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Chapter 1 Human Disguise
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At dusk, the sky hung heavy and gray. When Dangelo first laid eyes on the villa that resembled a miniature castle, he nearly abandoned the job altogether.

Perched atop a rocky hill beyond the highway, the house was clad entirely in somber gray—more reminiscent of ancient ruins than a dwelling. Narrow stone steps wound up from the thickets to the front yard, and the atmosphere called to mind the hotel in And Then There Were None.

Dangelo was searching for Archer Michael, a writer of thriller and suspense novels. His home was remote, a full two-hour drive from the city center.

Following the stone steps upward, Dangelo finally stood before the old mansion that loomed like a medieval keep.

Flanking the doorway were two stone pillars, which must once have been connected to an iron fence or low wall. Perched atop each pillar was a creature—perhaps a gargoyle, perhaps a small Demon—Dangelo couldn’t tell, but their presence was unnerving. Only at the doorway did he notice there was an electric doorbell alongside a video intercom system, proof that Archer Michael was not entirely cut off from the world.

Though Michael’s novels were largely set in imagined worlds, his attention to detail was strikingly authentic. His depictions of horror were so vivid that one might close their eyes and see those dreadful things materialize instantly.

His allure lay not only in the eerie realms he crafted on the page, but in the legendary nature of his own life.

His past was as strange as the stories he told.

Archer Michael was not yet thirty, yet in the past five years he had been married three times—each ending with the sudden, accidental death of his spouse. The word “spouse” was used intentionally, for one had been a man, and under local law it was not considered marriage, but rather a civil partnership.

Each death had occurred through mishaps—those thoroughly investigated by police and conclusively ruled as accidents. Since then, Mr. Michael had never remarried, though public suspicion lingered, painting him as a living, modern-day Bluebeard.

Lately, public opinion had begun to shift once more, recasting him as dangerously captivating—like a Demon one could not look away from. After all, his books were masterfully written, and if the photographs were anything to go by, he was quite handsome as well.

When Mr. Michael opened the door, Dangelo was quietly astonished: he was neither brooding nor withdrawn, but instead quick to smile.

Just like in the photographs, Archer Michael’s hair was a soft wave of black, his manner refined and his build tall and slender. His smile was brilliant. Dangelo had assumed such expressions were merely for the camera, but now, it seemed that Michael in person smiled even more readily than he did in pictures.

“I’ve been waiting for you!” The black-haired writer was dressed in a shirt, slacks, and a homely apron decorated with little ducks. One hand held a spatula, the other a single egg; he half-raised his arms for an embrace before stopping midway. “Mr. Dangelo Sims, right？ Your email comment on Turning into Light nearly brought me to tears—good grief, even I hadn’t grasped it to that extent. Please, come in!”

Michael was referring to one of his own short stories, a title that sounded warm but was in fact a ghost tale. Dangelo had done his homework on it.

At present, Dangelo’s assumed identity was that of an editor from a new magazine, intending to write an interview about sources of inspiration for a special feature.

In reality, he worked for no magazine at all—his income came from selling sensational tidbits to tabloid papers. What he sought was not the author’s fresh ideas or literary craft, but details of his private life and his string of bereavements.

Once inside the house, Dangelo realized yet again that he had misjudged.

From the outside, Michael’s home looked like an ancestral old house, but inside it had been remodeled—retaining some classic elements suited to the architecture, yet overall distinctly modern. The entryway boasted a video doorphone; the spacious living room housed a home theater system, motion-sensing game console, Blu-ray cases scattered on the sofa, and half of the space converted into an open kitchen.

Such a large house would normally feel bleak and empty, but its current owner had clearly gone out of his way to make it cozy and crowded. Michael seemed to love brightly colored cushions—some stylishly designed, others shaped like bears or rabbits. He had also installed a full wall of bookcases, with the highest shelves reachable only by a stepladder.

While Dangelo busied himself examining the surroundings, a clatter sounded from the kitchen, followed by several sharp pops—Michael had apparently dropped something.

“What happened？” Dangelo asked.

“No, thank you, I’m fine... no need, I’ll handle it myself!”

Dangelo sensed something was off: Michael’s voice had risen suddenly, as though to emphasize forcefully. Yet Dangelo hadn’t pressed him any further.

This little discovery didn’t startle Dangelo; on the contrary, it excited him—it confirmed there was something about the writer truly worth probing.

A short while later, Michael emerged carrying the sorrowful dish of his creation.

Perhaps because it had been overcast all day, evening seemed darker than usual. In the dim light, the contents of Michael’s bowl were hard to make out; even under the bright lamps of the living room, they remained elusive in form. Dangelo could only discern a garnish of bay leaves—the rest was a formless mass, impossible to identify.

It was nearing dinner time, but Dangelo hadn’t planned to dine with him according to the appointment, and looking at that bowl-like thing made him slightly uneasy.

“Sorry to keep you waiting so long,” Michael stood before the table with a mournful air. “Had I known it would turn out a failure, I wouldn’t have gone to all that trouble. My hobby is making desserts, though I’m not skilled at shaping them—the flavor should be all right. If you don’t mind, you could give it a try.”

No—I mind very much! Dangelo gazed at the unidentifiable lump on the plate, half-suspecting those deceased individuals might have fallen victim to it.

So he immediately put on his professional demeanor, planning to discuss Michael’s work and the new magazine. Michael took off his apron, poured two cups of coffee, and sat down dutifully.

They exchanged a few pleasantries—what first inspired him to write novels, which works he was most proud of, and so forth. Dangelo had imagined Archer Michael to be a solemn or perhaps shy man. He was mistaken. Michael loved conversation—perhaps a bit too much.

When Dangelo felt the moment was right, he steered the discussion toward the questions he most wanted to ask.

"Mr. Michael," Dangelo began, "we hope to craft a clear, well-directed feature—not sensationalism for its own sake. We want to focus on how your life experiences and transformations of mindset have shaped your literary style, rather than carelessly throwing around labels like devil’s curse or sacrifice. So, regarding..."

Michael considered this. “I understand—you mean regarding the people I’ve lost？”

“Yes,” said Dangelo. “For instance, after enduring such sorrow, how did you manage to emerge from it time and again, returning to life and to writing？” He composed his features into an expression of concern and solemnity, careful to avoid any trace of gossip.

