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  Introduction


Welcome to WPP's fourth anthology! The people voted for vampires, and so here they are. Vampires offer the perfect fodder for whump. The blood! The fangs! The inherent emotional conflict of being forced to hurt another to survive! I am a vampire whump enthusiast, and I hope that, if you're not already, you'll be one too by the end of this anthology. 
As this anthology is vampire-themed, you should expect lots of blood and biting. All stories have more specific content warnings at the beginning.  






  
  The Man in the Box

Ennis Rook Bashe


CW: Medical trauma, noncon/sexual assault, imprisonment 
Whumpee: Man, Woman, Whumper: Man, Caretaker: Man, Woman

Another Monday means another batch of interview requests in my civilian email inbox. I skim the previews like a masochist. The usual patient advocacy blogs. Politicians seeking healthcare reform. Time Magazine, fucking again. 
We want to know about what you’ve been through.  
When you decide to press charges, we want to share your side of the story. 
We think our readers would be fascinated by your unique story of survival and resilience…
Fuck them. If they knew a single thing about what I’d been through, they’d understand why I won’t talk about it. 
Why I can’t go there again, even in my memories. 
Although, a pesky practical thought pops up, the money could help you make rent…
Nope. Not going there. Sure, in terms of the apartments I’ve rented since getting out of the hospital, this tiny studio above an East Village K-barbecue joint is the least shitty. I’ve never stepped over anyone passed out on the stairs, and the water’s at least lukewarm most weeks.
Still. 
I’m not saying shit. 
I’m staring down the dregs of my chai when my burner phone - the work one - rings. The Chumovoi Syndicate. Small-time Bratva outlet down in Coney. Last time, their guys eyed me the whole job like I was an unwrapped mini cupcake, but what choice do I have? Rent’s due next week.
I pick up. “Office of Archmage Van Horn.”
“Hello, little missy. Could I speak to the magician?”
A breath of power, and my voice echoes, thunder and fireworks. “I am the magician. You think to disrespect me?” Gods, I love doing that.
“Shit!” he yelps. The phone clatters from his hands. 
Zino, their current leader, picks up. “Sorry about that, Miss Archmage,” he says smoothly. “My employee, he’s new. And he won’t make that mistake again.” This is Zino for “I’m going to beat the shit out of him.” Overkill? Sure. But Zino’s sadism is not my circus, not my monkeys. 
“I assume you’re not calling just to make small talk.”
“I need a mage to protect a package. Boston to Brooklyn. Some of my men will be on the job, but none of them can fire lightning or call demons.”
“By ground?” If it can be guarded by men without magic, why can’t it go on his private jet?
“Let’s just say that this is a very powerful item. A flight might be too conspicuous.”
A witch bottle? A wild tome? Whatever it is, I can handle it. Even with everything that’s happened to me and the tremor in my hands when I set down my mug, I’m still Valentine Van fucking Horn. “How much?”
He names a price. 
A price that would cover my rent for three months. 
Inside, I’m giggling and kicking my feet, but I play it cool. “Cover my transportation, and I’m in.”   

      ***One first-class train ride later, Zino’s guards pull back oaken doors as I stroll into a manor just off Harvard’s campus. He and his men are waiting for me in a Colonial-style drawing room. Where I’d expect to see a coffee table, a huge steamer trunk occupies the Persian carpet. Heavy chains and locks encircle it. 
“Why all the restraints? Worried whatever’s inside will escape?” I joke. 
Zino’s cool gaze sweeps over me. “You could say that.” He turns to his own mage-bodyguard. “Show Miss Valentine what she’ll be guarding.”
The mage kneels, feeds his power into the chains. A sense of pressure makes the room feel like it’s about to implode. Finally, the spell completed, the trunk pops open.
At first I think I’m looking at a naked corpse, because no one could survive what this man suffered. His wrists have been torn open to the bone, tendons showing through shredded muscle pierced by splinters of wood. His ankles are shattered, sharp pieces of bone emerging from dark bruises, feet twisted at impossible angles. On his arms and legs, someone’s flayed patches of his skin and neatly pinned it back with a staple gun. Finally, a constellation of deep stab wounds spreads over his chest, a dagger still plunged into one just above his heart.
Then – impossible, grotesque – his eyelids flutter. I’ve seen some pretty fucked-up shit working as a mage for hire, but my stomach still twists as I stumble back.
Not a corpse. 
A vampire.
Like all vampires, he’s so eerily pretty you’d marvel at him even as he drained your blood. But what draws me to him isn’t his smooth, pale skin or his dark hair ruffled like feathers. It’s how sad he looks. The angle of his mouth, like he’s trapped in a nightmare and knows he can never wake up.
He might be conscious, aware of everything happening around him. Paralyzed and screaming silently. Struggling to accept that help still hasn’t arrived. 
Just like I was. 
“You know who he is?” Zino demands.
Deep breath in, deep breath out. You’re not getting paid to care, Valentine. “He’s a vampire. That’s all I need to know.” Maybe the Court wants him for some crime? They police their own ruthlessly.
“This is Arcadian Ebenus. The missing vampire prince of New York City.”
“But that’s not possible.” Everyone knows the vampire prince was staked by hunters during the 1920s, part of a plot to destabilize the American vampire community. His Court, his clan, have been in mourning since. 
Zino smirks, putting his feet up on the table. His sneakers leave careless smudges of dirt on the priceless antique. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”
“If the Court finds out –”
“I know you need the money,” he says softly. “How many jobs have you been offered since you staggered out of the hospital? How many repeat clients?” 
None. Because no one wants to hire me with the gossip they’ve heard. Because, in their eyes, I’m not invincible anymore. 
“If you transport the prince, I’ll pay your rent for a year. Any apartment you want. And I’ll tell everyone that you’re just as sharp as you used to be. Wouldn’t that be enough to get you back on your feet?” And, even gentler: “You need me, Valentine. Or should I tell everyone you broke down and didn’t have the stomach for the job?”
Anger sparks my magic. Lightning and wind rattle the windows, the chains. 
But he’s right, damn him: I have no choice.
I breathe deeply, tugging my power back into my skin. “Fine. I’ll help transport the vampire.” 
“The item,” Zino corrects.
As soon as I cash his check, I’m going straight to the Court. No one deserves to be treated like this. 

      ***I meet Zino’s convoy on the outskirts of Boston. Two hulking armored trucks look out of place on the sleepy back road where one-story suburbs fade into Massachusetts trees. 
A guard lets his bulky arms dangle from the driver’s seat. “Hey, pretty lady! Where you going?”
Another stubs out his cigarette. “You need a ride, little girl?”
