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(and Trigger Warnings)

The thing I hate most about being permanently stuck in the body of an eighteen-year-old: everyone always underestimates me.

No one expects me to be responsible. No one expects me to address any situation with a level head, or without emotion. Even if my head is in fact level. Even if—though I have plenty of emotions—my approach to everything is coolness and swagger, they never expect such a thing from youthful, beautiful me.

Yeah, I’m comfortable calling myself beautiful. I’ve been called beautiful my whole life, from birth to the day I was killed and transformed and to this very day. I’ve always been beautiful, I will always be beautiful, and people will never expect anything else from me.

Most see my face, with its vaguely feminine features, and its striking gray-green eyes, up against my shoulder-length dark brown hair and think “angelic.” Surely nothing but innocence and boyish ineptitude could lie beneath, right? Surely there couldn’t be a twisted, corrupt soul within, right?

I have a soul—and I clarify because I know a man who had his soul eaten. He’s a miserable sight: so hollow. It was impossible to get any kind of rise out of him past annoyance. No fun.

I’m not soulless, but time and experience have left my soul shredded and blowing around the recesses of my body like razor wire. Poetic, right? Don’t worry, I’ll try to keep the metaphors to a minimum. They aren’t really my style.

What is my style though? Clothing-wise, let’s go with skater-chic. I spent too many years in expensive clothes—in cravats, waistcoats, and three-piece suits—that now I don’t give a crap. No, today I’m more of a worn-out gray or black skinny jeans, T-shirt, and ratty Vans kind of guy.

My style in other aspects of my life, though? While similarly blasé, it’s more uncaring and reckless. I stave off the boredom of immortality by pleasuring humans and Lapsi—and the occasional witch—and by tempting fate with various thrills. The more dangerous and harmful the thrill, the better, and I skate through the decades mostly without caring about anyone or the state of the world.

I’m not unfeeling—like my soulless acquaintance. I feel. I simply, actively, don’t care. Trust me, it was better that way.

Ah, shit, I used the past tense there, didn’t I? Oh well, you caught me. I didn’t care, but maybe now I do. A little.

Much as I hate it, I do care a little now. About a select few people. “Why hate it, Mason?” you’ll ask. Well, you’ll see. You’ll see what caring for people did for me—for them.

This isn’t exactly the story you’re used to. The tone’s a little different, and the trigger warnings...well they’re trigger-warny. My past is brutal and violent. I don’t sugarcoat many things. So expect that. I am a very sexual being, and I’m pansexual, so I have sex with women and men and, really, any. I’m not aggressive about it, I don’t pressure anyone, and I hate those who do. Those monsters deserve the worst deaths.

Over the centuries, I was sexually abused, groomed, and turned into a killing machine, and in my recent past there’s more sexual trauma, and not just to me. So be wary of that on these pages, but I promise, justice is served to the assailants. My family, including my child brothers, dies. A kid nearly dies. I swear a lot and talk about dick—mine and others’—and pussy a lot. There’s plenty of sex in here, and there’s also love. Sweet, new, devastating love, with a bittersweet ending—translation: there isn’t a happy ending.

This isn’t a love story. This isn’t a grand adventure. It’s a redemption arc. My redemption arc, and it’s incomplete.

I’m telling it now because, well, recent events in Oregon have shown that the world is changing around me, and I’m not sure yet whether it’s changing for the better. So before it changes further, I figured I should get this tale of woe and redemption onto paper. It’s a few years old, though. Back before Oregon. And again, it’s bittersweet, so don’t expect a Happily Ever After.

Now, enough circling and obfuscating.

My name is Mason Gravesdale, born in 1820 and died in 1838.

Enjoy my story. Or don’t. I don’t care.
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The night started, as my nights often do, with a dark ceiling, dark sheets, and a dark hunger. I don’t need to sleep more than a few hours a week—if even that. So I wasn’t exactly asleep, just lying there, looking up at the dark ceiling and starting to feel that familiar, stupid itch in my retracted fangs.

I might not have been sleeping, but the woman beside me was. It was understandable; she was exhausted. We’d thoroughly enjoyed each other for the past several hours. Even if she wouldn’t remember it, I was the best—and the longest lasting lay—she’d probably ever have in her life.

You see, I, as a Lapsus, can keep going until fully satisfied, and then some. My women—and men sometimes—always come first. And in the women’s cases, multiple times before I ever bury myself in them. I may be selfish. I may be uncaring. I may be a lot of...unsavory things...but no one can say I’m not a giver.

But now it was time for her to go. The itch had started in my teeth, and the hunger would set in soon. I’d already fed a little on this woman hours ago—before the sex—and I shouldn’t take more from her. As a rule, I don’t like to feed on someone twice.