He had expected Michael to evade the question. Instead, the author answered with a touched smile. “You’re the first person to ask me that, truly. Many have interviewed me, yet they usually want the grisly details, or ask whether I’ve fallen in love again, or what faith I follow—did they hope I’d say Satanism, or even the secret cult of Dagon？”

Dangelo was startled—Michael’s eyes abruptly reddened; he paused, mouth open, before decisively pulling tissues from the box to blot his eyes.

“This job carries immense pressure—and almost no one can understand it,” Michael exhaled deeply, giving a sheepish smile before continuing. “When Emilee’s artery was severed by the spontaneous shattering of tempered glass,

I thought I could never face it again... Later, I believed I’d recovered, until Lewis died in a gas explosion...”

Dangelo was a perceptive man. He instantly sensed that something in Michael’s words was amiss.

Michael was telling the truth—he wasn’t acting—but there were details he had chosen to leave out.

Dangelo was almost certain that when Michael said “the pressure is immense,” he wasn’t referring to writing, and the phrase “can’t face it anymore” was left deliberately vague—was it marriage, or the novel he meant？

Dangelo suspected that perhaps Michael truly needed to talk. He needed an outlet, whether it was for a devil’s curse or a flawless murder; either way, he was under strain.

So Dangelo let the conversation flow naturally and pressed on: “But you didn’t give up on writing, nor on living.”

“That’s right—I never abandon my passions,” Michael replied. “I’m much better now, because I no longer have to be so...”

At that moment, a dull thud sounded upstairs, like a massive, heavy cabinet being toppled to the floor. Dangelo started, instinctively rising to his feet.

“Excuse me for a moment,” Michael said, immediately standing and rushing out of the living room. “Probably a window left open upstairs. Just a moment.”

With that, he hurried up the stairs. Dangelo could hear the quickening of his footsteps receding into the distance.

The wind had indeed picked up outside. Through the living room window, Dangelo could see tree branches swaying wildly. It wasn’t yet half past six, and already the sky was pitch-black—it looked as though rain was coming.

Dangelo settled back onto the sofa, his gaze wandering over the chocolates and chips on the coffee table, the unwashed glasses from earlier, the damp wad of tissues tossed on the cushions, and a tablet computer... The strange noise had been unsettling, but enveloped in such a disordered yet cozy scene, one could almost forget danger.

After waiting a while longer, Dangelo began to feel uneasy—Michael was taking far too long. And now that he thought about it, that sound hardly resembled a window rattling in the wind.

He rose to his feet, left the living room, and headed up the stairs.

“Mr. Michael, do you need any help？” Dangelo called.

No answer. He crossed the broad landing and chose the right-hand staircase to the second floor.

The second floor housed many rooms—enough to run a small inn. The walls were lined with green wallpaper patterned with tiny white flowers; the doors were framed with pure white classical wood moulding, and the handles were wrapped in lace. It was uncommon for anyone to lavish such care on rooms that stood unused.

To preserve a visual record, Dangelo took out his phone and snapped a few photos. Just as he pressed the shutter, a shadow flickered beneath the gap of one door.

Dangelo held his breath—it was as if someone inside had approached the door, then moved away.

Archer: Michael lived alone, occasionally hiring a housekeeping service, and he had denied having a new romantic partner...

Dangelo was an experienced digger of secrets. He knew well that a touch of absurdity often hinted at far deeper mysteries behind the curtain.

At that moment, two muffled thuds sounded from upstairs—like someone had fallen, then another had forcefully slammed a door. Dangelo withdrew from the hallway and immediately caught the sound of footsteps coming down toward him.

“Mr. Michael？” he called, testing the waters.

This time, Michael’s reply came promptly: “Nothing’s wrong, don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe!”

Yet that answer only served to suggest the opposite.

Dangelo grew more certain that both the house and its master were far from ordinary—he hadn’t asked whether there was danger, but Michael had still volunteered, “It’s safe.”

“Sorry, there was a small matter upstairs... it’s taken care of for now.” Michael escorted Dangelo back to the living room.

Dangelo noticed Michael’s hair was slightly disheveled and his shirt pulled askew—the top button, fastened when they first met, was now undone to the second.

From the writer’s feigned composure, Dangelo suspected something was indeed happening. Following Michael, he glanced back toward the upper floor, speculating about the truth hidden within this peculiar house.

A jagged flash split the dark sky, followed by a rolling peal of thunder. It seemed the rain was truly about to come.

Seated by the living-room window, they resumed their conversation—plans for the new book, the magazine’s editorial direction, past acclaimed thrillers. Eventually, inevitably, the topic circled back to Michael’s three widowings.

It was, in fact, a small ploy of Dangelo’s—deliberately steering the talk so that it slipped back to that subject.

“I can’t imagine her leaving me in such a brutal way,” the young writer murmured, head slightly bowed.

Outside, the rain poured in torrents, heightening the mood for talk. Dangelo discreetly kept his recorder running—without Michael’s consent. As he listened, he felt lost in a fog; Michael’s choice of words was growing ever more macabre.

Michael continued, “I know the rumors out there. Sir, don’t deny it—you’re curious about all this, aren’t you？”

Dangelo nodded awkwardly. “It seems I can’t avoid being rude... Please believe me, I truly don’t wish to force you to recall things you’d rather leave unspoken.”

“Let me ask you this,” the writer sighed. “Mr. Dangelo Sims, are you here to write the strange and sinister tale of a contemporary Bluebeard—or do you have another purpose？ If it’s the former, by all means, write freely; make it as lurid as you like. I can even help you pen it, and I promise to craft a version guaranteed to catch the eye. But if it’s the latter... then be frank with your request. Where have you come from, and for what？”

Dangelo clenched his fist in secret.

In truth, he needed the former—the most conventional kind of story. Yet now, sitting here, his curiosity was mounting. He wanted to know what had truly happened in this place.

He chose to keep the conversation going, weaving truth and falsehood together. “I’m a freelance writer, I—”

Before the words were half out, a sharp crack of thunder erupted nearby.

Michael sprang to his feet, glancing toward the staircase beyond the living room.

By now, the sun had set. The house grew steadily darker, and the driving rain showed no sign of letting up.

“What？” Michael spoke into the empty air. “Impossible! I reinforced it just now!”

Dangelo sat frozen in place, too startled to move. The writer’s expression was deadly serious, tinged with fear, as he continued speaking to the unseen presence: “Now we’re in trouble. It deceived me—I thought it was a Mortal Kind!”