I know I don’t look like much. I’m five feet in boots, with features the supernatural society papers describe as “delicate,” and I’ve never been able to open a jam jar without convincing a neighbor to help. But with my magic, that doesn’t matter. 
I’m never letting a man like them touch me again. 
I breathe in the cold wind, and when I exhale, it howls around me, scattering a whirlwind of leaves. “Do you want a mage or don’t you?” I snap.
The journey is remarkably calm. We take back roads, avoiding towns that might hold vampires. A noise that makes all the men jump turns out to be a passing fox. As the convoy rolls through the oak and maple forests of New England. I lean back in my seat. Maybe I’ll just close my eyes for a minute. Dozing in quick snatches can help me dodge dreams. 
Not this time. 
I’m trapped in a tiny room, gasping for air as flames lick the walls. Outside, people pass by, unhurried, uncaring. “Help!” I scream, desperate. “Something’s wrong. I’m burning up!”
“This is a delusion,” a doctor explains from the doorway. “The sooner you let go of the idea that something is wrong with your body, the sooner you’ll get better.”
I try to run, to shove past him, but the chains attached to the walls pull taut. 
I’m trapped. 
Like a dog on a leash. 
“You’ll never leave,” a nurse says placidly, robotically. “You need to stay calm and cooperate. You’re not allowed to leave.”
Bugs emerge from the fire. Beetles. Ants. They crawl up my baggy paper scrubs, their little spindly legs like fingernails scratching my skin-
That’s when the man walks in.  His suit is a slice of night, and everyone parts for him. Even the flames leave him unscathed. He kneels before me, deep blue gaze holding mine. “You’re dreaming, Archmage Van Horn.”
That’s right. 
I’ve been out of the hospital for almost six months now, and it humiliates me that I’m still captive in my flashbacks and dreams. I should be better than this. Stronger. 
“I’m dreaming,” I echo, brushing the bugs off my thighs. “I hate this.” 
“Would you like to leave this horrible place?”
“Anywhere but here.” 

      ***The next thing I know, I’m outside my favorite Princeton café. It’s early fall, raindrops darkening the grey stone of old buildings. A mug of chai steams on my favorite table. 
No one is holding me prisoner anymore. 
When my legs give out, the man catches me. He smells like sandalwood and old books. “Easy, Archmage,” he murmurs, accent aristocratic and unplaceable. As I try to remember how to breathe, burying my face in the softness of his cashmere jacket, he strokes my back. “That’s it. You’re safe now.”
He guides me into my usual chair and takes his own seat. “If it’s any comfort, Archmage,” he says over a mug of something dark and steaming, “you are a remarkably resilient woman.”
I sip my tea. It’s rich, sweet, absolutely perfect. “Mmm. Thank you, dream-guy.”
He eyes me curiously, a smile playing over his lips. “You truly don’t recognize me, do you?”
“Recognize –” Then it hits me. The crow-ruffled hair. His long limbs and long fingers. This is the man I saw imprisoned in a nightmare between life and death. “You’re Prince Arcadian.”
His smile turns into a ghost of itself. “In all these years, you’re the first person I’ve ever been able to speak to.”
I was trapped for months. He’s been trapped for lifetimes. What do I even say? “I’m so sorry.”
“You’re also in danger, Archmage Van Horn.”
That’s not what I expected.
“I can overhear a little of what my captors are saying, sometimes,” he says in between sipping from his mug. “There’s someone who’s planning to pay a great deal of money for you, preferably alive. This job is a setup. If you were to give me your blood, to allow me to free myself, we could both - ”
I know how dangerous vampires are when they’re awakened from torpor. There was an elder vampire in France. He’d been walled away in a tomb by an enemy. Then a group of tomb raiders stumbled upon his prison. He drained them slowly, painfully, and ripped them to shreds. 
And Arcadian has been asleep for almost a century. 
What lies might he tell to get free?
When I was trapped, I would have said anything to breathe fresh air again. I would have sold anyone out. 
So from my own experience, I doubt his words. 
“Sorry,” I say, pushing my chair back, “but I’m leaving that to the experts.” And, when confusion crosses his perfect face, “I will make sure you’re freed. I’m going to go to the Court right after I cash my check and tell them everything so they can start looking for you. But I know enough about hungry vampires to know they can’t be trusted.”
I expect Arcadian to fly into a rage, fangs and fingernails sharpening. To need to wake myself up before the dream becomes a nightmare again. Instead, he just looks thoughtful. “What would I have to do to make you trust me?”
Maybe because it’s a dream, because I’m half asleep, the truth falls out of my mouth. “I don’t trust anyone. Not anymore.”

      ***The car comes to a stop, and I wake. 
“Rest stop,” one of the men grunts. 
Another stretches his legs. “Fuck, I need a piss.”
After jogging a few laps around the highway-side parking lot, I head into the rest stop and order a cup of tea. Something to cheer myself up: hibiscus, iced. My magic fills the cup, sensing and scanning it. Okay, it’s not poisoned. Nothing but liquid brewed from herbs and ice made from water. They’re out of straws, but a man working on his laptop hands me an unopened one he accidentally swiped. 
As we take clever shortcuts through Brooklyn, the smell of the Coney Island sea in the air, I contemplate Arcadian’s story. What reason would anyone have to want me taken prisoner alive? My demon enemies only want me dead, with no interest in killing me themselves. And I’ve never left a client unhappy. 
Still. If things go bad, I have my magic. I breathe a thread of it into my hands just to soothe myself- 
Pain bursts between my eyes. My head explodes. I’m leaning my forehead against the cold car window, sweaty and hyperventilating. Can’t think, can’t breathe. I try again, because I’m a fucking idiot, and only my seatbelt keeps me upright. 
My magic. 
Gone. 
But how? I checked the drink for poison- 
But not the paper straw, which dissolves a little even in cold liquids. The straw that a nice man so helpfully handed me when he saw me looking for one. 
This is what comes of trusting anyone, even for small things. 
“Hey. Can you even walk? We have a schedule to keep.”
“Try to run and we’ll shoot,” another one of my former colleagues lets me know. 
My vision greys when I stand, and I have to gasp for breath. Still, it’s better than letting any of these men carry me. “I’m fine.” And, when he looks skeptical, “You haven’t beaten me yet.”
As they carry the trunk, I follow them through the labyrinthine parking garage and into the warehouse. In the dusty semidarkness, Zino lounges on packing crates as if on a throne. “Yes, she’s here. Your suggestion worked perfectly. How much is the bonus for bringing her alive again?” He covers his retro burner phone to give me a cheeky little wave, and I daydream about vaporizing his skull. 
The person on the other end says something, and he looks serious. “No. You’ll have nothing to worry about. Trust me, even her death will discredit her story. We’ll make sure she’ll never talk.” 
