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			Dedication

			
		
    + 
Dedicated to all the hurt, pain and despair that haunts the darkened corners of my existence to this day. I will not let it consume me, I will consume it. 
This series is for those whose suffering claws at the edges  of their own forced silence. For those who cage the monster within, unable to ever let it free 
Do not let it out, let it feed from the feast provided by the Nightkind themselves. For those who see the world as hollow and dream of tearing through its filth and grime to remake it in their own image. 
This is not a heroine's journey. This is not a love story. 
If severe PTSD lingers in your bones, stop. Set this book down.  
Put it back. 
 Do not look.  
Protect yourself. 
But if you feel the pull, if the quiet hunger of the night speaks to you… 
Then turn the page.  And welcome to Nyxhaven, where the beautiful go to die. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            Beware The Beast Man.
 Man's Ego, His Downfall.
Man's Self-Importance, His Sin.
It Is Upon This Sin, Do We Feed.
~ KING LE'GARDE DE NOIR, Ruler Of The Spectri Vampire Race.
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​Prologue: Pre-Show Chatterbox
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DISCONTENT MEMO: ORPHANS Of The Black Sun
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[image: ]


[LUSCIOUSVENUS]:

Okay, why does half the city suddenly look like they’re auditioning for a funeral?
[redflagQueen]: 

Because, brother of mine, Nyxhaven is Nyxhaven, we always look like we're auditioning for a funeral in this city. Even though my coffin is going to be lined in Esprada and Gacci.

[lusciousVenus]: 

Slay that wake my dearest sibling, but your funeral won't be nearly as fabulous as mine.

[quantaOracle]: 

Based on search engine metrics: Ashley’s band announced the rest of the city wide tour dates a week ago. National dates are still to be announced. Search volume tripled overnight. Probability of public hysteria: 99.7%.
[ghostingGrace]: 

oh right... The Vampire Ashriel thing, im sure it will be splendid, you know my senseis at Baki’s Psychic Medium Speech Therapy And Tarot Card Fortune For The Fortuitous Academy, always say such lovely things about the venues they pick.

[redflagQueen]: 

that name still freaks me out

[thredonicDirge]:  

The Vampire Ashriel?

[redflagQueen]:

No. Baki’s Psychic Medium Speech Therapy And Tarot Card Fortune For The Fortuitous Academy, GG. what IS your life?

[ghostingGrace]: 

A vast array of vision boards, fortune telling and parents who think that society is a sham invented by the corporate overlords of Nyxhaven.

[mydarkSanctuary]:

Anyway! Back to what I was talking about!

[lusciousVenus]:

You going to the show, MS? It’s all you’ve been talking about for months after all.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Obviously

[redflagQueen]: 

Alone?

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

No, Ache and Dirge are coming with me, helping me sneak out.

[heartAche]: 

I’m almost ready to go, we’ll be at your house in like, two hours, I just need to go pick up Dirge.

[lusciousVenus]:

don’t get eaten alive, okay doll?

[quantaOracle]: 

Hold on. Statistically speaking, tickets did not officially go on presale until a month ago, last we heard you didn’t have any money left after what happened with your mother popping back up and your father taking your money to appease her. So, the probability of your preemptive legal acquisition: low.
[mydarkSanctuary]: 

I know

[quantaOracle]:

Then... how do you have one? It is logically inconsistent.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

preorder connections, you know how hard I worked all summer at Jutty’s Juke Finds!

[redflagQueen]: 

🚩Just because you worked hard didn’t mean you saved hard.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

wow, that’s literally all you ever say, RQ

[heartAche]: 

They’re not the red flag queen for nothing Sanct!

[ghostingGrace]: 

just promise you’ll text when you get home, MS

[mydarkSanctuary]:

I always do

[threnodicDirge]:

crowds loosen the seams of the soul

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

it’s a concert, TD, not a cult

[threnodicDirge]: 

you say concert, I say plausible deniability soaked in ritualized adoration with better lighting. Tomato, tomahto, blood sacrifice sold separately.

