I could hear Dusky’s voice nearby. “Where are you going?”
Turning around, I struck the man across the head. He collapsed to the ground.
Tilly crossed her arms, waiting for an explanation. “Well, what are you doing?”
I stepped into the bathroom and began to rummage through the medicine cabinet. A bottle of Isopropyl alcohol sat before me. Nonchalantly, I applied it to the firearm as I began to wipe it down with toilet paper.
“Are you…doing what I think you’re doing?”
“Two scumbags die and the last one takes the fall for it,” I declared as I shoved the Smith & Wesson into the unconscious man’s palm. “Unless you think the police will believe for one second the ghost of someone these men wronged shot Joe here and a stranger from out of the blue went and broke Martin’s neck.”
Tilly giggled. A wave of relief emerged on her face. “No…that’s…that’s poetic.”
“There’s more,” I said, turning to face the helpless bastard who was gibbering in fear in front of me. “You’re going to tell the cops you guys had a fight, and it turned into this when you realized the truth—that Joe and Martin framed Tilly for her husband’s murder. You’re going to tell the cops and the press exactly what happened—that that bastard beat Tilly to death and she defended herself. And you’re going to tell them where to find her body, too.”
“And—and you’ll let me live?”
“You may get some jail time, but if you do a good enough job sobbing in front of the cameras, I bet you’ll be able to get out without charges. But yes—unless?” I looked at Tilly.
She was calmer now, and the room was no longer shaking. Black tears were no longer falling down her cheeks. She nodded. “I think that’s a perfect solution.”
An ethereal light emerged from the wall. The tears welled up in her eyes and changed from black, oily blood to clear saline. Something shined above the girl, removing the ghostly pale of her skin, the blood on her dress, bathing her in her original beauty—the woman she’d been before. 
Was this the crossroads Vania had warned us about? The chance for her to pass onto the other side of the rainbow bridge? Heaven calling to her? I started sweating, my eyes bulging as we watched Tilly carefully. Even Philip was silent.
Tilly began to float upward into the golden light. She reached towards it as a look of contentment emerged on her face.
That contentment turned into disappointment, and she shook her head. “I want to stay,” she declared. “With Nathaniel, I’d throw it all away. I’ve already found my slice of heaven.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “There’s no going back from this.”
Tilly looked at me with a loving expression. “I’ve never been so sure of anything. All I know is I want you. I want us.”
The light dissipated and her petite, feminine form landed on the ground. I smiled and embraced the girl. As I held her tight, I felt a wave of energy rush through my veins as her horror-show appearance returned. The notification for the level-up appeared—Tilly’s Spiritual Bond was complete.
Name: Nathaniel Van Helsing
Class: Castle Keeper, Level 9
Bloodline: Van Helsing
Stats: Body A-, Mind A-, Soul B-
Abilities: Rope of Restraint, Van Helsing’s Hex (Level 2), Whip of Laceration (Level 2), Catlike Reflexes, Sword of the Slayer, Blessing, Phase Dodging, Amplified Pain Tolerance
NOTICE: Select an ability to enhance with your level up. Your options are as follows.
1.  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 upgraded whip deals 4d6 piercing damage at level two and can directly channel Van Helsing’s Hex.
2.  Catlike Reflexes + - Your reflex speed is increased to 33%.
3.  Sword of the Slayer + - Your sword deals 10% more damage to non-undead enemies and has a 5% chance of shattering high-grade armor, a 20% of shattering mid-grade armor, and a 40% of shattering low-grade armor.
4.  Blessing + - Your ability to bless weapons can now do double damage to demonic and undead targets and has a 10% chance to purify them.
5.  Phase Dodging + - Sudden lunging movements will create an afterimage of yourself to confuse your target.
6.  Amplified Pain Tolerance + - Your body gains resistance to statuses that inflict stun.
All the ability upgrades carried with them fantastic perks. As tempting as Whip of Laceration + was, Emmy was immune to Van Helsing’s Hex. That ability combined with my weapon would be negligible at best. The one that stood out to me was Phase Dodging +. Being able to incorporate an afterimage in my movements could lead to the opening I’d need to defeat my deranged half-sibling.
Dusky cleared her throat after observing us being lost in our moment for several seconds. “I’d say the whole neighborhood heard those shots. What do you say we ride on out of here and take the portal home?”
I nodded as I selected the Phase Dodging + ability. I heard a chime in my ear as I finalized the choice. Dusky was right. Besides, once we returned, I intended to make sure Tilly’s story had the perfect ending.
[image: image-placeholder]Upon our arrival at the castle, I shared my greetings with the other girls and told them Dusky, Tilly, and I had a secret project we needed to tend to in my bedroom.
“Absolutely no disturbances,” I insisted.
The three of us made love. My clothes vanished onto the floor and the women were upon me like beasts in the night.
Dusky was first, kissing her way down to my balls before flicking her tongue along the head of my cock. She sucked me off while Tilly kissed me sweetly. By now, she was back into her original ghostly form—and oddly enough, I was glad for it.
Nails dug into my thighs. I yelped, which provoked a chuckle from the catgirl. While the heat of her breath and tongue warmed my dick and sent my mind skyrocketing into the clouds, Tilly sat on my face, and I began to eat out her pussy, my hands squeezing her milky-white thighs.
Between the ghost girl’s thrusts and Dusky’s amorous licking and sucking, it wasn’t long before my endurance was reached and I climaxed.
We lay in bed together, resting in silence. 
As the night carried on quietly for us, elsewhere, far away there was trouble stirring; trouble that we were about to find ourselves thrown into.




Chapter sixteen








Emmy’s Second Interlude


[image: image-placeholder]
It was the night of fire and judgment for the town called Reapingwood. Flames consumed the buildings comprising the village, smothering it in a stifling fog of smoke and decay. 
Emmy Van Helsing stood dead center within the burning pandemonium, watching as her allies razed the place to the ground with their torches.
Though she was physically present, her mind lingered elsewhere. A place where her brother was at the forefront of her desires. A part of Emmy had always thought that once she finally met her brother, her feelings toward him would soften. They didn’t.
Nathaniel was every bit the man she dreamed he’d be. He was strong, protective, and driven—he was just driving himself in the wrong direction and into the arms of the enemy. One day he’d see. One day he’d understand the truth about himself and Emmy. She was sure of it.
Mother Serenity had mistakenly assumed that Emmy harbored guilt for the feelings she held for her own sibling. The older woman was only too pleased to discover the contrary was true.
“My dear child,” she said with amusement as she patted her head, “Thanks to that heart of yours, we’re going to purge this sinful world. A paradise will be born out of the ashes. Your brother, your half-brother I must stress, is the only male available to you. As the new Adam and Eve of a new multiverse, humanity will be godlike in comparison to the weak version that exists now. This is your sacred duty.”
Emmy did not argue with Mother Serenity, especially when her words of encouragement uplifted her spirits. The woman cared only for her well-being. She’d never led her astray. It was like having a goddess shine a beacon of light to lead her down a righteous path.
That same light helped her escape that terrible family. The very luster of Mother Serenity’s beacon made her strong, maybe one day more powerful than any living being traveling the multiverse.
Her reverie ended abruptly when she heard screaming. The sound of this war cry approached from her left and grew louder.
She sighed as she raised her gatling crossbow and pulled on the lever. Two bolts shot from it and struck her charging assailant in the chest, sending them flying backward. Their human shape disintegrated into dust before they hit the ground.
Emmy had seen plenty of these sights when they’d begun their assault on Reapingwood. Occupying the city were ghouls—human beings that stood on the cusp of death and remained animated at night by a magic that kept them from falling down and rotting into the earth. During day, they possessed their human forms, which was a new sight for Emmy. It meant that the one in power here was formidable indeed. 
Still, all the magic in the world couldn’t prevent these undead villagers from crumbling into compost with a well-placed shot or a little fire. Not enough of them remained for even the lowly maggots to partake in their feast.
A robed monk approached her and gestured towards the castle. “We’ve breached the walls. It won’t be long now before we crush Queen Octavia.”
“More ghouls?”
The bald man nodded. “Yes. From what we could tell, only a third of the villagers stayed behind in Reapingwood. The rest of the village, along with the arachnids, have rallied the bulk of their forces there.”
Emmy hummed in approval. “Why’d they do that?”
“Do what?” the monk asked with a skeptical brow.
She gestured towards the burning village. “It would’ve been more practical to have abandoned this place outright and have everyone holed up in the safety of the castle. Strength in numbers, better odds of survival.”
“Are you that desperate to look a gift horse in the mouth? I assume ignorance on their part. They clearly underestimated us.”
Emmy chose to remain silent, not wishing to engage in a back-and-forth debate with her lackey. Her strategy was to never assume anything. When she was selected from the adoption agency all those years ago, she made the mistake of assuming she was being welcomed with open arms by a loving family.
Assumptions were a great way to get yourself bit right in the ass.
Something about this whole situation seemed off to her. Queen Octavia was considered a powerful monster, and a crafty one. The way events were unfolding before Emmy’s eyes seemed to contradict all the rumors she’d heard about this particular creature.
They were being set up. She could feel it in her gut. Still, they couldn’t afford to stop now. If this whole scenario was a trap, they had no choice but to plunge themselves into it.
A dark smile emerged upon her features. Emmy wasn’t afraid to approach the spider’s carefully woven web of deceit. The only snack the queen would feast upon would be a dozen bolts shot down her throat courtesy of her trusty weapon.
The monk studied her for a few seconds before clearing his throat. “We’ll be proceeding, I trust, Lady Van Helsing?”
“Sure, but you’ll be heading the party,” Emmy said, unable to conceal her grin. “Lead the way.”
The monk bowed. “It’s an honor,” he noted before he charged off into the night.
Emmy shook her head at the useful idiot. Zealotry did wonders for blinding people, and that man certainly was one who couldn’t see the forest for the trees.
[image: image-placeholder]When Emmy’s party stormed through the gates of the castle, several of their men charging forward suddenly disappeared. They fell straight through the earth without explanation, and it happened so quickly that not one of them screamed.
“What the hell?” she remarked as she gingerly approached where several of the monks vanished. Apparently, the ground was converted into a pit, A trou de loup. Lining the bottom of the conical structure was a series of wooden stakes jutting from the ground. The fallen troops were skewered among them, most of them dead upon impact.
Befittingly, the monk that had been most gung-ho by the notion of leading the charge was bleeding from the mouth with the tip of one stake protruding from his chest. He weakly reached towards Emmy. Did he think she was his salvation? 
Emmy sighed with boredom. She pointed her weapon toward him and fired. The bolt splintered through his forehead, spraying the earthen walls with his blood.
“So much for your honor,” she dryly remarked before leaving the scene.
Emmy began to walk forward and shoot at the ground. If the arrow fell through the earth, then it was a booby-trapped plot of land. If the arrow remained visible, then that area was safe to walk.
More villagers emerged from the castle with weaponry of their own. Axes, pitchforks, and a few with bow and arrows. One of them, a muscular man with a mustache, gave out a mighty shout as he lobbed a tomahawk towards her.
Emmy snatched the weapon out of midair by the handle. Her assailant looked like he was about to shit himself. That was well before she flung the weapon back at him. The blade of the tomahawk buried itself into the ghoul’s chest and sent him collapsing onto the ground. He twitched and writhed for several seconds before he inevitably disintegrated into dust.
The monks swarmed the gathering crowd and repelled them back into the castle. The ghouls that stood their ground had their dusty remains swept away in the wind.
When Emmy and company made their way into the interior of the castle, spiders dropped upon them. Miniature ones, massive ones. There was a wonderful variety.
Several monks cried out as they were snatched away in the darkness.
Emmy attempted to save two of her allies, shooting a rain of bolts in the direction of their eight-legged captors, gritting her teeth. It wasn’t her fault those arachnids moved so fast. It wasn’t her fault her own allies were impaled in the crossfire.
People died when she arrived on the scene. Monsters did too. That’s just the way she liked to operate. Blood was blood, and blood was fun. Any death was a win in her book.
Come the end times, an entire universe would be poised to bleed before her very eyes. Rivers would run red with the stuff. Emmy took no pride in being death incarnate. It wasn’t a detail she bragged about or hid in shame to anyone. She did like the thought of the rivers of blood, though.
More importantly, death was her legacy—especially the deaths of monsters. She was a Van Helsing. It was engrained within her to squeeze every drop of blood and life out of the world around her that she could.
If only her poor, naïve, brother could understand. How happy they’d be together, holding each other in the ashes of the fallen universe, ready to give birth to a new one.
Emmy narrowly dodged an arrow that whizzed past her ear. She shook her head before she gunned down the offending ghoul. A few hundred spiders descended on her at once. She grinned and activated her Fireskin hex, burning them alive as they made contact with her body.
It was high time to exterminate the pests crawling around and hiding in the darkness. The clock was ticking, and they’d need to move fast before any intervention from her brother could take place.
As much as she would love to see him again, she couldn’t afford to have distractions. Not with the end goal so close in sight. So close she could touch it, could taste it.
She closed her eyes in ecstasy as she thought of Nathaniel. He seemed so close she could imagine his heartbeat, the sensation of his chest pressed against hers. She wondered where he was now. Did he often think of her, too?
Emmy cackled as her eyes shot open and she began blasting and burning everything in sight.
I’ll be seeing you soon, big brother, she thought. Very soon.
[image: image-placeholder]In the end, Emmy made it through the castle, reaching her target. Eight eyes glared at the grinning psychopath wielding the gatling crossbow. Queen Octavia might have been prideful, but she also knew when she was defeated. The bulk of her spawn were slain, and the heartbreak could not be overstated. But she had no time for heartbreak. Even the villagers she’d adopted under her protection hadn’t lasted long against The Order of the Black Phoenix. For all intents and purposes, she was alone, facing down the Van Helsing she’d been warned about. The one she scoffed over, too prideful to listen.
The plan had been simple enough. Make them think they were weaker than they were, and spring booby-traps on the advancing enemy. Then while they were scrambling or dying in the pits, send people in to finish them off in one fell swoop. Unfortunately, her adversaries proved far more resilient than she’d anticipated.
Her visitor had warned her about his sister. It was nerve-wracking to see what one of Van Helsing’s offspring could do.
Octavia had crossed paths with Cedric Van Helsing once before. He was a cold man, with eyes that could look into a creature’s very soul. How lucky she’d been that he was merely passing through her village and not exhibiting interest in her. She knew deep inside that if he were so inclined, he’d be an unbeatable opponent, even at her advanced level.
She shouldn’t have been so surprised, then, to see much of the same was true with this Emmy character. Fortunately, her enemy was still young, overconfident, and brash. Nothing she couldn’t still outwit.
Octavia gulped as the girl approached her. She was surrounded by monks that had her at the point of their swords.
Emmy smiled. “I was told my big brother passed through here not too long ago,” she said before she stopped within a few paces of the arachne. “I was told you met him.”
“And if I did?” Octavia replied.
She sighed, her cheeks reddening. “Is he still as handsome as always?”
Octavia didn’t answer, opting instead to study her opponent carefully.
Emmy continued, undeterred by the lack of a reply. She fiddled with the crank on her gatling crossbow. “Well, he’s taken up an obnoxious habit as of late. Roaming the multiverse. Snatching up monsters when he should be hunting them down and crushing their necks beneath his mighty heel. It makes me think he’s gone crazy, the poor boy.”
Octavia smirked. “The only crazy monster I see is you.”
“Ouch,” Emmy replied, feigning hurt over the remark. “Pardon me for not keeling over from heartbreak at your lack of approval.”
Octavia hummed with amusement. The girl was a character, that’s for sure.
Emmy smiled as she pointed her weapon at the spider’s face. “So, before I play exterminator here, I’m going to need you to tell me everything you know.”
“Everything? Wow, someone is certainly ambitious. You must have an abundance of time on your hands. I know quite a lot, to tell you the truth.”
The invader maintained her cheery façade. “Well, since you boast a wealth of knowledge, perhaps you can tell me the whereabouts of one of our operatives. We believe my brother took one of our monks under his custody.”
“You plan to kill me, yet you want information from me first? Seems like someone has unrealistic expectations, I dare say.”
“Not at all. I’ll make it quick out of respect if you cooperate.”
Octavia frowned. “And if I don’t play nice, you’ll go for the prolonged torture route before you kill me?”
“Sounds like we’re both on the same page.”
The queen of spiders sighed. “I suppose I’ll talk. Not a lot of choice it seems.”
“Right you are.”
“Come closer, please. I loathe to repeat myself and I need you to get this down the first time.”
The young huntress shrugged. “Fair enough, I suppose. Make it quick,” she said as she leaned forward. “What do you know?”
Octavia clicked her tongue. “Fuck you,” she said as she spat a gooey web in the woman’s face. Emmy yelped as she staggered back, blinded by the substance sticking over her eyes.
The monks yelled in protest and charged. The queen spun and kicked the robed assailants across the room as she leapt for the walls. She shot a thread of web and used it to propel herself deeper into the castle.
Octavia would have to alert the other Van Helsing’s castle after all. Though it agonized her to no end to resort to this, the wise queen did have an ace up her sleeve.
She had to detonate the castle core. The place would collapse on everyone inside. If she was lucky, Cedric’s vile spawn would be crushed underneath the rubble. Even if the cost was great. At the very least, dozens if not hundreds of Black Phoenix monks would die.
Her castle was aware this was a necessary evil.
“I’m sorry my old friend,” she whispered. “Send out a distress signal that another of your kind could sense and take my enemies down once I leave this place.”
“Your wish is my command,” the castle said in response. “It has been my honor, my queen.”
Tears dwelled in all eight of her eyes as she burst through one of the stained glass windows and fled into the night.
When she dared to look back, she saw the structure topple over and crumble. Her domain went up in smoke as an explosion was unleashed. The core of the castle destroyed itself, and hopefully, their enemies.
“Come soon, young Van Helsing,” she whispered before she escaped into the woods.




