
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


ONCE BITTEN ...

Classic Monsters Anthology 5

––––––––

[image: A dragon on top of books

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


YeOldeDragonBooks.com





[image: ]




Ye Olde Dragon Books

6909 Ackley Rd.

Parma, OH 44129

www.YeOldeDragonBooks.com

2OldeDragons@gmail.com

Copyright © 2025 by the participating authors

ISBN 13: 978-1-969197-08-6

Published in the United States of America October 15, 2025

Cover Art designed by Jessica Tanner. © Copyright 2025 Ye Olde Dragon Books 

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information retrieval and storage system without permission of the publisher.

Ebooks, audiobooks, and print books are not transferrable, either in whole or in part. As the purchaser or otherwise lawful recipient of this book, you have the right to enjoy the novel on your own computer or other device. Further distribution, copying, sharing, gifting or uploading is illegal and violates United States Copyright laws.

Pirating of books is illegal. Criminal Copyright Infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, may be investigated by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and is punishable by up to five years in federal prison and a fine of up to $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination, or are used in a fictitious situation. Any resemblances to actual events, locations, organizations, incidents or persons – living or dead – are coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


FOREWORD



[image: ]




It’s the anthology-that-almost-wasn’t. 

I was down to the wire and hadn’t finished my story yet. Most of the edits were done. (except Michelle’s!) I was processing an online order—or rather, trying to process it—and my cursor vanished. I tried tabs. Nothing. I smacked the keyboard a couple of times. Nothing. Laptop ceased to function. Huge deflated sigh. I trudged to the corner to fire up the desktop, which is a few days older than dirt. After a couple of hours of updating, I finally got it up and running. Paid my bills, finished my orders, and opened the author bio page to get it ready to send to Michelle.

Click! Click! The whirr of the motor shutting down. Screen fades to black.

NO! 

It wouldn’t let me reload because it said I had “logged in too many times.” I left the desk before the temptation to put a brick through the monitor became too overpowering. I tried again the next morning. I actually had the bio page almost finished when... click! Click! Whirrrrrrr... Fade to black again.

Long story short... I had to arrange a trip into town to snag a new computer, because none of the electronics in my house were going to get the job done. By the way, it seems my computers never die UNLESS we’re on a deadline for an anthology. (This is the second time I’ve been forced into a large purchase in order to finish a book!)

So please DO enjoy! I’m not a vampire, but some of my blood, sweat, and a LOT of tears went into this volume. When all is said and done, I believe it’s worth it!

This marks the end of our fifth year in business. Our wonderful authors make all these collections possible, and we are blessed beyond measure to be able to join their creative efforts. Laugh at some tales, cry over a few, and feel that little shiver in your spine over all the rest. 

Deborah Cullins Smith

September 2025

––––––––
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I’ll admit it, vampires are not my “thing,” and I kind of cringed when Deb decreed that anthology 5 would be Dracula. What the heck was I going to write?

Then I remembered that gee, some of her dark influence had prompted me to put a vampire in the first full-length Enchanted Castle Archives novel. So you all get to meet ‘Na’s “Uncle Morris.” How he becomes “Uncle Morris” will be covered in an upcoming Smedley & ‘Na novel.

But I digress ...

This is a BIG baby. There were so many stories we couldn’t say no to, and a handful of others we very reluctantly said no to. A wide variety. Some really clever twists on the whole vampire mythos. Some giggles, some “Huh ... interesting” moments.

But I still recommend that for those of you with hyperactive imaginations ... better read this before moonrise. You know. Just in case ...

Enjoy!

Michelle L. Levigne

September 2025
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THERE GOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD

Jordan Campbell
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I died more than 250 years ago. Or I almost died, I should say. I was minding my own business, fighting for my life somewhere in Europe. I do not remember where, precisely. The borders changed so often that I honestly have no idea where I was or who currently holds that territory.  I shot my musket at an enemy soldier just as he fired at me. I missed. He didn’t and his round went through my lung. I lay there for hours, even after the battle halted, bleeding from a gaping wound and waiting to die. Nobody ever told me how bad dying hurts or how tedious  it is. But then  a vampire found me, and I became  a very easy meal.

The vampire drank his fill of my blood without my permission, and he wound up keeping me from dying altogether. I did not go to the White Throne for my judgment. I did not don a white robe and pick up a harp. I stayed on Earth, neither fully alive nor truly dead. I was trapped in this state, never aging, incapable of feeling scorching heat or bitter cold. I could no longer experience mundane pleasures, not the warmth of a hearth or the scent of freshly baked bread. I existed without joy...but not without rage.

All vampires must learn to control bloodlust, lest they attract too much attention from humans. I was stronger than any one man, but I weakened near holy items. I saw many vampires destroyed over the years and I feared sharing their fate. So, I tamed my temper as best I could, and I became very choosy when it came to finding people to feed on.

One thing that did not change after my becoming a vampire was my disposition toward my neighbors. All through my mortal life, I hated my neighbors, and I saw no reason to change this as a vampire. A neighboring nation had started the war that cost me my human life, and even in peace, my hatred grew. I utterly despised my neighbors. They were nosy and annoying and never shut up, and I craved silence more than anything else. I killed a neighbor within a day of returning to my village.

Once I started, it became difficult to stop and were it not for a particularly frigid winter that caused many to starve, I suspect I would have been detected. A human life  sustained me for weeks, one neighbor after another drained of blood down to the last drop. But after that winter, I ran out of neighbors entirely and had to move on.

Through the years, I moved from one village to the next, taking care to only feed upon the most unsavory of neighbors, those who would not be missed. Often, I transitioned from neighbors to lone wanderers and vagrants, so as to better keep my presence unnoticed. I drank the blood of more than one thousand souls without being detected. Humans have a remarkable ability to be incredibly ignorant of what might be happening right under their noses. They will convince themselves of any lie, no matter how convoluted, to maintain a false sense of security. 