[lusciousVenus]:

TD got you there girl. So MS, what song are you hoping his band plays?

[mydarkSanctuary]:

Be Mine

[heartAche]: 

yeah... you always liked that one

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

because it’s good, it touched my soul honestly, I know he’s singing about me, I know we’re meant to be...

[quantaOracle]: 

Parasocial engagement metrics spike highest with that track. Audience emotional response: extreme.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

you make everything sound like a lab experiment QO

[quantaOracle]: 

Observation is not subjective, I analyze things and find out how they tick down to their deepest cores, statistically speaking, you have a 0.000006% chance in the lower ranges, to ever find a friend as good as me.

[redflagQueen]: 

Just don’t do anything stupid for some rocker guy you’ve never met.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

it’s not just about him, RQ

[lusciousVenus]:

famous last words lmao

[mydarkSanctuary]:

Not funny. Ugh

[midnightCoven]:

When’s the show? hoping it’s not boring, we had plans tonight but we knew that...nevermind.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Tonight!!  As my best friends you and Luscious should have made plans to come too!

[midnightCoven]: 

of course it’s tonight...You’ve done nothing but bombard us with your enthusiasm for weeks at this point without telling us when it was happening. So...
[mydarkSanctuary]: 

I can’t wait! So... what are you doing tonight that you were too busy to go with me, MC?  

[midnightCoven]: 

Probably just... watching that documentary on the founding of Club Bitter Blood with LV, Nixxy really had to claw for everything in that place.

[lusciousVenus]: 

Yea, it’s going be really great, we’ve been planning on watching it together for a while. Ever since you kept obsessing over the concert we decided we could just go ahead and do it together instead. Sorry doll, we want no part of your honestly cringey rockstar obsession 

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

I AM NOT. Wait... WHAT? You’re... with him? Tonight?! The night I go to the concert?!

[midnightCoven]: 

Uh. technically, yes.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

I can’t believe this. You promised me! I trusted you! You know the thought of you two being alone together makes me uncomfortable! This is a betrayal! 

[lusciousVenus]: 

By the fucking Light Bringer, fucking shit MS, calm down darling girl. it’s just a fucking documentary. It's not like we're going to be having sloppy makeouts, you and your stupid friendship boundary nonsense need to relax ok hun?

[mydarkSanctuary]:

JUST a documentary? Are you FUCKING KIDDING ME?!

[midnightCoven]: 

You know she's not listening to us LV. Come on MS, chill... breathe. Seriously, damn, do you think we want to deal with you freaking out on us right now?

[mydarkSanctuary]:

I AM BREATHING MC! I’M HYPERVENTILATING, ACTUALLY! THIS IS UNFAIR! YOU BOTH PROMISED YOU WOULDN’T! 

[lusciousVenus]:  

MS. We did not promise you we were never going to hang out ever.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT RESPECTING WHAT YOU WANT WHEN YOU DON'T CARE ABOUT DISRESPECTING WHAT I WANT?!

[midnightCoven]: 

Luscious ain’t do shit to you girl, don’t you fucking yell at him.

[lusciousVenus]: 

I just, no. Wow. yep. that’s it. 

[midnightCoven]: 

we out LV?

[lusciousVenus]: 

Yes we are MC.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Don’t you FUCKING dare -!

[lusciousVenus]: 

Bye for now sweetie.

[midnightCoven]: 

We out, c u in 5.

[midnightCoven] has blocked [mydarkSanctuary] for five minutes!

[lusciousVenus] has blocked [mydarkSanctuary] for five minutes!

[heartAche]: 

MS... hey. Please. Listen. You’re freaking out, yeah, but yelling isn’t gonna change anything. You’re safe, okay? They blocked you yea but you need to calm down.

[mydarkSanctuary]:

I just... I wanted tonight to be special. And now it’s ruined. Everything is ruined. They know I hate it when they do things without me!

