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Everything began on Thursday, July 17, 2003.

Let me introduce the protagonist of this story—me.

Before July 17, 2003, I was an ordinary sophomore at V University in A City, in some ancient corner of China.

My name is Ethan Walker. I was a student in the Department of Life Engineering. Life Engineering was a newly emerging field, and even after studying it for two years, I still could not figure out what it was actually good for. Do not take that as proof that I was stupid. In fact, I was widely recognized as one of the better students at V University.

The real problem was the major itself.

People who studied it usually ended up in research institutes or became teachers. It had almost no practical value in real life. And even if the people in those research institutes managed to discover something important, it would be locked away under the label of "top secret," never to be made public. If you were unlucky, you might even lose your freedom along with your work.

Life Engineering?

It always seemed forever out of reach of ordinary people.

That day—the seventeenth—I was seriously wondering whether I should transfer to another department. But to be honest, changing majors as a sophomore was difficult. Even if I was confident I could handle the coursework, it would still take a huge amount of effort. And the thought of throwing away two years of study was hard to accept.

I sighed.

As I wandered down the streets of A City, I kept asking myself the same question over and over: transfer, or not?

I simply could not decide.

"Young man, there's a heavy yin gloom between your brows. What is troubling you?"

The voice was worn and weathered, and it drifted unexpectedly into my ears.

I looked up.

The street was already nearly empty under the fading sunset. By the roadside sat Thomas Cole, staring directly at me. In front of him was an old Taiji and Bagua board, and he wore a tattered Taoist robe. The only thing that set him apart from the usual street swindlers was his eyes—they were unusually bright, sharp, almost unsettling.

Something in me stirred.

On any normal day, I would have walked right past him without a second glance. But that day I was in a foul mood, and listening to what he had to say seemed harmless enough. I was not in any hurry.

"What did you just say?" I asked.

Thomas lifted his head and looked at me.

"You have something weighing on your mind?"

I sat down across from him. "How could you tell?"

He did not answer. Instead, he picked up a bamboo fortune tube and handed it to me.

"Draw a stick."

Since I was already sitting there, I decided I might as well see what trick he was going to pull.

I took the tube, shook out a fortune stick, and looked at the odd characters carved onto it. Since I could not make sense of them, I handed it back to him.

Thomas took one glance at it, and his face changed.

He looked me up and down carefully before asking, "Have you offended someone dangerous recently?"

A gleam flashed through his eyes, and a chill ran up from the pit of my stomach.

I answered honestly. "No."

I was fairly well liked at school. As far as I could remember, I had no real enemies.

"Are you sure?" he pressed.

Seeing how serious he looked, I went back over everything that had happened recently. In the end, I shook my head again.

"No."

He fell silent for a moment, deep in thought. Then he raised his head and fixed me with a steady gaze.

"According to the hexagram, something will happen to you tonight. It will change your life forever. Whether it brings fortune or disaster, I cannot tell."

Looking at his solemn face, I could not help laughing.

"That scam is a little outdated, isn't it?"

Thomas grew agitated. "You don't believe me?"

I ignored him, got to my feet, and turned to leave.

He shouted something after me, but I paid no attention. I had only come out for a walk, and I did not even have any money on me. By the time I walked back, it would already be late. I had no time to waste on a fraudulent old mystic.

The sun sank lower and lower until it disappeared behind the horizon. Streetlights replaced sunlight and continued to bathe the city in their pale glow.

I walked alone through the deserted streets.

People in A City did not seem to have much of a nightlife. They all shut themselves indoors early, leaving the streets eerily empty.

A faint uneasiness crept into my heart.

Thomas's words kept circling in my head.

Could something really happen tonight?

I turned and looked behind me.

No one.

I let out a long breath and cursed myself for becoming so timid. It was humiliating. It was all Thomas's fault, filling my head with nonsense.

Then suddenly, a discordant sound broke the silence of the street.

Footsteps.

But they sounded strange.

My heart skipped.

Could something actually be happening?

I spun around again.

Still no one.

But a layer of cold sweat had already broken across my back.

I had definitely heard something.

There had been footsteps.

I stood staring at the empty street, my mind struggling to make sense of it. Was I hallucinating? Had I been studying too hard lately?