Without disturbing her, I shifted off the bed and stepped into my black jeans. The girl’s purse was by the door where she’d dropped it. I fished her phone from its depths and, as always, purged her phone and social accounts of any pictures she might have snapped of me. I opened her web browser and was thankful that she was still logged in to a common shopping site. I had three guesses for her home address.

I shifted to the most likely option, which was a house rather than an apartment, and tracked her scent to where it was strongest. A distinctive buzzing behind a closed bedroom door made me pause for a second. Smirking, I continued down the hall to what was surely the girl’s bedroom and closed the door. From there, I returned to my dark room, lifted her carefully into my arms, and shifted us back to her room.

I’d barely placed her on the bed when the door opened with a low creak, followed by a strangled shriek of surprise.

“Who are— What are you doing here?” a young woman demanded breathlessly from the doorframe. She drew in a sharp gasp. “Mer? Oh my god, what are you doing here?”

Despite the sudden interruption, I didn’t turn around immediately. I covered my date’s naked form with a fuzzy blanket from the foot of the bed, allowing her a little modesty while she snuggled deeper into her pillow. But as I did this, I noticed things I’d missed on my first trip to this room.

Her scent was there, yes, but fainter than it would have been if she lived there. On the blanket and her sheets, I smelled more laundry detergent than her scent, meaning she hadn’t been there in a while. I glanced around the room without turning my head, noting how the room, devoid of personal touches, seemed more guest room than anything else.

I’d guessed wrong. This might have been her space at one time, but it wasn’t her current residence. At least it seemed her family still lived there, and the girl behind me was her sister.

Mildly amused by my minor mistake, I turned from the sleeping girl and faced the door with an easy, confident grin.

“She had a few too many tonight, and I guess told the Uber the wrong address,” I lied easily. I held my hands up in surrender while pressing into her mind to ease her concerns. Nevermind that I’m shirtless and she’s naked, even though we’ve only been here for less than a minute.

I crossed the room to her, and my grin slid sideways and turned sultry as I took in the new arrival.

She was the girl’s sister, most likely, but she was taller and curvier than the woman I’d been fucking for the past few hours. Her dyed-blue hair was twisted into messy buns, and she wore nothing but an oversized T-shirt that just covered the delicious V of her thick thighs. Her age and family resemblance were obscured by a translucent skincare mask. Face mask or no face mask, I was dying to take a bite out of those creamy, bare thighs.

“Sorry to surprise you and then run out of here,” I said calmly, sauntering toward where she’d pressed herself back against the doorframe to fearfully let me pass. I stopped directly in front of her and offered her a less-than-innocent flirtatious smirk. “But we should let Meredith sleep.”

I leaned an arm against the doorframe, over her shoulder. She was taller than me, but it didn’t matter. I was experienced in the doorframe-lean with people of all heights, sizes, and genders. Her eyes hadn’t left my face since I’d turned to face her. This was typical.

She shuddered when I idly rolled the hem of her shirt between my fingers but didn’t push me away or step out of the doorway.

“Aren’t you a little young?” she asked, finding her voice at last.

“I’m older than I look,” I said automatically, tamping down on my instant annoyance at the question. This boyish face was beautiful but off-putting: a perfect blend of feminine and masculine. It was alluring and confusing at the same time. My curse. But lucky for her, she’d never find out just how cruel this angelic face could become. “Older, and way more experienced than you’d think...”

I inched even closer, and my fingers brushed her thigh, light enough that it could’ve been accidental. She didn’t pull away and I grew even bolder. I tapped two fingers gently against the damp fabric covering her clit, and she uttered a small gasp. Rather than jerking away from me, she swayed forward. I probed her mind just enough to gauge whether I was pressing my luck too much and should just leave, but she was pulsing with sexual energy. She’d already come once, from the scent of her, and I’d have no issue convincing her to come a few more times for me.

“We would have announced our arrival, but we were a little busy...and so were you...”

“I don’t know what you—”

Her words died on her lips when I hooked a finger under the fabric of her panties and gently tugged the soaked fabric away from her swollen, stimulated clit.

“There’s no shame,” I murmured into her neck, willing my fangs to stay hidden, even though her racing pulse was tantalizing—both in her throat and against my fingers. My cock was throbbing inside my jeans, and I ground my crotch gently against her leg. “Women pleasuring themselves is one of the hottest things...we can continue with your vibrator if you want, or we can do it with my cock. It’s up to you.”

I pressed my middle finger into her entrance and brushed my thumb against her clit. My touch was light, but she tensed and clamped her mouth shut around a surprised moan.

“Oh, god, cock, yes please! But—now?” she sputtered, grabbing my wrist to pause my teasing. She gestured with her other hand at the mask obscuring her face. “I’m, uh, let me take this off first?”