I no longer remember the name I was born with, but that does not matter. When I crossed the Atlantic Ocean, I took a new name for myself. Call me Wagner.

~~~~~
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Three heavy moving vans barreling down the street ripped me from my slumber, nearly driving me into a frenzy of fury. How dare they interrupt my rest! Five months before, three college-aged humans had fancied filming the forest near my dwelling—a vain attempt at fame and fortune.  I devoured them to the last drop and had been practically hibernating since the search parties had been called off.

I did not truly need to sleep as humans did, but that did not mean I did not appreciate it. Deep within my own house, I could cut myself off from the noisy outside world, a world so full of neighbors. I had eaten enough to sustain myself for at least a year, and now my rest had been interrupted. I would have vengeance for this!

I dangled much like a bat, but it was fruitless to attempt to sleep any longer. I leapt from the ceiling to the floor, landing silently and stalked to the nearest window. My teeth ground together louder than my footsteps. Moving vans were among the loudest vehicles allowed on residential roads and I found their sound quite distinctive. I hadn’t had any neighbors on this stretch of road in some time—the college students had been trespassing. Irritation burned hot in my belly, and I knew I would not be able to reorient myself for a second round of hibernation.

I stalked down the narrow staircase  to the ground floor.  Most vampires who survive their first year prefer similar constructions:  High ceilings, narrow hallways and staircases, furniture arranged to cast shadows on every corner. I had few windows, so as to keep out as much sunlight as possible. Sunlight would not kill me, but it would weaken me and dull my normally superior senses.  

The air was warm with the heat of late summer, so I donned my thickest pair of sunglasses. I preferred wearing a duster jacket as well, but that would likely attract unwanted attention. The sunglasses would shield my eyes from the worst of the sun’s beams and allow me to observe this newest batch of interlopers.

I walked soundlessly toward the neighboring house. Three moving vans and an enormous passenger van that might as well have been a bus parked in front of it. A family then, judging from the stickers and toys strewn across various seats in the van. Neighbors were bad enough on their own, but a family was worse. Families meant too many eyes to observe my actions and a lot of  visitors. Families attracted attention by merit of their own existence. Before that batch of trespassing college students, my previous neighbor had been a single, self-important, egotistical  young woman who had scoffed at family. Still, she had  cried for her mother as I drank her blood down to the last drop.

Carefully observing the various family members and assorted workmen, I discerned the patriarch and matriarch of the family with ease. They were the two eldest people present and carried an air of authority about them. They would be the first ones to target then—turn the parents, or at least lower their defenses, and the remainder of the family would be child’s play. 

“Salutations,” I said as I drew near enough to speak without raising my voice. “Glad tidings and welcome to the neighborhood. I am Wagner.”

Was it unnecessarily archaic to greet them so formally? Perhaps, but it had been a long time since I had had proper conversations with people. Usually, I struck silently, but being awakened in such jarring a fashion had made me feel rather theatrical. The response was immediate.

“Well, how about that?” the patriarch boomed. He was a big-bellied man with graying hair and mustache. “Less than an hour and we’ve already made a friend!”

The man seized my hand with both of his own. His hands were everything my hands were not. Wide and tanned, warm and soft from familial affection while calloused from work. His grip was nothing compared to my own strength—I could break stones with no more effort than an average man would use to snap his fingers. I turned my attention from the patriarch to his wife. She stepped forward and embraced me.

“Why, aren’t you sweet?” The woman beamed, her smile stretching from one round cheek to the other. She was ruddy, and I could not help but think of drinking her blood. She took my staring and hunger for confusion and cleared her throat to introduce herself. “It’s lovely to meet you. My name is Victoria Cazadora-Cacciatore and this is my husband, Andreas.”

Before I could respond,  we were interrupted by a strapping young man carrying a very large box. His muscles bulged and he walked slowly, with deliberately long strides. But from the way he kept rearranging his fingers ever so slightly, his grip had to be weakening. Ah, the arrogance of youth, the desire to show off one’s strength!  Clearly it must be universal throughout the ages. I remembered that all too well, though I was now exponentially stronger than I had been at that awkward age. I moved swiftly, taking the box from the young man’s hands and setting it aside.

“I could have managed that myself,” the young man said, his expression a mixture of  bravado and  relief. He was altogether in denial of his own limitations.

“Niccolo!” Victoria snapped, putting her hands on her hips. No doubt, she was Niccolo’s mother. “Where are your manners?”

“Sorry, Mamma!” Niccolo blushed and flashed me a sheepish grin. “Thanks for the assist, neighbor. There’s still more boxes down in the vans. I bet I can lift the heaviest one!”

I was nearing my three hundredth year of existence and accepting a teenager’s challenge to prove myself was something I had no desire to do. Nevertheless, I found myself following him to the vehicles. Two girls, one a slender teenager and the other at the awkward age hovering between childhood and adolescence, struggled to maneuver a heavy bookshelf between them. Sweat dripped down both their brows. 

“Helena! Luccia!” Andreas called. “Need a hand?”

The girls smiled, their eyes shining at the sight of their father. I paused, perplexed. Teenagers were a relatively recent cultural phenomenon, but most adolescents I had seen over the last few decades tended to be chagrined at best at their parents’ presence. How peculiar indeed.

“Hi, Papa!”

I sidestepped the girls and took the bookshelf in my arms. I lifted it without the slightest effort and the children gasped in wonder. Part of me wondered whether my actions were too conspicuous but given that Andreas and Victoria were so openly amicable,  it was doubtful I’d be able to maintain an especially low profile.

Several other children darted about in front of us, greeting their parents and mingling with the movers. One boy stood taller than Luccia and Helena, but was not nearly so large as Niccolo, and two girls nearly danced about, small and slight. One boy about Luccia’s age carried two bicycles, one under each arm.

“Leave it to ol’ Salvador to have to carry the bicycles,” the boy muttered. “Not Isabella and Noella, oh no, even if these are their bicycles, all girly and ribbony. No, they get the easy boxes full of aprons.”

I disregarded the boy’s grumbling about his sisters. If he truly disliked having to carry the bicycles, he could easily choose something else.  I moved on to help carry furniture. The second oldest boy came to help me move a table and introduced himself as Enrique. Apparently, he had the best manners of all his siblings, no doubt using Niccolo as an example of how not to behave. He chatted on and on about how he and his family had lived in a dozen states in the last twelve years, but he hoped that this year, they would finally stay in one place. I considered the implications of everything he said but did not reply. 

One tiny boy carried a  box in his hands, desperate to emulate his siblings. He promptly dropped it on my foot, though I barely felt the impact. 

“Giovanni!” Victoria spoke sharply and crossed her arms. “You apologize to Mr. Wagner right this minute. That landed on his foot!”

“It is of no concern,” I soothed. When vampires want to, we can convince humans of just about anything. “I am completely uninjured and an apology given under duress is no apology at all. Curiosity dictates, however, that I ask what is in the box.”

“Cookbooks!” Giovanni piped up. He was no older than five and he took the opportunity  to turn his declaration into a cheer. “Cookbooks! Cookbooks! Cookbooks! Looky, looky cookbooks-y!”

As if on cue, the box burst open, though that notion was nonsensical. There were no such things as sentient boxes. But the box did contain cookbooks...many cookbooks. More cookbooks than even a family of this size had any business owning. The sight of the books caused the family to congregate. Each member of the family chose a volume, and in so doing they arranged themselves in a row, ironically by age.  The full scope of the family’s size struck me as fiercely as any broadsword. Victoria and Andreas had eight children: Niccolo, Helena, Enrique, Luccia, Salvador, Isabella, Noella, Giovanni.

I wrenched my glance away from the family and  focused on the books they held. Cookbooks can reveal many things about people: their preference for one cuisine over another, their inclinations to experiment with many recipes or cling to a select few. For the most part, the family held recipes of Italian and Mexican cuisine. However, Noella held up a tome catering entirely to garlic-based recipes and Luccia held a book called Meals from the Holy Land.

I turned my attention back to the family members themselves. Most of them wore cross necklaces and Niccolo’s forearm bore a tattoo of Scripture verses penned in Italian.

“We’ve nearly moved in,” Andreas said. He beckoned to the workmen. “So, everyone gather ‘round. We must pray, to thank the Lord for granting us a safe journey and allowing us to find such a lovely home.”

Dread filled my entire being, down to the last cell. I excused myself as quickly as I could, brushing past family members and moving van workers alike, just as the Cazadora-Cacciatore family bowed their heads in unison. I had to flee. I could not risk exposing myself just yet. The moment I crossed my threshold, I slammed the door behind me and locked it securely.

I paced, leaping up to the ceiling so I could prowl  without tripping over the  furniture. I had to take stock of the facts. The new neighbors were, in effect, the physical manifestation of everything that was anathema to me. Garlic was bad enough on its own, due to its ability to grow wild. But this family served the Creator. By my own nature as a vampire, regardless of what I did when I was human, I now opposed the Creator in all aspects.

I did not have a heartbeat to pound and my hands were perpetually cold so they would not be discernibly clammy. It was difficult to ascertain when I managed to calm myself down without these symptoms to act as a measure. But in time, my apprehension ebbed,  and I allowed rage to take its place. How dare these humans come to my territory, bringing so many of their toxic habits with them! The very nerve! I was Wagner, was I not?

I had lived the life of a vampire since before this blasted country was founded. I had drunk the blood of hundreds of souls through the centuries, and I was not going to stop now, by thunder! I would spill every drop of blood in the Cazadora-Cacciatore family if it was the last thing I ever did.