[heartAche]: 

No. It’s not ruined. You still have the concert. TD and I are helping you remember? Just... focus on what you can control.

[threnodicDirge]:

Betrayal, rage, these are but minor annoyances in the tapestry of existence because she says left, we will all fucking walk right because she got mad and started yelling at us for not walking left with the shoes she wanted us to wear. 

[heartAche]:

What kind of shoes would you wear?

[threnodicDirge]: 

Fuck shoes, I’m walking barefoot all over that shit.

[midnightCoven]: 

Heh, me too, shoes are just constraints created to trap us in the will of other people’s expectations anyway, you got a point TD

[threnodicDirge]: 

Shut up MC. Anyway. You guys are way too fucking nice to her, and after all that I need something to drink so I will catch you later.

[threnodicDirge] has gone offline!

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Fuck you too Dirge!

[quantaOracle]:

Emotional response exceeds normative parameters. Statistically speaking, proper coping mechanisms are as follows: deep breathing, hydration, avoidance of irrational actors. Offline time, journaling and so on.

[ghostingGrace]:

yeah... maybe don’t text them for a bit. Let them chill.

[mydarkSanctuary]:

I HATE YOU ALL...I need to talk to Frankie about this!

[mydarkSanctuary] has left the memo!!
––––––––
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[LUSCIOUSVENUS]: 

Why is she always like this over the smallest things? She’s a doll but there’s only so much I can take.

[midnightCoven]: 

I feel you there, I hate how she keeps trying to make us bend to her will like she has some kind of friendship blackmail on us we don’t even fucking know about.

[redflagQueen]: 

Classic MS, you think she’s just venting but then she gets all overly serious about everything and throws a fit.

[lusciousVenus]: 

yeah. “classic” is one word for it, love the girl to pieces you know I do just the same as everyone, but she needs to chill, she bugs out if Coven and I stare at something together for longer than she can tolerate.

[heartAche]: 

It gets kinda stressful when treats you guys like you’re her toys or something. But I think she's just confused.

[midnightCoven]: 

You always make up excuses for her HA. Stop that shit. She’s gonna be back in 5 after we unblock her and act like nothing ever happened, like she did nothing wrong, she won’t even apologize. I know if we ask her to, she’ll say she has nothing to apologize for and that we were both disrespecting her boundaries and that triggered her. So we’ll be the ones at fault.

[lusciousVenus]: 

I’m going to go relax for a while, have a bit of a spa night before Coven comes over, dealing with her acting like this is never good for my health.  

[redflagQueen]: 

100% guarantee on both your points. It’s been what, like six or seven years we’ve been friends with her? 

[ghostingGrace]:

It’s ok. She just needs to understand that other people have emotions too, things have been hard on her since her mom left. It’s just by lucky chance we met her brother in the game.

[redflagQueen]:

Yea well, I smell red flags through the screen. Anyway, Noct just messaged me, she overslept, but the moment she saw that she was freaking out on the others she didn’t want to even join the memo. She’s Sanctuary’s number one cheerleader, I swear the girl acts like she has a crush on MS at times. 

[midnightCoven]:

That tells you everything right there GG, stop trying to make it seem like MS is going to change. 

[ghostingGrace]:

We can hope.

[midnightCoven]:

Hope isn’t reality GG

––––––––
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[MYDARKSANCTUARY] IS discontent with malignantFuneral at ??? PM

[mydarkSanctuary]:

Hey. Can we talk?

[malignantFuneral]: 

Sure. What’s up?

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Coven and Luscious are pissing me off. I need a break from everyone.

[malignantFuneral]: 

You okay?

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

I’m fine.

[malignantFuneral]: 

No you’re not.

[mydarkSanctuary]:

Yes I am. I’m just, losing it over how annoying and ungrateful all my friends are.

[malignantFuneral]:

Whatever. Wanna vent? You’re allowed to lose it you know. I mean... I’d probably join in.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Thanks, but I said I’m fine, how have the years been treating you? I was really happy you reached out to me a while back you know. You never did tell me what dad called you about.