Chapter seventeen








Touring the Village of Monsters
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“And I said, ‘Am I late for dinner?’ My friend was like, ‘Yeah, everyone has already been eaten.’” 
With jokes that badly told, I sometimes found myself regretting my decision to save the zombie. That’s what I thought to myself as I watched the undead village greeter somehow get some laughter out of a cackling harpy. It’d been two months since the fiasco in Nevada. Two months of hard work saving monster girls. Due to the slow pace of accruing new bonds, I’d only leveled up a few times since then, but I was definitely stronger in every way.
During that time, I’d rescued several interesting characters. The zombie spouting the bad jokes was Regina Mortess. The harpy was Erina. I had liberated her from a rain of arrows launched by deranged hunters. Land-dwellers, she called the human folk. Given they were all pointing the business end of a crossbow at her, the title she bestowed on them had apparently not been well received.
The zombie’s case was remarkably simple. The villagers from where Regina resided were deathly afraid of her clawing her way out of the grave. Then she talked and fear gave way to aggravation. The aggravation, in turn, gave way to pitchforks and burning torches. It wasn’t enough that she was an undead aberration bent on eating their brains; she was also one of the worst comedians I’d ever known and had a perpetual case of diarrhea of the mouth.
After paying what Tasha started to call the Tali Tax—or having sex with the witch to keep her satisfied, in other words—I decided to check up on the rest of the villagers and follow up on some things…Hence my rather interesting company.
“Hey, Nathan, when are you going to bring some skeleton girls out here?”
“Skeleton girls?”
The zombie nodded. “They’ll have a bone to pick with you. Maybe they’ll give you a boner if the rumors I heard about you are true.”
“What rumors?” I asked with skepticism oozing out of my tone like slime dripping off a leaky container of sewage.
The lines at the undead woman’s plump lips pulled into a smile. “Well, I’m told you get more ass than a toilet seat with all the ladies coming in and out of the castle. Hehe…in and out.”
The harpy, a tall brunette with a white feather in her hair, shook her head in dismay. “Could you leave the Van Helsing alone? His promiscuity is none of your concern. Even if…even if he probably should shack up with some of us in the Badlands more often, at least every once in a while.”
“Now why would I want to do that?” I asked as my eyes gravitated to a pair of compelling reasons residing on Erina’s chest.
Erina took notice of my gaze and motioned toward me with her winged arm while looking back at me with a sultry stare that sent shivers down my spine. Aside from the feathers and talons, she was a delectable-looking find.
Before I could approach, I heard Dusky’s voice. “Back off, birdbrain. He’s betrothed to the castle and already extremely oversexed. Why don’t you and that undead hussy keep a respectable distance from here on out?”
I glanced towards the gate where an agitated catgirl stood with a pair of crossed arms. She made no effort to hide her displeasure with the situation.
“An undead hussy? Me? Ha, I’ll have you know I prefer intelligent men with brains,” Regina declared as she eyeballed me hungrily. “Well…I guess that’s you, Nathaniel. Mind if I have a nibble?”
Dusky glared at me. “Where did you dig her up again?”
I held my hands up. “I didn’t do it. She dug herself up out of a graveyard.”
“And the funny thing is all the villagers were dying to get in.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, with lit torches. Face it, you practically put yourself back in the hole.”
“Ooooooh. Speaking of holes, would you like to see mine?”
Before I could promptly decline her offer, she lifted the bottom of her shirt and revealed where she’d been pierced through the stomach multiple times. My grimace couldn’t be concealed when she jammed a finger inside the gash and her body gave off a wet squishing sound.
“Wow, cool,” I forced myself to say before I turned back to Dusky. “Anyway, do you think the village is coming along well?”
The feline female scoffed. “Well, the girls residing here haven’t killed each other if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“Yet,” I murmured glaring at the zombie. Regina smiled at me, and the loose strips of skin at her mouth lifted with it, revealing exposed teeth and gums.
Shaking my head, I glanced back at Dusky. “Any suggestions you have?”
“Suggestions? Do I look like I know the first thing when it comes to developing a village?”
I sighed as I felt a headache threaten to emerge. “Well, Dusky, I love you and all, but why did you come down here if you aren’t intending to help?”
“Insurance.”
She certainly wasn’t talking about policies and copays. Her real motive was making sure none of the residents here had any opportunity to make advances toward me.
“Insurance?” Regina repeated as she lifted her neck revealing where her throat had been slit. “Put me in charge of that and they’ll all be paying cutthroat prices.”
The avian woman smacked the zombie on the back with her wing. “Enough. You know we DO want Nathaniel to come back. You continue with the endless stream of groaners, and you’ll run him off for good.”
“Honestly, you all should be working to justify your existence here,” Dusky declared. “We went out of our way to rescue you from your shitty situations, but you’re not exactly giving us the royal treatment.”
“Royal treatment?” Erina questioned with a quirked brow. “You all live in a fancy castle. And with wings like these I’m not in a position to go wipe your royal ass just because you finally deemed us worthy of your presence, kitten.”
Dusky hissed. “Are you looking for a fight, you tweety bitch?”
“Alright, alright, enough with all the bickering,” I declared before I looked back at the harpy. “We’re not demanding any kind of special treatment. After all, we’re your guests in the village, so forget what she said about all that. Besides, we’ll have to be working closely together in the long term—mutual respect will be key.”
Erina frowned. “Elaborate.”
Regina spoke for me. “There are people that want us dead. That whole order of homicidal monks. Ohhh…Order of Homicidal Monks. That could be a killer band name.”
“The Order of the Black Phoenix,” Dusky corrected her.
Erina nodded. “I think the kitsune might’ve mentioned them once before.”
Xiu was her name, and I wasn’t entirely sure I could trust information from her. Her whole rescue scenario arose from her own trickery where she deceived the townsfolk of her village. Most of it was dumb pranks, but still, she liked to embellish details whenever she told a story, which made her tough to work with—but she was freaking gorgeous at least.
Some of her pranks were also not only mean-spirited but straight up nasty. Making a noblewoman’s wig come alive and try to eat her face was not a harmless shenanigan like she tried to claim. Not that I was about to cast judgment over such a thing, mind you—but I did have to work with the foxy little lady, so I had to consider everything I knew.
Still, I didn’t recollect telling her anything about my sister or her little doomsday cult. I supposed there could be little harm in chatting with her on the subject and taking her words with a pinch of salt.
“Do you know where Xiu is right now?”
Regina shook her head and let out a yelp as it fell from her shoulders. Her torso began reaching for it while Erina knelt down and assisted the undead gate greeter with the predicament.
Once the detached head was retrieved, the harpy stood and spoke to me. “I’m not sure why you’d want to track down that pesky girl but you’ll usually find her meditating at the shrine.”
“Shrine?” I asked.
Erina sighed. “Yes, she conned the goblin girls into constructing her a shrine. She claimed to be a deity that could bestow upon them gifts as long as they made her a place of worship. No one bought her phony pitch except for Fran and Ohneldia.”
Dusky tapped my shoulder. “Who cares what she knows? We’ve got enough of a lead on them with your prisoner and Vania.”
“A source of information is a source of information,” I retorted.
The catgirl rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. And a turd is a turd. Calling it information doesn’t change that fact. I’m telling you now, you’re only setting yourself up for trouble.”
“Let me decide that,” I replied.
Dusky grumbled in discontent as we began to venture through the village.
The makings of civilization were present, but there was certainly a long way to go. While the place boasted an impressive wall that ran around it, the buildings were lacking in terms of size and form. Most of the residences that were to be found were huts constructed from straw. There existed a solitary wooden house with a tiled roof that was sloped in a triangular shape.
As we ventured deeper into the village, we found what we believed to be the shrine. I mean, don’t get me wrong, this place hardly evoked the image of a shrine as I understood the term. Where the village was recently established and the constructors were mostly goblin girls working with limited materials, nothing was going to approach even medieval levels of architecture.
The building was made of clay and the roof was covered in thick vegetation. Stone steps led to where the place rested on a small hill. In front of the structure stood a wooden sign. Upon its surface were carved characters of an unknown language. Adjacent to the sign was a wooden stake with a cow skull hanging from the top of it.
From the short encounter I’d had with the tribe of rescued goblin girls, this place bore the obvious hallmarks of their handiwork.
“Can we just go back to the castle already?” Dusky complained. “I’m feeling very submissive.”
I glanced at her with a smirk. “Quit being impatient. Xiu isn’t that bad.”
“Halt!” spoke a pair of squeaky voices.
Dusky and I froze in our tracks as a pair of green-skinned women with a pointy set of ears emerged from the building’s entrance wielding clubs with steel spikes jutting from them. The goblin cuties pointed their weapons at us for a few seconds before promptly lowering them.
“Oh! Mr. Van Helsing. Day is lovely, no?”
The other goblin girl piped up. “Day so lovely! Lovely, breedable day!”
I flashed a smile at the buxom pair of shortstacks. “Well, I suppose that’s one way to look at a prospective bludgeoning.”
“Honestly, what’s the deal with you girls waving that shit around at us?” Dusky growled, not sharing my amusement at the situation, and I had to admit she had a point. “This village is supposed to be a peaceful place and you two are waltzing around with clubs.”
“Cudgels,” one of the girls corrected.
“Spiky!” the other added. “Spiky cudgel! Go whack-whack! Very fun.”
Dusky sneered. “Please…just don’t go pointing those at visitors.”
“But Mr. Van Helsing say our job protect against unfriendlies!”
I sighed, shaking my head at the girls. “Yes, while I do recall saying something to that effect, I also specified the unfriendly ones in all likelihood would be monks. And you’ll know them when you see them. Fanatics in robes. Shaved heads. Usually bearded.”
“Okay okay, no fun. Got it. New rule, everybody! No fun allowed! No fun anymore, okay?” Ohneldia, the taller of the two goblins shouted as she cupped a hand to her mouth.
Fran propped her cudgel on the ground and leaned on it like a walking stick. “Xiu say can never be too careful.”
The fur on Dusky’s ears stood up with irritation, so I did my best to redirect the conversation before my companion added something to provoke further unrest.
“Speaking of that fox girl, I’m assuming she is inside of the building.”
Fran nodded.
“Why are you two guarding her place anyway?” Dusky asked.
“Why you care?” Ohneldia retorted.
The catgirl shrugged. “I normally wouldn’t but I find it interesting you erected a shrine for her. Seems a little…cultish.”
I coughed as I elbowed my companion, provoking a whine. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, desperate to tiptoe around the subject. “We’re just here to ask the fox a few questions.”
Fran shook her head. “We consult her first.”
Dusky scowled. “Consult her?”
I snorted. “Why do you need to do that? Does she charge for appointments these days, or does she have a fully booked itinerary to sift through?”
Dusky pointed her paw at one of the girls, speaking up before any of them could respond. “Oh, to hell with all that! Let’s get one thing straight right here and right now: Neither one of you ladies would be nestled safe in this village if it weren’t for him. Show a little gratitude and quit jerking his chain.”
A lascivious smile formed on the faces of the goblins. “We can jerk if he want.”
Dusky’s face contorted in disapproval as a blush formed along her cheeks. “What? No! Quit making this difficult. Just get her ass out here.”
I shook my head. “She can keep her fine derriere parked in there for all I care. But we do need to see her, and the sooner the better.”
“Sound urgent,” Fran replied.
Ohneldia concurred with her friend’s assessment. “Urgent indeed.”
The goblin girls stepped to each side of the doorway and motioned for us to venture forward, abandoning their plan to consult the kitsune. We certainly couldn’t complain about that development. After all, if this fox knew anything, we needed to retrieve the information—sooner and easier was always better than later and more difficult.
The interior of the shrine wasn’t anything too fancy in appearance. Candles were lit leading up to a stone altar. Nothing rested on it, but beyond it was a blue curtain.