~~~~~
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I avoid revenge under most circumstances. Revenge attracts attention and attention leads to complications.  I wanted to taste  blood and I did not seek to ensure retribution, but my neighbors were the type of people I needed to destroy, root and stem. Whittling them down one by one would be the least conspicuous option. In truth, I doubted I could take more than one or two, but as I watched the family, my hunger grew alongside my hatred of all they stood for.

I approached the eldest child first. Niccolo was nineteen, and  not so much a boy as  a young man. He walked with purpose, and I learned that he planned to leave home soon, as he had no talent for the kitchens his parents so loved. 

They ran a small restaurant devoted to the cuisine of their ancestral lands, but Niccolo sought the life of a soldier. There was a brutal irony in that, given my own youthful misadventures in an army that had led to my becoming a vampire in the first place.

Niccolo sat on the stoop to his family’s home. At his side was a large pile of sticks, branches and other pieces of wood. He glanced up at me as I approached and gave a polite smile.

“Good morning,” I greeted, though I did not believe it was a good morning at all. I could already tell it was going to be a bright, sunshiny day. I despised bright, sunshiny days. “Where is everyone?”

“Here, there, and everywhere,” Niccolo replied with a shrug. “It’s hard to keep track. The little ones run so fast.”

That was true enough, from what I had observed. For almost a fortnight, I’d witnessed the children run every which way. I glanced over my shoulder, but for the moment, Niccolo and I were alone. How long that would last, I had no idea. As strong as he fancied himself, I could overpower Niccolo without straining a muscle, but I preferred to take my food in solitude. This was not a private setting.

Niccolo took one of the larger sticks from his pile in one hand and with the other, he pulled a pocketknife from his trousers. With swift slashes, he carved the stick into something sharp, and all too familiar.

“What are you doing?” I asked, the question barely more than a whisper on my lips, for I already knew the answer.

“Whitling stakes,” Niccolo replied. “It’s the best form of busy work I know when there’s nothing else to do. My friends like to go camping, so I always make sure they have plenty of stakes  for their tents and hammocks. Maybe after my turn in the Guard, I’ll start my own business with these. Wood makes much better stakes than plastic.”

Wooden stakes...I took a step backward without meaning to. However many myths about vampires that have sprouted up over the centuries, one legend that is absolutely true is that a stake impaled through the heart will paralyze a  vampire. Especially a wooden stake. Niccolo had already finished a second stake and moved on to a third. For him, they were no more than a means to stay busy, but to me, they were weapons. If I were to come any closer, how difficult would it be for Niccolo to take any one of his stakes and drive it into my chest? He would sap my strength and drain my powers...I would surely be destroyed.

“It’s not just my friends, of course. My family likes camping too,” Niccolo continued. “We’ve been to Yellowstone, Glacier, Zion, Denali, you name it. Maybe you can come with us on our next trip. Mamma and Papi were just saying  that you need more sun, Mr. Wagner.”

That was more than I needed to hear. What I needed more than anything was to flee. Camping? Not an option. To think I had scorned the trespassers in the woods! This was far worse. Humans, by and large, had forgotten most sorts of weaponscraft as technology had advanced. But the skills that came with camping were the exception. Stakes, axes, knives...all of them could spell disaster for me.