Michael completely ignored Dangelo, sprang toward the stairs, and kept speaking: “Vulture, come with me; Guillemot, keep an eye on the other one!”

“Who？” Dangelo gaped, slowly rising to his feet.

Michael’s manner was as if he were speaking to companions on either side. As he ran past, a subtle breeze lifted the dust covers on low cabinets and stirred the dried flowers in their vases — a current of air no mere passerby could create.

Dangelo steeled himself, switched on both his voice recorder and the recording function on his phone, tucked them securely into his pocket, and followed after.

As he stepped onto the stairs again, a sharp cry rang out from the second floor—part animal, part the shrill pitch of a woman’s scream. He didn’t pause to investigate, but followed the sound of footsteps upward to the third floor.

A heavy pounding echoed through the room, followed by the clatter of objects tumbling to the floor.

Dangelo sprinted toward the source of the sound. High on the wall, a red rope curved and hung suspended, as if tying down an invisible human form. Before he could register his shock, fierce crashing noises erupted from behind a pair of double doors nearby.

Dangelo burst in, only to be struck by a sight that left him utterly stunned: a creature with ash-grey skin and a powerfully built frame was pinning Michael against a desk—one hand clamped around his jaw and throat, the other forcing his arms up over his head.

Michael still clutched a piece of chalk in his hand, squeezing so hard in his struggle that it was on the verge of crumbling. The room’s walls were covered in intricate geometric patterns, many of which had already been damaged.

Dangelo stood frozen. He had never seen a being of this kind—tall and lithe, yet with a dusky grey hue to its skin, a physique like that of a male fashion model. Muscles taut across its frame, its handsome features were marred by a fearsome, malevolent air. From its back sprouted a pair of black bat-like wings; its black hair shimmered with a crimson sheen, and its eyes glowed a deep, dangerous red.

The creature slowly raised its head, fixing Dangelo with a vicious, disdainful stare as he stepped into the room.

Dangelo glanced around, his gaze finally settling on Michael. What on earth was going on here？ What kind of creature was this？ And what did it intend to do to Michael...？

He almost found it absurd that, in this very moment, the first thought flashing through his mind was “an attempted assault”... simply because the monster and Michael were positioned in a way that looked disturbingly similar.

Then he realized that this indecent suspicion might actually be true—the gray-skinned creature was completely naked! And between its legs, something was drawn taut and proudly erect; judging by its frame, the size of that thing was frighteningly disproportionate.

Michael drove his knee hard into the creature’s abdomen. The blow didn’t make it release him, but it did loosen the grip around his neck ever so slightly.

Seizing the chance, Michael strained to call out to Dangelo:

“Sir! Help me! It’s not that strong—you can beat it!”

The monster lowered its gaze to lock eyes with Michael. He tried to turn away, but its hand forced his head back. In the creature’s eyes, strange lights flickered in alternation, as if trying to ensnare and control its human prey. Michael resisted fiercely, and it failed to take hold.

It kept pressing its attempt, slowly leaning down, forcing its hips between the human’s legs. Dangelo watched in stunned disbelief, his palms slick with sweat, his whole body wound tight.

“What are you waiting for!” Michael shouted with all his strength at Dangelo. “Look at what’s happening... I beg you! Stop pretending to be human!”

If he were to describe his current sensation in literary terms, Dangelo thought—it felt as though his heart had skipped a beat.

“So you knew from the very beginning...”

Dangelo narrowed his eyes, deciding to set aside his surprise for now.

With speed no ordinary human eye could follow, he dashed straight to the monster.

His heart, in truth, could never skip a beat—it hadn’t beaten for a very long time.
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As if sensing the threat, the gray-skinned monster let go and leapt into the air. Dangelo stopped short before it, spun, and gave chase. His reflexes were astonishing, though Michael was unsurprised, merely rubbing his neck and calmly stepping aside.

Dangelo seized the creature—its texture was human-like, yet the force coiled beneath its skin burned as fiercely as flame. Driving it forward, he slammed it into a nearby wall. The monster glared at Dangelo, striving to impose its will and halt him; Dangelo could feel the attempt at mental domination, but it failed completely. Just as Michael had said, the creature was far from formidable.

The monster’s bat wings beat furiously, trying to tear free from Dangelo’s grip, but it could not. Shock registered in its scarlet eyes—it had not expected that a figure so human in appearance could possess such strength, anchoring it like an iron mooring and keeping its body earthbound.

Michael kept close to the wall as he left the room, running toward the section of the hallway where a red cord was embedded in the wall. At that moment, the creature slit its own finger with a sharp fang, and a matching red cord, alive as if with its own will, lunged toward Dangelo.

It was not truly a cord, but the creature’s blood, obeying its master’s command and coiling like a serpent, poised to wrap around the enemy’s neck.

Dangelo stepped back and seized the blood-formed cord. Freed from Dangelo’s grip, the creature chose to abandon this troublesome opponent and instead darted toward Michael.

Yet it had barely flown ten feet before it was yanked by the ankle and slammed to the ground. Dangelo had pulled with such force that the floor shuddered beneath them.

Planting one foot on the creature’s belly, he looked down with disgust as a certain part of its naked lower body finally began to slacken.

“Good grief—what luck I have. Never would’ve imagined this, even in my dreams.” Dangelo clutched the writhing, struggling cord, tugged it taut between his hands, kneaded it into a ball—then began eating it piece by piece, as though it were some kind of snack.

The creature’s face was nothing short of terrified.

“Demon’s blood...” Dangelo ran his tongue over his lips, then licked the red residue from his fingertips. “This is so surreal—if I told my family about it, they’d think I’d lost my mind...”

No matter how it fought, the creature could not break free; screaming in pain, it stared in despair as Dangelo slowly crouched down, braced his knee against its chest and stomach, and gripped its head with powerful hands...

Michael remained by the wall, attempting from every angle to tear away the red cord, but without success. Then Dangelo stepped forward, yanked the cord free, and slurped it down as though it were spaghetti. In that instant, Dangelo sensed the cord truly bound something, although what it was still remained invisible to him.

“You didn’t kill it, did you—the creature？” Michael asked.

Dangelo, a touch embarrassed, sidestepped the question and instead said, “When did you realize I wasn’t human？”

“You didn’t kill it, right？ I don’t have that kind of authority...” Michael hurried back into the room, spotting the creature unconscious on the floor. “Just as I thought—not dead. Thank goodness.”