There’s only one person – well, one organization – who’d be so interested in shutting me up. Why would they go to these lengths, when they know I’m too scared to press charges?
He ends the call. “That was Harker Memorial Hospital Network. They wanted to be extra sure you’ll never expose their medical malpractice, that their abuse of patients misdiagnosed and shoved into their psych wards would stay just a rumor. But you wouldn’t talk, would you?”
His words drag me back there. Even with my magic, I’d feel utterly defenseless right now. 
“What’s the plan, boss?” says one of the men now gripping my forearm to keep me from slumping to the floor. 
He checks his texts on a second phone. “Put her in the storage area.”
“I thought we were faking her suicide?” the guy on my other side asks. “What about the Xanax?”
From beneath the weight of how much I hate them, I try to breathe.
“Our courier got frisked going through Queens. We’ll need to wait until tomorrow at least.”
“People will know what you did.” I find my voice, even though it shakes. “There are necromancers. I still have allies. You won’t be able to get past the wards on my apartment to plant my body, and people will want to know how I died somewhere else.”
He gives a sickly sweet smile. “You’ll still be dead,” before waving me away.  
I’ve never given up. I’m not the sort of person who gives up. That’s not how you pass the Archmage trials.
Yet I can’t deny that things are looking pretty damn bleak. 
“Why do you have a jail cell?” I ask as they’re dragging me into one. 
Zino’s playing Snake on his ancient burner phone. “My old man said he bought it off a traveling circus. They used to keep lions in it. Tigers. From what I’ve heard, Van Horn, you’re quite the wild animal yourself.” 
Anger makes my body tremble as I’m locked in. Normally, I’d be able to summon a towering demon to rip the building to shreds, or lightning to pierce everyone’s eyes. But whatever they want to do to me, whether it’s their bruising grip on my arms or the rough way they shove me to the cell’s concrete floor so suddenly I can’t regain my balance, all I can do is endure. 
If I buy enough time, will the poison wear off? Hmm. Depends on what they used, is the problem. Odorless and tasteless narrows it down… but not by much. 
What if my magic is only the first thing to turn into pain?
“Where should we put the, uh…” One of his underlings gestures to the coffin. 
“It’s not like it’s going anywhere. Still, it should be somewhere secure, out of the way. Put it in there,” Zino replies, jerking his chin at the cell next to mine. 
The coffin looms silent beside me as they leave.
Maybe the rumors that dogged my life these last few months will be ignited even brighter by my death. It’s a suicidal risk, but at least it’s murder-suicide. And it’s the only option I have.
Hands shaking, I copy the mage-signs used to unlock the trunk. Even unable to cast, I still have more magic burning in my veins than an ordinary person. The chains give way. I’m once again confronted with the man in the box. 
He looks even more ghastly up close. Paper-white skin oozing around the objects shoved into him, eyes squeezed closed in agony. His lips part slightly. Last time, they were closed. Is he trying to breathe? My own chest aches in sympathy. 
“Can you hear me?” I whisper. “I’m so sorry they did this to you. I wish I’d never taken this job.” Not for me, but for him. His suffering was never worth my reputation. Not that there was much of it left. I’m just too fucked up to speak out and clear my name. 
A grave-cold whisper of air.
Is it my imagination or the AC, or did he try breathing again in response?
As carefully as I can, I reach through the bars and ease the sharpened pieces of wood from his wrists and ankles. His tendons hang like tattered ribbons. His eyelids jolt with each shift. I know I’m hurting him. I’m no healer. Not without my magic. But if he regenerates with silver staples and rowan wood inside his body, it will only cause him more agony.
“I’m sorry,” I breathe as if he can hear me, leaning to stroke his impossibly soft hair. “Just a little longer. Then you’ll be free. I promise.” It must feel awful not to even be able to scream. 
At least I could always still scream. 
“I’m almost done.” Even if he can’t hear me, it feels better to fill the silence, to take my mind off how his body has been ripped and shredded, torn open in a way no mortal could survive. 
Finally, concentrating on the gaping wound in his bare, perfect chest, I ease the last blood-soaked piece of wood free. His whole body shudders. His chest rises and falls like he can finally breathe again before he winces and goes still. 
I know what vampires are like when they emerge from torpor. He’ll drain me first, driven by an unbearable thirst and hunger that feels like dying all over again. I’ll feel weak, my heart racing – but I won’t be able to fight off a vampire without my magic. 
At least he’ll use the strength my blood gives him to murder the absolute fuck out of everyone here. 
I scrape my knuckles against the concrete until a drop wells up, then place it on my fingertip between his lips. Is it just my imagination, or does his tongue move against my skin?
He looks so perfect, so calm. Like he’s been rescued by people who love him and his hurts are healing somewhere safe. Like any moment, he’s going to open those mesmerizing navy blue eyes and murmur his gratitude.  
Not like someone still in horrific agony, who’s going to rip this place apart the second I awaken him as payback for his injuries.  
I open my eyes on the bank of a frozen river. The cold wind whistles through lifeless trees, a snowy forest stretching as far as I can see. Not the sort of place I’d be: outside of the Five Boroughs, not a coffee shop in sight. 
This isn’t my dream. 
And somewhere, low and hopeless, someone is crying. 
People in the hospital used to cry like that, when they realized no one was coming to help. 
“Archmage.” A voice, barely audible, from underneath the thick ice. I follow it, and there he is.  
“There you are.” Relief in his voice. Like he didn’t think he’d be able to find me, like he thought I’d turn and walk away. He’s not the same man I saw in my last dream, looking like royalty in a perfectly tailored suit, his long hair falling in a smooth dark curtain. 
This version of the Prince?
He looks like shit. 
He drifts naked beneath the perfectly clear ice, loose trails of ripped bloodless skin dangling from his arms as he hugs his knees. Bruises almost as dark as his eyes paint the few places on his body still intact.  The cold water moves through the hole in his chest. 
I want to go to him. Break the ice and haul him to safety. 
“Valentine, I’m sorry,” he tells me through ruined lungs. He shifts his position slightly: blood darkens the water beneath his narrow hips. “I can’t.”
I kneel, touching the ice above him. “You can’t wake up? Do you need more blood?” If that’s what it takes to get revenge, I’ll let him hurt me. 
“Do you know what it’s like for a vampire to emerge from torpor after so long?”
“I’m no expert on vampires.” Demons, yes. The occult, sure. Vampires, well, I know the basics. 
“Trying to wake up is like… barely being able to remember which way is up as the dark current rushes around you. You need to find your bearings and fight the water, and then be strong enough to punch upwards through the ice.” The cold light plays over his mournful expression. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”
I can’t leave him like this. Even beyond my own survival, he tried to save me. What kind of Archmage would I be if I didn’t repay his kindness? “Do you need more blood? Will that make you strong enough?”