I resisted the urge to turn my back. It would be best to keep my eyes on Niccolo, and his many, many stakes. I walked backward, in quick, steady strides, until I was at my threshold. I fairly leapt up the steps of my porch, my eyes locked on the young man and his weaponry. I shut the door and twisted every lock into place, letting go a breath I had not realized I’d taken. Given that I cannot actually breathe, that was certainly significant.

The stakes for my survival had risen dramatically. 

~~~~~
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Niccolo may have been the eldest and theoretically the easiest of his siblings to pick off, as he was the one most often left to his own devices. But he was hardly the only child in that house. Given that Niccolo was so heavily armed—he carried the stakes with him nearly everywhere—I turned my attention to the second child, the eldest daughter Helena. 

Helena sat under the shade of a large tree, her nose in a large book. I reflected on how many trees might have been cut down to provide the paper for that volume, but decided it wasn’t worth dwelling on. I stepped closer and closer, one foot in front of the other. Helena was none the wiser and when I was within arm’s reach of her, I extended my fangs. Helena was a very pretty young woman, with skin and hair a shade darker than her siblings, and she carried herself with grace. I had eaten many such women over the years.

“Hi, Mister Wagner,” Helena said, looking up. I had no idea what had caught her attention but when she squinted at me, I retracted my fangs lest I alarm her.

“Good afternoon,” I replied as evenly as I could while frustration stormed in my gut. I had gotten so close. “Why are you reading outside? Is that not uncomfortable?”

“Not really, no,” Helena answered. “I like reading outside. When my family’s at home, it’s so noisy in the house I can’t concentrate. And when I’m alone, the house is so quiet, I can’t enjoy the peace.  Being outside is the best of both worlds.”

A touching sentiment, and one I even understood to some degree, though I did find greater enjoyment when I had a victim to feast on, listening to them become quieter and quieter as I drank their blood and consumed their life.

“Well,” I said with a nod. “I see where you’re coming from there. What is it that you’re reading?”

“Oh!” Helena smiled. “This is my absolute favorite book. It’s the first book in the Tomas, the Handsome Neighborhood Vampire series!”

I knew all too well what that book was. It was as farcical a depiction of my kind as any ever written. The very idea of a vampire becoming a hair stylist and enjoying his neighbors’ company! Pah, that was a mockery of every aspect of my being! I could have bitten Helena then and there and shown her what a true vampire is capable of. More to the point, I despised and detested that book from a technical standpoint. The grammar was poor and the spelling bad, and not from a colloquial sense that fit the setting either. But striking Helena here and now would be far too conspicuous. Her parents would notice her absence eventually and a bloodstained book would be  evidence as to what had happened.

“You want to borrow it? We could form a book club!” Helena exclaimed, looking years younger and far more earnest than she normally did. “Nobody else in the family reads these books and that’s so frustrating!”

And for good reason! Whatever hatred I felt toward Andreas and Victoria, I could not and would not fault them for their discernment in literature. I took a few steps back and stared  at Helena again. She turned page after page, reading rapidly. There was no way that such a volume could be so engrossing.

“Ouch!” Helena muttered. “Paper cut. Hold on, I’ll be right back! I have lots of Tomas books, Mr. Wagner. I can loan you one!”

The scent of her blood nearly drove me into a frenzy. The desire to seize Helena and bite down on her neck—siphoning out every drop of blood—nearly consumed me. It would be nothing to overpower her. But just as I moved forward to grab her, she leapt to her feet and darted inside, closing the door behind her. I blinked rapidly and shook my head as my senses slowly returned to normal. Helena had left the book behind. I knew it would be better not to touch the book, for I despised it and I loathed the author. But Helena’s blood had stained one of the pages. My instincts, my desire for blood, overruled everything else.

I seized the book and lifted it up, ready to bite into it, but I could not help but recoil. The plotlines of the Tomas books were nonsensical at best, but this passage featured the vampire taking part in a musical, and the lyrics were printed on the page! A love ballad between the lonely, jaded vampire who sought to be friendly and his lover, a she-werewolf! Gah! I tossed the book to the ground and fled, my desire for sanity overriding my desire to feed.

I was safely over my own threshold before Helena returned, calling out that the offer to loan me a book still stood.

~~~~~
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It was days before I ventured out of my house following that incident. My desire to feed had grown  with each passing day. Niccolo and Helena were not options, but they had more siblings, and I turned my attention to Enrique.

Enrique took long walks  every morning and every afternoon. Perhaps this was an attempt to best his elder brother at something, for as strong as he was, Niccolo rarely participated in this exercise.  Due to his relative isolation, it was easy for me to track Enrique down when he was far out of sight of his family.

“Early riser!” Enrique greeted cheerfully. He kept pace at a steady jog, which I matched easily. “Care to join me?”

“But of course.”

I should have thought of this sooner. The neighbor who had turned up her nose at families had had a similar habit of  jogging frequently. Enrique and I ran together in silence, which might have been companionable if I were not planning to eat him. At last, it came to this. I would be able to feed upon Enrique and nobody would be the wiser. I pressed my footfalls down harder, cracking the tiny rockers of the earthen road beneath my feet. 

“You’re good!” Enrique grinned, his round face eager and excited. “I never have anybody to run with. Most of my family is slow! Running snack!”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bag filled with sunflower seeds. Enrique’s hands slipped as he fumbled with the bag, and it dropped to the ground. Seeds spilled out in all directions as the bag burst.

“Ah, man! How many spilled?”

Blast it! He just had to ask the question! It is not strictly a weakness in the sense that it harms me like garlic or wooden stakes, but as a vampire I am often unable to resist counting items. Enrique’s question only worsened the obsession, for now I needed to know how many seeds spilled to the ground. I do not know the reason for this, since I never felt such compulsion when I was alive. I halted and crouched down in front of the spilled seeds. Enrique skidded to a halt and began jogging in place.

“I wouldn’t bother with anything but the bag,” Enrique said. “Littering is wrong, but raw sunflower seeds aren’t really litter. The seeds aren’t worth salvaging and this way the birds and squirrels can have a snack.”

I did not reply. I could not reply. I could do nothing but count seeds and listen as Enrique’s footsteps grew fainter and fainter.  He ran the rest of the way back to his house alone. I had been so close to devouring him. But the seeds...the seeds...the seeds.