“You can tell it’s alive？” Dangelo followed behind.

“I can.”

Michael pulled a piece of chalk from his pocket and began inscribing symbols around the creature. They appeared to be the so-called "runes" or a kind of "magic circle"—at least, much like those Dangelo had seen in fantasy films and video games.

Michael worked with practiced ease, as though writing something completely routine, his hand moving swiftly, each letter meticulously formed. Once he’d finished with the floor, he drew smaller runes on the creature’s forehead and hands as well.

“When exactly did you realize I wasn’t human？” Dangelo asked again, but Michael still didn’t answer immediately.

Once he had finished the magic circle, Michael straightened up and spoke to the empty air: “I’m fine now. Go check on the other one.”

Then he lowered his head slightly, an apologetic look on his face as he said to Dangelo, “Sorry—this might make you uncomfortable. The truth is, I knew from the moment I saw you... You’re a vampire, aren’t you？”

It had been a long time since anyone had recognized Dangelo for what he truly was.

Ever since he came to this city to work—splitting his time between odd jobs and freelance writing—no one at the supermarket, the bank, or even the local bars and churches had ever spotted his true nature.

“Why...？ Was it because I only stepped inside after you gave me permission？” Dangelo asked.

Michael chuckled softly and shook his head. Just as he was about to explain, a flash of lightning ripped through the sky, and from downstairs came a woman’s scream of pain. Michael dashed down immediately, with Dangelo close behind.

“How did you figure me out？” Dangelo pressed, eager for an answer.

He sensed no unusual power from the writer. If he could learn how the man had seen through him, he could better conceal himself in the future.

Michael countered, “That’s a long story. I’ll explain bit by bit later. Tell me—are you under a clan’s jurisdiction, or feral？”

“...What？”

“I mean, do you still belong to a great family, or are you free from their control, living in seclusion with only a few scattered kin？”

Dangelo found “feral” almost amusing—like calling cats either house cats or strays. Michael appeared to be just an ordinary human, yet he had guessed Dangelo’s nature without a trace of fear, and that stirred a feeling Dangelo couldn’t quite name.

“I have parents and a younger sister,” Dangelo said. “My sister was in an accident just over thirty years ago... and only moments before her death, my mother turned and adopted her. That’s why my parents keep her in the countryside while I work alone in the city.”

The girl was still young, still in need of schooling—and she had no resistance whatsoever to sunlight. Michael nodded in understanding.

They reached the second floor, where from the room Dangelo had observed earlier came sounds of shrill agony and fierce struggling.

“Sir, what you saw just now was an Injuthas,” Michael explained. “A type of Demon—though some call it more plainly, a Succubus.”

“Succubus？” Dangelo exclaimed in shock. Long ago, he had heard mention of such a Demon. In those days, people feared the creatures of the dark, worrying that Succubi might ensnare them at night and drain their life away.

“But I thought a Succubus always took the form of a beautiful woman...” Dangelo said.

Michael said, "Oh, the Succubus most people are familiar with is called a Sarjubas—she takes the form of a beautiful woman. An Injuthas, on the other hand, has a male appearance and is far weaker than his feminine counterparts. That last one was my mistake—I shouldn’t have spoken to it. It tricked me into thinking it was Mortal Kind, so I used a lighter restraint... when in fact it was Abyssal Kind."

“What exactly are Mortal Kind and Abyssal Kind？”

“They refer to a Demon’s origin,” Michael gestured toward a door in the hallway. “Abyssal Kind are Demons who originally lived in the Demon realm and used minor tricks—or crossed the rift between realms—to infiltrate human society. In there is a female Succubus, also Abyssal Kind, struggling inside a far more secure binding array. Mortal Kind, on the other hand, are those born directly into the human world.”

“There are Demons born in the human world？” Dangelo was stunned. “Good grief, how is that even possible？ Demons! Are they truly Demons—and not... humans warped by radiation？”

Michael glanced at him, suppressing a laugh. “Are you truly a vampire？ And you’re certain you’re not some radiation-mutated human？”

“That’s different,” Dangelo replied. “Vampires have existed since ancient times—that’s practically scientific. But Demons... that’s pure fantasy.”

Michael smiled. “Indeed—you all think of yourselves as scientific... truly wild-born. Sorry, no offense. I simply mean that vampires under official jurisdiction study the lore of Dark Creatures and basic magical theory, as well as contemporary scientific knowledge. Of course, it’s not too late for you to start learning now.”

“I’d really rather not learn...” Dangelo frowned. “What did that creature try to do to you？ And there’s another one in the room ahead？”

“It tried to take control of me, draining my life-force through kissing and sex,” Michael said bluntly. “The Abyssal Kind female Succubus in the room ahead would do the same. Some local informants found her, subdued her with a drug that works only briefly, and that gave me the chance to bind her. She’s very powerful—we can’t deal with her for the time being. We’ll have to wait for professionals to arrive.”

“Informants？” Dangelo echoed, recognizing a word straight out of a police drama.

Michael turned to speak into empty air: “Guillemot, bring me the form for creating a new archive record.”

“Who are you talking to？” Dangelo asked.

Michael smiled and made a strange hand gesture. In the air beside him, two human figures floated—both half-transparent: one clad in a white gown, the other in a black tailcoat.

They had lost all facial features, leaving only bone-white, desiccated skin stretched over skeletal frames, their presence steeped in shadowy gloom.

Dangelo recoiled several steps, clutching the stairway railing tight.

“This is Ms. Guillemot and Mr. Vulture,” Michael said. “Mr. Sims, there’s no need to be so startled—you’re a vampire, aren’t you？ I’m just a human, and I didn’t panic like that when I saw you.”

“B–but... they...” Dangelo stared as Guillemot drifted off toward another room, seemingly to fetch what Michael had asked for. He was so astonished he could barely form his words. “They’re... ghosts？”

“Semi-corporeal shades. Thinking of them as ghosts is close enough. They’re my personal assistants,” Michael replied.

Dangelo remembered the purpose that had brought him to this house—to uncover the story of the writer Archer Michael and his deceased partners. For a moment, he nearly believed these beings to be the souls of the dead. But no... if that were so, where was the other one？

Guillemot floated back carrying a document, handing it to Michael. Michael pulled a multi-page form from a brown-paper envelope and passed it to Dangelo.

“This is for creating a new archive, sir. Please fill it out over there.”