Yes. That had to be it.

That was the only explanation.

I turned forward again, forcing myself to push the fear aside.

It was nothing.

I was just too tense.

But as I was trying to calm myself, the footsteps came again.

This time, I did not turn around.

Thomas's face flashed into my mind.

"You are headed for bloodshed."

"Ah—!"

With a yell, I bolted forward.

A pair of icy hands landed on my shoulders. The cold pierced through my clothes and sank straight into my muscles. I did not know where the strength came from, but I wrenched myself violently free and ran, not daring to look back even once.

Then my foot caught empty air.

I lost my balance and slammed hard onto the cold pavement.

My head spun. My hand clawed blindly at the ground in front of me, grasping at anything.

Then I realized I had grabbed hold of something.

A leg.

I looked up.

For one brief second, I felt relieved.

Then the relief froze inside me.

I saw his face.

It was pale—deathly pale, without the faintest trace of blood. It was not the face of a normal person. And by every reasonable conclusion, he was not a normal person. He had blond hair, clearly natural, not dyed. He looked like a foreigner.

He lifted me effortlessly to my feet.

He was beautiful.

No, beautiful was the only word for him.

Then he slowly opened his mouth, revealing two long, sharp fangs.

Staring at that bloodless face, I blurted out in horror, "A vampire?"

A vampire. An actual vampire?

I had no time to think any further.

A sharp pain exploded at the side of my neck.

He had already sunk his teeth into me.

I could even hear the sound of blood leaving my wound. I wanted to scream, but no sound came out. My struggles were useless, pathetic resistance.

My consciousness began slipping away.

I was going to die.

Scenes from my life flickered dimly before my fading eyes.

My parents, who had died young.

My aging grandmother.

My classmates.

Everything was about to lose all connection to me.

So this was death.

What was death supposed to feel like?

All the blood in my body seemed to drain toward my neck. My hands began to twitch. My body, emptied of fluid, seemed to shrivel. My skin clung tightly to my bones, dry and tight, leaving me with a terrible sense of discomfort.

Something was wrong.

Could a person still feel anything in a state like this?

According to my knowledge of medicine, I should already have been dead.

Was this what death felt like?

It was strange.

My eyes had dried out so badly that I could no longer see properly, but part of my sense of touch remained. I knew the vampire had not let go of my body.

What was he doing?

Then blood—someone else's blood—began flowing into me through the wound.

My body swelled as if it were being filled like a balloon.

Gradually, I sensed something different.

This new blood was thick. It moved through my veins unbearably slowly.

What was this?

I felt the blood rush toward my brain. A wave of dizziness struck me. I could hardly endure it. Then it surged toward my head again, and this time I could not hold on any longer.

I blacked out.

The last thought that entered my mind was simple:

What exactly was he doing to me?

"Ethan—!"

My mother's anguished cry echoed in my ears.

That year, floodwaters swept away everything in our hometown. That scream had been the moment my mother was torn away from me—her voice thick with despair.

"No—no!"

I sat bolt upright, clutching my head.

The illusion shattered.

So it had all been a dream.

My clothes were soaked through with sweat.

I looked around, and instantly one thing became clear:

I had definitely never been here before.

I was in an enormous, lavish room, more luxurious than any place I had seen in my life. The decor was so extravagant that I felt I might only ever witness something like it once.

Where was this?

My body felt better now.

Then I thought back to last night, and a shiver ran through me. Had I not become a vampire's meal? Then why was I in this strange place?

And the vampire—where was he?

I reached up and touched the side of my neck.

There was no wound.

No way.

Could everything that happened last night have been a hallucination?

But if that were true, how did I end up here?

Instinctively, I scanned the room.

No one.

I truly had no idea where I was. I did not even know whether I was still in A City.

"Is anyone there?"

My voice echoed hollowly through the room.

No answer.

So I climbed out of bed. That was when I realized I was hungry. Where was this place? Was there anything to eat?

I pushed open the bedroom door and froze.

Outside was a sitting room, but all the windows were covered by heavy curtains, shutting out every trace of light. The entire room was dim and oppressive.

What kind of habit was that?

Then my heart jolted.

A vampire.

Of course.

It had to be a vampire.

I had heard vampires feared sunlight. No wonder the place had been made to look like this.