“I don’t mind it. I like it even,” I told her honestly, cupping the side of her face and angling it toward mine. I’d done plenty—plenty—of weird stuff. Fucking a woman in the middle of her skincare routine was hardly weird.

I captured her lips with mine and pulled her against me, laughing softly as my nose brushed her face mask and the scent of floral moisturizer assaulted my nostrils, melding with the delicious and intoxicating scent of her arousal and her sister’s behind me. With a barely stifled moan, I lifted her and pulled her back into the bedroom with me. She gasped in surprise but linked her ankles around my waist instinctively.

“How are you—” Again, her words failed her as I set her on the edge of her sister’s desk. I separated from her just enough to undo my fly. I pulled her panties aside and angled my dick at her entrance.

“Right here? She’ll hear us—”

“She’s out cold, I promise,” I assured her. Truly, my focus was divided between the beauty in front of me and keeping Meredith extra asleep with a bit of mesmerism. It would quickly drain my remaining power, but at that moment I didn’t care. I ghosted my fingers across her clit, and her mouth formed an adorable O shape. “Besides, doesn’t the threat of her waking and seeing us make it that much more thrilling?”

On the last word, I pressed all the way into her, and her hands gripped the edge of the desk. Her back arched and her legs tightened around my hips.

I made sure she came twice before I reached my own climax. When we finished, I laid her on the bed next to her sister and put her into an easy, relaxed sleep. But before I left, I peeled off the face mask and wiped any residue from her face with a damp towel from their bathroom.

Back in my apartment, I picked out a clean black shirt, kicked the woman’s clothes into the corner of my room, and collapsed onto my dark sheets. I was still thrumming with energy, and thirsty. It was midnight where I lived, but the night was still just starting in other parts of the world.

I tugged on my hair and silently prayed that I’d fully purged her phone of images of me. Meredith had been a little too obsessed with taking selfies with me, like she was convinced I was some celebrity. There was a time when I was almost a celebrity. Then again, maybe celebrity was the wrong word: I was notorious. My handsome face and debaucherous nature inspired a beautiful playwright named Oscar Wilde and his character Dorian Gray. All because I was pretty, and reckless. And because, for a time, I traveled with a rotting painting.

Why the painting? It wasn’t vanity, and it didn’t contain my cursed soul. It was just sentimental. It wasn’t a solo portrait but a portrait of my family. It was the last thing I had of my family, aside from their inflated inheritance, and it had been finished just before they died. By the time I showed Wilde this piece of my heart, it was rotting. Why? Well, England is damp, and a bitch left it somewhere without protecting it from the elements.

After its final destruction, I left England and never looked back. And aside from that classic bit of literature, all my celebrity and notoriety vanished with me.

Now, more than a century later, in the age of social media thirst traps and influencers, I envied humans for the first time. All because they could put their faces out there and be lauded for their beauty. Unlike their beauty, mine wasn’t fleeting, but after twenty years of photos documenting my changelessness, the praise would turn to suspicion, envy, and hatred. But still, I wanted what they could have.

What eased my mind was reminding myself that I wouldn’t get the kind of admiration I wanted. I was frozen as this picture of boyish youth: forever beardless and innocent-eyed. My thirst traps would only garner the attention of groomers and pedos. And while I knew Lapsi who relished preying on predators, it wasn’t my MO. I preferred the classic Triple F: flirt, fuck, and feed.

Nah, it was best for me to stay off social media. The last thing I needed was my face showing up on the wrong person’s feed, the wrong woman’s feed. Because unlike me, I know she’d never shy away from doom scrolling. She’d be looking for the next me, and then find...me.

My teeth gave another twinge. Letting out a frustrated growl, I rolled off the bed and stretched before strolling to the full-length mirror by my closet. I gave myself one last once-over—thanks to that conditioned vanity—but, alas, the same cursed angelic face and coy smirk stared back at me beneath straight, dark hair that fell to my shoulders. If I wore more than just black, my eyes would appear more green, but my monochromatic color palette tonight made them more of a slate gray.

With one last eye roll at my reflection, I turned and shifted away from my apartment. I brought myself to a bar district about a hundred miles from my apartment and in a different time zone.

I chose a loud bar with flashing lights and a dance floor. A man was carding at the door, but I breezed past him with a whiff of mesmerism. The atmosphere shift from the street to the club was jarring, and I nearly backed out as the strobes flashed in my eyes and the pounding, reverberating beat hit my sensitive ears. But I kept going, straight onto the dance floor, even though I’d hardly equate the thrashing bodies to dancing.

I was born and raised in Regency England, where dancing was often the main form of semi-regular evening entertainment. They were complicated, folksy, multi-step dances, and there had to be twenty different kinds. But today, people on dance floors just kind of...jump around. If that.