I counted 625 sunflower seeds. I swore 791 times.

~~~~~
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Taking Enrique proved to be too tricky. He was clumsy and spilled seeds and nuts three more times before I gave him up for a lost cause. I moved on to the next two children in the family.  How bothersome these neighbors were!

Luccia and Salvador were twins. Twins were always a challenge when it came to my needs as a vampire. In my experience, there were not many twins who followed the example of Esau and Jacob, continually at odds during their childhood. If only that were the case! Nay, most twins I had met clung to each other and were difficult to separate at the best of times. As a result, I would have to prey on them both at once.

Salvador and Luccia frequently bickered, as siblings were wont to do, but they didn’t tolerate anyone else picking on them, even their siblings. They hovered between childhood and adolescence, perhaps twelve years old. One day, I watched the twins march out of their house. Salvador clutched a collection of comic books, while Luccia held a book under her arm. I shuddered involuntarily before I recalled that Helena had told me that nobody in her family shared her interest in dreadful paranormal romance literature.

Luccia crouched down in front of several potted plants while Salvador sat under a tree, reading his comics in silence. I took a few steps forward, looking from one child to the next, trying to decide which to lure away so that I might feed. But I was aware that  I might  need to snatch both in one fell swoop. Neither twin stood out as less desirable than the other. Before I could deliberate further,  Salvador apparently grew bored and pulled from within his comic book a single straw. He inhaled sharply and blew out—a small piece of paper rolled into a ball struck his sister in the back of her neck.

“Gah!” Luccia squeaked. “You jerk!

“I didn’t do anything,” Salvador claimed, though his smirk betrayed his actions. 

“You did too!”

“Did not!”

“Did too!”

“Did not!”

“You just stay on your side forever, you big jerky jerk!”

Salvador responded to Luccia’s latest rebuttal by shooting another spitball at her. Luccia’s squeal pierced my ears as the spitball landed on her forehead. Something smelled peculiar about the spitball, but I couldn’t quite place it. In any event, Luccia elected to ignore her brother’s taunts and she tended to a row of potted plants. I counted to two hundred thrice, waiting to make a move, when Luccia stood up and stomped over to Salvador. It might have been more intimidating if she weren’t wearing bright blue flip-flops.

“Come and see my plants.”

“I thought I was a big jerky jerk,” Salvador teased. “What’s so special about your plants that they need a jerk’s attention?”

“Just come and see!”

It was blatantly obvious that as much as they bickered and despite him being less than forty feet away and they hadn’t actually been apart for more than a few minutes, Luccia had missed her brother. Twins could be very strange.

“Why should I?”

“Because!”

“Because why?”

“Because I’m older and I said so!”

I had to admit that was rather pitiful, but Salvador only laughed as he rose to his feet. He was taller than his sister and that was enough  to make his point. Even standing on tiptoe, her feet nearly sliding out of her flip-flops, Luccia could not match her brother’s height. Luccia stomped a foot in irritation and Salvador responded by wrapping an arm around her neck, trapping her in a headlock. 

Luccia shrieked in protest as Salvador dragged her over to her plants, her feet sliding out of her flip-flops. For a moment, I thought he might snap her neck, which would make my own task of isolating them and feeding all the easier. Actually, I might be doing his family a favor. But rather than harming Luccia, Salvador merely rubbed his knuckles against his twin sister’s scalp and her shrieks dissolved into a peal of giggles. 

I paused, unsure what to do next. By now, I was only a few paces away and the children finally noticed me. That was another idiosyncrasy of twins, often so blind to their surroundings.

“Hi, Mr. Wagner!” Luccia called, pausing in front of her plants. “My brother is a big jerk.”

“You started it!”

“Did not!”

“Did too!”

“Never mind,” Luccia said. “So, Salvador, since you like spitballs so much, I figure this is a birthday present. Your own garlic cloves.”

Wait, what? Luccia had been pestered continuously by her brother, and she was helping him figure out ways to tease her? Or else they had cut a bargain, and their bickering was part of a game for their own amusement? And worst of all, garlic? Bad enough the family cooked with it constantly, but to grow it themselves? 

“Would you like one of my plants, Mr. Wagner? It’s actually quite easy to cultivate.”

I did not bother giving a reply. I forced myself not to scream in terror as I retreated into my own house and slammed the door. I underestimated my own strength and broke off two hinges.

~~~~~
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By this point, I had run out of patience and my annoyance with the neighbors grew with each passing day. The family had long overstayed their welcome and every action they took seemed designed to antagonize me personally. I no longer cared about discretion and for good reason! I was a vampire. Mightier than any human had ever been or ever would  be. I would grab the first child I saw, whatever the consequences.

I walked soundlessly to the neighbors’ house. A single child paced the driveway, looking miserable and grumpy—all  too easy to abduct for my meal. I recognized the child at once: Isabella.

“Nobody wants to play with me,” Isabella whined, in the nasally tone of a spoiled brat. She blinked large brown eyes at me. “Will you play with me, Mr. Wagner?”

Isabella was around the tender age of nine, too young to keep up with her older siblings, but not so young as to enjoy playing with the still younger Noella and Giovani. That made her the perfect prey, and I should have chosen her from the beginning.

“Why, certainly,” I answered. I reached out one long, pale hand and she took it in her own small, tanned one. “Why don’t we go back to my house? We can play hide-and-go-seek there.”

Isabella’s eyes shone at the opportunity to play at another person’s house.  As we crossed my threshold, I extended my fangs. A single bite would be enough to subdue Isabella, and I would have my feast. And then, in turn, her family would come looking for her and I would feast again and again and again.

The child oohed and aahed at my furnishings, which to her must have been quite the novelty. With my high ceilings and various hooks and ledges upon which I rested, my home resembled a castle to a young mind. Her fascination was ironic, of course. Isabella was small enough that binding her to one of the hooks would likely cause her to bleed out before I could drink my fill. It was tempting though, as she darted this way and that, irritatingly curious. But I would hold off for now.

“Hide and seek!” Isabella squealed. “I can start counting! I’ll count to one hundred. Is that okay, Mr. Wagner?”

