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Chapter One

ー ⊰ ✟ ⊱ ー

Made to Choose


| Alucard—Sunday, Decem 23rd, 537(TG)—423 Years Ago |



| Rhenovaalis, Dor-Sanguis, Sanguine Castle, The Lucidian Catacombs |



Until today, Aleksei hadn’t really thought too much about how they were different from the other kids. The fangs, the scales, the claws—sure, those things were obvious and always had been. But now? As they stood amidst the crowd of children in the centre of the inspection hall waiting for the priestesses to begin grouping them up, the confusion about who they were grew heavier.


That confusion, however, clashed with the unease constricting their heart.

The inspection hall was probably the most intimidating of places in this lightless, endless maze of tunnels, and not just because of the crimson stains and the chill that lingered there, colder than anywhere else. Above, the ceiling arched high, vanishing into darkness that no torch or spell ever seemed to reach. Cold stone pillars loomed along the walls, carved with spiralling runes that pulsed faintly, and the bloodstained floor was made of uneven slabs, darker in some places, as if the stone had grown used to pain and now revelled in it.

Children had died in this place. Aleksei once heard whispers among the others that some would rather die here than melt away or crumble when they attempted the ritual—Aleksei would be lying if they said they hadn’t thought the same thing once or twice…perhaps more…but those were just fleeting thoughts. They couldn’t die. They had to live, they had to serve Lilith.

The priestesses huddled by the door, whispering, smirking, laughing. Some of them were pregnant—at least half of them always were, and Aleksei understood the reason now. When Abbess Brânduśa stepped into the room, though, the women fell into an obedient silence.

Brânduśa looked around at them all before adorning a skeptical frown. “Where’s Voichița?” she questioned.

The priestesses shot each other unsure frowns.

“And Despina?” the Abbess asked, sounding angrier.

Once again, the women looked confused.

Aleksei’s heart raced even harder now. Despina and Voichița’s absence had already been noticed. While their bodies wouldn’t be found, Aleksei was worried that their disappearances might make things harder for them. Then again…they’d learned to hide in the gloom. But that didn’t take away the anxiety.

They watched as Brânduśa stormed off, her robes trailing behind her like a torn shadow. The other priestesses followed at a slower pace, whispering among themselves. Moments later, the familiar routine began; serrated commands rang out as the children were gathered and sorted.

The first two groupings always eluded Aleksei; for years, the logic behind them was a mystery. But after reading that book, the truth had begun to take shape: the children were first organized by the priestess who had created them, and then—more quietly—by the male who contributed. Those were the candidates for the beginning of new sire lines, weren’t they?

Aleksei was never called into either group. They remained alone, set apart. Their mother was dead, and if she had created others, they were long gone, erased or discarded. No siblings, no lineage, no place. Just the corner. Just them.

Half in shadow, half forgotten, they observed as the children were next herded into lines by the barking priestesses. Age order, as always. Those who hesitated or didn’t know their birthdates were met with swift correction: a thin wooden rod that struck with a sharp crack across knuckles or wrists. Some were cut, not just struck—the tip of the stick splintered at the end, sharp enough to bite. Crimson dotted the floor in seconds, joining faded stains that had never quite washed away. The air filled with the deep tang of fresh blood and muffled sobs as the youngest trembled in place, trying not to draw attention.

Aleksei knew their birthday. They made sure to remember because it was the last time they heard their mother’s voice, and the first and last time they saw her face. But as the years went by, those memories slowly weakened. They grasped onto whatever they had left, though. No matter what happened, they’d not forget her.

It was the final sorting that always left Aleksei drifting and uncertain. The priestesses called for the boys to stand on the left and the girls to the right, splitting everything into two neat halves.

But where would they stand?

They glanced between the groups, heart knocking quietly in their chest. They weren’t one or the other—not really. Nothing about them felt entirely like either side. Were they both? Neither? Something else entirely? The thought twisted in their stomach, not from fear exactly but from the weight of not knowing.