“Why？ What is this？” Dangelo read the title at the top: “Registration Archive Form — Non-Threatening Groups Shelter Association, 2013 Edition.”

“It’s much like your own Association archive file.”

“I don’t have one...”

“Well, now you do,” Michael said. “Sir, unless I’m mistaken, when I asked earlier what exactly brought you here, I thought you might be searching for the Association—though perhaps you found it hard to say it outright. You’re wild, unregistered. So now, we register you.”

Dangelo glanced over the first few fields: name, gender, and family members. The age section was split into two parts—actual age and social identity age. There were also fields for human identity ethnicity and biological species.

He was just about to ask something when, from a room at the far end of the corridor, a sharper sound rang out. It was followed by a bolt of lightning outside, and within, a sudden burst of crimson light.

“She’s trying to break free...” Michael pulled Dangelo back a few steps.

Vulture began muttering something incomprehensible to Dangelo—but Michael could converse with him. “Yes, her power is strong, stronger than anything we’ve encountered before. No, do not go in there—she knows how to deal with intangible beings. It’s dangerous.”

Guillemot seemed to ask a question. Michael responded, “If it gets too dangerous, we’ll have to withdraw. I’ll prepare a magic circle outside the house.”

With that, he dashed downstairs, pulled two packets of raincoats from the cabinet near the door, tossed one to Dangelo, and flung open the door, rushing headlong into the pounding rain.

Dangelo glanced at the wide-open doorway, then up at the second-floor room flashing with intermittent red light, torn between staying inside or following Michael.

As a vampire, Dangelo lived hidden among the city’s crowds, taking odd jobs and freelancing, penning lurid or risqué stories each day, with a stash of blood-drawing syringes tucked away at home... a life both comfortable and colorful.

He hadn’t used his fangs on a human in a very long time, for to do so was, for a vampire, to walk closer to the brink of losing clarity. In his mind, he had all but become an ordinary man.

Today he had come solely to interview a horror novelist. Even as the writer’s behavior grew increasingly bizarre, Dangelo found it curious rather than frightening—he knew that, even if the novelist proved to be a murderous man with danger written on his face, he could handle it with ease.

But now... what was going on？ Michael’s house held two Demons, along with two shadowy secretaries, and Michael himself seemed perfectly accustomed to such things.

While Dangelo still hesitated, Guillemot and Vulture seemed to sense something and lunged toward the upstairs room. They hadn’t gotten far before the door exploded with a deafening crack, and a heavy, intoxicating scent laced with the breath of the Abyss spilled into the air.

“She’s out!” Dangelo shouted, uncertain whether Michael could hear him through the curtain of rain.

From the far end of the hallway the Sarjubas drifted forth, brandishing a crimson whip in each hand. She too was stark naked, with flowing black hair and bat-like wings; yet, unlike the gray-skinned male Succubus, her skin was as soft and rosy as that of a human woman.

She hurtled down from the second floor, and Dangelo quickly backed through the doorway, narrowly evading the deadly lash of her whips. He could feel it—though made of blood like earlier weapons, hers burned with a scorching force, far more potent than those feeble “snacks” of rope from before.

Rain instantly drenched Dangelo to the bone. The beautiful almond-shaped eyes of the female Succubus locked on him, beginning to weave the threads of mental enslavement. To Dangelo’s senses, every step she took pressed her magic into the world around her, the rich fragrance curling toward him like seductive tendrils.

He doubted any ordinary human could keep their mind intact under such temptation; as Michael had said, this Demon was far more formidable than the last. Suddenly, the Succubus’s form blurred into transparency, vanishing into thin air, though Dangelo’s keen eyes still traced her every move.

Perhaps she had realized he was no human and thus harder to subdue—so she turned her predatory focus toward a true mortal.

The Succubus, freshly freed from the binding circle, was ravenous for sustenance. Her senses locked onto Michael’s whereabouts, and she hungered to drain his life to sate herself—while exacting vengeance for his insolence.

She took less than a second to reach the stone steps behind the house. Michael, clad in a raincoat, was crouched in the downpour, scribbling something with a silver paint pen.

Michael froze, torn between fleeing and gambling on completing the final stroke of the character. Just then, Dangelo came charging after the Succubus.

Dangelo lunged forward, shoving the Succubus away. The creature’s strength was formidable—he couldn’t subdue it completely as he had before. The Succubus ensnared him with her whip, and the searing heat of its blood burned his skin, but Dangelo refused to let go. He could gauge the damage done to his body; it wasn’t fatal, though it hurt intensely.

With the final curve traced in silver, Michael completed the character. In an instant, a vast, translucent, semi-circular shield enveloped the entire house, allowing the rain to pass through.

Dangelo forced the Succubus back until it slammed into the wall of the shield. The Demon’s bat-like wings and shoulders met the barrier with a sharp “hiss,” as if pressed against molten metal. It shrieked, then tightened its grip, its whip curling around Dangelo’s leg, dragging him into the barrier as well.

A wave of pain flared through him, like skin scalded by a hot iron. Dangelo drove the Succubus away with all his strength, stepping clear of the shield wall.

“That’s agony...” Dangelo didn’t stop to inspect the injury to his shoulder; he could already guess the shield’s nature—it was surely some form of holy magic. Now both he and the Succubus were trapped inside, while the human Michael should be able to escape.

“What？ The road’s slick？” Michael’s voice carried through the curtain of rain. He was still inside the barrier, speaking urgently into a phone. “Hurry up! Someone’s about to die here!”

Before he could finish, the Succubus advanced on him. Dangelo darted in, entangling the Demon so it couldn’t reach Michael.

“Run!” Dangelo shouted to the writer between grapples with the Demon. “It’s dangerous for you here! You’re human!”

Michael nodded and stepped beyond the barrier’s edge—proving he was, indeed, human. He ran to the stairway leading down the hillside, craning his neck as if waiting for something.

Dangelo was growing more convinced of the writer’s earlier warning... He realized he truly could not defeat this Demon. Had he not just drained blood from the male Succubus, he likely wouldn’t have lasted this long.

In the midst of combat, Dangelo spotted Michael removing his raincoat and beginning to write on it—still not leaving. Dodging another lash from the Succubus, Dangelo rolled to his feet, just in time to see Michael dash back inside the barrier!

“Dangelo! Over here! Quickly!” Michael called out to him, flinging open the raincoat.