As we approached the altar, a decidedly female figure emerged from behind the curtain. Her auburn hair ran down to her buttocks. Attached to her rear were nine tails that floated above the ground.
“Ahhh, I thought I felt a pleasant aura,” the fox girl spoke. Her gaze moved from me to Dusky, and her smile diminished into a frown. “And an unpleasant one too.” 
The catgirl scowled. “That’s rich coming from someone vain enough to have a shrine erected to themselves.”
“I’m used to being considered a deity. It sure beats being a whiny kitty cat.”
Dusky flashed her fanged teeth and hissed again. Letting her come along was obviously a mistake—as much her fault as everyone else’s at this point. 
I stood in front of Dusky, holding out a hand towards her before she threw herself at the fox. “Simmer down. We’re not here to fight.”
“Well, I should hope not,” Xiu remarked as she sat down cross-legged on the altar. Her outfit’s leather top exposed her midriff. That was a different look from what she wore when I rescued her. The last time I saw her, she was clad in white robes. “I’m assuming you want something from me. Perhaps…a favor, I suspect.”
I shook my head. “Information.”
Xiu clicked her tongue. “Splendid. I’m full of that.”
“You’re full of something alright,” Dusky murmured under her breath, earning another elbow from yours truly.
Turning my attention back to the auburn-haired beauty, I spoke. “I heard you were familiar with the Black Phoenix.”
Xiu smiled. “Dreadful bunch, aren’t they?”
“So, it’s true?”
“While not all the monsters you’ll encounter are aware of them, some of us have had past run-ins. Some of us broker for details on their movements to stay alive.”
I cleared my throat. “Well, I’m going to have to request you share what you know.”
“You’re welcome to request whatever you like. Doesn’t make what I know free.”
In response, I gestured with my arm to the entrance of the building. “And all this doesn’t count as payment to you? A home? A safehaven to call your own?”
“In the Badlands. Dead and dying trees abound with a permanent forecast of gray skies from what I can tell. As if that weren’t enough, monster girls are being brought here at least once a week. It’s getting pretty crowded.”
I crossed my arms. “Well, I’m sorry to hear the accommodations aren’t to your liking. Given the alternative is getting shot full of bolts or violently dismembered by the Black Phoenix, I imagined this would’ve been better received.”
Xiu propped her elbow against her thigh and rested her chin on her knuckles. “Remember, I was practically a deity in the world I came from. This location is a downgrade compared to where I resided.”
I grunted. “You don’t care about your friends here?”
“Like your goblin lackeys,” Dusky chimed in.
“A lot of the women here are homesick. Some of them will come to me from time to time to remember where they came from. They tell me their stories and I recreate the details.”
I quirked a brow at that claim. “Recreate how?”
Xiu held out her palm. A flame formed in her hand, illuminating the room in azure. “Tell me, Nathan: What do you consider to be the truth?”
What the hell kind of question was she posing to me? To me, the answer was self-evident, but I humored her. “The facts. Truth is simply truth.”
“Truth is what we choose to believe,” Xiù replied. “You believe your goal is to save all the monster girls, and that that will be the best outcome. That’s what’s right.”
“Yes. I would think that much was obvious.”
“Why?”
I shrugged. “Gee, I don’t know. Allowing reality to collapse on itself seems to be a shitty outcome.”
“Says who? Your castle core? You?”
Dusky growled in irritation. “This is a waste of time. If you’re that eager to die then go back to your homeworld and take your chances there.”
“What are you getting at?” I asked impatiently, ignoring Dusky.
Xiu clicked her tongue. “I’m saying your entire mission was told to you. There was little thought required on your part when everything was spoon-fed. Suppose your castle core had a hidden motive.”
“Elaborate.”
The fox girl sighed as she stood up. “Suppose the facts you were told were falsehoods that you assumed to be true.”
Dusky snarled. “Oh please. Vania has been entirely forthcoming with my master. The dimensions will become unstable if the girls continue to be picked off.”
“Well, how do you think the order you’re fighting sees the situation? Why do you think your enemy is fighting to run out the clock?”
“I suppose you’re going to tell me,” I said. I noticed we’d completely sidestepped the question of her being able to recreate details. I still wasn’t sure what the hell that meant.
Xiu smiled. “That information will cost you.”
“What?”
“Residence in your castle. I wouldn’t mind having a more spacious accommodation.”
“No,” I swiftly retorted.
Xiu looked at me in displeasure. “Are you saying I’m not pleasing to your eye? I assure you, I could be quite accommodating to your requirements.”
“I’m saying I’ve got enough of a crowd there. I need to work on the bonds with the women I have.”
“The castle continues to expand as you level up. Room could be made.”
I shook my head. “The answer remains the same.”
The fox sighed. “Not every girl you rescue gives two shits about seducing you.”
“Fine by me. I’m the one that prefers doing the seducing anyway—though it really hasn’t worked like that since I got here, come to think of it. But, in any case, I’m not in need of any additional residents as of this moment.”
Xiù considered my words in silence. The gears inside her head turned as her eyes lit up. “Okay, then your cost will be to install me as the leader of this settlement.”
“The leader?”
The fox nodded. “And I’ll need supplies so I can have a more worthy abode.”
I contemplated her deal. True, I could just say whatever and declare Xiu to be the leader of this place, but I saw problems with that approach. It would’ve made more sense if the girls of this village elected their own leader. If I dictated the decision to them, they could fall into unrest in my absence if the monster selected for the role was…well, too monstrous, so to speak.
“The leader would need to be able to maintain peace and look out for the welfare of the others,” I said as I studied Xiu’s smirking visage. “I suspect you’re only interested in looking out for your own interests.”
“Truth is what you choose to believe. Many of the women don’t trust me. I’m a fox. Trickery comes with the territory. Yet in deception lies comfort.”
The flame in her hand expanded and the light engulfed the entire room. When I could see again, we were all standing inside of Vania’s dining hall. The fox was sitting at a table with a salmon dinner in front of her. She held cutlery and began to dig into the food.
Dusky was sputtering, confused by our sudden change in location. As for me, I remained silent and tried to feel for Vania’s presence. It felt far away from where we stood.
A smile flashed on my features as I observed her eat her pretend meal. The little trickster had seen some of the castle when I retrieved her from her homeland. While the forgery, at a cursory glance, was a fine one, the whole experience itself was nothing more than an illusion.
I sat on the seat across from her. To my surprise, I didn’t fall through it and onto the floor. I wasn’t sure if I was actually sitting at the foot of her podium or if my mind was making the seat seem real, but I took it in stride the best I could and spoke to the woman.
“Xiu, this isn’t my castle.”
I heard Dusky behind me. “Sure as hell looks like it.”
Leaning forward on the desk, I stared at the fox. “It’s a nice trick though, even if it is a falsehood.”
The fox woman frowned at my words. “I might be the only thing standing between this village and its imminent collapse. Not all the monster girls are going to get along. At least with this talent, some of them could be convinced to tolerate their forced integration.”
“Forced integration,” I said, allowing the term to roll along my tongue. After several seconds of silence, I continued. “If I installed you here as the leader, it’d be forced. Prove yourself worthy to residents. You already have two devoted followers. Certainly, you can get the other villagers to see eye to eye with you.”
Xiu snapped her fingers and the castle around us melted. When everything dissolved, we found ourselves standing in the fox’s shrine. An impressive feat given I was sitting at a table when she undid the illusion.
“You know that isn’t what I wanted to hear.”
I smirked. “But what you heard was the truth. You want influence? Then you need to make yourself likable. You’ve got power, looks, talent. Fix your personality and you’ll be the real deal.”
Xiu chuckled and folded her hands in front of her. “Alright. Since you’re Mr. Important, I suppose I can afford to impart something useful to you. There was a reason I said what I did about your castle core. She’s not deceiving you, for the record, but not everything is as it seems on the surface. Under the right hand, a castle core’s ownership can be transferred.”
“Transferred?”
“Do you really think a bunch of humans would jump to the conclusion that all realities need to crash and burn in order to foster a paradise on their own?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “Hard telling when you’re dealing with fanatics.”
“The leader of this cult is someone known as Mother Serenity. The castle core her apprentice is running is powered by killing monsters.”
“I knew that much,” I replied. “I’m assuming my half-sibling is the one operating the castle.”
The fox ominously grinned at me. “For now.”
“What’s that mean?”
Dusky scoffed. “Probably a whole lot of nothing.”
“Let me spell it out for you. Mother Serenity isn’t what she seems and your half-sibling was fed a bunch of nonsense by her and her little order. The castle core she operates was originally Mother Serenity’s. If my suspicions about the old crone running the cult are true, she’s pulling your sister’s strings, and your sister is clinging to every word she says like a fool.”
“To what end?” I asked.
“When the universe ends, it sure would pay to have a self-sustaining castle, fully powered, able to occupy the size of an entire city, wouldn’t it? To, say, become the ruler of all the new lifeforms that spring up and be worshiped a god of the multiverse, with no one left to challenge you?” 
My eyes widened. “So, Emmy—”
“Your sister is being used. Mother Serenity is letting her use her powers to charge the castle up to its maximum potential, making it huge, powerful, a world unto itself—and then, when it’s all over, she’ll steal the damn core the moment the opportunity presents itself and present Emmy with the prize she always wanted as her reward—you.”
I furrowed my brow. “And you know this much how?”
“I told you I bargained for information. Prior to your arrival, that was necessary for me to stay a step ahead of those who would do me harm. And the key rumor I kept hearing is Mother Serenity is not a human, though she poses as one.”
“Then what the hell is she?”
Xiu shrugged. “That’s the big mystery. I wish I knew for sure, but I’m confident whatever she is, she is more powerful than you and your sister—in her own way, at least.”
Dusky snapped. “Oh please. Even if she’s masquerading as a human, he could take her. It’s in his blood to kill monsters.”
“Could you not say that so loudly?” I politely requested, trying to remain mindful of our location.
Aside from my plea for tact, Dusky’s point still stood firm. Two months and a half worth of rescuing did wonders for my progress. So too did my bonds. With everything I’d been working towards, my powers were presently at an all-time high, and they were only going to keep growing.
In fact, my efforts enabled me to continue raising my level. The girls had already started talking about the, ahem, breeding program ever since I hit level 10.
Xiu crossed her arms. “For now, that’s all I have. Given you provided me with nothing for this information, what I’ve shared is probably too much.”
I clenched my teeth at her disrespect. “We’re allies. We will pool our resources, if need be, to keep each other out of danger. Something to be thoughtful of if you feel tempted to withhold anything. Hindering my progress could result in you shooting yourself in the foot.”
The fox gave a curtsy. “That remains to be seen, young master.”
“Let’s go,” I declared. Dusky was all too eager to chase after me as I turned and walked out of the tent.
We didn’t spare the duo of goblins a single word as we headed off in the direction of home.
[image: image-placeholder]Back at the castle, Dusky’s mood was still foul. “It’s all a bunch of horse shit,” she stated.
I cleared my throat. “Vania, I have a request.”
“Anything my love,” her voice huskily replied from the air.
“See what you can find on someone named Mother Serenity. In the meantime, I’m going to have a few words with our castle’s resident prisoner.”
Dusky scoffed. “Please tell me you’re not serious about this.”
“Go fetch Angelica,” I continued.
With the look she saw on my face, there was no doubt left that I was as serious as a heart attack concerning the situation. The last thing I was going to tolerate was a bunch of genocidal fuckwads threatening the safety of the girls I loved—and our home.
At this point, it was doubtful I was going to be able to save my deranged sibling, not that I ever harbored much hope for that. She was far too dangerous to be allowed to continue to live. Still, she had a sick obsession when it came to me. There remained a possibility I could use that to my advantage, especially if I could dig up dirt on her master.
With how fucked up things were, there was no telling what my search would uncover.