I sidled up behind a woman twice my frozen age, placed my hands on her hips, and pressed my chest against her back.

“Mind if I dance with you, sweet thing?” I asked her, both aloud and telepathically.

She tensed as I first touched her, but she didn’t smack my hands or pull away. Good. Good, I thought, as a pleased smirk spread across my lips. Like the girl I’d just fucked, she was curvy and taller than me, but her hair was cropped short and smelled like orchids. Her shoulders were bare, and a spotted animal print—cheetah, maybe—was tattooed over her left shoulder, down to her elbow. I couldn’t stop myself from kissing a spot on her shoulder where the tattoo started.

When the song ended, she faced me, curious about who’d dared come up behind her at a club. She froze when she saw my face, her expression a mix of appreciation and disbelief. As if she couldn’t believe someone as attractive as me would give her the time of day. They all always wore this look. I call it The Pause.

I never understood The Pause. I’m attractive, yes, but it doesn’t mean that others are less attractive next to me. I might not care about humans. I might brush their existence off and use them only to satisfy my hunger and my lust, but they’re all beautiful. And their beauty is fleeting and ever-changing—it was so different from mine.

I could take this woman home with me and convince her of this—convince her that she was attractive and sexy, but my social battery was about dead. I just wanted my meal and to go home and watch TV.

“How about we get out of here?” I asked the woman, waiting the proper few seconds for her to recover from The Pause.

Shorter on patience than usual, I didn’t wait for her to respond or to question whether she should leave with a stranger. With a little brush of Lapsi mesmerism, I put the thought into her head to follow me.

I waited until we were several feet from the entrance of the club before grabbing her waist and pulling her to me. She resisted for a split second but relaxed as I pressed my mind into hers, calming her. I pushed her gently against the wall and cupped a breast in each hand as my fangs extended and pierced her throat. After a second, she let out a shuddering sigh of pleasure. Anyone passing by would avert their eyes, because people generally looked away from PDAs.

I hadn’t gotten anywhere near the point of no return when the sudden presence of another Lapsus jarred me out of the woman’s mind. Cursing, I pushed away from her and turned toward the intruding Lapsus. The woman slid unceremoniously to the ground with a groan, but I hardly registered her, thanks to the new arrival.

She stood only a few feet away, staring fixedly at me, with her head tilted to the side. Her long blond hair was fitted into loose curls, pinned back at her crown. She wore a black mini skirt and a white tank top with a long gold costume necklace hanging to her navel. Her red, rosebud lips were turned up into a cunning smirk.

Rosaline.

She looked as beautiful as the day I first saw her. And as deadly as the night she changed me. As my sire, she could track me and drop in whenever she wanted. She just tended to stay away for longer than this.

“Hello, Mason,” she cooed in her deep, sultry voice. Her head tilted the other way. “Miss me, my love?”

I held up my middle finger as aggressively as I could, and disappeared.
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One hand tightly gripped the rim of the bathroom vanity and the other a large, jagged shard of glass—though I couldn’t remember what it came from.

Without breaking eye contact with myself, I pressed the shard into my forehead and dragged it down, all the way to my chin. I growled through the pain as the glass dug a deep channel into the precious features of my cheekbone and lip. I slashed another deep gash diagonally from eyebrow to chin, fully marring the face that halts people in their tracks. The face that drops panties and hardens dicks. The face that caught Rosaline’s eye and cost me my home and my family.

Rosaline. Rosaline. Rosaline.

Rivulets of blood poured from the nightmarish gashes into the sink, and I stared hard at the damage, relishing it. But it didn’t last. The exposed red muscle disappeared as the skin knitted itself back together. Soon, the only hint that I’d cut my face open was the wet blood on the side of my head and in the sink. My hand tightened further on the glass shard in my anger, cutting into the thick flesh of my palm. I let out a roar of frustration and threw the glass into the corner, then ran a hand towel beneath the tap.

Slowly and deliberately, I cleaned up my mess and slumped to the floor, drawing my knees up to my chest.

In many parts of Regency England, a man was not technically considered “independent,” nor did he actively socialize and court women, until he was twenty-one. But my area of the country was more lax. I was attending parties and social gatherings by my seventeenth birthday, and my sixteen-year-old twin siblings, whom I refused to be separated from, were considered “out” at this same time.

I had four siblings in total. The twins, Clara and John, were my best friends. Henry was eleven and Michael nine. While I was closest to the twins, I was close to, and responsible for, all of them. The parts of me that died with them never resurfaced.

I missed “sword” fighting with my youngest siblings and teaching them to read. I missed cheering on Clara’s talent for complex math equations. Because of the stupid gender roles of the time, her genius would never realize its full potential. She’d been born with the brain, and John was born with pianist’s fingers. They were both bound for lives of unsatisfied desires.