Did that mean I was in a vampire's home?

What kind of joke was this?

Why had a vampire brought me here?

I could not figure it out, and forcing myself to think about it seemed pointless. At least I could confirm a few things.

First, I really had encountered a vampire last night.

Second, I was now inside a vampire's house.

Third, I had absolutely no idea why any of this had happened.

At that moment, finding food no longer mattered.

What mattered was figuring out how to get out of this place and back to school.

I had just started toward another door when it creaked open with a long, dragging sound.

A cold sweat broke out across my back.

Who could it be?

Or rather—

was it the vampire?

Bracing myself with the grim resolve of a man marching into hell because he had no other choice, I slowly turned around.

The moment I saw who had entered, my whole body went rigid.

He—he was—
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His face looked familiar, as though I had seen it somewhere before.

Then it hit me.

He—he was the vampire from last night.

"You—" I stumbled backward several steps until my back hit the wall. I pointed at him, but I still could not bring myself to say the word.

"You guessed right. I'm one of the Bloodkin. In your terms, a vampire." He finished the sentence for me. His tone was flat, almost casual, as if we were discussing the weather. But the content of his words was enough to shake my entire world.

I took several deep breaths, lowered my hand, and asked, "You brought me here?"

"Yes."

His answer was simple.

"Why?" I asked again.

A puzzled look appeared on his pale face. "Why what?"

"I'm... still alive?" What I really meant was: why hadn't I died? Why hadn't he killed me?

The man who called himself one of the Bloodkin walked to a chair and sat down. "Strictly speaking, you're not exactly alive."

The look in his eyes made my skin crawl.

I drew in a sharp breath. What did he mean, not exactly alive? I was breathing. I had a heartbeat—

My hand moved instinctively to my chest.

No.

Something was wrong.

Why was my heartbeat so weak? I could barely feel it. What was happening? No heartbeat? Then what... was I?

A horrifying thought burst into my mind.

My face must have given me away, because he clearly saw what I was thinking.

"You've probably already figured it out," he said slowly, his voice calm but oppressive. "That's right—"

"I... I became a vampire?" My lips felt dry.

"Yes. You are my offspring."

His words were a death sentence.

In that instant, the sky seemed to collapse.

My world shattered.

I had become a vampire?

I was no longer human?

God—why?

Why had this happened?

What was I supposed to do now?

"My name is Adrian Vaughn. From now on, I am your elder." He seemed completely unconcerned with whether I wanted any part of being a vampire. He simply continued speaking as if everything had already been settled.

"Why me?" I asked, anger pressed tightly beneath my voice.

Adrian glanced at me a few times and said, "I'm not entirely sure. It was just a feeling. While I was drinking your blood, I suddenly wanted to create an offspring. So you escaped death."

"Escaped death?" I laughed bitterly. "Does this count as living?"

"At the very least, it can't be called death," Adrian replied without the slightest trace of irritation.

I pulled up a chair and sat across from him.

My mind was in complete chaos. I had no ability to think clearly. It felt as if a beehive had been shoved into my skull, buzzing nonstop. None of this was something I could accept all at once.

What was I supposed to do?

That was the question echoing loudest in my mind, and yet I could not come up with any answer that satisfied me.

Adrian watched me for a long time without speaking, as if he were remembering something from very far away.

"When I first became one of the Bloodkin, I was like this too," he said at last, his voice carrying a chill. "How long ago was that? It seems it has already been three thousand years. Time passes so quickly. In the blink of an eye, three millennia are gone."

"You've lived for three thousand years?"

I had heard that vampires could live forever, but this was the first time I had ever heard someone confirm it.

No—not someone.

Something.

I found myself oddly curious.

"Yes. Such a long, long existence." There was something contradictory in his tone, and I looked at him in confusion.

Adrian stood up, and I instinctively shrank back.

He smiled. "Am I really that frightening?"

As he spoke, he walked over to a nearby liquor cabinet and took out a bottle of red wine.

To be honest, Adrian was not frightening at all.

If anything, he had a strange, distinctive charm.

He poured himself a glass, then lifted the bottle in my direction, silently asking whether I wanted any. I shook my head.

After taking a sip, he asked, "You still haven't answered my question. Am I frightening or not?"