Was this what Gossamer meant when they said that Aleksei was different?

With a confounded frown, they thought harder. Was there a moment coming when they’d be forced to choose? Or worse, when someone else would choose for them?

The idea made them feel stranger than they already did. Would they have to choose?

Their attention was stolen by painful winces and the thickening scent of blood.

The priestesses started the inspection.

First came the blood, thin sticks drawn across skin to test obedience, to see who flinched, who cried. The ones who couldn’t name their birthdates bled the most, more and more every time they still couldn’t answer. The priestesses just laughed and yelled, and Brânduśa stood there with a satisfied smirk on her ugly, wart-covered face.

All the blood might capture Aleksei’s senses if they weren’t so afraid.

Then it was time for recitations. Doctrine and oaths. Aleksei mouthed along but never spoke aloud. Speaking meant being seen—not that anything would come of it. They always ensured that they were prepared, but they were never asked to recite; this was one of many things that made them think the Abbess and priestesses wanted them to fail. That didn’t stop them from learning what they could from observing, though. Lilith wouldn’t be at all impressed to hear that they’d failed inspection.

Next, the pain threshold trials began. A glance, a nod, and a priestess would press a curse-marked brand to a child’s arm. The ones who screamed were marked for reconditioning, and those who tried to be strong but cried were struck with that same bloodied stick. Every child’s hands were covered in cuts at this point.

Then ethos. Older children summoned shadow or etched sigils in the air, their wounded hands shaking. One child—Tudosia, Aleksei was sure her name was—never passed this test. Every time she tried creating a sigil, the ethos backfired, sending sparks across the hall, and her hands were always torn open after the test. This time, though, the wounds were more severe, and Tudosia passed out.

Seeing her dragged to a corner and tossed away like some unwanted thing made Aleksei feel sick—it made them feel the urge to go to her…almost as if it were instinct. But they knew that if they moved, they’d end up just like her.

The final test came around—the readiness check. The worst part. No blood, no bruises, just quiet murmurs and long looks from the inspectors, their rings glowing as they passed them over exposed skin, ensuring that each child was still what Aleksei had heard the priestesses call ‘pure’. They didn’t know what that meant, though…only that those who didn’t fit whatever checklist the priestesses had…they—

“Tainted filth!” a priestess yelled, yanking an older boy forward.

Again, Aleksei felt the urge to help, but they couldn’t. All they could do was watch as the boy pleaded for his life, dragged to the other end of the hall, and with a single stab of the same knife that killed the others, the boy went silent.

Aleksei looked away, trying to take their mind off it. Despite having witnessed the deaths of so many of the others, they never got used to it—they didn’t want to.

Footsteps clicked across the stone. Aleksei didn’t have to look to know who they belonged to.

Abbess Brânduśa.

Her presence curdled the air before she even spoke. The hem of her robe swept too close to Aleksei’s feet as she came to a stop, and her shadow fell across them like a shroud. “You manage to look more disgusting every time I have to see you,” she said, her voice syrupy with disdain. “Why we still keep you around is beyond me. But Lady Lilith continues to insist that we don’t let you wither and die,” the woman grumbled.

Aleksei kept their eyes forward. If they looked up, she’d smile—she always smiled when they reacted, giving her an excuse to strike them. But it wasn’t only the avoidance of pain that kept them from making a sound. Lilith wanted them kept alive. The thought pushed aside some of the angst. But with that hopeful feeling came the same confusion that Aleksei had felt when in the library not too long ago. Why was Lilith here? Why did their mother serve her within a cult that worshipped Lucifer?

Without warning, Brânduśa’s first strike came harshly across Aleksei’s knuckles with her ringed hand.

Snapping out of their thoughts, Aleksei bit down on the whimper rising in their throat, fingers curling tight.

Brânduśa clicked her tongue. “You still haven’t learned to answer when addressed. How disappointing.” She reached into her sleeve and pulled out a thin, jagged stick—rune-carved, splintered at the tip.