And I, as the oldest, would inherit a fortune without having to work for it. All I had to do was marry and carve out a fraction of happiness while hunting, smoking, entertaining, and dancing. It would look like a life of comfort and pleasure, but really I’d spend most of my time worrying about my younger siblings and hoping to make them happy.

I liked one thing as much as teasing my siblings: teasing women. At seventeen and eighteen, I wasn’t actively courting women yet, but I sure enjoyed teasing and flirting with them. I spouted poetry in their presence and showered them with doting compliments, and in turn, they would blush and bat their eyes. That was the extent of romance in that time—such poised and chaste times—and, admittedly, so dull. Until Rosaline.

She started coming to balls in the winter of my eighteenth year, and she caught my eye immediately—or rather, she reeled me in. She was a better match for my teasing than any woman I’d danced with before. She didn’t blush easily, and I craved her amused smirk and the cunning, intelligent gleam in her eye. I kept asking for dance after dance, just to touch her hand again or brush her hip with my fingers.

I shouldn’t have been surprised by her letter the following day—she was the boldest woman I’d ever met—but I was. Our letters were innocent enough at first, but they quickly grew debaucherous. She had me blushing, at least at first, but I quickly learned how to turn it back around on her. I lived for her daily letters and to see if she approved of my sultry descriptions from my previous letter. There wasn’t a word for it back then, but I can see now what she was doing: grooming me.

The next time we saw each other was at a fancier ball, and she wasted no time making good on her written promises. I followed her lead without question, into a secluded corner of my neighbor’s home, and she coaxed my dick out of my trousers. She went to her knees in front of me and took me between her rosebud lips. She took all of me, eagerly, and encouraged me to put my hands to her head and hold her there. She didn’t complain when my grip messed up her carefully pinned curls. Everything she did was to make me feel like I was the one winning. I was the one in control. But she had the power the whole time.

After the head, she wanted more, and, hell, I wanted more too. I’d had a taste, and she was offering a feast. I found a spare bedroom where no one would bother us, and she pulled me inside. We kissed and she instructed me on where to touch her and what to do to get her stimulated and ready, while my cock recharged with another eager load.

The actual act of bedding her was less intimate than I’d expected, and brief—it was my first time after all—and didn’t seem all that satisfying for her, despite me following her instructions. I wouldn’t realize until later that she was playing a longer game with me.

She clawed her way in subtly back then, but she stopped being subtle a long time ago, I grumbled silently, pulling on my hair. She’s dropping by to drag me back, and drag the monster back out of me.

It’d only been a handful of years since the last time Rosaline and I tumbled together, and usually she gave me more rope before dragging me back—often she gave me so much rope that I fell into the trap of thinking she was done with me forever. When she yanked on it, I kicked and screamed and fought, but not really. Most times, it was just easier to crawl back into the monster’s skin and ride it out. Especially after nearly two centuries, I was tired.

But this time I needed to fight more, because it hadn’t been long enough. I’d barely done anything this time to repent. Instead, I’d fallen in with a Lapsi biker gang and ridden out the guilt and shame on several hundred miles of highway. The gang wasn’t Rosaline’s level of wild and savage, but they were far from tame. At least a lot less people died.

After a few more minutes of stewing on the bathroom floor, I stood and shifted to my bedroom, where I changed into a clean shirt and a dark denim jacket. I was still rattled from my run-in with Rosaline, and I needed wide open spaces and fresh air, preferably somewhere public. Though witnesses wouldn’t stop Rosaline. They hadn’t before.

I shifted west, to a random California beach I’d been to a few times. A few groups were scattered along the beach, but the darkness hid my sudden appearance. I dropped heavily to my knees, dug my hands into the cool sand, and stared out at the lazy waves.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched a family packing up their things for the night. The two parents folded a blanket between them and picked up two large tote bags. An older sibling roughhoused with two younger kids, simultaneously riling them up and corralling them after their parents. The sight pierced me, but I couldn’t look away. It drew me back into my dark thoughts of the past.

After our short tussle, and saying goodbye to my virginity, we rearranged our clothing—and her hair—and we wandered the dim hallways of my neighbor’s house.

She took advantage of my blissful daze and came clean about what she was. A Lapsus. An immortal Descendant of Cain that must live on human blood. Before I could fully register this and laugh in her face, she offered me a seat beside her for eternity. I was still riding a euphoric high, and I’d have done anything she asked, within reason. But that was outside of reason. I thought it was a joke, so I laughed.

Her eyes darkened and a cold, calculating expression replaced her cunning smirk. She pushed me against the wall with impossible strength and flashed a humorless smile, extending one of her four fangs and pressing its razor-sharp point into her beautiful bottom lip. She made her proposal again.