She covered her eyes and began counting. I moved soundlessly until I stood directly behind her. Isabella wore her hair in two braids, exposing her neck. I bit down hard, but instead of soft flesh and tasty blood, my fangs pressed against something hard...a thin chain of metal. My mouth caught fire and I screamed silently, wrenching my neck back and taking the metal chain with it. Isabella, ever an oblivious child, did not seem to have noticed.

I pulled the horrible metal from my teeth and gripped it in my hands. It was a small, silver cross.

My body turned to dust a moment later.

~~~~~
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Isabella uncovered her eyes and looked around. Mr. Wagner was gone. She hadn’t peeked when she’d been counting, but she hadn’t even heard him move. Giovani and Noella were much noisier when they played hide-and-seek because they were pretty much babies. But Mr. Wagner was a really big grown-up, so it didn’t make sense for him to be able to move so quietly. She would have to find him and fast!

She looked in every single room that had an open door. She looked under the beds and behind the curtains. It was kinda strange that Mr. Wagner had so many curtains and so few windows. She looked in the funny box that smelled real bad, but she couldn’t find Mr. Wagner. Isabella searched some more—under the tables and behind the couch and underneath the rug. But there was still no Mr. Wagner. All she found was a big pile of dust. Oh, and her necklace, but Isabella wasn’t worried about that too much because the chain was busted and it always fell off with even  a teeny-tiny tug.

After she searched everywhere a third time, Isabella got scared and she ran all the way back home to get Mamma and Papi and all her brothers and sisters. They all hurried back to Mr. Wagner’s house. Isabella tried to explain what happened, but she didn’t think she did a very good job, since she didn’t understand it herself.

“He went away,” Isabella whined. “I closed my eyes and counted to a hundred and then he was gone. We gotta find him!”

They all searched the big house that Mr. Wagner lived in all by himself. Mamma and Papi even checked the basement and the attic and all the closets. But they didn’t find Mr. Wagner at all. Isabella felt like crying. She knew, she just knew, she was never, ever going to see Mr. Wagner again. Her siblings all gathered around her in a circle and that made Isabella feel a teeny bit better. But then, she started to cry. 

“He was so nice!” Isabella bawled. “He was going to play hide-and-seek with me!”

“I was hoping he’d go camping with us next summer,” Nicollo said sadly. “I planned to surprise him with his own tent and stakes.”

“Maybe he has a cold and needed to run to the store for medicine,” Helena suggested. “I think we can make him some nice garlic and onion soup to fix him right up. If he does come back...”

“We really don’t have very much luck with neighbors, do we?” Enrique asked. “Remember what happened to Mr. Talbot when we got him that genuine silverware for his birthday? And the monkswood Mamma planted for the gardening contest? He sneezed so hard, I thought his house was going to fall down!”

“Oh, Mr. Talbot! I miss him too!” Luccia exclaimed. “Him and that nice Dr. Victor.  And Mr. Griffin, too. But I don’t remember what Mr. Griffin looked like. Do you think we’ll ever have neighbors who stick around?”

“I’m not sure,” Salvador piped up. “But I suppose all we can do is pray for Mr. Wagner, the same way we pray for Mr. Talbot and Dr. Victor and Mr. Griffin.”

Noelle and Giovani hugged Isabella and she felt a little bit better. She looked around and began to think. If Mr. Wagner ever did come back, it might be nice to surprise him by tidying up a bit. If they could find a vacuum, they could get rid of that pile of dust.

After all, Isabella wanted to be a good neighbor.

––––––––

[image: ]


The End
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Three Months Before Moonmist Eve

“Minna, come see!” The needle in Minna’s hand narrowly avoided piercing her skin when exuberant young Agathe tugged at her sleeve. “That rakish vampire, Doros, is strolling down our promenade.”

“Look at his graceful walk,” another seamstress sighed. “Have you ever seen a person more dapper?”

“I hear he’s splendidly wealthy!”

Minna glanced warily from the silken folds of the dress she’d been sewing over to the window the other seamstresses had rushed to fill. Beyond the glass, she could see the moonlit park with its usual surfeit of vampires strolling where they could see and be seen by the best of vampire society.

Minna blinked bleary eyes and rolled shoulders that had grown stiff from hours of concentrated labor. Resisting the urge to call the girls back to their work, she instead gently laid down the resplendent crimson gown, which had consumed her thoughts all night, and joined them for a moment of ease. After all, it was a slow night with no vampire patrons currently in the shop.

Only half-listening to the human girls around her, Minna narrowed her gaze on the coterie of vampires meandering from the other side of the park. Though all wore the finest cut suits and gowns, Minna recognized at once which vampire must be the infamous Doros.

He did indeed move with a languid grace, his every gesture magnanimous to his doting assembly. With each step, his blue cape swished around his well-tailored frame. An intricately knotted cravat spilled from his throat across his chest and down to an embroidered waistcoat. Minna squinted a little, imagining what she would have done differently with his ensemble. A longer cloak perhaps, to better swirl against his muscled legs, and a fabric in a different shade of blue—dark enough to really contrast his long, silver-gold hair.

One of the girls sighed to her left. “Could you imagine if he stopped here?”

Minna gritted her teeth. As little as she savored the idea of hosting new vampire clientele, their shop could use the money and attention so notable a client would bring.

“He’s so handsome,” Agathe murmured, leaning her forehead against the window’s glass. “I almost wouldn’t mind if he made me his thrall.”

A shiver iced down Minna’s spine at the girl’s reckless words, and she stalked back to her seat, though still positioned to glance at the window and gauge any new ideas from the clothing worn by the famous trendsetter and his entourage. 

“What’s the matter, Minna?” Agathe called from the window.

Minna glanced at the young girl with her wide brown eyes. She was so innocent, so... naive.

Minna plucked up a needle, which she began to thread, and chose her words carefully. Agathe was still so young and, as the daughter of Minna’s business partner, Lucia, the founding seamstress of this house, she had lived a sheltered life. Unlike most of the other seamstresses, Agathe had never lived without the safety of her trade, fully vulnerable to the whims of their vampire overlords. 

“Nothing, Agathe,” Minna replied at last. “I have work to do, and unless that dandy miraculously deigns to patronize our shop, I’m sure we’ve no need to wish him anywhere except far away from here.”