Aleksei’s stomach twisted.

“Hand,” she said.

They gave it to her. They always did.

When the stick sliced a shallow line across Aleksei’s palm, they noticed that the runes on it weren’t the same as those used on the other children. They’d never really looked before, but now they had a reason to take in more than just the obvious details.

Why, though?

Blood welled up from the cut bright and fast, and although Aleksei’s jaw trembled, they didn’t cry. They’d avoid giving Brânduśa what she wanted for as long as they possibly could.

The Abbess studied the cut, and then she turned their hand palm-up towards the torchlight, murmuring something under her breath. The blood shimmered unnaturally, reacting to the runes. She looked pleased. “You remain useful,” she said flatly. “For now.”

Then came the pain threshold test. She pressed two fingers to their wrist, whispering a curse too low to catch—but the ethos understood. Pain surged up Aleksei’s arm like ice driven through bone, twisting as it climbed to their shoulder. It felt as though something had burrowed beneath their skin, dragging heat and cold behind it in equal measure.

Aleksei hissed, the sound slipping out before they could swallow it.

Brânduśa leaned in, breath warm and cloying against their cheek. “There it is,” she whispered cruelly. “Always so brave and conceited…until it hurts. Just like your mother.”

Their hands clenched into fists, claws digging into their palms as the pain began to ebb, leaving a bitter ache in its wake. Shame flared hotter than the ethos and deeper than the sting. But they didn’t act upon the rising instinct to fight back and defend themself. They didn’t fall or cry or beg for her to stop. They stayed standing—barely; they fought against their body, resisting the enticement to give in. It would be so easy to give up and collapse, but they had to prove themself—not to these people, but to Lilith.

No recitations and oaths.

No aptitude showcase.

The readiness check, though. Brânduśa took great pleasure in that. She examined Aleksei closely, the rings around her fingers glowing brightly as disgust contorted her face. Every time she did this, Aleksei’s heart raced hard in their chest, dreading that this might be the time the Abbess declared them impure.

But despite her usual anxious, horrified response, Brânduśa always did the same thing—a harsh, revolted scoff as she let go of Aleksei’s arm with a flick and huff. A demeaning glare, and something else lingered in her crimson eyes, but Aleksei didn’t know what to call that expression…or emotion.

Every inspection ended the same way, too.

Priestesses Irinașca, Radmila, and Mărioara emerged from the large wooden door that sat between two tall pillars alight with orange flames. With them, they carried that…thing. The Eye. A waist-high winged statue carved from golden stone and veined red with something that pulsed faintly beneath the surface. Its face was fierce and starved, and its eyes stared endlessly, rimmed with silver and set with glowing crimson gems.

It didn’t blink.

It didn’t move.

But it saw.

This time, Aleksei joined the crowd, dragged by their wrist, not fighting, not resisting…as much as they wanted to.

Once the priestesses lifted the statue and placed it on the altar, the children were made to step forward one by one, to stand before The Eye in silence.

The statue didn’t need questions. It simply looked—and it knew.

Aleksei stood at the end of the line, hands cold, chest tight. The memory of the last boy who failed The Eye still hovered like a ghost in the hall—he’d trembled too hard, looked away, and when The Eye flared red, the priestesses didn’t even hesitate. They’d hauled him off screaming, and he was executed…just like the others.

And the same thing happened again now.

Three children. Aleksei only knew one of their names.

A girl no older than six—Dragana…or maybe it was Dargana.

Not knowing for sure made Aleksei feel guilty…even if they weren’t supposed to. There was a rule—Lilith’s rule—one she never failed to remind them of whenever their paths crossed, which was rarer than Aleksei would have liked.

‘Don’t care about the others. Don’t look at them like they matter. They’re not your equals. They’re not your kin.’

Every child here was either going to die or disappear. That was the truth, one that Aleksei knew now more than ever, so what was the point in pretending any of them meant something?