“It’s not my body that’s failed me. Wounds like these… I’ve learned to endure them. But every time I try to surface, it’s like there’s an anchor dragging me down.”
“What do you mean?”
“I realized after a few tries there’s a certain peace in total helplessness. Otherwise, I’d have to confront all of it. Everything that’s happened to my body. Everything that happened while I lay here weak and helpless, everything they’ve done to me, everything people will say about me when they find out I’ve been captured by humans… There’s so much to face, and no one could possibly understand. I wish I was stronger. I truly am sorry, Archmage.” Arcadian’s smile is the saddest thing. 
No one could possibly understand. 
But I do. 
I tell him the story I’ve never told anyone. Every piece of it.
The one thing I hope might lead him out of the dark.
The night when I fumbled to dial 911 with shaking hands because I thought my head was going to explode. To my struggle to comprehend past the bright lights and spinning blurs as a doctor who didn’t even examine me told me I was just crazy. 
What they did to me in the psych ward when I tried to escape, and my growing comprehension and horror when the antibiotics I needed finally poured through my veins. 
Then a few weeks after I was quietly released, a nurse went to the press. From there, the rumors only grew, destroying my reputation. All anyone knew was that Valentine Van Horn had gone crazy and tried to kill an innocent doctor with her bare hands. And telling the truth would mean telling them about -  
About when I was raped.
I don’t share any details, but he closes his eyes, and the tension leaves his shoulders. Like he’s thinking “It’s not just me.”
“So basically, they misdiagnosed my brain infection and were content to let me rot when a few antibiotics could have saved me the whole time. How could a crazy person beg for help, right? Obviously I was just saying my head hurt for attention.” Talking makes the memories rise up. But for the first time, facing them feels worthwhile. “When I finally got help, all I could think about was all that wasted time. How it wasn’t fair. It felt impossible to try to make something of my life with how much I’d lost.” It still feels impossible a lot of the time. “I know it feels like nothing will ever be all right again,” I continue. “And that’s normal. You’re not alone. Whatever you’re feeling, we’re allies now. I’ll be right here.”
Those unreadable eyes search my face. Then “Move back to the bank,” Arcadian says, steeling himself. 
I back up. 
He pounds on the ice. Once. Twice. On the third swing of his fist, it shatters into diamond shards. 
Arcadian staggers from the frozen water, wraps his arms around me, and clings to me for all he’s worth. I murmur soothing nothingness and stroke his raven-feather hair. 
“Valentine.” His voice is a whisper as he cradles me close. “You are the bravest woman I’ve ever met.” Even though we’re both shivering from the icy water, I feel warm for the first time in years, an irresistible warmth that steals up my body and seeps through my limbs. Warm and safe.  
I wake to the rushing, pounding warmth of my blood being drained. His head is bent to my neck, and his vampire powers mean it doesn’t hurt at all. It feels like slipping into a warm bath. Like falling asleep. 
He groans, shuddering horribly and slumping against me as nerves awaken, as his ragged, dirty flesh knits itself closed. I want to offer my hand to squeeze, but when he grips the coffin’s edge and it splinters, I think better of it. 
At last he pulls away, panting. He looks haunted, but his posture is still that of a king. “Archmage,” he murmurs, and catches me as the grey of blood loss overtakes my vision, as gravity pulls me towards the floor. “Rest now.”
Now it’s all up to the Prince. Dizzy and magicless, there’s not a single thing I can do to help him. 
But I trust him. I trust him like I’ve never trusted anyone else. 
I wake up with my jacket under my head. The vampire leans over me, wearing blood-spattered clothes. “They’re all dead. They will no longer harm you.”
Oh. I’m safe, aren’t I? We’re both safe. “Did you have a good snack?” That’s how vampires kill people, right? Draining their blood. 
“I didn’t want to dirty my palate with them after you.” 
Do I taste that good? My cheeks warm. “So… what now? I think I can make it home myself. You have enough to deal with, and I don’t want to be a burden on your reputation.”
He takes my hand, solemn, and helps me to my feet. “You are no burden. You are weak, you are injured, and you are the woman who saved my life. Besides, I think doors will open for the new bodyguard of the long-lost vampire prince.”
I know Arcadian’s road to recovery will be even harder than mine. He must feel disgusting, soaked in the grime of a hundred years, and he’s still moving stiffly in a way that suggests everything aches. But we both have something we never expected: someone who understands what we’ve endured. Maybe even a friend.
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  Sister
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CW: Religious whump, isolation, captivity, restraints, muzzled, sensory deprivation, starvation, dehumanisation, environmental whump, torture mention, self-harm, murder, gore, intimate whumper, character death 
Whumpee: Woman, Whumper: Woman, Caretaker: Woman
“I, Sister Therese, vow to Almighty God to live until death the counsels of chastity, poverty, obedience, and silence according to the Rule and Life of the Sisters of Our Lady of the Seven Sorrows. With our community and all the saints and angels as witnesses, I freely make my profession in your presence, Reverend Mother. Relying on His mercy, I entrust my life to the chaste, poor, and obedient Christ. I freely choose to join Our Lady at the foot of the cross, and with all my heart I give myself to this religious family, that strengthened by the grace of the Holy Spirit and the intercession of Our Lady of Sorrows and all the saints and with the support of my sisters I will fulfill my consecration and make known God’s merciful love.”
When I made my perpetual vows kneeling before the Reverend Mother, I felt a particular sense of peace wash over me. I felt like I was finally where I was supposed to be my entire life — in the convent, silently contemplating and praying for the world. 
Of course, this was all preceded by a period of discernment and prayer. I had even felt anxious the night before, wondering whether this was truly my vocation, wondering whether I would make a good nun. I’d lived with the sisters for ten years at that point, yet Satan was still tormenting me with fears and doubts. Sometimes even through the sisters themselves; several times I received letters under my door asking me to reconsider and leave. Never maliciously, of course, more with sisterly love and a wish for me to find a life I enjoyed living.
But that day when I took the black veil, I knew I arrived home. I knew I was right where I belonged.
Giving up one’s voice and social life to live in an isolated convent up north, where it was always cold and the time not spent praying was spent ploughing the snow might’ve seemed drastic for some. Personally, I didn’t mind any of it. My voice was best used glorifying the Lord and the Blessed Virgin; if I only used it for that, that would be the most certain way to avoid falling into sins of the tongue. As for my friends and family, they might never fully understand. I must live with that. Hopefully, through my joyful letters describing my life in the convent, one day they would accept my decision.