I shook my head again.

By then, what I felt toward Adrian was no longer just fear. There was something else mixed in with it—a sense of closeness, almost. It was a strange feeling. Deep down, I found myself pitying this vampire.

"How many vampires are there here?" I asked.

Adrian smiled. "Do you think the Bloodkin are everywhere? As far as I know, in all of A City, there are only the two of us."

He put extra weight on the words the two of us, reminding me of what I was now.

A wave of helplessness rose in me.

That was right.

I was a vampire now too.

Or rather, one of the Bloodkin.

My fear of Adrian vanished all at once. I glared at him and said, "What exactly are you planning to do with me?"

After all, becoming a vampire was his doing. He ought to take responsibility.

Adrian nearly spat out the wine he had just swallowed. He clearly had not expected that expression from me. His reaction puzzled me.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing. Nothing at all." Adrian swallowed the wine with visible difficulty.

"Then answer the question. What are you going to do with me?" I pressed.

He set down his glass and said mildly, "Since having you as my offspring was the result of a moment of impulse, I haven't yet decided how to handle you."

What kind of answer was that?

Wasn't that just blatant irresponsibility?

What kind of joke was this?

"Is this how you always create offspring?" I snapped.

His answer surprised me.

"You are my first offspring. I'm sorry—I have no experience."

What?

Then what exactly had he been doing for the last three thousand years?

I glared at him in disbelief.

Adrian seemed to guess what I was thinking. "Don't assume creating an offspring is simple. The process is quite complicated. Otherwise, the whole world would be full of the Bloodkin by now."

That made me think of something.

Complicated?

Did that mean it took a long time?

Then—

I jumped to my feet.

"What time is it?" I asked urgently.

"Three in the afternoon," Adrian answered.

"I mean the date!"

Sweat had already begun to form on my forehead.

"July 20, 2003." Adrian clearly understood what I was asking. "You've been here for three days."

My heart sank.

This was bad.

I immediately asked another question. "Are we still in A City?"

Adrian nodded. "The western outskirts."

"I want to go back," I said, watching for his reaction.

Adrian took out a pen and paper, wrote something down, and handed it to me.

"If anything happens, come find me. That's the address."

It seemed he truly had no interest in involving himself any more than necessary.

"That's it?" I could hardly believe it would be that simple.

"I'll still be here for a while. There shouldn't be any problems. Once I figure out what to do with you, I'll tell you. Oh—and be careful of the sun."

With that, Adrian went back for more wine.

Left with no other choice, I headed out by myself.

The entire house was empty. I had no idea how Adrian managed to live alone in such a huge place.

When I opened the heavy front door, the first thing I did was raise a hand to shield myself from the sunlight.

The sun was not especially harsh that day, yet I could feel its threat with terrifying clarity. Every inch of my body felt wrong, deeply uncomfortable.

Only then did I truly understand why Adrian had warned me about sunlight.

A vampire's instincts made the sun their natural enemy.

No—not their enemy.

Ours.

I still was not used to thinking that way.

I hurried back inside.

Adrian came over, patted my shoulder, and handed me a pair of sunglasses.

"They'll help."

I took them from him and gave a bitter smile. I had never been the type to wear sunglasses, but that day I had no choice. Looking at my reflection, I nearly laughed out loud.

Still, worry crept into my mind.

Would I have to wear these every time I went outside from now on?

I would have to think of something.

By the time I got back to school, it was already evening.

I spent quite a while talking to the old woman at the entrance before she finally let me into the dormitory building.

The moment I opened the door to my room, I found my three roommates all staring at me strangely.

Feeling uncomfortable, I looked down at myself and asked, "What? Is something wrong?"

Gabriel York, my closest friend, slowly looked me over from head to toe and said lazily, "Nothing wrong—except everything." Then his tone changed. "Do you even realize that if we hadn't covered for you these past two days, you'd have set a glorious school record for skipping class three days straight? You'd have earned yourself a serious disciplinary mark."

Zachary Logan took over. "Seriously, that was impressive. You vanished for three whole days without a trace. Out with it—what were you doing?"

His eyes locked onto me as if I were hiding a pile of gold.