Aleksei had tried to obey. Once. Sometimes, they still tried. But lately, Lilith’s voice wasn’t the only one in their head. Another had joined it—quieter, gentler, more like a whisper in the dark, yet loud enough to make them hesitate.

They liked to think that it was their mother’s voice, as if she was somehow still with them after death. Was that even possible?

Pleading, crying voices snapped them out of their thoughts.

The second kid The Eye flared at was a boy with a split lip—his name was a mystery…one never heard nor spoken.

And the third was another whose hands kept shaking—again…unnameable.

All three stepped up, and all three failed.

The Eye pulsed red with each one, and the priestesses prowled towards them like starved beasts, fangs bared and ready to tear.

There was no trial, no hesitation. The executions were swift. Ritualized. Their blood hit the stone like a signature, each slain with that same knife, each disposed of in that same part of the hall.

Aleksei’s turn crept closer. They didn’t flinch or let their thoughts scatter; they kept their mind quiet. Not empty—empty minds raised suspicion, too. Just quiet enough. And when they stood before The Eye, it felt like the thing crawled into their chest, turning over every secret, every half-formed rebellion, every whispered fear.

They could feel those things meant to be buried trying to creep in, like The Eye was turning over stones, hunting. But Aleksei wouldn’t think about earlier—they locked onto the thought of Lilith, of making her proud, of making her see their true potential. That thought was ever-present, strong enough to bury everything else.

The Eye didn’t flare. It let Aleksei go, and its watchful, glowing gaze began examining a girl it had just assessed…all because she coughed lightly, probably because of the bruises on her neck.

Aleksei stepped back, letting their heart pound before attempting to calm down. For now, The Eye had passed them over. But the feeling of it lingered, like ash ensnaring the inside of their skull.

Moments later, The Eye let the girl go, and the statue went silent.

Four children had died this time, two less than the inspection before.

How long ago was that?

Aleksei couldn’t recall. Time blurred together in this place. The only concept they had of it was when they needed blood and the wait in between feeds.

“Get them back to their cages,” Brânduśa said to the priestesses as she headed for the door. “And find Despina and Voichița.” And then she left, taking with her most of the heavy, oppressive tension.

“Move it,” the priestesses began barking.

Aleksei slipped into the crowd of sniffling, silent children. No one spoke. They only exchanged fleeting glances. A few of the older ones offered the younger children soft looks, a hand on a shoulder when the priestesses weren’t looking, and the barest nod of reassurance. They didn’t really know each other. No friendships, no bonds. None of them ever looked at Aleksei with anything but confusion or quiet irritation. Still…what was the word? Admiration. Yes. Aleksei admired the way they all tried—however clumsily—to come together, to pretend that things might be okay.

Even when they all knew the truth.

It wasn’t.


Chapter Two

ー ⊰ ✟ ⊱ ー

When, If At All?


| Alucard—Friday, Aprilis 14th, 960(TG) |



| Aestrael, Uzlia Isles, Usrul, Castle Reiner |



That was when Alucard stirred.


He tossed and turned in bed, but the thumping in his head made it hard for him to get comfortable. And the dream? That didn’t help, either. Abbess Brânduśa was long-dead—he knew that—but seeing her face…dream or not…it made him feel sick. It made his chest feel tight.

Or maybe it was what he’d been thinking in that moment. While he watched all the other children be sorted and categorized, he’d just stood there, not knowing where he belonged, asking himself if he’d have to choose one or the other eventually.


When had he chosen? He still hadn’t remembered that moment. All he kept recalling were memories like this. Memories of his time in those catacombs, memories of Gossamer, but no memories that explained to him why he felt the way he did right now. No memories that helped him feel comfortable in his own skin. No memories that helped him escape the heavy, suffocating feeling that he wasn’t a real man, that he was just some…thing—that he was inferior, and that he’d never be able to give Zalith the things he deserved, the things that Zalith gave him.