There were many rules in the convent. A strict routine with multiple daily prayers, singing, two hours of contemplation, and mindless physical labour that allowed for even more silent prayer. The more I worked, the more I noticed it wasn’t all that different from lying in my bed and contemplating the mysteries of the rosary. The saints were right in that every act performed during the day could be a hymn to God with the right intentions.
So I spent my days settling even more comfortably into my routine. The sisters and I got on well, and the well-intentioned letters trying to deter me stopped with my perpetual vows. I let the silence fill my very soul, recognising more and more that chatter only served to drown out the voice of the Spirit. I loathed the times I had to open my mouth at all outside of prayer, but of course, some talking was inevitable. Still, I tried my best to keep it to a minimum.
I was 32 when Mother Superior pulled me aside after our morning prayers, into the small room where she did administrative work for the convent. I had not a clue what she might’ve wanted, I only hoped she wasn’t dissatisfied with the way I carried out my duties. 
“It’s been a year since you’ve taken your perpetual vows,” she told me. Time flew by, I thought. It had already been a year. Eleven years in the convent. “It’s time I introduce you to a new and quite special duty. It is a duty only the sisters who have taken their perpetual vows know of, and it must stay that way. Talking about it is strictly forbidden.”
I must admit, I was almost giddy at the prospect. Delving even deeper into religious life and serving the convent even better sounded just perfect. “I will not talk about it to anyone,” I said seriously, concealing the childlike excitement in my heart.
“Good. Please, then, follow me, Sister Therese.”
Mother Superior gave me a pile of neatly folded clothes that I didn’t recognise as a habit and led me out of the room and down a flight of stairs. We stopped in front of a door I’d never seen opened before and she took out a large key. I’d never asked what was behind the door; I felt like God would eventually show me if it was my place to know. And that day was the day my curiosity was finally going to be sated.
The door opened to reveal even more stairs, leading down and disappearing in the darkness. Mother Superior took a lantern from the side and lit it, — electricity was unreliable so far out and in such cold weather — leading me deeper into the heart and core of the convent. 
As she asked me to close the door behind the two of us, blocking out all natural light, I attempted to stay as close to her as possible. The light of the lantern wasn’t all that much, and I was quite afraid of tripping and tumbling down the seemingly infinite staircase, breaking bones and embarrassing myself in front of Mother Superior. Thankfully, that didn’t happen, and we reached the bottom without issue.
“I must tell you once more,” she said, coming to a stop, “whatever happens down here stays down here. If you talk about it to anyone, even to sisters who have taken their perpetual vows, you’ll be breaking your vow of holy obedience. Is that perfectly clear?”
“Yes, Reverend Mother,” I said, more and more eager to see what secrets lurked in the shadows. 
“Good.” She began walking once again and I followed close behind. 
“A new one, is she?” someone said from the darkness, and my blood turned to ice in my veins. 
“Is— Is there someone else here?” I asked, deciding this was an emergency worthy of talking. 
Mother Superior raised her lantern, illuminating more of the room, and there I saw her for the first time. She was sitting with her knees pulled up against her chest, her long, black hair covering half her face. Her eye, the one I could see, appeared glowing red — but that must’ve just been an illusion of the fire. She was fitted with what looked like a dog muzzle.
“Hello, sister,” she said, raising a hand to greet me. Her… chains rattled. She was chained by both wrists and ankles, and upon further inspection, I could see there was a collar around her neck as well. 
“Who is this?” I asked, completely taken aback and filled with terror and pity. “Reverend Mother, we must help her! Quick, I’ll—”
“There is no helping her,” Mother Superior said solemnly. I begged to differ.
“We just have to find something to break the chains with!” I insisted. 
“Sister Therese,” she said, her eyes boring into me. “This woman is a vampire.”
The world seemed to stop spinning entirely. My breath caught in my throat. “What?” I asked stupidly. Vampires didn’t exist. Vampires were nothing but folklore, demons made up to scare little children into obeying and not staying out too late. 
The woman burst out laughing so abruptly that I flinched. The sound was high-pitched and eerie. “This never gets old. No matter how many generations of sisters I see, that first time is always priceless.” She grinned at me, baring what was undoubtedly a pair of needle-sharp fangs. I just stood there, frozen, unable to respond. “What is it, Sister Therese? Are you scared?”
“I— I don’t understand,” I stammered. “How— How long has she— How long has this been kept a secret?”
“For centuries,” Mother Superior said. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the smirking woman to look at her as she talked. She didn’t look a day older than maybe thirty. “The convent was founded with the express purpose of keeping her here. The Sisters of Our Lady of the Seven Sorrows have always taken care of her to the best of their abilities—”
“Hah!” She kicked her feet a little, like she was wildly amused by the explanation, then she settled into a cross-legged position. “Centuries of taking care of me and I still don’t even get an introduction when a new sister is brought down here.”
“Silence,” Mother Superior boomed. “You are clothed, fed, and kept out of the sun. You are the last vampire on this earth, kept safe only by our secretive convent. If anyone knew of your whereabouts or very existence, you would be staked and burned. Show some gratitude.”
The woman’s grin turned into a grimace of hatred. “A stake through the heart would be more merciful than whatever your convent is doing to me,” she hissed.
“What… what’s her name?” I asked sheepishly.
“Victoria,” the vampire cut in before Mother Superior could’ve answered. “My name is Victoria de Villiers.” The way she said it felt defiant, like she only did so to spite the Reverend Mother. There was some pride to it, too. She must’ve been important at some point. Maybe even of noble descent, if there was such a thing among vampires. 
“Her name matters little to us,” Mother Superior said. “As I said, we clothe and feed her. That is the bulk of your duties down here in her cell, along with washing her body and hair.”
“Feed… as in…”
“With blood.”
I must’ve gone noticeably pale, because Victoria let out another shrill laugh. “She’s scared, Catherine. But you have never been one for subtlety or nuance. You just rip the bandaid off, as one says.”
“There’s no need to coddle them. Sister Therese, hold the lantern for me. I’ll show you what you must do when it’s your turn down here.”
I took the lantern with a shaking hand, watching wide-eyed as Mother Superior approached the chained woman. If she was as much of a monster as the folktales and those restraints suggested, she must’ve been one of the bravest women on the planet. And I was expected to follow in her footsteps? All the sisters who had taken their perpetual vows were? 
The Reverend Mother took a blade from her pocket, raising it to the palm of her left hand. I suddenly understood why she and so many of the sisters had jagged scars across them. She slit the skin with ease, not even flinching, and I could soon see blood bubbling up to the surface. I glanced at Victoria; her eyes darkened as she followed the movement of Mother Superior, angling her head so her open mouth was right below where she squeezed the wound and let blood drip down onto her tongue. 