Before I could answer, my last roommate, Sophia Kent, chimed in jokingly, "What else could it be? Unless our great genius here finally met the girl of his dreams, what kind of disaster could make him disappear for three days?" She looked me up and down with a grin. "Come on, confess. Which department is she from?"

I shot Sophia an annoyed look. "You think everyone's like you?"

Zachary frowned. "Ethan, what actually happened? Where were you these past two days?"

I sighed inwardly.

Could I tell them the truth?

Tell them I was a vampire now?

Who on earth would believe that?

So I made something up.

"Don't even ask. I got hurt on my way back that day and ended up in the hospital for two days."

Gabriel snorted. "As if anyone would believe that. Not even a phone call? Save that story for the ghosts."

I glared at him. "I hit my head. I only woke up today. Happy?"

That was not entirely a lie.

Sophia came over, concern replacing her teasing, and reached out to feel my forehead. "Are you okay?"

I slapped his hand away. "I'm not dead."

She staggered back several steps before regaining her balance and shouted, "I was just checking on you! Why'd you use so much force?"

A thought flashed through my mind.

I had not used much strength at all just now.

Could it be—

I would definitely have to ask Adrian about that another day.

Apparently, being a vampire was not without its advantages.

Gabriel cut in, "Enough fooling around. There's an English quiz tomorrow. Study."

"What?"

English was easily my worst subject.

This was a disaster.
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I lay in bed, unable to fall asleep.

At this hour, I would normally have been deep in dreamland by now, but something in my heart would not let me rest. What exactly was I now? On the surface, I did not seem much different from before, yet I knew with absolute certainty that I was no longer the same person I had been.

So what had changed?

I turned over impatiently and raised my right hand in front of my face.

Nothing looked different.

The instant that thought crossed my mind, my fingernails suddenly shot out by nearly two inches.

I nearly jumped out of my skin.

This was ridiculous. Did that mean I would have to cut my nails every day from now on? I wondered whether they could retract—

And just like that, they vanished again.

I touched my fingers, now restored to normal, and made up my mind. I had to find more books about all of this.

When I walked out of the classroom, my mood was terrible.

I had not even opened my English textbook these past few days, so naturally the quiz had gone badly. But that was not even the worst part. I had just spent half the morning being lectured by the dean about responsibility, discipline, and every other grand principle under the sun. Anyone forced to sit through that would be in a bad mood.

I sighed, put on my sunglasses, and headed for the library.

I found several books in one go—Vampires in the Night, The Vampire Family, Famous Monsters of the West: Vampires, and others like them. Judging by the expression on the librarian's face, she probably thought I was some idle student wasting my time on nonsense.

Let her think what she wanted.

I was already in enough trouble without worrying about what other people thought.

The moment I stepped out of the library—

"Ah!"

I slammed into someone.

The books flew from my arms and scattered across the ground.

"I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!" I said at once.

Then I looked up.

And froze.

I had no way to describe how I felt in that instant. Perhaps only one word could do it justice:

stunning.

The person I had knocked over was a real beauty. She had long black hair falling naturally over her shoulders, a delicate oval face, and large, bright eyes. It seemed as if every beautiful feature in the world had somehow gathered in one place.

"Watch where you're going, will you?" she snapped, with no attempt at politeness.

I had no choice but to apologize again. "Sorry. My fault. Are you alright?"

She stood up, dusted herself off, and said, "I'm fine. Just be more careful next time."

As I bent down to pick up my books, I answered, "Right. Absolutely. I will."

She crouched down to help me gather them. As she picked one up, she flipped through it and smiled.

"You're interested in this kind of thing?"

I gave a bitter laugh.

I had no choice but to be interested.

"Yeah," I said.

"What year are you in? What do you study?" she asked casually.

"Class of '05. Life Sciences."

At that point, I might as well have pulled out my student ID and handed it to her. Beautiful women were dangerous that way.

"Really?" There was a trace of surprise in her voice. "There's someone in your department named Ethan. Do you know him?"

Ethan?

Me?

I had no idea I was that well known.

I stepped farther into the shade, avoiding the sunlight that made me deeply uncomfortable, and adjusted my sunglasses.

"You know him?"

"No," she said. "But I've heard he's some kind of genius."

I laughed awkwardly. "Funny. How come I never heard that?"