Chapter eighteen








Chains of Salvation


Call me crazy, but I was finding the dungeons inside of Vania a bit too drab and dreary lately. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not put off by a bit of doom and gloom—believe me, the piece of shit we had imprisoned down here was indubitably going to deserve every morsel of pain coming his way. Fuck him for joining a doomsday cult and all that. 
Still though. I was thinking the place could have been spruced up a bit. Not exactly a top priority with everything going on, but we could have more than gray bricks and steel cages down here. Maybe an iron maiden or a torture rack. Something that might provide a little flair and variety to the place.
Our guest of honor: Fuckface McGee. Dead Meat maybe. I didn’t exactly have a name for the monk. Come to think of it, he never told it to us.
That’s fine. Seeing the fanatic as a person would make the situation unnecessarily complicated. Such a detail wouldn’t prevent me from hurting him—after all, this psychopath was more than content to waltz around and kill innocent monster girls, all to appease some fucked up order of psycho monks. He was trash, plain and simple. I didn’t care to humanize him and allow the mad monk to become anything more than that descriptor. 
Given we’d left him to his own devices, the man was fully healed. The fingers and nails were all accounted for on his body and his one eye was no longer dangling out of the socket.
The bald captive narrowed his eyes at me. Since his capture, his beard had grown scraggly and long. Given he’d been here for almost three months, I couldn’t say I was particularly surprised by the new look, though I admittedly hadn’t seen him since the last time Angelica and I proceeded to unleash hell on him. I let Vania press him for information a few times, too, but we’d gotten most of what we needed from his blood.
Speaking of Angelica, I barely heard her enter the area behind me. She was mostly silent with her steps.
“Ready for another round?” I remarked. When I glanced back at her, I saw a passionate look burning deep in her eyes. Unfortunately for our captive, she appeared more than ready, eager even, to enact torture upon him.
The prisoner gave out an audible sigh. I was glad to see he’d resigned himself to his fate. 
Still, I was far from unreasonable. Might as well offer an olive branch, I figured, before things went past a point of no return. No sense in dragging this bloody affair out for too long provided our captive’s tongue proved loose enough for interrogation. “Look, I’m willing to do this the easy way,” I told him. “I have some more questions.”
No witty retort awaited me. The man only cleared his throat and replied. “Ask.”
The response came easy enough. I accepted his invitation. “So far, we’ve been rescuing monster girls without any further interference from your cult. In the meantime, I’ve been doing a little digging. Even heard some whispers about them. Namely, one person in particular. Mother Serenity. Does the name mean anything to you?”
“What about her do you want to know? She’s the leader.”
Okay, so far so good, I reasoned. Continuing, I asked a question. “Is it true she’s some sort of monster herself?”
The monk’s eyes narrowed. After some hesitancy, he spoke. “No.”
“You’re not exactly oozing with conviction.”
The prisoner scowled. “We’re hunting monsters. Why do you think for one minute we’d be working for one?”
“Given you all want to bring about the collapse of the world, I’m not exactly inclined to dole out too much credit to you for critical thinking here. From what I know about cults, they involve a charismatic leader and exploitable followers.”
“Heretics,” Angelica growled behind me.
I smirked into the collar of my shirt. Of course that’s why Angelica hated them—they weren’t real Christians, even if they called themselves monks and dressed like them. The sudden realization of the source of her hatred nearly had me laughing out loud. No wonder she loved torturing this guy so much.
The ‘monk’ cleared his throat and spoke weakly. “Tell me, what do you even know about the other worlds? Specifically, I’d like you to think about the consensus on all your monsters those worlds’ inhabitants held.”
Though I felt the temptation to remind the monk I was the one asking the questions down here, I resisted the urge to chastise him and humored his question. “From the ones I’ve visited, most people don’t seem too keen on the monsters.”
“Did you ever bother asking yourself why?”
The question’s answer was so obvious that I had trouble keeping a straight face. The monsters were killers—like any predator, really. That’s why people feared wolves, or bears, or anything else they felt compelled to hunt just to be safe. It didn’t mean they weren’t necessary for their ecosystems to survive.
When I didn’t voice an answer, our captive continued. “Did you ever ask yourself why your father hunted them?”
“This feels like a sales pitch to me, and a lackluster one at that,” I retorted. “Did you ever ask this; did you ever ask that? Why don’t you cut all the shit and get to the damn point already?”
The monk frowned. “They prey on people. They’re evil, Nathan. That’s the reason your father hunted them. It’s also why Emmy Van Helsing hunts them. A universe that depends on monster girls’ existence for its survival doesn’t deserve to survive. Your sister understands this.”
“Half-sister,” I corrected, glaring at the man. “And for the record, my father quit hunting them and began rescuing them.”
A smile emerged on the prisoner’s face. “Cedric Van Helsing,” the man said, allowing the name to roll off his tongue. “Now he was quite the interesting figure. We tried to convert him to our cause at one point.” The mirth the man exhibited diminished as a glum expression emerged upon his countenance. “Alas, we failed in that endeavor.”
“I would guess the whole dimensional collapse thing wasn’t the best pitch to give the old man.”
The monk snorted. “He’d already discovered Vania by that point. The castle core we’d erected should have appealed to him otherwise, all things considered.”
This conversation was now headed back in an interesting direction. “What do you know about castle cores?”
“I’d seen castle cores in my travels, much like your own, but none like Mother Serenity’s. That core is rotten. Blood was the only thing that could satiate its hunger and empower its master. It felt…so wrong. It doesn’t feel like this place.”
I crossed my arms. “So what? You saying you prefer prison here with me?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I hate it here, but there is a difference in the air between this castle core and Mother’s. It’s less stifling. Less suffocating.”
“And you don’t consider that a red flag? A warning sign that what you’re doing is probably wrong?”
The man chuckled. “What we’re doing is wrong? How can you be so sure? By collapsing the dimensions, we can stop the monsters from preying on other people. It’s not the end of the world that will occur. A new world will be born out from under it. One devoid of creatures of the night. One where we can all become one.”
“Become one with what?” I asked.
“With all due respect, even if I were inclined to explain it to you in great detail, I doubt you’d comprehend much.”
I grinned. “Sounds like someone is eager to get tortured.”
“Good, I was starting to get bored with his yammering,” Angelica remarked. “I recommend we start ripping out his eyeballs again.”
The monk cackled dryly. “I pity you faithless fools. The merger will result in an era of enlightenment under the light of our order. A black phoenix will emerge with the dawn and engulf the world in a sea of flame. Out of the ashes will emerge a new being. A being that our minds and souls will forever be connected to.”
“Okay, so you people are birthing a god or some shit. Sounds about the kind of crazy I expected. I can’t say I’m surprised my father rejected your cult’s nonsense.”
The man smiled. “You seem to think you have everything figured out. You are ignorant, child. Ignorant!”
“Given you’re at my mercy, I’d think you’d have enough sense not to go running your mouth. Could prove to be hazardous to your health,” I warned him as I approached the cell door and opened it. A savage smile emerged on my expression as I unveiled my whip. “In fact, I’d say it may prove fatal.”
I tightly wrapped the leather whip around the man’s neck. With a sudden tug, the monk’s eyes bulged as he began to gag.
“Last chance,” I warned him. “You got anything else you want to share? Anything at all?”
The man did not tap out. To his credit, he seemed resigned to his fate.
Angelica watched me with an intensity burning within her irises. She could barely contain her elation—her body trembled with pleasure and equal measures of anticipation as she watched me garrote our prisoner.
As the monk flailed and struggled, I weighed my options. The man remained unrepentant for the things he’d done. If I let him go, I knew the act of mercy would only come back around and strike me hard in the rear. I was not going to let that happen, especially with someone like him.
Furthermore, and more to the point, I was pretty sure there wasn’t anything else he could tell us that’d be useful. The information he already shared was likely calculated and incomplete to begin with. It could have all been lies fed to him to tell to us for all I knew, and I didn’t want to grow too dependent on him.
On the more important things, he was quiet. He remained tight lipped on the location of their headquarters, and Angelica didn’t note that he seemed like he was lying when he indicated he didn’t know Mother Serenity might be a monster. Other than the motive of the group, he didn’t tell me anything particularly noteworthy concerning the subject of that woman. I considered inquiring about my deranged half-sibling, but decided against it. The naked truth was the less I knew about that incestuous bitch the better.
From here, all it would take is a hard left or right jerking motion and I could snap his neck. Make him do a 180 spin straight out of the Exorcist. As amusing as it’d be to see his Linda Blair impersonation, I figured I’d let Angelica do with him as she’d please.
I let off the slack and allowed the man to tumble onto the cobblestone floor, gulping precious air like it was fresh water.
“What do you think, Angelica?” I asked as I looked in the direction of the dazzling demon. “Should we let him live the rest of his days in the cell, or would you prefer to torture him some more?”
Angelica blushed. “T-torture. If he dies, he dies.”
Okay, so instead of the Exorcist, we were getting more of a Rocky IV sort of vibe. Well…that movie involved boxing. Still, I could get behind the sentiment.
I shrugged my shoulders. “Take it away.”
She did. When she approached she lifted him off the floor and wrapped her tail around his neck. As she strangled him, she held out her palm. Small embers sparked in the center before a concentrated flame burst forth from her hand. She unwound the tail and ignited the man’s beard.
The monk yelped and howled in agony as his face lit up like a cul de sac on the holidays. I didn’t expect to see a human candle, but she was well on the way to making one.
“Water,” she requested.
I nodded. “Vania, could you oblige?”
We were met with silence for several seconds when tentacles began to emerge from the floor. The slimy appendages were wrapped around a bucket.
“Thank you,” Angelica said to the castle before she took the container and dumped it on the flailing captive.
The fire appeared extinguished, though his face was severely burned and his beard was mostly gone. I was curious what the demon girl had in mind when she held out her hand towards the man.
“Crystallize,” she whispered as she clenched her fist.
The splashed man began to seize as solid ice crystals formed on his dampened face. His entire head looked like an ice cube within a matter of seconds. Angelica raised her foot and brought it down hard. With a single stomp, the man’s head crunched and shattered into a thousand glistening shards along the floor of the dungeon.
If he dies, he dies indeed. I’m not sure how she expected the man to survive having his head obliterated under her heel. No amount of regeneration was going to conquer brain death. It was also worth noting that Angelica was displaying powers she had never hinted at with me before. Could showing this to me be a sign of growing trust?
The monk’s body spasmed on the floor in small fits for about a minute. The macabre sight reminded me of a dissected frog.
“Definitely dead,” I remarked, crossing my arms. “Honestly for the best. I doubt he was going to continue being forthcoming.”
Angelica suddenly bit her lip and tossed me a guilty look. “I think I went overboard. We probably could have kept interrogating him.”
“We can always get another one later,” I said, reaching out and squeezing her hand. “Don’t worry about it.” I nodded at her before I gestured towards the corpse. “Vania, anyway can we get him wrapped up?”
Angelica quirked a brow. “Burial?”
I shook my head. “Tribute for the village. They might appreciate a free snack. Even if the intended gift is the remains of someone so loathsome.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Angelica replied with a giggle.
Vania spoke from a distance. “I believe it’s the thought that counts. Meat is meat to many of the inhabitants of the village. They’ll appreciate the gesture.”
I hummed in approval as the tentacles emerged from the ground and dragged the body through the floor. She would handle the preparations from there.
Still, I figured I’d take the opportunity to ask her a question. “Per chance did you find any dirt on Mother Serenity?”
“Not yet my love. I’m fast, but I’m not quite that fast.”
I chuckled at her comment. “Fair enough. Do let me know the moment you hear anything.”
“Well, I heard she was the leader of the opposition from your recently deceased captive. During the interrogation you asked if she was a monster. Why?”
I crossed my arms. “One of the inhabitants from the village claimed to have heard of the Order of the Black Phoenix. That was a rumor floating around about Mother Serenity.”
Vania replied promptly. “Be careful not to put too much faith in rumors. They’re not the only thing floating at the bottom of the gossip bowl. A lot of what you’ll hear is shit, to be candid with you, my love.”
“I don’t know, Vania. Something about this figure sticks out to me like a sore thumb. The whole merger scheme this lunatic was prattling on about sounds crazy enough to be planned by a monster. If she isn’t one, she might as well be.”
Angelica cleared her throat, and I turned and flashed a sheepish smile at her.
“No offense.”
“None taken this time.”
I frowned. My own mouth was doing a wonderful job of hindering bonding progress with her. I needed to think of something quick to regain lost ground. Torture was now off the menu. Can’t exactly do more of that activity, given she’d just finished squashing the head of the only eligible man we had available to be subjected to such brutality. Date night had to be redefined.
Besides, I’m not entirely a sadist. Well, I am, but I try to be a bit better these days. While the bastard deserved every bit of pain that he got, making a person scream for hours on end was not exactly the most productive usage of my time. It most certainly was far from the healthiest.
I put an arm around Angelica’s shoulder. “How do you feel about dancing?”
“Atop the graves of blasphemers and heathens?”
I chuckled, shaking my head. “In general. No deceased enemies required for what I’m talking about.”
“I-I don’t know.”
A smile graced my features. “Only one way we can find out.”
“Are you courting me?”
I nodded. “That’s definitely one way to look at it. Quality time between the two of us. That is…if you’ll have me.”
Angelica nodded. “I would cherish an evening like that very much.”
[image: image-placeholder]The dance hall that Vania had constructed received significantly more love lately and was looking more and more like a finished room. I allowed her to take her time with it, and it hadn’t gotten used more than once or twice as an alternative spot for sex with Dusky and Tasha, if I’m perfectly honest.
Gone were the tendrils and partially constructed floors of the area. A balcony looked down upon the ground floor. A grand piano fully polished sat along the back of the room.
The instrument came alive and began to play itself when we stepped foot inside of the room. While I appreciated music, and could identify some classical tunes, the one being played eluded my ear. It sounded upbeat and familiar.
Angelica tapped her foot to it. “I love this one,” she said.
“Well…I wish I could remember its name. Chopin?”
The demon nodded. “Yes. The Minute Waltz.”
I chuckled. “So you know more than your Bible?”