He scowled and rolled onto his right side, trying to banish the weight of his thoughts, but they clung stubbornly. His gaze landed on Zalith’s face, softened in sleep, and his heart twisted with an ache he couldn’t shake. He should have been drowning in the intense pull and the demanding instincts, feeling only the urge pulling him closer. Instead, his mind betrayed him.

Zalith looked every bit man—strong, defined, effortlessly certain even in repose. The sharp line of his jaw, the sculpted planes of his face, the way even sleep did nothing to dull the commanding presence he carried. He was what Alucard imagined a man was meant to be.

And then there was himself.


Alucard’s fingers drifted, almost without thought, to his own jaw—again. It was too soft and slight, caught between something masculine and something else he could never quite claim; not the elegance Zalith wore so naturally but a strangeness that he couldn’t unsee…a reminder that he wasn’t whole. Not the way Zalith was.


He stared until his chest tightened, bordering on suffocating, until the contrast burned. Zalith was everything he wasn’t: real, definite, and undeniably male.

And Alucard…wasn’t.

Despite that staring only made him feel worse with each passing moment, he couldn’t look away. His eyes stayed fixed, dragging comparison after comparison he wished he could silence. It had become a pattern, a cruel ritual he couldn’t stop, and since Atheson, it had become relentless.

He couldn’t shake the fear that Zalith’s reassurances had only been pity, soft words to keep from breaking him. The thought gnawed at him in every quiet moment, especially when they were together. Especially when they had sex. That was when the inferiority cut deepest, when Zalith’s strength and certainty only highlighted everything Alucard wasn’t. It had sunk so far into him that even the pull of heat had dulled beneath it. What should have been fire felt more like smoke, thin and fading. The urges still lingered, tethering him close to desire, but it was more edge than flame, a reminder of what he should want rather than what he truly did.

With a despondent sigh, he closed his eyes and tried to let sleep claim him again.

But all he could see was Brânduśa’s face. All he could hear was her voice.

And all he could feel was the despair of not knowing who or what he was.

He opened his eyes, staring at Zalith once again.


Even when his mate sluggishly turned onto his back, he stared at the side of his face. There was desire beneath everything else—beneath the admiration and the dismay and…yes, he was jealous. How could he not be? He wished he looked as masculine as the man beside him. But he didn’t want to focus on all of that. He considered letting his urges win and waking Zalith for sex; he knew that his mate would be very happy to oblige; however, Alucard knew that it would only make him feel worse. The pleasure would only distract him for so long, probably not as long as usual thanks to the memory that had been resurfacing.


So he rolled onto his back and sighed—his scars twinged in response, sending burning pain through his body, forcing him to roll onto his other side with an irritated huff…and then onto his front, easing his arms under his pillow. He felt both restless and drained, trapped in a state that felt like its own private hell. It was like an itch buried too deep to scratch, something crawling beneath his skin that refused to be shaken loose. The only way to free himself of the parasite was to drink poison, silver laced with hemlock and poppy resin and surripio.


No. That was an extreme overexaggeration—cruel, even. The missing pieces and disconnection with himself weren’t that terrible, and neither was the despair that came with it all, nor the cure to the desperation. It was the fact that it bled into the moments that were supposed to matter most. He wanted Zalith. Fuck, he wanted him so fucking badly. He craved the closeness and reassurance and the safety of being wrapped in his arms. Sex had always been a tether to Alucard, the language that bound them when words fell short. But every time, because of this unrelenting feeling of inferiority, the sweetness soured; every kiss carried the aftertaste of inadequacy, and every touch seemed to underline how strange and wrong he felt in his own skin. He loved the intimacy, he needed it, but being unable to lose himself in it without dysphoria clawing at him made him want to tear himself apart.


That was the word he’d been searching for. Dysphoria. The name for the shadow gnawing at him.