“Aye,” Janet, one of the older seamstresses chimed in. She had not risen with the others, and the wrinkles on her face were testament to the years of survival she had endured. Janet was one of the few in the room old enough to remember the days before their kingdom of Whitby had been overtaken by the Dracula and his vampires. “No matter how handsome, that monster’s as dangerous as all the rest. He’d as soon snap your neck and throw you across the room as keep you as a little pet. At least here we have work and value.”

Agathe pouted at the rebuke and crossed her arms. “Don’t forget, it’s because of vampires like him, buying new clothes and jumping on every new trend for their revelries, that we even have this job.”

“We may be lucky, girl,” Janet snapped back, “but this is not half the life we could’ve lived before.”

Minna cleared her throat and cast a meaningful glance at the night sky where several bats flitted about. Both Janet and Agathe heeded her warning and ended their bickering. No one could guess which bats were regular animals and which were informants for the vampires who enslaved them.

Just as Minna pulled the crimson dress back onto her lap, a new movement caught her attention, and she bit back a groan.

“Those halfer children are back again,” one of the seamstresses muttered as Minna hopped from her seat and scooped up the basket that held her midnight meal. 

“Where are you going?” Lucia asked as Minna marched to the door.

“Those half-blood children are outside again,” Minna explained, “and they’re sure to receive nothing good from those they beg from. I’ll give them what I can and hopefully send them on their way before they can cause trouble again.”

“Minna wait,” one of the girls called. 

“They’re just halfers, Minna, leave them be!”

“Minna!”

Ignoring the voices of her seamstresses, Minna swept out the doorway of her storefront onto the cobbled street beyond with its grotesque statues and crystalline fountains. She stepped quietly, careful to avoid any passerby.

Having once been part of a grand human-made park, the trail was ever-curving rather than direct, but Minna could not step off the path. After two decades of the Dracula’s reign with its mist-shrouded days, all the lush greenery and flowers had withered away, so the plants had been replaced by shattered glass in jewel tones, arranged in swooping patterns. One misstep beyond the trail, and Minna’s blood would be a beacon for every vampire within the mile. Not even her gray seamstress sash could protect her then. 

Instead, she picked her way across the uneven path. Doros’s vampires had paused beside one of the older statues, a relic of the old days, before Minna was born, when humans still ruled Whitby. Carefully, she angled herself just beyond their eyesight and gestured enough to catch the attention of one of the half-blood children. A girl with reddish human curls and only slightly extended incisors lifted her eyebrows in eager expectation at the bread Minna offered. 

The child hurried over, grunted, and hopped excitedly as she swallowed the treat. From the thinness of her limbs, it seemed many days since she’d had a proper meal, and she released cheerful little sounds like, “bloof, bloof, bloofer,” as she chewed. Minna wondered if the child even knew how to speak. She ground her teeth with suppressed rage and gestured as serenely as she could to another child. This was what came from favored human thralls and careless vampire masters. As soon as a human lost their worth, their blood was drained and any unwanted children of impure blood were cast out to the streets without care. Or worse, they were shipped back across the magical divide to Vania, the vampires’ homeland, where they were sold as food to the vampires too poor to afford the passage to Whitby or to those who would not turn up their noses at less-than-pure blood to drink. 

While Minna seethed at the cruelty, more children swerved her way, and she urged them to leave the park rather than fawn after the vampire elite. They were more likely to receive anger than aid from that front.

Minna swallowed, recalling the last night a group of these children had upset a vampire. The seamstresses had been forced to barricade themselves in the storage room until the morning mists returned, and the cobblestones had been stained red for nights after. 

With much gesturing, Minna finally convinced most of the children to leave the park, but then dread encased her heart at the sound of a boy’s voice raised in song. The notes were high and melancholy as he poured his soul into a human ballad. 

The world seemed to hold its breath. Crickets grew silent, and even the swooping of bat wings overhead began to slow. Minna swallowed as she looked from the half-blood human who sang with his cap held out before him to the unmoving vampires gathered before him.

He had talent but wore no tradesman’s sash to protect him. Perhaps he hoped to gain a vampire patron or at least some coin with his song, but Minna knew the vampires were just as likely to revile his music as value it for its primitive charm.

Several in the group turned to Doros as if awaiting the charismatic vampire’s response, but a different lone figure cut through the dark park from the opposite direction, slamming his heavy boot into the child’s back. Minna winced as the child tumbled to the far side of the trail, almost into the shards of artistically laid glass. 

Minna’s fingers tightened around her basket. If the glass drew even a drop of his blood, this entire street could quickly transform into a bloodbath. As silently as possible, Minna urged the remaining children to flee as the monster shouted at the stunned singer.

“What gives you the right to raise your voice among our grand race and sully these ladies’ ears with your wretched human songs?” The hulking brute growled with a sadistic curl to his lip, pale face almost red with fury.

Despite the panic pounding through her veins, Minna edged closer, her mind whirling, seeking some way to diffuse the situation without loss of life. As a tradeswoman, she had some protections, but not many. Any vampire who harmed her would have to repay the shop’s chief vampire patroness for damages. However, judging from this brute’s jewel-tipped cane and imperious tone, he appeared wealthy enough to afford it. 

Minna cast a quick glance at the shop as the large vampire raged. Surely Lucia and the girls would be wise enough to lock the doors and shelter in the back if worse came to worst.

She turned back to the crisis in time to see the half-blood child raise a hand in supplication toward the brute. In that moment, Minna foresaw all that would happen. The vampire would lift his walking stick like a club and slam it down on the child, beating him into silence or worse, drawing blood and stirring the others into a frenzy until none of the humans or half-bloods around were left unharmed. 

With no other hope, Minna swooped between the monster and child, scooping the half-blood boy into her arms and intentionally turning her seamstress sash into the vampire’s view. His stick paused midair. 

“Good sir,” Minna rushed to speak, her head bowed low as if in reverent respect. “I thank you for your wise words. I will see to it that this child learns from his mistake.”

For several heartbeats, no one moved. Though Minna did not lift her head, she felt the gazes of a dozen vampires trained on her and the brute she’d dared to challenge.

“Is there no end to the gall of these humans and half-breeds?”

Minna flinched as the cane swung down again but stopped mere inches from her body. She blinked in confusion to see the vampire wrenching himself free of Doros’s grip. 