She frowned at that remark. “While I take my faith seriously, it is not the complete sum of who I am. There are other facets to my personality. I appreciate song and dance.”
I bowed my head sheepishly. “I’m sorry if I teased a bit too hard.”
“My faith doesn’t restrict me from enjoying the sound of music. In fact, I find it to be a fulfilling way of appreciating the many wonderful things the Almighty has given to us in this life.”
I smiled. “You think God inspired Chopin to write this piece?”
“Let’s say God didn’t inspire him to do it at all. I’m not afraid to make that concession. Even so, the man clearly put his heart and soul into the composition. There is love there. I think it’s a reflection of the creator’s grace that dwells in all of us. There is something to appreciate from his efforts. The music lifts my spirit. Nathaniel, you don’t have to share everyone’s view. You can still admire the contributions other people make to the fine arts.”
The piano changed tune. This particular selection definitely evoked Mozart. The Turkish March was the name of the piece if I wasn’t mistaken. Regardless, I appreciated Vania’s subtle touch.
She took my arm and led me to the center of the ballroom. “I’ll take this dance if you’d be inclined.”
Now, don’t get me wrong. I don’t claim to have the Saturday Night Fever. Though I may be a man of several talents, ballroom dancing wasn’t one of them. I wasn’t about to try anything particularly fancy. 
The best strategy would be to stick to the basics. A man could go far with a simple waltz and some basic ‘hands-on-hips’ action.
“I’d be delighted,” I said.
We found ourselves lost in the moment. The music playing on the piano changed to something slower in tempo. The pretty tune being performed was a delicate one.
With our dancing, I felt as though I was floating on air with each step we took. The most fulfilling detail about the occasion was the look of pure elation displayed on the demon girl’s face. She seemed to be in a form of heaven herself. It was jarring, considering she’d ended someone’s life not even twenty minutes ago.
At this point, I took the situation in as it developed. Lord knows I wasn’t exactly a saint. I spoke my mind, I didn’t fuck around. I did the things I had to do as a man.
Even for all my faults, I remained fiercely loyal to my lovers and friends. Angelica, I hope, could see that much in me. Besides, she’d even expressed that the concept behind a harem wasn’t entirely unbiblical.
From the conversations I had with her, I knew she felt lonely. Many of the women I encountered did, like Tasha’s sibling Tali. I could feel the hole in Angelica’s heart. I’d protect her. I’d keep her safe.
I only hope she could see that safety dwelling within my eyes.
It wasn’t all hopeless, of course. She had befriended Sabina to some extent, both of them bonding over their shared experiences with burning their skin when in contact with crucifixes. Even then, I knew things could be better for her.
“What are you thinking about?” I asked.
“Us,” came the answer, almost instantaneously.
I hummed. “Would you be so kind as to elaborate?”
A thoughtful look crossed her face. The music slowly died down and we ceased dancing within a matter of seconds.
“Well…you know how I feel about this lifestyle.”
I nodded. “Right. You don’t necessarily adore me having all the partners I do.”
“That is correct. Yet…I respect the fact that it is your mission. And…the love you feel for them is genuine. You’re not just treating the other women you’re with as mere objects for entertainment.”
“Of course not. I don’t half-ass relationships, nor do I force them. If the women are seeking a partner, a partner is what they get. The last thing I’d want to do is make my girl feel like she was nothing more than a cheap date.”
A smile pulled at Angelica’s lips. For a moment, she looked more like an angel. A red one, though. “I can’t help but admire that about you, Nathaniel. You’re kind, considerate, and devoted.”
“Our dead friend downstairs didn’t share your sentiments toward me.”
Angelica shook her head and grabbed onto my hands, clasping them together with her own. “He would’ve hurt us if you’d given him the chance. If you let him go, he would’ve returned with the fury of a thousand suns. I enacted my duty and the actions I chose…while I admit I got a little carried away, were necessary.”
“I wish I could say the execution could’ve been avoided.”
“Me too,” she remarked as she loosened her grip. She dropped her hands to her sides and lowered her gaze down to the floor. “Though I’m ashamed to confess it, I took immense pleasure in making him squirm and scream.”
I rubbed my fingers along my chin. “That reminds me: I didn’t know you could control fire and ice. You never mentioned it before.”
Angelica glanced back up and nodded at me before gravity, or perhaps guilt lowered her view back to the floor. “It’s not something I regularly advertise, but yes. I can control both of those elements—or rather manipulate them when they’re already present. Don’t get me wrong, I can’t snap my fingers and call forth a blizzard.”
“That’d be a scary talent if you could do such a thing.”
She laughed. “Well…something like that would take a good week of preparation. In theory.”
“In theory?”
Angelica gave me the thumbs up. “Correct. There’d be no guarantees I could pull it off either. It’d require an immense magical source, far more powerful than one I could likely produce on my own.”
“Well, I guess I’ll take that to mean you haven’t run into a situation where you’ve needed to invoke a blizzard after a week of prep.”
The red-skinned beauty shook her head. “I’m pleased to say I’ve not found myself in such an unpleasant situation.”
The temptation was there to ask the demon what she did to occupy her days prior to becoming a Christan, but I refrained from voicing such a question. With the zeal she employed while killing the heretic earlier, it wouldn’t be too farfetched for me to assume the execution I witnessed her conduct wasn’t her first.
“Sit down,” Angelica requested. Her tone was sweet, decadently so.
I made my way to the couch and obliged, curious to see what the girl had in mind for us.
She made her way to me, swaying her hips as she approached. A smile, disarmingly confident, emerged on her lips. Such a look seemed out of place for her. It didn’t take much imagination to discern her intention when she hiked her dress up. Flimsy underwear covered her good parts—satin lace panties to be precise.
Angelica perched herself on my lap and began to rub her ass against me. The way she ground along my crotch made me rigid and hard like a block of wood. I had not been expecting this development to come so suddenly.
I suppressed the moan that threatened to escape my lips. Still, it didn’t take much on her part to figure out that I was enjoying her treat.
“I’ll take that as approval.”
I chuckled. “W-well, what happened to the prim and proper appr—”
My words were taken from me as she joined her lips to mine. Her intentions were made clear without a single utterance. “Don’t talk me out of this,” her body all but said to me.
I closed my eyes and sank into the moment. She certainly tasted as amazing as she smelled, like strawberries with a hint of something else I couldn’t name.
I wanted her. My hands moved of their own volition, working the back of her dress until it slumped off her shoulders. Within a moment I could feel her bare breasts cupped in my hands. Her breathing became ragged as I started to massage them and grind back at her.
The music, which I could faintly hear in the background, changed to a slower tune. Lighter notes played deliberately. Something original, I’d wager. Not that my mind paid much attention to it—Angelica and I were engrossed in our own melody.
She unzipped my pants and started fondling my dick with one hand. When she started removing her dress, she used her tail to work my shaft in her hand’s absence. Within a few seconds she stood before me like an irresistible temptation, ready to drop the dress down to the floor—but I held up a hand to stop her.
Her eyes widened with worry. “Wh-what? What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I just want to ask—are you sure about this?”
She bit her lip and nodded, then let the dress pile at her feet. “I’m sure. Just—let me take the lead, okay?”
I nodded and watched as she dropped her panties to the ground next. She was entirely naked, and I couldn’t have been harder if she used her ice magic on my dick. She was shorter and smaller than the rest of the girls, but her figure was a feminine one, and her beauty was undeniable. She watched me take in the sight of her, bashfully averting her eyes after a few seconds.
Then she got back on my lap. “Okay,” she said, whispering it like somehow made our act less naughty, “A few rules. First, you can rub your male part along my female part, but it can’t go inside.”
I blinked at her innocent way of speaking. “Got it,” I said.
“Second—Vania, do you have, uh, lube?”
A purple tentacle came out of the floor holding a bottle of clear liquid. Very convenient. “What’s this for if I can’t go inside?” I asked, arching a brow.
“My butt…should be okay,” she murmured. “I’ll still be a virgin—technically.”
“So…anal sex?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at her.
She nodded, smiling awkwardly back at me. “Yes, Nathaniel. You can…uh…you can do me in the butt. The other girls called this ‘the loophole’ back in Catholic school.”
“Amen,” I grunted earning a giggle from her. Our lips locked back together, and soon she pressed me down onto my back on the cushion, looking down at me. She took my cock between her hands and pumped it a few times before sliding it underneath her pussy. Soon, she started rubbing her pussy lips up and down the length of it, coating it with her own, natural lubrication.
“Mmm!” she moaned, “Ahh! It—it feels really good!”
I said nothing. I just reached up and fondled her breasts, taking their softness into my hands and massaging them as she ground her naked sex against my cock.
“Okay,” she muttered after a moment. “If I do this any longer I might break my own rule.”
“So?” I grunted. “In the butt?”
She nodded and turned around, slapping her ass for me. She reached back and opened it with both hands so that her ass and pussy both gaped at me, both seeming to invite me inside—but only one invitation was valid tonight.
I grabbed the lube that was discarded onto the cushion and lathered my cock up with it generously. I also dabbed a solid amount onto my finger and pressed it against the tight bud of her red demonic asshole, massaging the outside a bit until she relaxed.
“Mmm,” she whimpered. “That’s weird. You’re fingering my little booty.”
“I have to get it ready,” I noted. “I think it’s good to go.”
I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her toward me, offered a word of warning, and pressed my tip against her sphincter. With a gasp and a push, I went inside, and Angelica bit down hard on her own tail as I started moving my hips.
Taking a gentle approach, I fucked her dark passage to a slow and steady rhythm, not daring to go all that deep. She was already whining and mewling beneath me. She might even have been crying.
“Does it hurt?” I asked her.
She nodded. “It does! But—it’s starting to feel okay! Just keep on going, Nathaniel!”
I followed her directive and spelunked her cavern, and soon her sounds of pain and whimpers became moans and groans of bliss. Seeing this, I picked up the pace.
“Nathaniel!” she gasped, looking back over her shoulder at me right when I got the idea to stroke the base of her tail. “Nathaniel!”
I wasn’t sure if she had something to tell me or if she suddenly just became very fond of my name. Either way, I kept on going, focusing on the sexy as fuck look on her face as I fucked her in the ass.
It was almost too good to be true, but here we were. I felt my balls boiling, ready to flood her anal cave with man juice. “I’m gonna cum in a minute here, Angelica.”
“Oh! Is it okay to—hnngh—to cum in my ass? Is that safe?”
“Yeah, but it’s a good idea to shower later,” I muttered as I continued pounding away. The sound of our skin slapping together had become a constant in this room.
“Then cum in my ass, Nathaniel!” she begged. “Please baby, please! Fill me with your cum!”
That’s all she had to say. Hearing her hot, needy voice utter those words, I was fucking finished. I hydro-pumped her dark star full of sticky goodness, enjoying the clenching and squealing she did. It was clear that Angelica was experiencing her own climax as well.
A few moments later, I finally pulled out, and the succubus turned over in a hurry and wrapped me up in a hug.
“How much time do I have before you-know-what?” she muttered.
“Huh?” I asked. “What are you talking about?” I threw my arms around her as well and kissed her forward.
“Till I’m pregnant. Should I go shower now?”
I squinted at her, trying to decide if she was joking or not. “You can’t get pregnant from anal.”
Her eyes went wide. “You mean we can just do this any time we want? With no consequences?”
“You might have some, uh, interesting sessions in the bathroom if we’re doing it all day every day,” I noted. “But yeah.”
She grinned. “Well, as a demon, I don’t poop, so where’s the downside?”
I chuckled with her and kissed her once more on the forehead. From the satisfied look prominently displayed on her delicate face, I knew the beautiful succubus had enjoyed the experience. I did too. But there was something about it on my mind, and I just had to know.
“I have to ask,” I said, gently rubbing her arms as I composed myself. “What…what made you want to do this?”
Something resembling shame appeared on her face for a split second. “You were so kind. So patient. So gentle. I felt you went out of your way to get to know me and…I know it was wrong to give into carnal desire, but I started to feel like it was more of a sin to leave the man I intended to marry unfulfilled by me. The Bible says a woman must submit to her man, so—”
I cut her off with a frown.
“What?” she asked. “Did I do something wrong?”
“Don’t compromise on your standards for me,” I told her. “I mean it. I could have waited longer for you.”
Angelica shook her head. “I feel…I feel this is right. I know it’s your mission and…I’ve got to do my part.”
“My mission? Pfft, fuck that,” I said while shaking my head.
“Excuse me?”
A smile tugged at my lips as I stared down at the flabbergasted beauty beneath me. “I don’t see this moment we shared as part of your duty, and it honestly bums me out that that’s how you see it. You matter to me, and it has nothing to do with my mission. Lying with you, loving you: Those things are more than a mere obligation. Sex is good and all, but it’s not the point.”
The woman meekly nodded, clinging dearly onto every word I said to her.
“Again, I know the way I live diverges from your values but…I still very much want you in my world.”
“I…I want you too,” she said, her lips trembling. Tears began to well in her eyes as she embraced me. “I—still want this. I want us to be intimate. Maybe it’s sinful and maybe I’m being selfish…But now that I’ve had a taste of what it’s like to really, really be yours, there’s no going back.”
The notes of the piano were soft as a gentle wind now. They climbed in volume and then ebbed away again as we soared together in our moment alone. The world around us no longer seemed to exist as the tune came to an end and the candles providing light in the dance hall dimmed one by one. We sat alone, the only light source lingering in the room being a lone candle perched in an alcove by the doorway.
The new melody carrying us off was the rhythm of our heartbeats. We closed our eyes and sank deeply into the moment.
Many things flooded through my system. I could feel a deep power welling within me. Vania had talked to me about forging bonds. Not just a physical one, but an emotional one.
The fire resonated deep within me. I could feel my level climb. Not once, but twice. I didn’t pay attention to the bevy of stats, or the abilities offered, displayed on my arm. It was a mere distraction in that moment that I happily tuned out. That plunge would be one I could take some other time, perhaps in the morning.
Right now, the only desire I held was for the red-skinned beauty cradled in my arms. I shifted off her and we shared the couch together. Angelica rested her head against my chest, closed her eyes and drifted off within a matter of minutes.
As I began to lose consciousness, I could have sworn I heard a faint whisper warm up my ears.
“Goodnight my love,” Vania’s voice spoke to me.
The power that waged war against my eyelids ultimately conquered them, and I fell into a slumber, drifting off in the silence of that moment. As I found my own slice of heaven, I remained unaware, and mostly unconcerned with what tomorrow would hold in store for me.
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Distress Call