He let out a slow breath and turned his gaze to the darkened room. Kaleidoscopic moonlight fractured through the cracks in the curtains, scattering in pale ribbons across the walls, while the soft patter of rain against the balcony doors wove itself into the stillness. The sound should have been calming—in some way, it was; the tension in his shoulders loosened, his body softened into the sheets, and sleep began to circle him like a predator closing in—but the desire didn’t fade. It lingered, twisting inside him like smoke in his lungs.

His body demanded that he give it what it craved, louder and louder with every heartbeat…and that was the cruellest part: wanting, yet not wanting. His instincts begged for sex, for the relief of Zalith’s touch, but his mind warped every image, turning everything unbearable. It was like trying to step into a skin that didn’t fit, as if intimacy pulled taut the seams of a costume he wasn’t meant to wear. Each touch risked tearing the disguise, exposing the strange, mismatched figure he could never quite escape.

The desire burned, the fear suffocated, and he lay trapped between them, caged in a body that felt both prison and imposter.

He sighed, restless, rolling onto his back only to twist aside again, as though motion alone could shake free the thoughts gnawing at him. But then came a darker idea: maybe if he stayed on his back, the discomfort would drown out the storm inside his head.

So he forced himself still, letting the full weight of his body press down. His scars burned immediately; the fabric scraped against ridges of half-healed flesh, dragging heat and sting where skin had never mended clean. The pain flared sharply and gradually settled into a slow, searing throb. This time, he didn’t move. He let the ache spread, welcoming the irritation as it climbed like fire up his spine. He left his scars to suffer, clinging to the punishment as if it might smother the war raging louder inside.

But all that did was bring even more flashes of memory, reminding him of every time Damien and Lilith had whipped him, every time they’d beaten him.

He didn’t want to think about that, either.

Once again, he rolled onto his side. Sleep wouldn’t free him at all, not from the dysphoria, not from the pain and despair of memories. Whatever he did, he was going to have to deal with it in some shape or form.

Alucard carefully sat up, trying his best not to wake Zalith. Lying around in silence only amplified the struggle, so he got up, pulled on his trousers, and went over to the desk. As he sat down, he reached through a small rift and into his office; he took his memory journal, and then he opened it to the latest page. As much as these memories were upsetting him, he needed to write them down.

So he got to work, focusing on the rain and the scratching of his pen instead of the images that crept into his mind with each word he wrote. A part of him hoped that putting it all on paper would help him remember the moment he wanted to, but it didn’t come. He didn’t know when or if he’d chosen to be male—or as close as he was to it.

He felt the urge to find something that would let him see his reflection.

There was nothing, though. That was a good thing. He didn’t need to be staring at himself and drawing attention to all the flaws.

He kept writing despite the number of times his hand stalled above the page, especially when it came to the more uncomfortable details, the ones that left his chest hollow and his stomach twisted. But he forced himself forward. He had to. If he couldn’t look these truths in the eye, then what was the point? This was his past. No matter how much it burned, he couldn’t escape it or bury it forever.

As he worked, though, the pain in his head came back. It started as a dull ache behind his eyes, and then it sharpened the longer he pressed the pen across the page. Each word dragged at him, splitting his focus between the sting in his temples and the gnawing weight inside him. Still, he wrote on, even as his vision blurred and the letters started to swim.

His hand slipped once, leaving an ugly blot of ink that bled into the paper. That was when his strength gave out. He dropped the pen, pressing his palm against his brow, trying to smother the pounding there. He felt wrung out, his body sluggish, his thoughts fraying into white noise.

This was enough for tonight.

He pushed the journal aside and stood up, swaying a little before taking his trousers off and making his way back to bed. The sheets felt cold when he slipped beneath them, but he was too tired to care. He curled onto his side, pressing his back against Zalith’s warm body; the ache in his head dulled only slightly, and he let his eyes sink shut.

Sleep claimed him quickly, swallowing the words he’d forced himself to relive.

Would his dreams force him to relive it all again?