I recoiled and tried to push her off balance so I could get away, but I ended up knocking a porcelain vase off a pedestal display in my struggle. The shattering sound of pottery echoed in the hallway, sure to draw people to us. She hissed and bashed my head into the wall.

By midday the next day, my head injury and the broken mess in the hallway were completely forgotten, because my little brother Henry was sick. I wouldn’t have thought it had anything to do with Rosaline if she didn’t visit me in Henry’s bedroom that night and repeat her offer. In my sick worry over Henry, the events of the night before had become a half-remembered dream. I’d imagined her savagery, surely. So I warily laughed her proposal off again. I don’t remember anything else of that night.

Henry was worse the next day. He was pale, lethargic, and had no appetite. The doctor didn’t know how to cure it. But it wasn’t a wasting disease. He was being bled.

Rosaline came again that night while I paced by Henry’s sickbed.

She made her offer. I refused, angry this time, but she kept pressing it. She said she would kill Henry and everyone else in the household if I refused again—and she seduced me—all in the same conversation. I’m not proud of it. I’m still horrified over it, but I bedded her again, this time on the floor of my baby brother’s room while he lay dying.

Maybe I thought fucking her again would satisfy her and she’d leave. Maybe I just wanted to succumb to a few minutes of distraction. Maybe she raped me through coercion. Maybe. Maybe. Maybe. Most certainly she was the one in control the entire time. It was the first mindfuck that I chose to bury, and it wouldn’t be the last.

Only when she was hovering over Henry’s nearly lifeless body, fangs extended in full view, did I finally say yes.

The details of my change are gone. Like losing my virginity, it was unceremonious, dark, and brief. I woke to a world that was too bright, too loud, and full of smoke.

I shot to my feet just as the upper frame of Henry’s bed collapsed. I dove for him, but it was too late. His throat had been slashed from ear to ear, but he hadn’t had much blood left to bleed. I reeled back and stumbled out of his room, into Michael’s, then the twins’ separate rooms, then my parents’ suite. Dead. All dead, just like Henry. My childhood home, and all its inhabitants, was burning to the ground.

All I’d ever wanted was for my brothers to stay kids forever—to make the wonders of childhood last as long as possible—and for the twins to reach contentment, but I’d never gotten to see any of that.

By the time I shook myself from these thoughts of the past, the retreating family was long gone from the beach. I let out a mostly silent groan and chucked a handful of sand at the retreating surf before plopping my ass down onto the sand. I brushed sand from my knees and hands and ran them through my hair again. When I lowered my hands, something else caught my eye, to the right this time.

A group of late teens was standing around an LED campfire. They were loud and obviously drunk. A pair had sprinted toward the surf, while a few others egged them on and snapped photos that wouldn’t turn out in the darkness. The ones remaining by the fake fire were dancing to some terrible music playing softly—thankfully—from their speaker.

They were all paired off, except one. A pretty teenage girl in braids and a purple sundress was looking my way. When I glanced at her, she swayed and moved her hips suggestively. She beckoned for me to join them.

I was surprised she could see me at all. My eyes are better than a human’s eyes, so with the full moon, it appeared only dusk to me, but there was no way she could see my face in this near-midnight darkness. At best, she could see a dark figure in a dark jacket with long hair who’d just thrown a handful of sand into the wind in a tantrum.

What, does she think I’m some broody bad boy having an emo moment? I scoffed. She wasn’t wrong to think that, but I wasn’t in the mood anymore to flirt, especially not in a crowd of people. I offered her a disinterested smirk but remembered she couldn’t see the details of my face and instead shook my head.

Her lips turned downward into an exaggerated pout, and she tossed a braid over her shoulder. She danced a little harder, as if to show me what I was missing. I snorted at her confidence and realized I was biting my lip at the display.

You know what, fuck it. I got to my feet and faced her and her friends. If I was going to be caged again in Rosaline’s thrall, I should go down fucking, shouldn’t I? She was pretty and confident, and maybe—just maybe—for her, The Pause wouldn’t be surprised or flattered, but feral.
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I strode down from the sand dune—only a Lapsus could manage to do that with any semblance of grace—toward the group by the silly fake fire. The beckoning girl backed away from her friend group, still hinting for me to follow her, and turned and ran toward the pier.

Running in sand is difficult, even for Lapsi, but I managed. If I were feeling cruel, I’d shift directly to the pier and catch her while she thought I was behind her. But I was never in that kind of mood anymore. Instead, I trailed after her, steadily shortening the distance between us, until we were beneath the pier, near the water. I caught her by the waist and pulled her, laughing, to me.

“Caught you,” I murmured as her hips met mine. Her heart was racing from the exertion, reminding me that my meal had been interrupted—and bringing Rosaline’s face to my mind again. Ugh.

“I didn’t expect you to be my age,” she said in a gasp, running her hand through my hair and tugging on it.