She clearly thought I was insulting her idol and muttered disdainfully, "Ignorant."

Her voice was low, but my hearing was more than sharp enough to catch it.

"The problem is," I said, "I think I might actually be the Ethan you're talking about."

Have you ever seen a beautiful woman stare with her eyes wide open in shock?

I have.

Because the beauty in front of me was doing exactly that.

"You're Ethan?" Her tone made it sound as if she were saying, That's Ethan?

I said dryly, "I don't see any reason to lie."

"The Ethan from Life Sciences?"

"As far as I know, there's only one Ethan at V University."

I was already preparing to leave. It was not that I was uninterested in beautiful women. It was just that the sun was making me miserable. I could barely stand it.

She seemed to notice I was trying to leave and said hurriedly, "Sorry, I just—"

"Didn't expect Ethan to look like this?" I finished for her.

"No, no!" she said quickly. She sounded genuinely flustered, which suggested I was at least somewhat important in her mind. Otherwise she would not have cared so much.

"Then what is it?" I asked, growing more uncomfortable by the second under the sunlight.

Seeing my impatience, she rushed to explain. "Don't misunderstand. I'd just heard people talk about Ethan—"

I could not endure the sun any longer.

"Can we go somewhere else? The sun's too strong."

She froze for a second and looked up at the sky. Then I realized that "too strong" only applied to me. To her, it probably sounded like the worst excuse imaginable for trying to lure her somewhere private.

Fortunately, she did not say anything.

She simply nodded.

Relieved, I led the way and asked as we walked, "What should I call you, miss?"

"I'm from the Computer Science department. My name is Lillian Grant."

I had only asked for her name, and she had volunteered her major too.

I said casually, "Why do girls always seem to choose that subject these days?"

"How would I know?" Lillian sounded faintly annoyed. "Everyone else applied for it, so I just followed along."

"Ever thought about changing majors?"

Back when I first enrolled, I had felt much the same way, so I understood her better than she knew.

She looked at me in surprise.

Judging from her expression, I had clearly said something odd.

I asked carefully, "Did I say something wrong?"

"No, not at all," Lillian said quickly. "It's just... not many people think that way anymore."

That was true.

Who would willingly throw away a degree they were already halfway through and start all over again?

"Maybe," I said quietly. "But you can't lump everyone together. I've been thinking about transferring myself."

I did not have time to see how she reacted, because at that moment I spotted a campus cafe.

To me, it looked like salvation.

"Let's get some coffee."

Lillian hesitated for a moment, then agreed.

I all but rushed into the cafe.

The sun was something I truly could not endure.

Once I was out of the sunlight, I felt alive again.

Looking at Lillian across the table, I asked, "What would you like to drink?"

She picked up the menu and ordered a black coffee.

I turned to the waiter. "I'll have the same."

After the waiter left, I looked back at her. "What were we talking about?"

"You said you wanted to change majors," Lillian replied.

"Right." I leaned back in my chair. "So what about you? Are you just going to drift along like this?"

"What else can I do?" she said. "It's not as if I can start over now. Life is short."

Life is short.

For me, that suddenly did not seem to be a problem anymore.

Vampires were supposed to be immortal.

As that thought crossed my mind, I glanced at the books on the table again. I definitely needed to read them carefully.

Lillian noticed and asked, "You really are interested in that kind of thing?"

"Yeah."

What else was I supposed to say? That I needed them because I had become a vampire?

Who would believe that?

I would not have believed it myself a few days ago.

After all, vampires existed only in most people's fantasies.

Lillian curled her lip dismissively. "You actually believe in that?"

"You don't?"

"Of course not. It's all fantasy," she said bluntly.

If time had rewound four days, I would have agreed with her without hesitation.

But now I had no choice.

I was living proof that vampires existed.

For a moment, neither of us spoke, and an awkward silence settled between us.

The waiter broke it by bringing our coffee.

I stirred mine with a spoon and asked, "So you actually like this kind of taste?"

To be honest, I did not.

"Yes," Lillian said. "It's like life. Bitter."

"People should try to be a little more cheerful."

Distracted, I lifted the coffee and took a sip.

Then I froze.

What kind of joke was this?

There was no bitterness at all.