Dangelo didn’t grasp his meaning, yet still dashed toward him. He assumed the writer had some useful spell at the ready, and in an instant, he plunged into Michael’s embrace.

The force of his momentum sent Michael sprawling onto his back. In one swift motion, Michael rolled over, pinning Dangelo beneath him and cocooning him with the raincoat.

As he lunged forward, Dangelo could feel the Succubus closing in from behind. Wrapped up suddenly in Michael’s raincoat, his first thought was: Good heavens, Michael—what are you doing？ It’ll kill you!

Before he could struggle free, a sharp crack of gunfire rang out.
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Chapter 3 Civilians and Horror Films
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For a vampire, Dangelo found himself entertaining an unusually mundane thought: Had Michael just called the police？ Were the authorities here？

It wasn’t the police. Through the narrow slit between the raincoat’s hood and collar, Dangelo glimpsed a slender figure vaulting up from beside the long stairway, firing a rapid series of shots at something just behind them.

The newcomer was a blonde girl in a bright yellow tracksuit, her style reminiscent of Kill Bill. Wearing a cheerful grin, she squeezed off a few rounds, then carelessly dropped the gun to the ground, drew a long machete from her hip, and charged the Demon.

From where he lay, Dangelo could no longer see her—only the erratic rush of footsteps, the Demon’s agonized shrieks, and the wet, hacking thuds of blade meeting flesh.

Moments later, another woman ascended the stone steps. Slightly older than the blonde, she wore her sleek black hair neatly coiled at the back, was dressed in a business suit and blouse, carried an umbrella and an oversized bag. Raindrops clung to the rimless glasses atop her nose, and her leather shoes were encased in plastic covers; her face was clouded with worry.

“Layla! Don’t go for the hands!” the bespectacled woman called out. “You can take the wings! Enough—you’re about to kill it! We came in such a rush we haven’t even gotten clearance yet!”

The grisly sounds stopped at once, and the blonde replied, “Alright, alright—your turn.”

Layla returned to her companion and took the umbrella. The bespectacled woman pulled from her briefcase an object resembling a Marker Pen, swiftly sketching in the air a small magic array that glowed like neon. With a flick of her wrist, she tossed it upward, then batted it into the sky as though serving a shuttlecock.

Noticing Dangelo peeking out, Michael hastily pulled the hood over his face, forcing his legs to tuck in so that every inch of him was concealed beneath the raincoat, and held him down firmly.

The small magic circle burst in the night sky like a spray of fireworks, countless glittering shards tumbling down with the rain. Sheltered by Michael’s raincoat, Dangelo felt no discomfort — until he heard, clear as day, the agonized screams of the female Succubus, sounding as though she were living through a fate worse than death.

From inside the house, the male Succubus began to wail as well. Then, in rapid succession, many faint and peculiar sounds rose from around the property.

When the last of those noises died away, the shimmering fragments had vanished too. The rain still poured, but the female Succubus was gone. Layla stooped to pick up an opaque crystal the size of a tennis ball and handed it to her companion.

Michael moved away from Dangelo, throwing back the raincoat and looking him over from head to toe, as if checking for injuries.

“You drew a shield to protect him？” Layla stepped closer, her presence radiating a strange, oppressive air.

She looked no more than a girl under twenty, her smile bright and sweet — and yet Dangelo had the sudden urge to get up and slip away.

The black-haired woman came over too, exclaiming, “Michael, is this someone you’ve just rescued？ What’s his story？”

She offered her hand to Michael, and Michael took it to pull her gently to her feet.

“He’s not someone I rescued; he’s a friend,” Michael replied. “I owe him my thanks — if not for him, I wouldn’t have survived until you arrived.”

The black-haired woman extended a friendly hand to Dangelo. “A pleasure to meet you. I’m Brylee, though you can call me Kaitlin.”

Dangelo, still bewildered, shook her hand and introduced himself. Meanwhile, the golden-haired Layla was bounding about in high spirits, rummaging here and there in the rain to collect a number of spherical crystals of various sizes.

“Michael, your yard has been cleared out — such thriving nature you have here!” Layla stuffed all of her findings into Kaitlin’s bag.

Dangelo could vaguely guess that her “clearing out” referred to removing creatures like the Demon they had just encountered.

The showers had passed, leaving smudges of gray cloud against the black sky. Michael chatted with the two young women, their conversation peppered with words like “arrest,” “execution,” “deportation,” and “fugitive” — it sounded for all the world like plainclothes detectives exchanging notes.

Perhaps noticing Dangelo’s gaze, Layla maintained her smile as she walked over. “Sorry, I completely forgot about you. Thank you for protecting the Seer.”

“Seer？” Dangelo glanced at Michael, guessing the term referred to the writer.

Layla shook her rain-soaked golden hair like a small animal, then offered her hand to Dangelo. He knew at once that he disliked the girl — perhaps even feared her — though for no concrete reason, the way one cannot help but feel wary when a lioness stands before them.

Still, he resolved to remain as polite as possible, so he returned her smile and reached out to shake her hand.

Michael seemed to realize something and cried out, “No!”—but it was too late. The instant Dangelo’s fingertips brushed the girl’s, a searing pain shot through his hand. He recoiled in alarm, stepping back, as a patch of skin bore the mark of a scald, as though splashed by boiling water.

The wound was not deep, but the pain was sharp. Clutching his wrist, Dangelo stared in shock at the golden-haired girl. Once again, his mind flashed back to his original purpose that day: to simply interview a horror novelist and pen a sensational, pointed little article... now he was hopelessly astray, as though he had walked straight into the pages of a horror story.

“My God! I knew it! What on earth are you？” Layla exclaimed in delight.

Michael examined the injury and offered an apology on Layla’s behalf. Dangelo wanted to make a magnanimous “It’s fine” remark, but that would have been dishonest to the core.

Seeing this, Kaitlin stepped in, firmly pulling Layla aside and seizing her wrist—Layla’s nails gleamed with silver polish, yet it was not ordinary polish at all, but pure exorcistic silver powder.

“Where are your manners？ If you do that again, I will absolutely file a report!” Kaitlin dragged Layla aside with grave authority, launching into a stern lecture. Layla toyed with the knife in her hand, scuffing the floor with her foot, lips pouting, head lowered like a child being scolded by a parent.