Name: Nathaniel Van Helsing 
Class: Castle Keeper, Level 13
Bloodline: Van Helsing
Stats: Body A, Mind A-, Soul A+
Abilities: Rope of Restraint, Van Helsing’s Hex (Level 2), Whip of Laceration (Level 2), Catlike Reflexes, Sword of the Slayer (Level 2), Blessing, Phase Dodging (Level 2), Amplified Pain Tolerance, Flame Whip, Night-Sight, Detect Evil.
NOTICE: Select an ability to enhance with your level up. Your options are as follows.
1.   Iron Gut – Become immune to most poisons. Rotten food becomes edible.
2.   Prismatic Barrier – Form a prism shaped magical barrier to ward off attacks. Can be maintained for up to 30 seconds before a recharge is needed. Can withstand 6th level damage.
3.   Cursed Object – The user can curse a non-magical item with Van Helsing’s Hex. Any who touch it will be exposed to the effects of the curse.
The above stats and selections were what I woke up to see this morning. Angelica was still passed out, resting her head against me.
With the usual clamor that went on around here, I was half surprised some of the other girls weren’t busting down the door trying to join us. Either they’d taken the hint to not pester us, or Vania was prohibiting their entry. Either way, I needed time to compose my thoughts.
Rather than disturb Angelica’s slumber, I stayed there and reviewed my current loadout and options. The first one I’d picked this morning was Detect Evil. No stat boosts, but it gave me the ability to sense malicious presences.
Sadly, the current loadout didn’t promise additional stat boosts either. Nonetheless, the options were too difficult to pick a favorite. I hadn’t run into a situation where someone was trying to poison me, and I didn’t foresee too many instances where I’d need to eat garbage and food festering with maggots and mold.
Even the thought of that idea made my stomach churn. So much for having the guts for the Iron Gut skill.
On the other hand, Prismatic Barrier was very tempting. Being able to make a shield to protect myself from continual attacks was a great idea. The problem is I didn’t have the first clue as to what entailed 6th level damage. Were Emmy’s arrows considered 6th level or lower in terms of damage?
Then there remained option 3: Cursed Object. The person I’d most like to curse with that ability proved immune to Van Helsing’s Hex. Even so, I was well aware of the fact that making my entire skillset a counter set to Emmy’s wasn’t the wisest strategy. Still, as of my current predicament, she’d been the greatest threat I’d encountered. None of the monks seemed to be on par with her level. Truthfully, there hadn’t been much need for me to fight monsters either.
Who the hell knows? I might need to gain the talent for conquering monsters if I encountered Mother Serenity and she ended up being some sort of godlike monster masquerading in human flesh.
For now, I’d take a chance on the ability called Prismatic Barrier. Such a selection could still prove useful, at least for the fodder enemies. If it proved potent enough to make Emmy’s arrows useless for thirty seconds, then that length of time could also be the difference between life and death.
I gesticulated towards the menu selection with my finger and with a small ding Prismatic Barrier was added to my loadout of selectable abilities.
Being honest, I wanted to test some of my skills. Since this move was a defensive one, I could request one of the many horny residents of the castle to attack the barrier and test its potency. If they could restrain their libido long enough, I could probably gain a great deal from the experiment.
Tilly was a ghost. She could levitate objects and chuck them at me. I doubted that form of offense would count as a 6th level attack.
Sabina was a vampire, of course, fang-you-very-much. I wasn’t sure of her ability to conjure projectiles, but I didn’t anticipate bites to be very effective against the shield in any case.
Dusky wasn’t a projectile user at all, based on my experience. She’d just fling herself at me with teeth and claws. Same deal with Tasha. Clothing option and generally frowned upon by the two of them.
Shelley could vomit acid. Gross as that prospect was, that could count for something. Angelica had also revealed she had fire and ice moves. Having the pair team up to try and break the Prismatic Barrier could be a good idea.
What I’d do to minimize risk is erect the protective spell over an object that would show signs of damage if something got through. The castle had suits of armor in some of the hallways. One of those would likely suffice.
I briefly contemplated using one of the spirit chefs as target practice. Vindictive little dickheads, I thought to myself while shaking my head. Funny as that idea was, they were ghostly apparitions, meaning there was no guarantee the attacks would do anything to them in the first place. Not to mention, it was terrible conduct to target the entities making your food.
With my luck they’d be savvy enough to retaliate when cooking my meals and then I’d find myself wishing I’d selected Iron Gut from the pool of options. Yeah, that experiment would NOT be worth it to me.
My pick appeared as clear to me as a sunny day—we’d be going with the suits of armor for the test. The option was practical. Any damage one of those suits sustained, whether they be dents or holes, would be obvious to the naked eye.
I petted Angelica on the head, rousing the girl to life. She glanced around, taking in her surroundings. After a few seconds of sobering up back to the land of the living, the beauty’s eyes darted towards her panties on the floor. She scrambled for them and slipped them, and her dress, back on in a hurry.
“How would you like to do something fun?” I asked.
“Last night wasn’t fun?”
I shook my head. “Of course it was. Last night was wonderful. I’m talking about breaking things.”
The demon tilted her head at me. From her confused expression, she might’ve entertained concerns I was losing my mind.
Clearing my throat, I clarified my meaning. “Our bond we shared last night allowed me to level up and I acquired an ability that might prove useful to my mission, all thanks to you.”
“Re-really?”
It was adorable how her expression lit up for me. Affirmation did wonders for her spirits.
I continued. “In my tree of skills, one option I unlocked was Prismatic Barrier. I’ll need to test it, but the ability boasts that the shield can last 30 seconds and protect against 6th level damage. Does that mean anything to you?”
She shook her head.
That made two of us at least.
“Well, I’m not sure what constitutes level six damage, but I imagine your talent to conjure fire might serve as a valuable baseline.”
“Are you suggesting I shoot a flame at you? I-I could never—”
I held up a hand and patted her shoulder with it. “No, Angelica. I would never ask you to harm me. Hence my proposal to break things. There are many suits out in the great hall. My plan is to have you blast one with the barrier and shoot the other without my protection.”
“Nathaniel, I…I don’t know. It seems like such a vulgar display of power.”
A vulgar display of power? This line coming from the girl who shattered our prisoner’s head from the prior night was a baffling one indeed. Still, I didn’t want to try to decipher her morality on what constituted excess. Instead, it’d be a better approach to justify my reasoning behind the proposed experiment. An explanation would help set Angelica’s mind at ease.
“Not at all. The goal is to figure out what constitutes 6th level damage. If the Prismatic Barrier can withstand your fireball, then there’d be a good chance it could withstand Emmy’s bolts.
Angelica quirked a brow. “Bolts?”
I nodded. “My deranged half-sibling carts around a giant gatling crossbow. Without adequate protection, I’ll be at risk of looking like a human porcupine.”
The demon winced. “Sounds like quite the weapon to be up against.”
“It really is. It’s also only a matter of time before I encounter her again. When that time comes, I’ll be in desperate need of a counter measure.”
“Hence your experiment.”
I smiled at her. “Precisely.”
“Then I wouldn’t consider that a vulgar display of power. I’ll be pleased to help you. Especially after…well, you know.”
She was so modest. A mischievous part of myself felt tempted to ask her if she’d be so kind enough to elaborate what it is I supposedly knew. Given she’d just consented to cooperating, and my efforts had yielded much needed progress with her, I refrained from needlessly embarrassing the girl by dwelling on our lovemaking. 
Getting off the couch, I straightened my shirt and looked at her. “Before I test, I’ll need a shower. Do you want to join me?”
Angelica meekly shook her head. “I-I do but…well…I don’t think it’d be appropriate for now.”
I resisted the urge to laugh. Besides, I appreciated the candid comment. “It’s quite alright. We can take our relationship at whatever speed you’re comfortable with, Angelica. I just hope you’ll feel comfortable enough to join me someday.”
“Of course, after we’re married. I’m going to um…tend to myself quickly. I’ll meet you out in the great hall in about thirty minutes or so. Sound reasonable?”
A cold draft of air flooded the room.
My teeth chattered as I gave her the thumbs up. The girl put on her outfit and swiftly left the room, leaving me alone in the dance hall.
Again, it baffled me that the other girls weren’t swarming in or pounding down the door to get to me. Oh well. There was that expression to never look a gift horse in the mouth. It wouldn’t be long before the girls were up to the usual shenanigans. If I was swift enough, I might dodge them in time for the shower.
If I proved to be too slow then Angelica might have to wait a little longer than the thirty minutes we agreed upon.
With the cold air rushing me along, I was quick to dress myself.
After I put on my clothing, I left the dance hall and found Angelica standing in the hallway looking perplexed. When I looked past her, I understood the source of her confusion: We were sealed in the hallway. Brick walls blocked us in the area.
“Vania, you are aware we can’t get through this dead end, right?”
I heard the castle core chuckle at my comment. “That’s why it’s called a dead end. I apologize, my dear. I didn’t want either one of you to be disturbed. Especially after how…romantic you were last night.”
Angelica blushed and looked away. “C-come on. You were watching us!”
“That’s complicated. If you’d like to discuss in detail, I’d be happy to explain.”
“N-no!” the demon protested.
I crossed my arms. “Please don’t tease her.”
“Of course, my dear.” As Vania spoke, the walls groaned and the bricks obscuring the path ahead shifted and began to part before our very eyes. In a matter of a minute, the way in front of us was no longer blocked. The rest of the castle was available to us once more.
“Thank you,” I said. “Any chance I could get you to do that to my room when I want to be left alone?”
Vania let out a mirthful giggle. “Only if you really want me to.”
“Definitely leave the option on the table. Anyway, I’ve got to get ready. We’re doing an experiment today.”
“Ooooooh,” Vania cooed. “I like experiments.”
I smiled at her words. “Trust me: You’ll like the one I have in mind,” I said before I started sneaking down the corridor.
My trip to the shower proved to be an eventful one. The chorus of horny women could be heard echoing through the hallways as I tried to creep past everyone.
“Daddy!” Shelley had yelled, starting the ruckus.
“Where did you and Angelica run off to, boyfriend?” Dusky demanded. “I couldn’t find either one of you last night.”
Sabina seemed the most composed of the women, observing me from a distance with a toothy grin. “I’m pleased to see our master has returned.”
“Play! Play! Let’s play together!” Tasha proclaimed, toppling me over with one of her tackles. She licked my cheek half a dozen times. “I’m sooo overdue for a walk.”
“Alright everyone. Everyone! I’ve got to take a shower. Busy day ahead.”
Dusky frowned. “All work and no play, baby.”
“Yeah, we need to plaaaay,” Tasha agreed.
“Well…I have something in mind. Time and place, girls.”
A mischievous grin appeared on Shelley’s face. “Like your shower? And right now?”
“Yeah!” Dusky said as she slung an arm around me. “That’d be the perfect time and place for us. I could scrub and scratch your back. You could turn around and fuck me for a job well done. Hmmm. Brilliant!”
“Brilliant! Me too!” Shelley chimed in.
Sabina spoke. “If my master so desires, I too would be honored to hop in the shower.”
Tasha eagerly nodded. “I want to go in the shower, too! Kind of. Actually, I hate the shower. But I like playing!”
I winced. How many people did those girls think my shower could accommodate all at once? “I have an experiment I need to conduct.”
“Are you a scientist all of a sudden, Nathaniel?” Dusky inquired with a smirk.
I gestured towards Shelley. “No, unless you want to count her. Then again, we all chipped in on her creation. I guess that’d make you ladies just as qualified as me.”
The catgirl pretended to adjust spectacles and struck a professorial tone. “I have an experiment for you. Question: How fast can I make you cum,” Dusky said with a lascivious grin. “Hypothesis: pretty fucking fast.”
My head shook. “This is serious, girls. I’m going to meet Angelica here in a bit. I got to get cleaned up for it.”
“Angelica!” Dusky exclaimed. Her brow narrowed. “But she had you all night!”
“Did you sell your soul to her?” Shelley asked. “Are you at her beck and call now?”
I glared at both girls. “No, I did not sell my soul. I gained some new abilities this morning and I would like to test my latest one. It’s called Prismatic Barrier and it could prove quite useful in our war against the Black Phoenix.”
Tasha grimaced. “Your sister, in other words.”
“Half-sister,” I quickly corrected. “Anything I can do to cut off that relationship, the better.”
Dusky tilted her head at me. “And how will this Prismatic Barrier help you against her?”
“It could serve as a shield between me and her gatling crossbow, for one thing.”
“Gatling what?” Dusky asked, cocking her head.
Tasha cleared her throat. “Exactly what he said. Gatling Crossbow. She can shoot hundreds of bolts out of that thing. You’re going to test to see if this Prismatic Barrier of yours can withstand it?”
I nodded. “Exactly the idea. And I’d prefer to feel a little cleaner before I do it. In mind, body and soul.”
“Angelica’s converted him!” Dusky declared in shock. “He’s a Jesus person now! I guess that means I have to convert, too.”
I rolled my eyes. “No. Still not exactly a church-going Christian. It’s more so that I’d prefer to approach this refreshed. As much as I enjoy messing around here with you girls, it detracts from my ability to think about the job.”
“We’re still getting in the shower with you,” Shelley replied.
I nodded and sighed. “Fair enough. Alright. It is what it is. But no sex in the shower. Just clean and go.’”
Dusky nodded solemnly. “Yep. Cum, clean, and go. No longer than, say, eighty-seven minutes at the most. Agreed, girls?”
“Agreed!”
[image: image-placeholder]Once I finished cleaning myself and being forced to clean the girls each at least three times, I made my way to the great hall. Angelica awaited me. She avoided eye contact when I arrived.
Either the prospect of the experiment had her concerned for my safety, or something had her feeling guilty.
I spoke to her softly. “You alright?”
She nodded meekly. “I uh…just took care of some matters.”
My brow quirked. “What matters? Your own shower?”
“I uh…just…oh, don’t make me say it.”
I crossed my arms. “You don’t have to be afraid to speak to me. You can tell me anything. “
“Promise you won’t think less of me?”
“Scout’s honor,” I said. Poor choice of words given I was never a Boy Scout, but that was beside the point.
Angelica gulped. “Carnal desires,” she said. “When I thought back to last night, and what it was like having you inside of me I…I couldn’t help it. I touched myself when I made it to the bedroom alone. I know it’s not very Christian of me.”
I smiled at her. “That’s nothing to feel guilty over. Literally every Christian man you’ve ever met masturbates or has sex multiple times a week. That’s just the way it is.”
“Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body. That’s First Corinthians 6:18.”
I rubbed her shoulder and looked at her sympathetically. “Just remember, what you did was out of love for me. Is love for another truly a sin?”
“If they remain unmarried.”
I kissed her on the cheek, which made her smile a little. “Well, for now you need to keep your mind focused on the experiment,” I said as I began to move forward in the room. My eyes were scanning the various suits of armor lined up along the walls. “We’ll figure out how and when to make an honest woman out of you some other time.”
Eventually, my gaze focused on a suit of armor wielding a spear with both hands. The shape of the figure had one foot arched back while the other was planted firmly forward with the waist of the suit resting at a lowered angle. The figure almost looked prepared to spring forward at the slightest movement.
I tapped my finger along the chest plate. “I think we have a winner.”
“Is this the one you want to test without the barrier?”
“Yes,” I said as I grabbed the suit of armor. I grunted as I moved the decoration. The weight of it was reasonably heavy. I’d wager it was over fifty pounds at least. Still, my powers allowed me to carry it to the center of the hall effortlessly.
Angelica stood back and interlocked her fingers. She stretched them and I heard the bones in her hand crack from the motion.
The demon reached for a torch on the wall and scooped a tiny speck of fire into her hands. Within a few seconds, the heat from the ball of flame in her palm grew and swelled, and the fire ballooned into the size of a golf ball.
“Can you make it bigger?” I asked.
Angelica nodded. Her hand trembled and the flames she held expanded to the size of a basketball. “Will this suffice?”
I nodded. “I believe that will do it. Go on and give it a whirl.”
Thrusting her hand outward, the fireball launched itself towards the suit. The flame hit the center of the armor and the decorative suit clattered onto the ground from the impact of the blast.
I approached the downed armor and assessed the damage. The projectile had scorched the center of the breast plate, leaving a hole approximately the size of a fist. I couldn’t help but gulp at the sight of it.
Multiple shots of Emmy’s arrows could easily cause that degree of damage, but not just one. The fire Angelica produced was perfect. It would also give me a decent baseline as to what degree of damage precisely constituted a 6th level attack.
I gave a cheerful sound at the sight. “Yes! Yes!’
“You’re pleased?”
I nodded exuberantly. “Oh yes. I’m going to select another one and we’ll try out my barrier. This is perfect.”
Angelica beamed at me with pride.
Turning back to the armors, I found a suit standing straight with a great sword pointing to the ground by its feet. As I went to get it, I heard Vania’s voice speak to me. “Allow me to fetch that for you darling.”
Tendrils emerged from the ground and latched onto the decorative armor. They dragged it forward by ten feet.
“Beat still my heart,” I said dramatically while holding my hand against my chest. “Vania, you are a doll.”
“All for you, my love.”
Skipping a step, I backed away and allowed Angelica to form her flame. She obliged, and within a matter of fifteen seconds we were staring at a large ball of concentrated fire.
“Aren’t you going to form the barrier?”
I sheepishly grinned. The experiment would be entirely moot if I left out that step.
Holding out my hands, I concentrated on the skill and shouted it out loud. “Prismatic Barrier!”
With that decree, the field of magical energy emerged from my hands. Blue and violet colors swirled around the prism shaped barrier. It looked amazing. It seemed perfect, except for one minor detail.
The barrier formed around me and not the suit of armor.
“Shit,” I murmured. “Son of a fucking bitch!”
Angelica cocked her head, confused by my displeasure. “I thought we were using the armor.”
“We are,” I declared. “Unfortunately, this is also my first time using this ability. The skill list never declared a range on it.”
Vania sounded disappointed. “Sometimes the abilities gained from leveling up can be unpredictable with their application. This skill seems designed to only protect yourself.”
“Do you want me to proceed with the blast?”
I swallowed nervously. While I was safe and could regenerate even faster than usual in Vania’s walls, the prospect of having a giant hole burned through me gave me understandable cause for concern.
Piecing together a swift solution in my head, I gave her an instruction. “Shoot off center to the left. That way if you pierce the barrier, it’s only my arm or leg that might get hit in the process.”
“Nathaniel, I don’t want to hurt you.”
“I don’t want that either, but a test is a test. This thing only lasts for thirty seconds. I’ve only got about ten of them left. Take the shot.”
Angelica hesitated.
I frowned. “Come on. Now!”
The demon nodded and unleashed the blast. The ball of fire struck against the left side of the barrier. Embers leapt through the air and the projectile began to dissipate before our very eyes as time was up. A few seconds later, my barrier vanished and the remainder of the fireball, now the size of a quarter, harmlessly shot past me.
“Is that a success in your book?” I heard Tilly’s voice from a distance. The ghost girl materialized through the wall and began floating around me. “That looked very dangerous.”
I adjusted the collar of my shirt and took a deep breath, relieved I wasn’t roasted like an overcooked marshmallow. “Yes…I was hoping to have a greater degree of flexibility with the damned thing. It can only cover myself.”
Tilly sighed. “Well, don’t be so hard on yourself. It’s possible a future level up might give you actual control range with the Prismatic Barrier.”
Angelica spoke up. “And we know my fireball attack is 6th level or lower.”
Vania chimed in. “That should still prove useful against your enemy’s gatling crossbow.”
I nodded and then glanced towards Tilly. “I never told you about the experiment. How did you know the details?”
“I’m a castle ghost. I overhear things. Like in the dance hall where you and Angelica were quarantined, for instance. I wasn’t meaning to peep, I promise!”
The sudden draft of cold wind suddenly made more sense.
“Well…that at least explains that. I’m surprised you didn’t leap after me with the others.”
“I’m more considerate than that, Nathan. Just so you know, it took all my restraint to not appear in your shower and scare the other girls away so I could smash my naked body against yours in peace.”
Angelica scoffed. “Uncouth.”
I wagged my finger at the demon. “This is a judgment free zone, Angelica. No berating the others.”
“Dusky does,” Tilly responded.
I rolled my eyes and glanced in the apparition’s direction. “Dusky is a naughty cat too. She gets called out for it, rest assured.”
I decided one thing for my experiment right away. While the Prismatic Barrier was affixed in front of myself, I decided NOT to recruit Shelley for any future tests. Acid puke would be a miserable way to go if her powers exceeded sixth level.
Vania cursed audibly, piercing the silence of my inner monologue. “Ahhhh! Dammit!”
I was baffled and offput by her sudden obscenity. She was normally composed and overly eager to please. “Hey, what’s going on, love?”
Vania cleared her throat. “It’s the arachne. Queen Octavia has just sent us a distress signal. They’re…killing everyone.”
I didn’t need to have her elaborate on who they were. I knew in my heart it was the Black Phoenix.
“Well, we’ve got to get going as soon as we can. Have Dusky prepare the portal.”
“Yes, my love.”
I feared things wouldn’t bode well with our enemy’s reemergence. It had only been a matter of time before the Black Phoenix would assail the Spider Queen’s domain, and time was apparently up.
A nauseous feeling in the pit of my stomach screamed that Emmy was involved in this, and that I might even see her there. Whether I wanted to walk into that situation or not, I was about to find out firsthand if the Prismatic Barrier would be able to withstand her assault.
Outside of that concern, I hoped we wouldn’t be too late answering Octavia’s cry for help.