[malignantFuneral]: 

Had some real, life change things happen after dad and I...talked. Anyway, I met someone absolutely perfect back then. I found my way through life with their help. I hang out with your group online but outside that I made some new friends. Formed a rock band.

[mydarkSanctuary]:

Wait. what? You got a girlfriend AND formed a band?!

[malignantFuneral]: 

The rock band part yea. Why?

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

WHATEVER! You have the nerve to go actually do this to me?!

[malignantFunereal] 

Do what to you?

[mydarkSanctuary]:

What about me?! After everything! After Mom and Dad kicked you out on the street, but YOU RAN! I had to survive under their hell alone!

[malignantFuneral]:

It wasn’t just fucking running. I had to do something with my life. I tried to keep in touch with you, you know that!

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

But do I REALLY know that? Maybe I don’t like feeling like you abandoned me for your stupid, pointless fucking career!

[malignantFuneral]: 

I told you to be strong for me didn’t I? You know there was no way I was going to survive in that house and I taught you all I could.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Surviving?! I suffered! Do you even know what that feels like?!

[malignantFuneral]: 

They beat on me you know that right? Every hit that would have been directed at you, I took for you ontop of the ones meant for me! You were just a little kid! They kicked me out of the house for something I didn’t have a part in! Do you think I like the fact our parents attack me online to this day about our sisters deaths?! I wasn’t in the car that night, but that was the night Frank died. I’m Funereal now. That’s who I am.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Funereal?! I don’t care if you rename yourself a dozen times, you’ll always be Frankie to me!

[malignantFuneral]: 

Sis, I didn’t ask to hurt you. I just...Could you stop fucking ignoring the point of what I’m trying to say?

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

You left me. You left me to rot because you’re selfish.

[malignantFuneral]: 

I don’t know why I bother trying to talk about serious shit with you. Anyway, I told you, didn't I? I told you to follow your dreams too, you can’t fault me for doing what I had to do.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Whatever. I can’t even think about it. It’s just... It’s too much. But that’s not what I need right now. I need... help.

[malignantFuneral]:

Help? You mean you actually feel like venting?

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

No. I need one thing. Just one thing. A ticket. To Ashley’s concert. I saved up for it...but dad spent all my money on mom again. I lied to my friends and told them I had connections and that I preordered my ticket ages ago, I’m freaking out Frankie. I’ve been waiting for this forever.

[malignantFuneral]: 

Oh. That’s it? Okay.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

What do you mean “okay”? Huh?

[malignantFuneral]:

I mean I’ll get you another one. Don’t argue. You’re going.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

You’re serious?

[malignantFuneral]: 

Dead serious. And... I’m sending you something else too. To make you feel better while you wait.

[mydarkSanctuary]:  

You don’t have to...

[malignantFuneral]: 

I want to. You know I just want my little sister to smile more. Package should be there within 30 minutes. I just sent you the picture of them, logo jeans for that band you like.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Are you kidding me? These are... perfect.

[malignantFuneral]:

Told you. Wear them to the concert. You’ll look like you belong there.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

You actually did this for me, you’re always doing stuff, you’re the best brother ever!

[malignantFuneral]: 

Of course. You’ve survived worse, right? We both have.  This is nothing. Just go, have fun, and stop worrying about everything else.

[mydarkSanctuary]: 

Okay. Okay. Thank you Frankie, I’m sorry I got so mad earlier, thank you so much

[malignantFuneral]: 

I keep telling you not to call me that.  But yeah, sure, whatever makes you happy.

malignantFuneral has ceased being discontent with [mydarkSanctuary] at ??? PM!

​
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​1st Fang: Just Another Slaughterday Night


[image: ]


The atmosphere in Club Bitter Blood pulsated like sizzling, writhing flesh.

Near the doorway of the entrance hall, past glossy posters for bands and drink specials, the wall sagged under neglect.