This was supposed to be black coffee?

I was just about to call the waiter over when I caught sight of Lillian's face. She was clearly drinking a cup of genuinely bitter coffee.

Then mine—

No way.

Had I lost my sense of taste?

What kind of life was that?

No.

Not life.

I was not human anymore.

I was a vampire.

Lillian looked up and noticed my strange expression. "What's wrong? Is something the matter?"

"No. Nothing."

Was I supposed to tell her that I could no longer taste bitterness because I was a vampire?

That would have been absurd.

Once she was sure I was fine, Lillian said quietly, "It's not that I don't want to be cheerful. It's just that there are too many things in life that make it impossible."

There was an old sadness in her voice.

I understood her more than I wanted to admit.

At the very least, becoming a vampire had done nothing to improve my outlook on life.

Still, facts were facts. Hiding from them would not help.

I took another sip of that tasteless bitter coffee and asked, "So, Miss Lillian, what's making you unhappy? Want to talk about it?"

Holding the cup in both hands, Lillian looked straight into my eyes.

"Would it help if I did?"

That gaze nearly overwhelmed me.

"It's better than keeping it all bottled up," I said.

She lowered her eyes and said softly, "Some things can't be solved by other people."

For a moment, I did not know what to say.

Then I tried again. "Tell me anyway. If there's anything I can do, I'll help however I can."

She looked at me curiously. "Why would you help me?"

"Why?"

I realized I had never thought that far.

"I don't know," I admitted. "It just feels like I shouldn't stand by and do nothing."

"To you, I'm just someone you met today," Lillian said teasingly. "You don't need to work this hard."

I decided to tease her back.

"Maybe I have ulterior motives. For all you know, I'm trying to chase you. I still don't even have a girlfriend."

Lillian blinked, then smiled.

"You said it. No taking it back."

Wait—

What?

I was joking.

What was with girls these days?

"I've got class. I'll come find you another day!"

Before I could respond, Lillian had already dashed out of the cafe. She must have been close to being late, otherwise there was no reason for her to move that fast.

I sighed.

There was no escaping it now. I was definitely paying for the coffee.

Watching her disappear into the distance, I made up my mind to go find Adrian.

I needed answers.

I needed to know how I was supposed to live from now on.

I drained the rest of the tasteless black coffee in one gulp, ignored the startled looks from the people around me, paid the bill, and left the cafe.
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The moment I stepped out of the cafe, I ran into my roommate Gabriel. He grabbed me at once.

"You little punk, tell the truth. I just saw you sitting there drinking with a beauty!"

I gave him a helpless smile. "Really? Then how come I didn't see you?"

"Cut the nonsense," Gabriel said. "Start talking. Nicely done, man."

Of course I knew exactly what he meant, so I brushed him off. "Don't make things up."

He grabbed me again. "Are you going to tell me or not?"

"Come on, can we not talk about this?"

"No!"

He looked like he was ready to fight me over it. We messed around for a bit before I finally said, "Enough. I've got things to do."

Then Gabriel noticed the books in my hands.

"Boss, why are you carrying all these vampire books? Since when are you into this stuff?"

I quickly covered for myself. "I just borrowed them to take a look. Stop acting so shocked."

Gabriel did not suspect a thing. Instead, he leaned closer and whispered, "Say, was that girl from the Computer Science department—Lillian?"

I stared at him in surprise. "How did you know?"

He punched me lightly and laughed. "Probably only a freak like you wouldn't know. She's the campus belle of V University. I only saw her from behind, but I could still guess who it was."

I looked him up and down in exaggerated admiration. "Wouldn't have guessed you had that kind of talent. You must have been some legendary playboy in your previous life."

Gabriel wore a smug grin. "Obviously."

I shoved him away. "Get lost. I don't have time to play around with you."

Then I hurried off, determined to shake him off. The sun over my head was still a problem, and I wanted to get indoors as soon as possible.

That idiot kept shouting after me.

"So how did you win her over? You know there are at least hundreds of guys chasing her, if not a thousand!"

I stopped so suddenly that Gabriel could not brake in time and slammed straight into my back.

"Ow! What are you doing? Can't you walk properly?" he complained.

Then he looked up and caught sight of my face.

At once, he fell silent.