Chapter twenty








In the Heart of Battle


When Dusky summoned the portal, I requested Sabina to join me. 
“Are you sure that is safe? Sunlight? Vampire?” the catgirl asked. She curled her fingers around her shoulders and rocked herself back and forth. “It buuuurns!”
Vania spoke up. “I can confirm it is nighttime at present in Reapingwood. A quarter past eleven to be precise. Provided that you get back to the portal within six hours, it should be fine.”
I gestured towards Sabina. “Then you’d be safe. I plan on leaving the second we find Octavia and extract her. Failing that, we’ll find shelter for you if we have to. Besides, we’ve never gone on a mission together.”
“Master, you’re right as always. We never have.”
Dusky groaned before she did a mock imitation of Sabina. “Master, you’re right as always. Geez, could you be any more of a suck up?”
The vampire grinned, unfazed by the catgirl’s sniping. “Sucking is what we vampires do.”
“I do it better,” Dusky muttered crossly.
Sabina scowled, suddenly insecure. “That’s different.”
“Alright ladies, we’re wasting time. Save the cute banter for after the Spider Queen is recovered.”
Sometimes I sounded more cantankerous than I meant to. Then again, when a life and my mission rested on the line, I saw little sense in permitting the continuous back and forth game of catty barbs between my women.
Vania responded first. “I concur. The sooner you get moving, the better. If they really are killing everyone as the distress signal advised, it may already be too late.”
Shelley scoffed. “Daddy tried to warn her. It’d be her own fault if she got herself killed.”
I nodded in uneasy agreement. “While that is true, there’s nothing to be gained from us casting stones,” I declared before I turned back to Sabina. “You up for this?”
The vampire nodded. Her fangs protruded even more as her lips curled into a smile. “I’m ready when you are, master.”
Good, I thought to myself. Without wasting another word, I stepped through the conjured portal, and Sabina followed behind. I could feel the electricity of the portal make the hair on my arms lift straight to attention.
When I acclimated myself to my new surroundings, I was taken aback and horrified at the sight awaiting me. I saw various shades of orange and red coloring the village surrounding me—the heat of the fire consumed everything, stifling the air with ashes and smoke. I covered my nose on instinct with the crook of my elbow. The assault on my senses all but gagged me.
Sabina appeared behind me. Her expression twisted. “Killing everyone indeed. They’ve razed this place.”
As if punctuating the vampire’s point, one of the wooden structures, the inn Shelley and I had stayed at during our prior visit, leaned forward and crashed to the ground, shooting a puff of dust, ash, and embers into the air.
“Goddamn it,” I cursed under my breath. Why didn’t she listen to me? Octavia’s refusal to heed our warning allowed for this bedlam to occur. Even so, I felt somehow responsible.
I looked towards where the castle resided. My eyes widened as my jaw dropped. It was gone! Scattered bricks and flames were all that remained of the site.
“It’s already too late.”
Sabina looked at me with alarm and shook her head. “Come on master, we might still have a chance.”
“The castle is gone.”
The vampire shook me, snapping me from my stupor. “That fact doesn’t mean the arachne is gone. She sent some kind of distress signal to Vania somehow—she must be alive.”
I stared at her for a few seconds. My neck muscles regained their function and I nodded at her. “You’re right. She might’ve gotten out. We’ll Scooby Doo what we must and search for clues, I guess.”
That in and of itself begged the question: What clues? Charred remains? A convenient trail of webbing that’ll lead us to Octavia?
I despised being so unsure of myself. More so than that detail, a sense of dread was creeping up on me, palpable enough to make my bones quiver in the wake of its presence.
The enemy had acted first. Our adversaries had proven that they were better at their job than I was at mine. Even so, my real concern, even if Octavia was slain at this point, lingered on the Order of the Black Phoenix. Would we see them first, or would they detect our presence and launch an attack?
Sabina tapped my shoulder. “I’m going to get overhead.”
“That is commendable of you. Here I thought you were still sore about not being able to because of your fangs,” I joked, mostly in a desperate effort to calm my nerves.
“Overhead, not…” the vampire woman paused, flustered by my lewd comment. She shook her head and smirked. “I’m going to survey the scene, master,” she clarified.
I nodded. “Please do. I’ll look around here in the meantime. See if anything leaps out at me.”
She looked perturbed by my comment, knowing it could apply literally in this case. Still, she resigned herself to my wishes and stepped a few paces back.
Sabina closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The vampire lifted her hand as ebony particles formed around her figure. Within seconds, her body dissipated, and a colony of bats flew out from where she once stood. The flapping of wings was loud, audible enough to be heard over the roaring inferno consuming the remnants of the village around us.
The bats flew and scattered through the air, covering all four of the cardinal directions.
I lowered my head and kept my focus on the area around me. My muscles tensed as I began to trek forward, keeping my eyes peeled for any sign of movement. I half expected bolts to be shot in my direction as I trudged through the village and headed towards the ruins of the castle.
As the seconds passed, I began to pick up speed, transitioning from slow, plodding walks to a brisk spring in my step.
I couldn’t help it. I had to know what happened here.
Eventually, I found myself standing before the castle gates. Well, what was left of the gates. The rockface wall surrounding the iron gates had been torn asunder. Whether that was caused by the force that had destroyed the castle or something else was anybody’s guess.
Aside from the fire rampaging in the distance, it was eerily quiet in the ruins of the Spider Queen’s domain. As I continued along the site, I took one step too many and yelped. I lost my footing and found myself clawing at the edge of a pit, narrowly catching myself from falling all the way inside.
When I dared to look down, my heart threatened to leap out of my throat.
Below me sat several impaled figures in robes that were stained red. Wooden stakes were crudely jutting out of the ground, designed to skewer any poor soul unfortunate enough to stumble upon them carelessly.
I vaulted over the edge of the precipice and rolled onto the land. My heart pounded with the intensity of an angry landlord trying to collect rent even when I was sure I was resting upon stable ground.
Octavia had left traps behind for her foes. They’d claimed the lives of many of them, apparently. I was just glad I’d narrowly avoided being added to that list myself.
Once I found enough nerve to stand stably on my feet, I forced myself to venture towards the center of the rubble, careful this time to be more observant of my surroundings.
Sizable fragments of the building rested upon crushed figures. From what I could see of their clothing, many of them were clad in brown robes. While some of the villagers had worn similar attire, the pewter cross observable on one of them gave me an indicator as to the identity of the bodies clustered around the area. Even if they’d been successful in slaying Octavia, at least she’d taken a lot of these bastards with her.
My eyes darted to the right. I heard the sound of some of the bricks shifting, one of them even clattering upon the ground.
Revealing my whip, I crept forward, prepared to strike at the first sign of movement. When I turned the corner, I caught sight of one of the monks scrambling to stand.
The man looked surprised to see me well before I cracked my whip at him. The edge of my weapon struck him at the center of his forehead. He let out a cry as his legs buckled out from under him and he fell to the earth.
“Where the hell is the Spider Queen?” I demanded.
When he made a move to get up again, I lashed out at him once more—the snap of my whip against his flesh ensured he stayed prone along the ground.
“No moving either,” I shouted, my muscles clenched. “Start talking or I’m going to beat you like a dog.”
I felt a malicious presence emerge near me well before I heard the figure speak to me. It felt like the Grim Reaper was breathing down my neck.
“Big bro, honestly! Like a dog?” 
Shit, I thought as I swung around. I leaned my body awkwardly to the left with my movement. My instincts were on point, as a bolt flew past me, missing my shoulder only by a matter of inches.
My eyes narrowed at the grinning face of my half-sister.
“I thought I was fucked up. What did dogs ever do to deserve your beatings, hmm?”
“It’s an expression,” I snarled before I struck at her with my whip. “Admittedly, it’s very problematic.”
Emmy leapt back and dodged my strike. Her movement was far from graceful, as she staggered with an awkward gait. Despite her tenuous grasp on her equilibrium, she kept her weapon trained on me with her finger pressed against the trigger.
“Now, now, brother dearest,” she said with a cheery smile. “I have to confess that I’m excited to see you again—but I’m not really ready! I had something romantic planned for our next meetup, and I’m not prepared at all!”
I paused and took notice of her right leg. She had trouble putting weight on it. Whatever caused the castle to crumble to the ground must’ve done a number on her, too. A smile formed on my lips. Regardless of how strong she was, she must’ve been at a disadvantage. I might actually have a chance here.
“I’d worry about your own predicament,” I retorted. “Seems to me things didn’t go so smoothly for you and your little outfit this time.”
Emmy Van Helsing frowned at me. “Try having a castle dropped on you and see how you feel in the morning.”
Ouch, I thought. That did sound painful. Still, I wasn’t going to take time to empathize with this lunatic. Instead, I snarked at her. “Looks like it hurt. Good.”
“Now that’s rude,” she said as she clicked the trigger of her weapon and worked the crank. “It’s not at all like you. My brother loves me—even if he doesn’t know it yet!”
The first thing I did was lunge out of the way, creating an after-image of myself with my Phase Dodging ability. Emmy was momentarily distracted, allowing me to close the gap between us, but she was quick. She figured out what was going on much too fast, and before I managed to strike her, she, too, dodged out of the way, confusing me with her own after-image.
“How cute!” she squealed, jumping up and down. “We have the same ability! Let’s see what else you’ve got up your sleeve!”
I activated the Prismatic Barrier ability just as she fired another barrage of bolts at me. The first bolt pierced my shoulder as I brought it up. While it stung like a hornet from hell, the shielding spell still performed as I’d hoped and kept the other six shots from getting to me. When the bolts struck it, they splintered in midair.
Emmy paused, clearly taken aback by my new ability. “Well, well, well. Big brother is getting stronger. Guess we can play a bit rougher this time.”
“Fuck off.”
A look of genuine hurt emerged on her face. “I could’ve killed you before. We both know it, too. Try being a little sweeter to your sister, would you? Let’s just have some fun! Here are the terms—if I win, you come home with me and we live happily ever after. If you win—” She made a lewd-looking face at the prospect. “Well, you can do whatever you want.”
I maintained my glare, thinking of my next move, while I pulled the arrow out of my shoulder. Fuck, that son of a bitch burned! While I pulled the shaft of it out, the head of the arrow remained inside for now, which felt somewhat less than excellent. That could cause serious damage if it wasn’t tended to soon. I healed faster than a normal person by a lot, even without Vania—but I didn’t think it’d work out well with the metal tip of a crossbow bolt buried inside me.
Think. Think. I had the element of surprise—my deranged sibling didn’t know how long my barrier would hold, nor could she be sure how much stronger I’d gotten since we last met. The same was true of her, too, however. I was almost certain that she hadn’t been wasting her time. I had to assume that she’d been growing right along with me, keeping the level gulf between us fairly wide.
When the spell dropped, I’d take the chance to get off an attack. I only hoped I proved swift enough with my movement to get her before she blasted my ass again with one of those bolts.
“So, what’s your big plan now: Going to stay huddled up in your little bubble? Want me to try pricking—”
The barrier dissipated in the middle of Emmy’s jeering. The woman’s mouth snapped shut and she took an awkward step back as I bolted forward at her.
Striking with my Flame Whip ability activity, the burning leather cracked against her wrist, causing her to yelp and drop her gatling crossbow as I heard her skin sizzle from the impact. The weapon clattered on the ground, but it was built well and seemed no worse for wear. She followed its descent as I tackled her and began punching her in the head with my right fist. I hammered one blow after another, leaving her dazed from the sudden onslaught, but she kept grinning up at me the whole time.
Upon raising my fist for a fourth strike, she lunged her head at me. Her forehead collided against mine, sending me falling off of her.
“I just—this isn’t how I want our time together to be,” she moaned in frustration, sitting up. “But you’ve grown stronger! That’s great! I’m proud of you!”
A burning sensation throbbed along my temples as my hand instinctively covered my head and I crawled away from her.
Emmy clambered to her feet. I could hear her boots thudding as she approached me. She arched her good foot back and kicked me in the face, sending me rolling on my side.
“You’ll come to love me when we have time to sit down and get to know each other,” she insisted, her voice oddly soft. She tried to kick me again, but this time I was ready. “You’ll love me the same as I love you—we’re meant to be together, always. You’ll see. The whole multiverse will see!”
I caught the toe of her boot and pulled downward, sending her onto the ground. My half-sister yelped in surprise as she fell, then broke into a fit of laughter. I rolled on top of her and attempted to strike her again. She caught my fist and shoved it back into my face.
“Stop hitting yourself,” she cackled as she jerked my hand forward and slammed my fist hard against my own forehead. “Stop hitting yourself, big bro!”
The strike sent me falling onto my back. Though I was in pain, I kicked my foot out and swept Emmy’s leg, causing her to join me back on the ground just as she was starting to stand again. It was a messy fight, and it was about to get messier.
She scrambled away, making a dash for her gatling crossbow.
“Prismatic Barrier,” I yelled. I held my hand out and nothing happened.
Emmy stared at me awkwardly for a few seconds before her lips curved into a sadistic smile. “Looks like big bro can’t get it up under pressure. I would love to help you work on that.”
A shudder went down my spine, least of which was caused by my half-sister’s unwanted attempt at a sexual innuendo. I was exposed and vulnerable. If she started taking shots at me, I’d be in serious trouble.
I heard a monk, the one I’d whipped, speak up from behind me. “Go ahead and capture him. We can handle him together easily.”
A few more figures emerged from the distance. Given the identical cloaks they all wore, I knew none of them were my allies. Groaning, I realized that even as strong as I’d grown, I probably couldn’t beat them all alone. I could barely match Emmy on her own.
She frowned but nodded after a few seconds of deliberation. “Well, you heard the man. What happens next is up to you, brother. We can go quietly together, hand in hand on our way to a cozy date night, or you can go screaming and barely clinging to life,” she declared as she aimed her weapon suggestively at my legs.
I slowly held up my hands. “Well, when you put it like that, I’d have to say it sounds like none of my options are particularly desirable.”
Emmy smiled. “That’s a matter of perspective. If you’ll warm up to me, I can show you just how desirable I can be.”
I made no effort to hide my disgust. “Not interested, sis.”
The woman sighed with disappointment. “I totally get it. Love takes time. And I promise you big bro, the two of us are going to be having a lot of time together from now on. All day, every day, nothing but you and me until the end of everything—and then into its rebirth. Now, let me just take out that pesky leg of yours so you don’t try to run away…”
Another shudder ripped through me at that remark. I closed my eyes waiting for the inevitable shot to hit me, yet praying I’d find a way out.
The bolt never came.
Instead, I heard shouting from behind me. When I opened my eyes and looked at the commotion, I saw the monk behind me being carried away by a swarm of bats.
The others in Emmy’s party looked at one another with horror, trying to rationalize the scene playing out before their very eyes. Emmy herself looked more annoyed than anything else at the development, even as the man in the air was torn apart as several of the bats flew off with his upper torso.
“No one said dick about a vampire,” my half-sibling stated. She pointed her weapon at my chest. “One of your unworthy sluts, I presume?”
I glared at her. “Don’t you dare call her that again. Her name’s Sabina.”
Emmy scowled for a moment, but then she glanced at the bats and smiled. “Sabina it is. I’ll be sure to inscribe it on her gravestone. You know, right after I stake her undead ass,” she declared as she started shooting at the bats.
The bats dispersed, dodging the swarm of arrows being shot at them. I growled and leapt for my sister, readying an attempt to summon my Sword of the Slayer. I was ready to kill her. Information be damned, I wouldn’t be taking prisoners this time.
Sadly, I didn’t get far. One of the robed monks, a man with a sword tattoo over his left eye, appeared in front of me and kicked me, sending me flying into one of the partial walls, exhibiting odd strength for a human. Whatever was holding the small section of the wall in place gave way and sent me toppling over it. My own sword fizzled out before it fully appeared.
“Don’t distract your sister now,” the man declared. “Pay attention to me. I’ll be your opponent. Trust me, it’ll be much easier that way. You wouldn’t want to watch your precious little vampire get skewered while you look on helplessly, would you?”
My aching body lifted itself from the pile of collapsed bricks. I glared at the man and let out a battle cry as I charged him. Using my whip, I lashed out.
The monk caught the end of the whip with one hand and tugged on it, sending me staggering towards him. He formed a fist with his other hand, and I found the wind leaving my lungs when he struck me in the solar plexus.
Gasping, I fell onto the ground by the monk’s feet. Unfazed, I recovered quickly and punched him in the throat, sending him flying maybe ten feet back until he slammed into some rubble. He got back on his feet and snarled at me, but he paused and looked at my sibling who was still taking shots at the bats. Her weapon had stopped firing.
“Fuckin’ titties! It’s jammed!” Emmy snarled.
I clenched my hand into a fist and lunged forward, closing the gap between me and the monk. Seeing as Emmy was occupied, I had to take out this bastard now that I had the chance. I went straight for the testicles.
Just when I thought I was going to hit, he caught my attack and glared at me. “You dirty little—”
I shouted, startling him, and slammed my elbow into his ribs. The monk gasped and released me immediately. Grabbing the man by the collar of his shirt, I punched him in the face and sent him collapsing onto the ground, his cheek shattered.
“Restrain him!” one of the other monks, a female from the sound of her voice, shouted.
Next thing I knew, three more of those robed fuckers were coming after me. As they bolted towards me, I summoned my whip again and prepared to lash one of them. Hopefully, one of these opponents wouldn’t be so quick to catch my weapon like the man I’d just punched out.
Of the three targets, I set my eyes on the largest of them. He was heavyset and bore more resemblance to a bear than a human being.
My whip struck him upside the head. The attack did nothing to deter his charge, but it drew a potent spray of blood. His shoulder connected with me and bowled me over in one hard tackle, but I hardly felt the blow at this point. I was running on pure adrenaline.
As the world spun around me, I felt his hairy hands grab my shirt and lift me into the air. He threw me, and I was airborne. I yelled as my back hit one of the brick walls. At least it didn’t fall over, and I didn’t go through it. Not that the outcome was much better as I landed on the ground, groaning.
“Watch it” Emmy barked. “I don’t like the way you’re handling my brother.”
How comforting, I thought as I forced myself onto my feet. For a minute, I was beginning to feel more like the one that had a castle dropped on him. My muscles protested my attempt at standing. The pain came pretty damn close to forcing me back on my knees.
The monk with the sword tattoo, the one I’d punched, was now standing, too. He spat blood onto the ground and glared in my sibling’s direction. “Relax, Emmy, I’ll treat him extra gentle from here on,” he said with pure venom in his tone. He looked at me with quite the sinister stare. “We wouldn’t want him to miss what happens next.”