The usual annoyance at the comment about my age didn’t surface. Instead, it gave me a Pause.

“What, you just casually flag down strangers on the beach, hoping for a daddy?” The incredulous question was out of my mouth before I could stop myself. Despite my bafflement, my hands gripped her hips, lifting her dress higher up her legs. “I could be a serial killer, you know.”

“Maybe, but my gut tells me they don’t make serial killers as pretty as you.” She shrugged and slipped her arms around my waist, beneath my jacket.

Oh, you’d be fucking surprised, I thought darkly. She probably saw me as an emo boy her age that she hoped she could demean with her prowess. I was willing to let her underestimate me, then shock her with exactly how good a lay I am. But it turned out she was underestimating me in a different way. Little did she know that I was a dangerous fucking killer.

“Please, pretty boy, kiss me and make me moan so loud my friends all hear me.”

I huffed in shocked amusement and resisted the urge to look around for a hidden camera. I cupped her jaw with one hand and pressed my lips roughly to hers. She melted into me while I deepened the kiss and parted her lips. My hand moved from her jaw and clasped her neck, squeezing the sides with the gentle threat that I could do far worse.

This girl was either a feral freak in the sheets or she was absolutely dumb. Her lack of self-preservation was going to get her killed. I could have been a drunk, a thug, or a pedo and rapist. At best, she could get stuck with herpes for the rest of her life, at worst she’d end up in a plastic drum. If I was even a fraction of my former self, I would teach her why she shouldn’t be so flippant with strange men, and she would die terrified.

But I shrugged out of my jacket and put it around her bare shoulders to protect her back from the bird shit and barnacles on the pier’s support beams. I gripped her throat again but moved and cupped her breasts, nuzzling my lips into the bend in her neck. Her still-rapid pulse made my teeth throb. I nibbled playfully on her collarbone, and she groaned in pleasure, her hands buried in my hair.

I dropped slowly to my knees and ran my hands up her thighs and under her dress. My fingers hooked around the sides of her bikini bottoms, still wet and sandy from swimming in the surf, and gently pulled them down and over her ankles. Kissing a trail up her inner thigh, I lifted her leg over my shoulder, giving me perfect access to the pulsing artery where her inner thigh met her hip. While my fingers stroked her sensitive folds, I locked my lips over her artery and my fangs tore into the tender flesh.

She shuddered and moaned against me, not realizing that while I was teasing her clit, I was also devouring her lifeblood which, thanks to Lapsi mesmerism, was almost as pleasurable as an orgasm. I drank only a few mouthfuls and moved my mouth to her tender core, prodding her entrance with my tongue and swirling it around her clit. She keened and bucked her hips forward, but before she reached her orgasm, she grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled me away.

“I want you to fuck me hard,” she said breathlessly when I was back on my feet and pressed against her.

She reached for the front of my jeans, but I grabbed her throat again, more forcefully. While her hands clasped mine in surprise, I used my free hand to undo my fly and pull my dick out. Releasing her neck, I grabbed her hips and lifted her against the pillar until she was poised just over my dick.

Maybe this is a prank and she isn’t actually coming onto strangers in the dark, I told myself while I thought again about how stupid she was to be so trusting. Maybe her friends were in on it and were about to jump out of the shadows, their phones out, filming us. If that were the case, I’d just disappear, and this crazy girl would miss out on a great time.

I hesitated for a beat, to see if anyone would jump out, but when no one did, I pulled her down onto me and thrust upward in the same motion, giving myself over to the promise of a feral fuck.

With a keening whimper, she gripped my hips with her thighs as her walls stretched around me. She was tight and wet, and even though her entrance was gritty with sand, she felt so good.

“Yes, you’re a hot young thing, aren’t you?” I murmured into her neck, below her ear, thrusting on every other word. “You like being fucked by strangers?”

Before she could answer with words, I captured her lips in a rough, savage kiss, nibbling on her bottom lip while she tangled her hands in my hair. I thrust deeper into her, and she moaned against my lips before breaking the kiss.

“Oh, fuck.” She threw her head back as her back arched.

I extricated her hands from my hair before she could pull any of it out and pressed her wrists into the pillar above her head, shifting to better support her without my arms.

“Oh, yes, yes, yes,” I practically whimpered as the new angle changed the intensity of sensations spreading outward from my pelvis.

Fuck, I’m not going to last like this. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to break my one rule and come before she did. I slowed my pace and tried to focus on the gritty wet-sandpaper discomfort of her sand-coated pussy, but she rolled her hips suddenly, as if sensing my hesitation, and I groaned. Damn it. I was going to come soon.

I released her wrists and again cupped the back of her neck, bringing her forward. With one more grunt that was supposed to be the word “fuck,” I locked my lips on her throat and tore into her artery with my fangs.