“Your blood tastes like ash,” Victoria said once she swallowed and Mother Superior stepped back. “You’re getting way too old for this, Catherine.”
“I don’t do it much anymore, do I?” she responded gruffly. “But I must show the sister what to do, or else you’ll be stuck down here without any food. You’d soon beg to be allowed a drop of my ashy blood.”
Victoria’s red eyes snapped to me, and I stilled entirely under her gaze. “I can’t wait to taste you, sister. You look young — about the same age as I was when I was turned.”
I swallowed thickly. The lump in my throat didn’t budge.
Mother Superior took the lantern from my trembling hand and brought it closer to the vampire. “You can see that her clothing is held together by straps. You’ll be able to remove it and give her new ones without taking off the shackles.” She set the lantern on the ground and moved close to Victoria once more. “She cooperates, for the most part,” she explained as she began undoing the straps. “She doesn’t want to live in filth either.”
“And there’s no way for me to drain you dry with this muzzle on me, is there?” Victoria added.
“Besides, if anything happened to me, the next sister who came down here would likely stake her. She talks about wanting to die, but if that were the case, a sister would’ve already ended up with a broken neck. Those chains aren’t that short.”
Victoria scoffed. I watched with bated breath as Mother Superior removed all her clothing. I was so stunned I didn’t even think to turn away to preserve the poor woman’s dignity. I’d taken care of older sisters before, sick ones, I’d helped them change, this somehow felt no different… maybe with an air of underlying terror.
“There is a tap off to the side here,” she went on, bringing the lantern over to a tap in the wall with a large bucket underneath. She turned it on and let the water fill some of it. “There is soap and a sponge. The sponge, of course, needs to be changed regularly.” She threw both of those things in the bucket and turned the tap off, then brought them back to the vampire. Then she began bathing her. “I assume you don’t need instructions on how to do this part.”
“No, Reverend Mother,” I said without thinking. It was all so surreal. Some part of my brain must’ve turned off, I must’ve only been held up by the power of the Spirit and holy obedience. 
“Give me those,” the Reverend Mother ordered, and I obeyed without a second thought, handing her the garments. She secured them around Victoria’s body, one strap at a time. Once my head felt a little clearer, all I could think was how such clothing had to be way too breezy for the low temperature in the cell; not to mention the fact she was still wet.
“Isn’t she cold?” I asked.
“She’s dead,” Mother Superior replied like it was obvious. And it should’ve been, I just couldn’t think my questions through in the chaotic situation I’d found myself in. “Her body stays cold no matter what.”
“And my comfort is of no priority,” Victoria chimed in cheerily, but with a pointed glare towards the Reverend Mother. 
“You’re plenty comfortable,” she said simply, then turned to me. “Is everything clear? If you have any questions, ask them now.”
My mind was reeling. I had too many questions and none at the same time. The tasks were clear, I knew how to clothe and bathe people. Cutting my own palm seemed straightforward enough. I just couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that I was in the same room as a vampire, a real vampire, one that had spent the last centuries down here in the dark.
“How often is she visited?” I settled on.
“Daily. But you won’t have to see her more than once a week.”
“Where… where can I find the… the schedule? If we’re not allowed to talk about her… And if the novitiate sisters aren’t even allowed to know…”
“The schedule is on the wall with all the other duties. You will find it under ‘cleaning the basement’. We had to get a little creative to keep the secret.”
“Oh, I already forgot about that part,” Victoria said with a chuckle. “‘Cleaning the basement.’ How could I forget?” 
I wanted to ask more. I wanted to know the answers to questions I couldn’t even formulate. “Why?” I ended up with.
Mother Superior raised an eyebrow. “Why what?”
“Why? Why is she here? Why are we doing this?”
“It is an act of mercy, Sister Therese. We’re called to love all of God’s creation. Even if it is beyond saving, like this one. Think of it as helping a dying sister; you’ve done that before, haven’t you? Except she’s in a perpetual limbo between life and death.”
“But— But you’re not merciful. This is not how we would treat a dying sister. This—”
“Perhaps I misspoke,” she interrupted. “That comparison was not fair to the sisters. It wouldn’t even be fair to compare the vampire to a murderer or wild beast, though she is both. She is sin incarnate. Demonic.”
So why not kill her? The question died on my tongue. I couldn’t say it. Even thinking it felt evil. But to spend so much time in the darkness, all alone save for about half an hour of visitation by silent sisters, for centuries… It felt cruel. It felt like torture. 
But as Mother Superior had said, no matter how bad it was, Victoria seemed to want to live. So who was I to deny her that? 
“I don’t have any more questions,” I said quietly. The Reverend Mother nodded. 
“We’ll go back upstairs.”
“Goodbye, sister. God bless,” Victoria said mockingly, and her voice sent chills down my spine. It was strange, to be so unnerved by someone while pitying her at the same time. I followed Mother Superior up the stairs and back to the main building of the convent. As agreed upon previously, I never mentioned what I saw to anyone, going back to observing the holy silence. 
I couldn’t see my sisters in the same light anymore. I could only categorise them one way: those who knew, and those who didn’t. Not yet. And those who knew… I couldn’t decide on what to think of them. To think that everyone I looked up to and loved was part of some crazy conspiracy was beyond me. Some of them gave me knowing glances once my name made it onto the basement cleaners list, but other than that, I was alone with my thoughts. Not one letter made it under my door about the situation.
What had happened in the basement truly stayed in the basement.

      ***I didn’t know whether to be excited or terrified the first time I was on basement cleaning duty. I grabbed the freshly washed garments and headed down to the basement door, fumbling with the key to open it. I couldn’t help but wonder; were the sisters gentle with Victoria? Or were they just as scared as I was, wanting to get it over as quickly as possible? Did they see Victoria as demonic?
I lit and grabbed the lantern on my way down, holding it out like a shield. The darkness in front of me seemed to stretch on forever, and my brain wouldn’t stop making up scenarios in which the vampire had escaped her chains and was only waiting for me to get to the bottom before sucking me dry, devouring me whole. It was silly. Those restraints seemed sturdy. If she’d had a way out, she would’ve gotten out long ago.
“Who is it?” came the voice from the dark as I reached the bottom of the stairs. “Oh, don’t answer. I know you can’t.”
I walked over, illuminating the woman’s figure. She was leaning against the wall, half-sitting, half-lying down. Recognition sparked in her eyes as she looked at me.
“Sister Therese. The new girl. Your first time down here alone. It must be terribly scary.”
For the millionth time, I was glad that my vow of silence saved me from smalltalk. I wouldn’t have known what to say to a chained vampire. Instead of talking, I resorted to what I’d always resorted to — focusing on the task at hand. 