Watching them, Michael sighed and turned back to Dangelo. “Please, come inside—I’ve got something that can ease the pain.” His gaze flicked to the marks on Dangelo’s shoulder and hand. They were already beginning to heal at an unnaturally rapid pace, but the look on Dangelo’s face betrayed how much they still hurt. “Also, we need to get that archive form filled out.”

Dangelo felt like an ordinary civilian who had stumbled into a gang’s hideout. Every instinct urged him to leave at once, yet somehow, he found himself following Michael back into the house. The two girls trailed after them.

“Those two... your Guillemot and Vulture—are they all right？” Dangelo recalled the crystalline spheres the girls had tucked away earlier.

"They’re fine. There’s a safe room inside, prepared especially for them." Michael gestured for Dangelo to sit, while he went to a nearby cabinet for a vial of medicine. He clearly dealt with such incidents often. "The fireworks Kaitlin set off just now were the Exorcist’s Cage Cart—a regional spell designed to capture incapacitated Dark Creatures within a certain perimeter, then transport them back to the Association for further investigation."

Michael tossed a bath towel to Dangelo and began tending to his wounds, while Dangelo still wore an expression as if his jaw had just dropped.

Michael went on, "I built a shield into my raincoat that blocks the effect of the Cage Cart. Without it, you might have ended up inside a spell sphere yourself. Even if you're strong enough to avoid capture, the powder would have made you suffer. I understand you're shocked—trust me, I've seen that reaction plenty of times."

Just then, two spectral shadows drifted out from the “safe room,” carrying snacks for Layla and Kaitlin. Michael smiled at them, then turned back to Dangelo. “Actually, Guillemot and Vulture weren’t originally able to do things like this. I made a few modifications—now they keep their intangible nature yet can still help me sort the storeroom and so forth.”

Michael’s potion worked wonders: the pain in Dangelo’s shoulder and fingers was completely gone. Michael stepped into the bathroom, changed out of his wet clothes, and emerged in a white terry bathrobe.

Noticing Dangelo staring at him, Michael spread his hands. “It’s fine. I know vampires who can withstand a bit of sunlight can also resist the urge for a human’s neck. I don’t see any need for avoidance.”

Layla cried out again at this, “So you’re a vampire! From which district？”

“Wild-born,” Michael answered for Dangelo.

But Dangelo wasn’t eyeing Michael’s neck at all. He had recently fed on Demon blood and was well sated. The truth was, words like “Exorcist” and “spells” had always unnerved him since childhood.

His mother used to scare his little sister: If you lie, your nose will grow long and you’ll never be allowed fresh blood again—then the Exorcist will come to douse you in holy water, and the Hunter will chop off your nose.

Back then, their family didn’t have hypodermic needles, so a growing nose sounded terrifying, and the notion of an Exorcist was equally frightening. Those warnings not only scared his sister but left Dangelo with a lingering discomfort.

Later, living alone in the city, Dangelo often watched horror films, where the conduct of Exorcists and ghost-hunters would frighten him into nightmares. He secretly wondered whether such terrifying humans could truly exist. And today, he had met them.

With a pained gesture, Dangelo rubbed his hair dry with the bath towel, his gaze drifting to the form resting on the wooden coffee table. In a low voice he asked, “Can I go now？ There’s nothing more I can do to help...”

“I appreciate your efforts, sir, but you can’t leave just yet,” Michael replied, sitting opposite him and sliding the form forward. “At the very least, we need to fill out this record. There’s no offense meant—the Association requires that every Dark Creature encountered completes it. It isn’t about you personally.”

“And then I can leave？” Dangelo glanced at the two girls.

Earlier, Michael had mentioned that the dark-haired Kaitlin used spells—it seemed she was what they called an Exorcist. Yet Kaitlin’s demeanor was gentle and composed, her bearing ordinary; to Dangelo, she hardly seemed the sort of person to inspire fear. Layla, on the other hand, wore a constant, excited grin, radiating a strange, unsettling aura that made one’s skin crawl, as if there were something unhinged about her.

Dangelo took the pen Vulture handed him and began filling out the archive form. Alongside the personal details and race information he’d already glimpsed, the form asked about his activity range and primary diet in recent years—strange enough in themselves; yet further down, the contact section was almost mundane, with spaces for email and Facebook addresses, and even a request for a brief work history.

Noticing that his pen had halted, Michael explained, “No need to list every job you’ve had since childhood—that would take several sheets. Just include your current identity and the last ten years. This is the main form; later we’ll send you a supplementary form online, which you’ll need to fill out in greater detail.”

Leaning in, Layla glanced at what Dangelo had written: “Gas station temp,” “Family restaurant part-time,” “Freelance writer,” and so on... She raised her head and said, “You actually write？ Don’t tell me you met Michael through your writing？”

Her guess was spot-on—though in fact, they’d met only today. Dangelo nodded.

Kaitlin looked as well. “Mr. Sims, since you’re living wild, you have no social security and no valid documents. That leaves you with odd jobs and freelance work that doesn’t require ID, correct？ You may not know this, but it’s possible for you to work for a regular company. The Association can help you obtain legal status.”

“Legal documents？” Dangelo asked.

The professionalism in Kaitlin’s voice, paired with her gentle tone, almost made Dangelo forget she was an Exorcist. “This form is quite beneficial. If you’re willing, you can complete the supplementary form later and set up a job-seeker profile at the Association. Their staff will get in touch with you.”

Just then, Michael seemed to remember something. “Speaking of stable work... Mr. Dangelo Sims, would you like to consider applying for a position within the Association？”

“I believe he could,” Kaitlin said with a nod. “Especially since you said he helped you today.”

Dangelo was now more bewildered than ever.

Exorcists, the Association, the Seer, strange magic, and the two Succubi he had encountered earlier—it was as though a horror-film viewer had stepped straight into the script.

"I'm just an ordinary vampire..." Dangelo handed the form to Michael. "I don't mind if you use the word vampire outright—really, my sister even thinks it's cool. I truly am ordinary; my family lives in the countryside, and I only moved to the big city because I was drawn to urban life. Of course, I admit I've left a few people with bite marks, but I promise it doesn't affect their future lives... These days, we only use our teeth on animals. With humans, we use syringes—and I assure you, they're always disposable..."

“We’re not interrogating you...” Michael looked at him awkwardly.