Chapter twenty-one








What Happens Next


The monk with the sword tattoo stalked toward me while the other three monks followed his lead. I was outnumbered. With how sore my body felt, I knew I was outmatched, too, unless I got really creative really quickly. After all my training and practice, I still hadn’t definitively bested Emmy. After all those level ups—she must have leveled up too. And her lackeys were unnervingly strong for people outside a holy bloodline, which begged a  lot of fucking questions.
Now would have been a good time for reinforcements to arrive. Perhaps Octavia would bound around the corner and join us in our battle. That would be nice.
Unfortunately, the Spider Queen did not appear.
Emmy clicked her tongue in disapproval as one of the monks approached me. “I just fucking said I don’t like the way you fuckers are touching him.”
“And I just fucking said we’ll keep him alive,” the monk retorted. 
I was certain I could take the monk with the tattoo on in a single fight. I did not maintain that confidence with the other three added to the equation, especially at the same time. My main concern out of these four lingered on the big guy that casually shrugged off getting struck by my whip. If he could take that attack head on, I’d need to use something a lot more potent to bring his ass down. Maybe Van Helsing’s Hex.
The bats swarmed Emmy, provoking a shout from her as she swatted at them with her weapon. Even not firing, it probably made for a decent club with how heavy it appeared to be based on the size of it.
“Believe me, young Van Helsing, there are things in this world far worse than death,” the tattooed monk spoke.
I gave an awkward smile as I took a single step back, trying to formulate in my head what the hell I was supposed to do to get out of this situation. “I suppose you all plan on showing me some of these things.”
“He’s quick on the uptake,” the female monk laughed.
The hulking gorilla of a monk next to her spoke in a low baritone. “Enough chitchat. We have a job to do.”
I wished I could say I admired the man’s devotion to his work. Given that his integrity extended to my harm, I couldn’t say I was enthused by it.
The fourth monk, a silent man with a mustache who hadn’t said a single word, was the first to charge towards me. He pulled out a dagger and thrust with it.
I bounded to the side, smacking his hand to divert his arm and struck him on the forehead, sending him falling to the ground.
Mr. Tattoo came next.
I used my powers to conjure the Sword of the Slayer, succeeding this time. The monk halted in his stride, surprised by the sudden appearance of my blade. He staggered back as my sword nicked his cheek. If he’d been a second slower, he’d have been dead.
The big man came at me with a thunderous charge. I carried an irrational fear my sword wouldn’t cut into his massive frame. Still, nothing ventured nothing gained. Resolving myself to it, I took the swing.
For as massive as this monk was in size, he was surprisingly nimble. The dancing glacier of a man dodged my slash and captured my wrist. I found myself getting lifted off the ground.
I kicked my foot into his groin. The monk took a deep intake of breath and glared at me.
A sheepish smile formed on my face. I maintained it for an awkward second before I found myself getting flung. Again.
When I hit the ground, I heard something following my descent. I caught a swift movement out of the corner of my eye and rolled along the ground a second after I landed. Something shattered next to my ear.
When I looked up, I saw icicles hovering in the air. There were three of them and they were all pointing directly at me. The female monk held out her hand and was controlling the crystal blades. She thrust her wrist forward and sent them flying towards me.
I leapt out of the way, dodging two of the icy projectiles. The third one pierced into my side, pinning me to the ground. I held my hand there as the blood poured from the wound. She’d cut me deep. I could tell that immediately. My vision started to blur as I rose back on my feet.
Not yet. I couldn’t afford to lose right now. It was doubtful Sabina would be able to take on all of them by herself. I was honestly surprised Emmy hadn’t killed her. Her weapon jamming had been a godsend if there ever was one.
Fat lot of good that miracle did us with me losing my bearings.
The mage held her hands together and smiled. “I’m coming at you again,” she boasted. I heard a cracking sound and icicles began to emerge by her feet. They began to jut out of the ground and approach me in rapid succession.
I didn’t have time. With how my body felt there’d be no way to outrun them. I likely would die from this depending on where I got stabbed.
“Prismatic Barrier!” I shouted, silently praying that I could pull off the ability one final time.
If there was a God hearing my pleas, He answered my call as the barrier emerged. The ice blades broke against the forcefield I generated.
I smiled confidently at her. “That all you got?”
“No,” she swiftly retorted. The mage stomped her boot on the ground.
Instantly, several icicle blades shot simultaneously along the ground. They struck the barrier in tandem and pierced through it. I yelped as one of them nicked my leg, sending me stumbling backward. The barrier dissipated as I collapsed to the ground.
I heard Sabina’s voice nearby, and it shook me out of the pain. “Master!” What was she doing?!
I weakly lifted my head and saw her running towards me. She’d adopted her humanoid form once more, perhaps having run out of bat juice. Most importantly, she’d stopped fighting Emmy, who was trembling with fury.
“Sabina, you’ve got to run!” I yelled. “Get out of here! Go home, I’ll find—”
The tattooed man stomped towards me and pressed his boot against where I’d been stabbed in the leg. A cry of pain forced itself from my lungs as I writhed along the ground.
“Emmy, take care of the bite bitch,” the monk barked. “I’ll take care of your brother.”
Sabina stopped in her tracks as a bolt flew past her. We all stared wide-eyed at the arrow’s destination.
The tattooed monk glanced down at his chest where the projectile had struck. Apparently, Emmy had gotten her gatling crossbow unjammed. “Y-you fucking traitor. You—”
We never got to hear the rest of his profane descriptors for my sibling as another ten bolts pierced him through the chest. His body collapsed onto the earth; the bolt tips ensured his eternal silence.
“Damn it, she’s gone mad,” the mage declared.
The silent monk ran from the scene as my half-sibling began to fire a hailstorm of bolts at them, gritting her teeth with a remorseless look of focus. The coward who ran away was struck multiple times in the back where he inevitably fell dead to the ground.
The female monk had formed a barrier of her own, blocking most of the shots while the big monk charged my sibling. A well-placed bolt to the head killed her attacker instantly.
“You’ll pay for this, Emily! Do you hear me? When Mother Serenity finds out what you’ve done, you’ll wish you were dead.”
Emmy giggled before she bolted toward the mage. She conjured a sword of her own. Flames emerged from the blade, and she effortlessly slashed through the ice.
The monk gasped as she was pierced.
Emmy snatched her hair and pulled her close to her. “The prophecy is for me and my brother alone. It said dick about you. You’re all expendable,” she declared before she jerked the blade out of her adversary. “Mother won’t give a fuck. You fuckers don’t deserve to touch my brother.”
Emmy watched with glee as the life went out of the female monk’s eyes and her body crumpled to the ground. She sucked some blood that had collected on her hand, moaning at the taste of it.
My half-sister licked her lips and then glanced at Sabina. She maintained an intimidating gaze towards my vampire companion for a few seconds before a mirthful expression emerged on her countenance. Then she shifted her focus to me.
“See big bro? Your baby sister loves you enough to kill her friends—you’d better appreciate that.”
I was so fucking confused. In the span of ten minutes, she’d gone from implying she’d pierce my legs with her arrows to being my savior. Even now, she still hadn’t made any moves on Sabina. As she approached, the sword she carried vanished. As for her massive gatling crossbow, she kept it pointed towards the ground.
Clearing my throat, I forced a smile. She loved me, right? Well, maybe I needed to give a little back in order to make it out of here alive. “You did an amazing job helping me there, sis.”
Her expression lit up when she heard me praise her—I almost felt guilty for manipulating her, the look was so genuine. “Big brother! That—that means so much!”
When she got within a few feet of me, her weapon dropped to the ground, and she held out her arms to embrace me.
Call me a dirty fighter, but I took that chance to cold cock her upside the head. While it was undoubtedly a shitty thing to do, no amount of affection was going to cure crazy. With how unhinged my half-sister was, it probably wouldn’t take her long to set her sights back on Sabina, even if her aggression toward me was temporarily resolved.
Sabina was my first bond. She was a cherished partner. There was no way in hell I was letting her come under fire, and make no mistake, that very thing was all but guaranteed to happen with the Black Phoenix’s star player if she was given too much leeway.
Emmy fell to the ground and didn’t move. I kicked her again in the head one more time, just to make sure she stayed out cold, but that made my gut twist. I froze for at least five seconds after that, maybe more—staring at my little sister. Lost.
Sabina blinked in shock. “What are you waiting for, master? Aren’t you going to kill her?”
I nodded, summoned my sword, and held its edge against the back of Emmy’s neck. The decision made sense. It was smart, and it was right. It would end everything here and now—more or less, anyway. It’d solve a hell of a lot of problems for sure.
But…fuck! I’d feel like shit given that she just kept her own allies from torturing me to death. A pragmatic part of me knew it was the right thing to do. I was smarter than this! I wasn’t this sentimental or careless! I could put this lunatic out of her misery right here before she could go on and kill anyone else—or fuck up my life any more than it already was.
In the end, poor form was poor form. I could choose who I wanted to be. While my own morality was atypical when compared to most, I had my sense of honor. I knew what was right. Killing someone who had just put their neck on the line for you wasn’t right. And—fucked up or not—she was my half-sister.
I looked remorsefully at Sabina and shook my head. “Can’t do it. She saved me.”
The vampire stared back at me, speechless. Her expression indicated that she was appalled with my decision, as I knew she would be. “Listen to me, master: I understand your feelings, but this will come back to haunt us. I implore you one more time, please finish this. It’s the right thing to do.”
“Then why doesn’t it feel right to kill my own sister? She loves me, Sabina. She trusted me. It’s too much.”
Sabina shook her head. “I-I can’t answer that for you, master. All I can say is this is war. You can’t hope that she might have a change of heart each time you encounter her. Next time, she might fire that bolt of hers at you anyway. Or…or she could harm one of us. Tell me if that feels right.”
This exchange was the most defiant I’d ever seen Sabina, submissive as she usually was. Clearly the situation had shaken the vampire, which I couldn’t discount. I didn’t blame her. If anything, I appreciated her honesty, and I recognized the very strong possibility that she was right and I was wrong.
“For now, I feel that we should fall back and look for Octavia. That’s the real reason we came here. We’ll restrain her in a moment so she can’t follow us. Someone will come get her long after we’re gone.”
“Don’t go soft on me, master. This isn’t you. If you have a chance to win you should take it. We need to—”
I glared at her. “That’s enough, Sabina. Drop it.”
Her lip quivered. “Bu-but—”
“I’m not asking.”
The vampire looked dejected but nodded, accepting my judgment. She certainly understood my point of view, but she couldn’t condone it. From her perspective, murdering my sister was the right thing to do. Was it? It seemed so obvious before, but now? She was a troubled girl. She needed help. As her only family…wasn’t it my job to help her somehow?
What I did know with complete certainty was that rescuing the Spider Queen continued to be our objective. No one said she’d perished during the Black Phoenix’s assault on her domain, and the fact that so many monks were still here seemed to hint that they were hunting for her. After all, they had no idea I was coming.
I sighed. “Honestly, I’m not sure where to start our search. She’s not in that castle.”
“If she is, she’s certainly buried,” Sabina added.
I nodded. “When you were flying around did you see anything out of the ordinary?”
Sabina shook her head. “Just the monks. If the arachne is alive, she did a wonderful job covering her trail. A little too good, in fact.”
Shit. Did we have the time or resources to do a big hunt? While the sun wasn’t in any danger of coming out any time soon, it would still be a problem for Sabina when it did. The thought of her burning up into dust dissuaded me from taking my time.
Then there was the problem of the monks. For all we knew, more were stationed near where we stood. If we were too lackadaisical, we would be dealing with reinforcements. Since I felt pushed to the limits of my endurance, I knew such an encounter would only prove to be a death sentence.
Limping forward, I kept my eyes peeled around the ruins. For arguments sake, if Octavia was buried under the rubble, we’d have no way of moving it all to verify.
I cursed as my mind tried to piece together a practical solution. All I could think about at this point was leaving.
The thought of that approach angered me. I’d already left without her once. What would Vania say if I came back empty-handed twice? What would happen if a few days later I got yet another distress signal from her?
“How far do you think she could’ve gone?” I asked the vampire.
Sabina sighed. “It’s hard to guess, master. Two miles. Could easily be twice that. There’s also the problem of figuring out what direction she went.”
The analysis was reasonable, I hated to concede. This whole situation was looking to be nothing more than a fool’s errand.
Grimacing, I decided to abandon ship. I felt like shit here, but without a sign of her, we’d be sitting ducks. If I wanted to sit around planning, I’d rather do that on my own turf in the safety of my castle walls.
“Then we should leave. I regret it, but we’re wasting time. Time we don’t—”
I felt a malicious intention behind me. I tried to whirl around to see what was going on, but I felt a burning sensation tear into my side.
“No! Master!” Sabina shouted.
When I completed my rotation, I looked to see my half-sister holding her favored weapon. She shot me while my back was turned. My knees buckled and the agony sent me falling to the ground.
Sabina howled and charged at my sibling. The fight between those two women didn’t last long. I heard a sickening pop as Sabina’s arm was dislocated in one swift motion. With a harsh blow to the head, she fell to the ground unconscious.
No. No! This couldn’t be happening. I was wrong. I should’ve…I should’ve killed Emmy when I had the chance. And now…
My sibling picked up the vampire’s body, slinging her over her shoulder. Emmy studied me for a moment. A torrent of emotions flooded her expression. Anger. Regret. Hesitation. She looked desperate to say something to me.
“Why did you do it? We—we should be together!” she shrieked at me, her face anguished, her voice shrill and pained. “Why?! We’re family! We’re prophesized! We’re inevitable!”
“Emmy—”
“Stop resisting! I fucking need you! My whole life, you were the missing piece. The love you give these—these things,” she growled, gesturing at Sabina, “That’s meant for me. That’s my love! And you’re…corrupting it. Dividing it up and sharing it with dirty, filthy monsters.”
I held up a hand and took a slow step toward her. “Then let’s talk. Just you and me—let Sabina go, alright?”
“Will you come with me?” she asked.
I hesitated. Just when I was about to say yes, though, she growled with impatience.
“I—No one will ever, ever love you as much as I can,” she told me. “No one is as desperate for your love as I am. Every minute of every day, I’m fantasizing about hugging you, holding your hand, sleeping in your lap. We’re chosen, brother! We deserve each other!”
I frowned at her. “You’re clearly hurting,” I muttered. “I get that. Let me help. Come with me, to my castle. We can be together there.”
Her eyes widened at the suggestion. “Do you mean it?”
I nodded. “I do. You can’t hurt the others, but—”
Emmy frowned at that. “The others? Your other girls? I can’t live among a bunch of monsters, Nathan.”
“You already do,” I told her. “Humans aren’t meant to be as strong as these bastards. They aren’t Van Helsings, so what gives? And Mother Serenity—she’s a monster herself. She’s hiding the truth from you.”
Emmy narrowed her eyes at me suspiciously. “Who told you that?”
“I’ve got it on good authority,” I said, though that was kind of a lie.
My sister looked at the bodies of her comrades and sighed as she hoisted Sabina over her shoulder like a gunny sack. “I’ve lost enough here today. I won’t lose myself, too. I’m not going with you.”
I narrowed my eyes at her pleadingly. “Please,” I urged her. “Come with me. You’ll see what it’s really like.”
“I don’t want to see,” she countered. “I want us to be together. Just us, taking care of each other, the way we’re supposed to.”
“If you take Sabina with you, I’ll never forgive you,” I warned her. It was a weird gambit, but in my injured state, I didn’t know what else to try.
Her brow creased with irritation, and she turned her back on me anyway as a portal appeared behind her. It was red, and much bigger and wider than any portal Vania and Dusky ever made for me. Also, it seemed tethered to Emmy’s location rather than the environment—interesting to note.
I watched with horror as she stepped one foot into the portal with Sabina still on her back. “Goodbye, Nathan. I’ll see you again soon, I hope.”
“Sis!” I shouted, all out of things to try. I just begged, using that term for her, what she wanted to be called. “Little sis, please. I know we don’t see eye to eye, but this isn’t the way!”
She froze dead in her tracks, one foot through the portal. She whipped her head back toward me, pouting in a way that would have been cute if her face wasn’t so fucked up from how many times I punched it. “Okay. But only because you called me sis.” She set Sabina on the ground while the portal behind her started to shrink. “Are you sure we can’t just come with me?”
I shook my head. “That’s impossible, and you know it.”
She heaved a heavy sigh as a tear dripped down from her eye. “When do you think we’ll be together?”
Shrugging, I mirrored her sigh. “I don’t know. But if you keep going down this path, we’re still enemies.”
“It’s my destiny,” she whined. “It’s our destiny.”
“I really doubt that, kiddo,” I said. “You’re being used.”
She squinted at me with irritation, but I held up a hand to stop her from protesting.
“Just promise me you’ll keep an eye out for signs that what I’m saying is true.”
Emmy nodded slowly. “I love you, Nathan. I’ll miss you so much.”
I gestured to the crossbow bolt lodged in my side. “You’ve got a funny way of showing it.”
She made an irritated face. “What does that have to do with anything?! Asshole. You were basically begging for it.”
I didn’t quite know how to respond to that, so my mouth just hung open for a few seconds. Eventually she sighed and gestured to Sabina. “If I see her with you again, I’ll kill her.”
“Please don’t.”
“Don’t fucking bring her along!” she countered. “Don’t bring ANY girls, moster or not, if you’re expecting to see me. It just boils me up!”
I stood all the way up and took a step toward her. “Emmy, you need help.”
“I do,” she agreed. “Your help. But you won’t help me.”
“Yes, I will,” I promised. “I can.”
“Not the way I want you to,” she giggled. She stepped over Sabina’s body as the portal behind her continued to shrink to a threateningly small size. I froze up, tensed up, and felt my stomach lurch as she approached me, but when she got up to me, she just yanked the bolt out of my stomach, making me cough with pain, and then kissed me on the cheek.
I smiled at the unsurprisingly sweet gesture, but then frowned when she raised the crossbow bolt to her lips and started sucking on it. “Mmm. Your blood really is my favorite, I hope you know.”
“Welp,” I muttered, nodding at the portal behind her. “Time to go.”
Emmy cackled and turned around, walking through it. She looked back at me one last time before it closed, waving with a grin. “Hope I see you again soon, big brother.”
Seeing that she was gone at last, I scrambled over to Sabina and cradled her in my arms. She opened her eyes faintly, fluttering them at me, barely conscious. “Master? Where is Emmy?”
“She left,” I told her. “She left you here with me. We had a good chat.”
Her face screwed itself up in confusion, and she sat up so fast that her forehead smacked my nose. “HUH?!”
[image: image-placeholder]A few minutes later, we were on our way back to our own portal, deciding that the trail had gone cold for the arachne—or more accurately, there never was a trail to begin with.
But as we arrived at the site, I noticed the clearing’s access to the sky was blotted out by something soft and sticky, strung all over the trees. “Spider webs!” I gasped. “Octavia! Are you here?”
“Well, well, well—the nicer Van Helsing survived,” she hummed as she lowered herself down from above, hanging upside down. “As I recall, you have a castle—and it just so happens I’m in the market for a new one.”
I almost cried at the sight of her. Sabina hugged my side happily, squeezing so tightly that the mostly-healed injury from Emmy’s crossbow bolt flared up again, but I didn’t care. We succeeded. Purely by dumb luck, maybe, but the mission wasn’t a failure.
“Sure,” I grunted, wiping my eyes, which had gotten a bit dewy with relief. “Let’s get you home. Let’s get all of us the fuck home. We’ve got a lot to discuss.”
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