I set down the lantern and took the knife from my pocket, trying to ignore the way Victoria’s eyes lit up at the prospect of food. I wondered if she might need more blood than what we were giving her. Was she starving? She would’ve said something about it, then, wouldn’t she? 
I winced as I dragged the blade across my palm. I didn’t cut deep enough. I gritted my teeth and did it again, deeper this time, relieved to see my blood gushing to the surface. It felt horribly rude to be standing over Victoria like that, so I crouched down, bringing my hand closer to her mouth as I let my blood drip down through the muzzle.
“Sweet as red wine,” she purred once I was finished. “Sister Therese, you and I will be very good friends.”
Whether to feel proud or disgusted, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I had to undress her, and I didn’t feel like I was up for the task. But it was my duty, and so I started as soon as my hand was bandaged. 
“Do you want to know whether the sisters break their vow of silence down here with me?” she asked me as I undid the straps and pulled off her garments. “It would be the perfect crime, wouldn’t it? No one would know. No one can talk about what happens down here. I can’t go upstairs to rat them out.”
So I wasn’t safe from gossiping just because I was taking care of a vampire. But then again, what else was there in her life other than gossiping? And it must not have been too fruitful, given our vow of silence. 
“Sister Lucy uses her time here as a sort of second confessional. Sister Bernadette won’t stop complaining about the food and convent life in general.”
My eyebrows shot up. Oh dear, was this a sin? I could feel in my heart that I was judging them. Sister Bernadette had always been particularly lax when it came to how she carried out her duties, but I never thought she resented her vocation. Maybe becoming a nun wasn’t her vocation at all. Why she had decided to take her perpetual vows, then, I had no way of knowing.
No, it was silly to judge them. We were all just sinners trying our best. My face softened as I looked Victoria over. She was also just that, wasn’t she? A sinner trying her best. No matter what crimes she had committed before someone chained her to that wall, no matter how heinous, she was deserving of forgiveness. Of gentle care. 
No matter what my sinful nature craved — which was to turn around and run back upstairs — I decided I would care for her as though she really was a dying sister. I bathed her gently, letting her rant on and on as I worked. Sister Lucy might’ve treated her duty to care for Victoria as a second confessional, but she was no less chatty herself. No wonder.
“They never break the vow on the first day,” she said when I was already dressing her. “I didn’t expect you to, either. ‘Only talk when it is necessary to carry out your duties’, yada yada. And it’s not necessary to talk to me. Some never break it. Some take this whole thing seriously. Being a nun and all.” She suddenly grabbed my hand to stop me from working, and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. Was this it? Was this the moment she hurt me? “You’re different. You’re different from the ones who resent being nuns, and you’re different from the ones who take themselves too seriously.”
I yanked my hand out of her hold, cradling it against my chest. Her hold would leave a bruise, no doubt. We stared at each other for a long moment, and I tried to remind myself once again that this pitiful creature was a prisoner, a dead woman in need of care. I went back to strapping the garments onto her.
“You’re gentle,” she said quietly. “I just have this feeling that if you were to talk… you would call me by name. You would call me Victoria.”
I would, I wanted to say. I would call you anything if it made you more comfortable. I would bring you a blanket to keep out the chill. I would like to do so much for you, no matter how afraid I am. 
Victoria sighed and leaned back against the wall once I was done dressing her. “Maybe I’m dreaming too much. I’ve thought that and been wrong many times before. At the end of the day, you’re all the same: you’re here to do your job and never talk about it again. All those sisters who have been tasked with taking care of me… Not one of them ever thought to help. Not one of them ever leaked the secret.”
Before I knew it, I had reached out to place a gentle hand on her shoulder. She looked at it, then looked back at me. She seemed confused for a moment. Speechless. 
I took my hand away and grabbed the dirty clothes and my lantern. I had other duties to attend to, I couldn’t afford to stay and let her talk more. I just hoped that brief, comforting touch would convey how I felt about taking care of her, how I longed to make her feel more like a person instead of a monster. 
“Come back soon,” she called as I was leaving, “Sister Therese.”

      ***The second time I went downstairs, I felt a little braver. Victoria hadn’t hurt me that first time, and I felt it was unlikely she would this time. Mother Superior must’ve been correct about her wanting to live more than she wanted to kill us all for doing this to her. Keeping her captive.
When I shone the light on her, she was curled up against the wall, visibly shivering. “Sister Therese,” she said softly. “It’s the dead of winter by now, isn’t it? It rarely gets so unbearably cold in here. I’m usually… okay with the clothing I receive.”
I nodded, pity filling my heart once more. I knelt down in front of her and grabbed my knife, slicing the flesh open to feed her. She drank hungrily. 
“Some of the sisters don’t feed me at all,” she admitted quietly, and I could feel my heart shatter at the tone. “Can I have more? More of your blood?”
I moved my hand back above her muzzle, letting more blood drip down into her mouth. She lapped it up like a starving dog. What a miserable existence, and to think some of the sisters would make it even harder on her. 
Not that I could necessarily blame them. It was painful and scary, feeding a vampire. But there were thirty of us and only one of her, surely, we could stand to spare some of our blood every week. Jesus had called us to feed the hungry. What use was our becoming nuns if we couldn’t even live the Gospel?
“Thank you, sister,” she said as I was bandaging my hand. She wasn’t in her usual playful mood. Hunger must’ve made her weary. “I know it’s not fair of me to ask, but I’m so cold. Is there any way you could bring a blanket with you on your next visit? Something warm. I’m so terribly cold.”
The sisters would immediately know it was me who brought an extra blanket downstairs. Would Mother Superior punish me privately for it? Would I break my solemn vow of obedience by bringing the blanket? I was never instructed against it. 
I decided I would try my luck the next time. Until then, there was not much I could do, except…
“What are you doing?” Victoria asked as I took her chained hands in mine, still kneeling before her. I rubbed them gently, trying to create some warmth. My hands weren’t awfully warm either, but my body heat must’ve counted for something. “Oh,” she breathed. 
She let me rub her hands until I felt some sort of warmth, and then she let me place the lantern next to her, allowing her to take it and hold it up to the parts of her body that felt coldest. I watched her press her cheek against the glass and wondered just how cruel we were for not allowing her more than a few scraps of clothing. 
But alas, I had to bathe her. I knew it would only serve to make her colder, but there was nothing I could do, unless I wanted to go against Mother Superior’s orders. 
“The water is always so cold,” she commented as I scrubbed her down with the sponge. “I know hot water is hard to come by even upstairs — I’ve heard about it from the sisters. But still, sometimes I just wish for a bit of warmth. From anywhere. From a blanket, from the bath, from anywhere. The lantern felt very nice against my skin. Thank you, Sister Therese. Can I keep it with me a bit longer, once you’re done bathing me?”