But Dangelo wasn’t finished: “Now I understand—you’re Exorcists？ Or something along those lines？ Honestly, I came today purely to interview Mr. Archer Michael because I needed material for an article. But I’ve decided not to write it. I won’t tarnish your reputation or mention your private life. Would that be alright？”

“We’re not threatening you—absolutely not,” Michael said helplessly. “As you mentioned, you now use syringes. As long as you’re registered with the Association, we can give you addresses for secure websites where you can order food and pay on delivery. You wouldn’t even need syringes anymore. We can also process legal identity papers for you, and update them when necessary—that’s part of our work. Once you create a record and pass verification, you’ll be entitled to basic welfare.”

As he spoke, Michael pointed to a line on the form: Non-Threatening Groups Shelter Association.

“We’re all with the Association,” Michael explained. “As you know, Kaitlin is an Exorcist, and Layla is a Hunter. They work in law enforcement, while I’m in the aid division—you might think of me as a social worker. I know many people imagine Exorcists like in the movies, scattering holy water at a bedside or slashing at anyone they meet... and the films aren’t entirely wrong—that’s the enforcement side, like police taking down dangerous fugitives. In reality, we have no right to harm law-abiding citizens at will.”

“If you break the law, though, that’s my department,” Layla added brightly, with a grin.

Dangelo said no more. He felt he needed time to process everything that had happened today. Guillemot and Vulture were busy preparing intricate cappuccinos for the two women, while Layla was still calling out for one with a cat design... The room was filled with a warm, peaceful air.

Wearing his bathrobe, Michael escorted Dangelo to the door and handed him a business card.

“I’m sorry your interview fell through today. If you need me, feel free to reach out anytime. Next time we can meet in the city—it’s not fair to make you travel all this way, and I truly apologize.”

“I’m sorry as well,” said Dangelo. “I shouldn’t have... uh... I shouldn’t have hidden my identity...”

“No, you should keep it hidden—there’s no need to apologize,” Michael said. “No matter how you look at it, you saved me. To charge straight at a Demon like that... it filled me with admiration and gratitude.”

Dangelo felt a bit embarrassed by the praise. When he saw the Demon, he had indeed found it terrifying, yet what had surged stronger was a heroic urge to protect—Michael was human, and he was not. In that moment, only he could safeguard Michael.

As he turned to step down the stairs, Dangelo suddenly remembered something. He turned back to the doorway where Michael was about to enter and asked, “By the way, can I ask how you figured out who I am？ Was it because...” He glanced awkwardly toward the highway, “because I didn’t have a car？”

He had only pretended to arrive by car—truth was, he’d run along the highway. He could run fast enough that, so long as he stayed far from passing drivers, they would never notice.

Michael gave a shy smile. “They told you earlier—I’m a Seer.”

“What’s that？ You seem... surely you’re human？”

“I am indeed human,” Michael said. “Born with Seer blood. My eyes are unlike other people’s—I can see and sense the true nature and lineage of every living being. Even if I wanted to be deceived, no disguise would ever take hold in my sight.”
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Chapter 4 The Temptation of Legal Identity
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After that day, Dangelo returned to the small basement room he rented, spending long hours staring blankly at his computer.

The article was hopeless. As for the part about the "modern Bluebeard," he couldn’t invent a single line. Of course he could write the literal truth, but even that would come out dull—like some third-rate ghost story—hardly anything anyone would believe.

Everything that had happened that day felt absurdly unreal, nothing like ordinary life. Dangelo reflected that his own identity, in truth, was just as far removed from the mundane, though his busy work schedule rarely let him dwell on it.

Dangelo found himself intrigued by the Non-Threatening Groups Shelter Association, especially its offers of legal status and the convenience of ordering food online. On Archer Michael’s card the title “Mediator” appeared—an odd designation; Dangelo had assumed such organizations only employed Hunters and Exorcists.

The card also bore a website address—the Association’s official site—which Dangelo decided to explore.

The site’s design was no different from that of an ordinary corporate homepage, yet in sober terms it claimed to provide Dark Creatures and other strange beings with protection, education, job training, immigration services, and more. There were even cooperation guidelines, community forums, and a consultation message board, plus a prominently posted emergency helpline number.

On the site Dangelo also discovered the Association’s internal divisions: as Michael had said, some departments resembled social work agencies, handling all manner of miscellaneous tasks, while others were violent enforcement arms tasked with capturing, and even executing, targets that posed a threat.

Among the website’s “friendly links” were pages belonging to various churches and the specialized Exorcist Association, a discovery that left Dangelo both curious and uneasy. He found it incredible—surely a site this absurd would be mocked by onlookers？ Later, he realized that although the site hadn’t deliberately avoided search engines, its lack of entertainment features and absence of eye-catching images or vivid descriptions meant that even if a casual visitor stumbled upon it, they would simply chuckle and move on.

The website’s goal was for those who genuinely needed it to find it, so it had no desire to hide itself.

About a week later, Dangelo’s phone received a message with no sender number, notifying him that an attachment had been sent and instructing him to complete it within a week and reply directly via email. When he got home, Dangelo indeed found the appended form—long and exhaustive in its detail.

After filling it out, Dangelo promptly sent it back. Soon after, he received both a new email and a text message informing him that his registration data was under review, and that within a month, a staff member would conduct an in-person interview.

This made Dangelo apprehensive. He dreaded the thought of a Hunter kicking down his door in broad daylight to drag him off for interrogation. As a precaution, he tucked Archer Michael’s business card into his wallet, deciding to use it at a critical moment as proof of his harmlessness. After all, Michael was a member of the Association.

Three days later, he received a call—astonishingly, from Michael himself.

In the section of the form marked “Please briefly describe the last time you used your special ability and the circumstances,” Dangelo had recounted his fight with a Succubus. This prompted the Association’s review staff to have Michael reach out to him directly.

“You know, they’re quite interested in you,” Michael said over the phone. “The Association has expedited your review process—they hope you’ll submit an internship application.”

“An internship？ What kind？” Dangelo asked.

"The Association wants you to consider joining," Michael replied. "They think your background is straightforward and you have a strong sense of justice. We’re always in need of newcomers. Oh, and you can check the website’s How to Join Us section—there’s a link there outlining basic benefits."

With his computer already on, Dangelo followed Michael’s suggestion and clicked through, reading line by line. He found himself genuinely tempted.

By joining the Association, he’d gain steady income, and both he and his family would receive lawful human status. The Association would cover medical care for him and his family, and his vacation time and rewards would be determined by his years of service.

At that moment, Dangelo felt no regret at all about interviewing that horror novelist.

“If I apply, what
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