Probably. But there was nothing he could do to stop it.


Chapter Three

ー ⊰ ✟ ⊱ ー

Not Enough


| Alucard—Saturday, Aprilis 15th, 960(TG) |



| Uzlia Isles, Usrul, Castle Reiner |



It was intense, blisteringly so; the kind of heat that clawed through muscle and marrow, the kind that blurred thought and stripped restraint until there was nothing left but desire. Alucard was lost in it, in him, in the way Zalith fidgeted beneath him with his face against his pillow, his body pinned down and slick with pheromones.


Every thrust dragged a low, pleased sound from the demon’s throat, and Alucard moaned with him, spiralling deeper into the bliss. The scent of their sex clung to the air, thick and heady and laced with their natural aromas, those uniquely demonic fragrances that tangled together, intoxicating and maddening; Zalith’s pheromones were rich and sweet, subtly corruptive, but they didn’t stand a chance against Alucard’s own—his heat had made sure of that.

The vampire leaned in, fangs grazing Zalith’s neck as he ground deeper into him, burying his dick with every plunge, dragging a strangled gasp from his mate’s lips. His fingers clamped around Zalith’s wrists, hard enough to bruise, anchoring him as he rutted in again, further and rougher until the rhythm stopped being something he controlled and became something he obeyed.

Alucard’s breath grew ragged, his limbs trembling from how close he was to coming undone. Zalith’s body was divine under his, so hot, so tight, so perfect that he could weep from it.

And still, it wasn’t enough.

A strained whine left the vampire as he kept thrusting, trying to hold on a little longer until he could push Zalith over the edge from nothing but his dick alone. He angled his hips and drove in aggressively, instincts clawing at him as he chased that elusive spot, desperate to feel the demon tremble and unravel. That was all he wanted, to make him cum like this, to stay in control long enough to hear his mate gasp his name the way he loved, to draw that pleasure from him with nothing but his body and his rhythm.

But the ache inside him was too much, the need too consuming.


His movements faltered. A cry tore from him as his climax surged up without mercy, snapping through his spine and leaving him breathless. He buried himself as deep as he could go and came hard, his whole body trembling as heat burst through him in searing pulses. For a moment, there was nothing but Zalith’s warmth around him, his scent, the trembling of their bodies locked together.


Then came the silence.

Alucard collapsed forward, his chest rising and falling against Zalith’s slick back. A dazed breath left him, but it didn’t carry satisfaction. It carried defeat.

He blinked hard, trying to shake the haze, but the shame was already blooming beneath the surface. He hadn’t meant to; he was supposed to hold out, to give Zalith everything. But once again, his body had betrayed him—just like always. The heat, the pheromones, the way he always lost control the moment he felt good—it was humiliating.

His throat tightened.

Why was it always so easy for Zalith to ruin him? Why couldn’t he ever return the favour, at least not like this?


A bitter voice curled through his mind, louder now than it had been since they left Atheson, louder than last night. He was supposed to be a man—he was supposed to be Zalith’s equal. But he couldn’t even last long enough to make him cum. It hit harder than it should have…because somewhere deep down, it didn’t feel like just a failure of control. It felt like proof that he wasn’t enough, not man enough, not anything enough.


He didn’t move. He just stayed there, his hands resting loosely over Zalith’s wrists, eyes shut tight, pretending for a moment that he hadn’t just disappointed them both.

Beneath him, Zalith let out a breathless, amused laugh. “Are you okay?”

Mortification twisted in Alucard’s gut. He didn’t want to talk—he didn’t want to acknowledge it, least of all out loud. So he exhaled sharply through his nose and muttered, “Just catching my breath.”

The demon gave another laugh, and then he shifted, drawing back just enough to slip free of Alucard’s lax grip. Before the vampire could fully retreat, strong arms looped around him. In one swift motion, Zalith rolled them over, flipping Alucard onto his back and straddling him. His weight pinned the vampire down, holding him there easily.
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