Like before, I switched her pain receptors to pleasure with the slightest mesmerism, and she melted into me, floating on a cloud of bliss while I drank deep from her. The blood worked to fuel my stamina as well as offer my brain something else to focus on to slow my orgasm’s approach. It was still too much of a race, one I was determined she win. I was a gentleman, after all.

I curved the fingers of my free hand around her soft, sandy mound and, on my next thrust, pressed two fingers deftly to her clit. She tensed, and a slow spasm rolled through her spine.

There we go, crazy girl, come for me, I murmured into her mind, knowing she was close. I swirled my tongue around the wound in her throat to heal it without a mark and pulled my face from her throat so I could watch her come.

She was just on the cusp, her eyes widening and starting to roll back, and I was right behind her on the wave, opening my mouth to cry out in ecstasy, when the cool metal of a blade pressed against my throat from behind.

Mid-thrust, and teetering on the cliff of orgasm, I froze and, without thinking, forced the girl’s mind into a daze so she didn’t panic.

“Release her, or the last thing you’re going to feel is your dick going limp inside of her,” a woman’s voice hissed behind me.

The distinct scent of herbs and smoke reached my nostrils and pierced the pre-orgasm fog in my brain. Witch. And not just a witch: a huntress. They were rare these days but not unheard of.

“Joke’s on you, then. This little knife-action just made me even harder,” I quipped, my open mouth snapping shut into a crazed grin. “And she was just about to come, so if you don’t mind.”

Without moving against the knife, I worked my fingers against the girl’s clit with just the right pressure to tease that orgasm out of her. As the girl’s eyes rolled back in pleasure, I released her mind from its daze so she could feel every last sensation.

My satisfaction lasted only a second because the witch’s grip shifted, and the sharp blade nicked my throat just enough to bleed.

“I said release her,” she snapped, unamused.

With a growl of frustration, I withdrew my hand and pulled out of the girl. The witch lowered her knife from my throat so I could step back and set her back on her feet, but instead, I mesmerred the girl to sleep and dropped her to the ground like a ragdoll.

My back still to the witch, I took my time tucking my hard—still very sensitive—cock back into my pants and redoing the fly.

“That was fucking rude, witch,” I grumbled as I turned around slowly, holding my hands up, palms out.

She was about thirty, and pretty, but in a deadly, frustrating way. Her dark hair was piled into a messy bun on top of her head, and her black sweatshirt was only partly zipped over her tactical vest and arsenal of knives.

“Don’t you guys ever take a night off?” I teased her, lazily adjusting my still-hard dick in my jeans.

“If you all could take a night off from being assholes, maybe we would,” she snapped back.

“Hey now, I was hardly being an asshole,” I said, holding my hands up again. True, I’d contemplated being an asshole, but she didn’t need to know that. “She was enjoying herself, wasn’t she?”

“She’s just a kid,” she argued, narrowing her eyes in disgust.

“Yeah? And so am I,” I purred easily. I loathed the look she gave me, like one would look at a child molester. I didn’t want to tease her anymore; I wanted to snarl at her. “I suppose I should only make love to ninety-year-olds, then? Even then, I would be cradle robbing—”

She lunged, the silver knife arcing in a practiced killing stroke. I knocked the knife from her hand, and grabbed her wrist, twisting her arm painfully behind her back. She put up an arm to brace herself against the pillar, but it ended up pinned between her chest and the barnacle-encrusted wood.

I pressed myself against her, focusing most of my weight into my hips. I was still hard from being interrupted, and I pressed my whole length against her inner thigh so she couldn’t help but notice it.

“I have no real beef with witches, but I’m not opposed to killing one that pisses me off.” I spat in her ear as she struggled to wriggle free, but she couldn’t.

Witches used to primarily be Lapsi hunters, though most of the bad blood got washed away before my time as a Lapsus. But, much as asshole Lapsi were still out there, some witches still hunted them down.

“Get off me, you fucking pig,” she snapped.

She tried again to force her way out of my hold, but I pressed further against her, knowing it would make it harder for her to breathe.

“I wasn’t going to kill her, by the way,” I said, lowering my voice.

“Yeah right. I know who you are—”

“You don’t,” I hissed, still speaking low. “You really don’t.”

I pressed against her for another tense moment and disappeared.
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I was still in a justifiably foul mood the following day.

First I had my past dug up again when Rosaline made an appearance. I hate having to look at my past, and being flayed open by grief again.

Then, the run-in with the fucking huntress and the hatred in her eyes. Like I was a monster. While I have been one before, I wasn’t one right then. I was a worm. A neutral worm.

I hated that the witch reminded me of the cruel truth that while I strove for neutral, really I was always one breath away from unraveling completely into the monster I was made into.
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