I nodded without thinking. It was just so heart-wrenching to listen to. I had other duties to attend to after basement cleaning, but I couldn’t bring myself to hurry along and not let her warm her hands on the lantern’s glass exterior. I sat on the ground with her, watching her desperately press her palms against the surface of it.
“Catherine doesn’t even know this,” she said suddenly, and I looked away from the light to look at her face. It was half-shrouded in darkness from where her fingers were blocking the flame. “But this hasn’t always been my life in the convent. By the time Mother Superior of Catherine’s came to show her the ropes, the tasks only included feeding, bathing, and clothing. That’s what she showed you as well. That’s what you’ll show the new sisters, if you ever become Mother Superior. I hope, at least. But there were sisters before her, and sisters before those sisters. Different ones. Ones who thought helping me and showing me mercy included a lot more than these three tasks.”
I listened intently. Maybe Victoria would answer more of my questions than Mother Superior had. Maybe she would answer the questions I knew I must’ve had in the back of my mind, but that I couldn’t put into words. Maybe I would receive answers I didn’t even want to hear.
“They performed many exorcisms on me,” she said. “With priests and everything. They burned me with crosses and splashed holy water on me. They did everything to break the curse that is vampirism. I was their little experiment; if they managed to break me somehow, they could communicate it to the rest of the church and have them wage a holy war against vampires. My body… it heals. It doesn’t bear the scars of those decades of constant torment. My voice is the same as it was back then, no matter how many times I’d screamed myself hoarse. Nobody knows. Nobody cares to know.”
Once again, it only felt appropriate to reach out and place a hand on her shoulder. I wanted her to know I was there for her. That I was listening, and I was horrified by what I heard. That I didn’t think it was right.
She huffed out a laugh. “Then the vampires slowly started disappearing. Humans stopped focusing on trying to turn us back, and they got good at killing us instead. The church decided it wouldn’t waste any more energy on this little experiment that I was. When the priests stopped coming, it was the best day of my life. I thought they might even let me go. Or even stake me, hell, I wouldn’t have objected. I was so broken down, I wanted nothing else but for it to end. But the sisters kept tending to me. I was still chained up. I realised there was no way out.”
I scooted a little closer, despite my fears. I embraced Victoria, letting her lean her head on my chest. She let go of the lantern and curled up in my arms, and I couldn’t decide whether it was the comfort or the warmth she seeked from me. I hoped I could provide both.
“You’re either brave or foolish,” she muttered against my habit. “Or maybe I’m just not the terrifying monster I once was.”
I don’t see a monster anymore. I see someone tormented and broken. I see someone in need of a friend. 
I held her for minutes on end. She didn’t say more about her captivity, and I got lost in my silent prayers for her. I knew I needed to do everything in my power to make her stay less miserable. 
When we finally parted, she handed me my lantern without another word. I knew this was likely the first hug she’d received in centuries, and I hoped it would help hold her over until I could next come visit her. 

      ***The third time I embarked on the journey downstairs, I had with me not only the clean garments I would dress Victoria in, but a thick blanket. My legs weren’t shaking as I descended the stairs, and my lantern holding hand was steady. 
“Sister Therese,” she said before I even reached the bottom of the staircase. The fact that she could tell me apart now simply by my footsteps filled my heart with joy. I hoped she could sense the confidence in them. The eagerness to return.
When she saw me and saw the extra thing I was carrying, her mouth formed a little ‘o’. I set the lantern down and placed the blanket on the ground to her right. She reached out to feel the material, and her lips curled into a soft smile. It was nothing like the mocking ones she gave me when I first visited her with Mother Superior; it was innocent and childlike, betraying genuine happiness.
“You might get in trouble for this,” she said as she looked up at me. I shrugged, giving her a little smile in turn. She giggled. “Sister Therese, you’re getting reckless. What’s next? You’ll break your vow of silence to talk to me?”
Her tone made it seem like it was just a cheeky little joke, but her eyes told a different story. She really wanted me to talk to her, and my mind went back to the first time I’d visited her on my own. The way she told me she thought I would call her by name. 
But I could only shake my head in response. My solemn vow of silence was a vow made to God, and I felt like there was no way I could break it, even if it was to comfort Victoria. I hoped my other means of comfort would suffice.
“I can’t say I’m surprised,” she said with a sigh, trying to hide the disappointment in her voice. “You’re a good sister. I only wish— I only wish being a good sister wasn’t at odds with…” She trailed off, averting her eyes. I had a feeling I knew what she meant. I felt the same way. I wished there was a way for me to fulfil my duties that somehow included making her feel better.
I knelt down in front of her, but I didn’t take out my knife this time. Instead, I reached behind her head, feeling out the mechanism holding the muzzle in place. It was metal, which must’ve meant it was silver — that way, Victoria couldn’t remove it herself, even if she could reach it. I, on the other hand, had no trouble getting it to open and slowly removing it.
“What are you doing?” she asked, alarmed. “What are you doing? Why did you take that off? You realise I could bite you, right?”
I nodded and put the muzzle on the ground next to me. Without it blocking half of her face, Victoria looked quite beautiful in the dancing light of the lantern. But she looked frightened.
“You’ll get in so much trouble if someone finds out about this. You don’t understand! What if they find out? What if they bar you from ever coming back down here? Sister Therese, I—”
I held out my arm, pulling my sleeve up and exposing my wrist. I’d thought and prayed long and hard about this, and this was the conclusion I’d come to: the only way for Victoria to properly sate her hunger and for me to know that she’d done that was to let her have control over how much she drank. And I couldn’t do that through a dog muzzle. 
“What are you doing?” she asked in a small voice. She certainly didn’t look like a monster now. She looked lost. I didn’t budge. “You can’t possibly mean for me to… bite you?”
I pushed my wrist a little closer to her face. I knew what I wanted. If she really didn’t want it, she could tell me, but her concern about me getting in trouble wasn’t going to deter me. Some sisters were starving her, I needed to make sure she was well-fed.
She gingerly took my arm in her chained hands, and opened her mouth, fangs glistening in the light. She glanced at me one last time and I nodded my approval. 
It hurt when her fangs sank into the delicate flesh of my wrist. I could feel her sucking on the wounds and I winced, looking away instead so I at least wouldn’t pass out. Despite it having been my own offer, my heart was pounding in my chest, worst case scenarios running through my mind at a rapid speed. 
But soon, she stopped. I could feel her remove her fangs and she sat back, letting go of my arm. “I can’t remember the last time I fed normally,” she said wistfully. “I… I don’t even know what to say. I can’t believe

      ***
      ***
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