"Boss... no need to get this angry, right? I was only joking."

"Was that so?" Even I could hear how frightening my voice sounded.

"Yes. Yes, that's all. Alright, alright, I won't do it again." Gabriel's voice was starting to tremble.

I patted him on the shoulder. "Good. Learn your lesson. Don't let it happen again."

"Yes. Right. Absolutely."

He looked as if he had just been granted a pardon.

By then, we were already standing in front of the dorm building.

The moment I entered the dorm room, Zachary snatched the books from my hands.

"Vampires? Ethan, since when are you into this? I'm the expert here."

My heart stirred.

Zachary spent all day reading this kind of material. He should know far more about vampires than I did.

He flipped through the books in his hands and said dismissively, "This is all repetitive stuff."

I asked, "Do you have anything better?"

"Of course." Zachary deliberately dangled the answer in front of me. "But..."

"You're really not loyal at all. You won't even lend me a few books?"

I tried provoking him.

But Zachary did not fall for it. "That's right. I won't. What are you going to do about it?"

"I'll eat you," I snapped.

"You wouldn't dare." He was not the least bit afraid.

There was nothing I could do to him.

After all, I could not actually eat him.

Even if I was, in fact, a genuine vampire now.

So I had no choice but to start with the books already in my hands.

When Zachary saw I was no longer playing along, he lost interest and stopped talking.

By nine that evening, I had finally managed to finish the stack.

I had not expected vampires to have so many rules, or so many clans.

I wondered which clan Adrian belonged to.

I only hoped it was not the Nosferatu. I had no intention of turning into some hideous monster. But judging from Adrian's appearance, that seemed unlikely, which reassured me a little.

My roommates were all reading too—naturally, they were reading the vampire books I had borrowed.

Someone in the room was definitely going to lose sleep tonight.

I put on my coat and headed for the door.

Gabriel looked up. "It's this late. Where are you going?"

"Can't sleep," I said. "Going out for a walk. I might not come back tonight, so cover for me."

Then I quickly shut the door, leaving the curses of my three roommates trapped inside.

I was going to see Adrian.

There were too many things I needed to ask him.

Once again, I stepped into that castle-like mansion on the western outskirts of A City where Adrian lived.

This time, the person who opened the door was Victoria Vaughn.

As far as I remembered, when I had left last time, I had not seen anyone in that enormous house except Adrian and myself—no human, no vampire, no one.

I looked at her in confusion. "You are—?"

"Adrian is waiting for you."

She did not answer my question, and I felt too awkward to press her further. So I simply followed her inside.

When I entered the room, I saw Adrian seated upright with an almost regal air.

"Is something wrong?" I asked.

Adrian's tone was far from relaxed.

"It seems I was rather careless. I didn't expect so many people to take an interest in you. I still don't know how they found out."

"You've been following me?" I caught the implication immediately.

Adrian shot me a glare.

"If I hadn't been following you, you would already have ended up as food in some other Bloodkin's mouth. A Bloodkin like you—of such high generation, yet with such low ability—is a rare delicacy. The perfect meal for anyone looking to advance."

"What did you do to them?" I asked. I already knew it could not have been anything pleasant.

Adrian sighed. Instead of answering, he asked, "How much do you know about the Bloodkin?"

I spread my hands. "Almost nothing."

He sighed again. "I truly don't know why I chose you as my offspring."

I said nothing, but inwardly I thought: Who knows? It's not as if I asked to become one.

Adrian waved a hand. "Do you know the Bloodkin clans?"

I nodded quickly. I had just read about them.

Adrian continued, "I'm unusual. I carry traits from three clans at once. That is extremely rare among the Bloodkin. After all, three thousand years is not nothing. Listen carefully. We possess the traits of the Toreador, the Gangrel, and the Tremere. To gain those abilities, I drank the blood of more Bloodkin than I care to count. But you cannot use those abilities yet. You are still far too weak."

That could not be right.

None of the books had mentioned vampires with traits from multiple clans.

"You don't believe me?" Adrian saw the doubt on my face. "Human understanding of the Bloodkin is shallow. There is a great deal you know nothing about."

I thought back over what I had read.

One of those clans was known for bestial traits. That explained why my nails could extend—some kind of partial
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