“What do you think you’re doing, you fool?” The brute snarled at the dandy who restrained him. “These creatures need to be taught their place!”

“At the end of your rod?” Doros spoke with an easy drawl. “Good sir, do you really think your brutality is any more reassuring to these refined ladies you sought to defend?” His lace-festooned sleeve gestured lazily at the cluster of vampire ladies around them.

The aggressive vampire wrenched free of his grip, and Minna swayed with relief as his attention swiveled from her and the child to the finely dressed vampire.

“I know you,” the brute snarled. “You’re Doros, the popinjay so newly arrived from Vania.” His white fingers tightened on the cane, and Minna shrunk back at the sight of him straightening to his full height to loom over Doros. “You may cut a fine figure in your capes and sharp waistcoats, but someone like you doesn’t belong here, any more than those humans, less so even, for they at least provide us with blood to sustain us while you are nothing but an unknown from the homeland. You have no noble blood, only money to recommend you, and one day that, along with your favor, will be spent.”

His dark words were met by the gathered vampires with uneasy silence. Minna gripped the child who clung to her, preparing to leap to her feet and sprint from sight if the tide should turn against their unexpected protector. But he simply turned to his entourage with a gleeful laugh.

Is he mad? Minna wondered.

“Did you hear that, my friends?” Doros practically skipped with delight toward the brute. “This good fellow thinks I cut a fine figure!” Without warning, he draped an arm conspiratorially over the vampire’s shoulder, rendering him speechless. “You don’t know what that means to me, my friend! I do strive for excellence.”

The brute twisted and tried to rip himself from Doros’s hold but nearly tripped instead, clearly not expecting the strength of Doros’s arm.

“I did not give you permission to touch me!” he shouted, making the child in Minna’s arms quiver. “Do you even know who I am?”

“Of course!” Doros grinned. “A fine gentleman who recognizes quality when he sees it, though I dare say you could use some help with your own wardrobe.” The other vampires snickered at this as Doros waved his free hand over the vampire’s dark and crumbled coat. “I must say, you are looking worse for wear. And,” he gasped, “just look at the state of that cravat!”

The vampires laughed, and the brute’s face burned red with rage. 

“Who do you think you are, insulting me and protecting a human and a halfer, too? Are you the Wolf’s Bane himself?”

Minna blinked at the unexpected insult. 

“I say, good sir,” Doros guffawed, lifting his hand to the corner of his eye to wipe at a mirthful tear. “The Wolf’s Bane indeed!”

Minna’s heart lurched with the irrational hope that somehow that very human hero could appear and whisk her and the child away from this threat, the same way he had spirited away countless human thralls beyond Whitby’s borders to the safety of kingdoms whose kings had not been foolish enough to invite vampires into their lands.

“If—” Doros continued after struggling to rein in his laughter. “If that dashed fool is going round gathering all the most talented humans for his service, mayhap I should see if he’s got any openings for a vampire like me in his ranks. It’d be dashed upsetting to lose all the fine singers in this town to your lead foot.”

The vampire glared such hatred at the dandy, Minna half feared he’d burst into flames. “You are nothing but a lowlife of unworthy blood who could only join this colony in the human realm because of the size of your treasure chest.”

“Indeed.” Doros wistfully lifted the full coin pouch from his belt. “I really should do something about all my extra coins lying about.” He spun around to place both hands on the vampire’s shoulders. “I know! Perhaps I could make you my next special project. What do you think, friends?” Doros called to the vampires behind him. “Would he not look magnificent in a pink frock coat with peacock trim?”

“Or perhaps a well-placed corsage,” a gentleman vampire heckled from the back of the group, drawing more laughter. 

“Even a properly tied cravat would do wonders,” a lady opined. 

The brute broke free then, as Doros loosened his grip enough to nearly send him sprawling. The monster’s hands tightened into fists, and Minna prayed the dandy had not pushed him too far. But the laughter of the other vampires proved Doros had won the fight, and the brute pushed past them, muttering obscenities and threats beneath his breath.

Slowly, Minna allowed herself to breathe and soothingly rubbed the back of the sniffling child in her arms. They only had to remain in place a little longer. As soon as the other vampires continued on their way, she could get up from her knees, and—

“Allow me to help you, lass.”

Minna blinked to see Doros’s pale hand outstretched before her face.

Her gut churned, and she refused to lift her gaze above his hand. As much as she hated to accept the aid of a vampire, even one who had saved her life, she could not afford to offend him now. Lightly, she touched only the tips of her fingers to his cold hand while rising to her feet. She caught his gaze snap to the sash thrown over her shoulder. 

“Why, you’re a seamstress?” he exclaimed. “What a coincidence! I was just on my way to find the lovely little shop I’ve heard so much about. What was it now?” 

Minna shifted awkwardly as he tapped his chin in thought. Her legs felt weak, and she longed to be anywhere but there, on display before so many vampires.

“Lucia and Minna’s?”

Her spine tightened as his words met her ears and the ladies tittered behind him. “Doros,” one of the ladies simpered, rolling her eyes flirtatiously. “The shop is right here.” She pointed behind Minna. “You need only read the sign to remember the name.”

The vampire craned his neck to look around Minna. “Ah, but it is!” His steel-colored eyes flashed down at her. “Surely you’re not one of the seamstresses of this esteemed establishment?”

Minna bobbed into a low curtsy. “I am Minna, sir.”

“Ah!” He bounced back onto his heels. “Then what a pity indeed it would have been to see you clobbered into the cobblestones.” He swiveled to the lady on his left and explained in a loud, theatrical whisper, “Why, this is the very lass who designed Delina Scythe’s lace-lined bustle and Timoth Honour’s waterfall cape!” He spun toward the others. “Such talent is not to be wasted!”

Eager eyes inspected Minna from all around, but the vampire stepped back to the front of the crowd. 

“Would you happen to have an opening in your schedule today for a consultation with the ever-so-dashing vampire who saved your life?”

Minna felt like her mind was spinning but forced her chin to duck into a small nod. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Then lead the way, my dear!”

Doros gestured her forward and placed a hand at her back. The touch felt almost reassuring, but Minna stiffened her spine, forcing herself to step with strong, measured steps. At the door of the shop, he turned to the other vampires. 

“Alas, my friends, here we must part, but I will see if any openings can be found for you as well.”
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