A tattered cluster of heavily neglected flyers drooped in the corner.

Each one was a smiling human face frozen in time above the word MISSING. The ink had run from years of humidity, their features bleeding into the paper like ghosts. The music throbbed through the plaster, making the material tremble faintly, as though the dead still tried to move. 

Neon light like mist from inside spilled through the doorway, staining their faded smiles in sickly pinks and reds.

A tall man stood before the collage, lean and sharp in purple leather pants and black sneakers. His green-and-purple hair spilled oily waves down his shoulders, glinting against his naked chest like gasoline in the vibrant multi-hued lights.

Tattoos coiled along his bare arms like paintings, pierced metal glittering at lips, brows, ears,  in his nipples and attached to both, a chain as green as his hair swung against his back lightly. 

He smirked as he sniffed over the posters like a curious dog, a cigarette smoldering  between his fangs.

In each hand he held a marker.

One by one, with those same markers, he moved closer once more and continued to deface the flyers.

With the black, he slashed crude Xs through faded eyes. With the pink, he scrawled dripping caricatures, jagged fangs, blood smeared smiles. A boy’s crooked grin grew dripping teeth. A family on a hiking trip bloomed with neon wounds. A girl’s graduation cap was streaked with cartoon gore.

“Stoopid fuckin’ Kids Meals, cher. Combos don’ never be watchin’ dey lil’ ones right... an’ them Value Meals? Ha! Done runnin’ wild like gators in da bayou, no damn sense, non.”

Seifer hummed tunelessly, pausing only to switch markers. Several more jutted from his back pocket, ready.

The bassline shifted, and a shadow cut across the posters, swallowing the marked faces.

Ashriel stepped into the entrance hall as the first of the front doors swung open.

Chains draped his  arms where his black blouse split down the sides, revealing more pale flesh. A flash of his hard twelve pack abs, silver chains woven in it rattling like metal veins. 

Ashriel’s lithe, seven-foot androgynous body moved like some forgotten river god brought to unlife, radiating a slow, dangerous lust. 

Torn black leather clung to his hips, gold chains whispering leaves against the material. 

Platinum blonde hair streaked poison-green, shrieking jewel purple, and jagged wound red caught the neon light. His silver thorn etched black boots crunched over glass and blood splatter; from some poor drunk dragged out earlier, as though it were bloody confetti laid out for him.

Around his neck and wrists hung talismanic chains blessed by half-mad witch doctors, each link strung with tiny bones, glass shards, and grisly trinkets scavenged from past victories. The charms clinked softly as he moved, a rattling chorus of conquered ghosts. He only wore them when he went out drinking before a show...

And again after.

All for luck in the Battle Tendency death-match concerts, where reputation bled as easily as flesh and only the most feral performers walked away crowned in glory.

Rings shaped like eyeballs and fanged mouths adorned his fingers. Yet he was without his normal facial and chest piercings. 

From inside the club, humans spotted him through the glass. A ripple of excitement cut through their drunken haze, fingers pointing, mouths whispering, eyes wide. Some pressed close to the door, squealing names, trying to glimpse him fully..

“Oh my goood!! It’s Ashley Ozde!” one shrieked, waving a torn concert flyer like a madwoman.

“It’s really him! From The Vampire Ashriel!” another yelled excitedly.

They thought the name was only the band, a gothic angelic reference, a marketing hook too beautiful to mean anything real.

To them, Ashley Ozde was just another mortal musician with perfect bone structure and a love of theatrics.

Behind the glass, the Nightkind in the club from Spectri vampires to Lunareth elves watched the city’s prime shepherd of slaughter pass by. 

The truth wrapped in human myth, hiding in plain sight, Ashriel reached out wordlessly to jingle the chain against his Enforcer’s back.

Seifer straightened, both markers frozen mid-air.

Ashriel’s heterochromatic eyes, chartreuse liquor in one, blood-crimson in the other, swept the wall. A girl with bubblegum hair. A boy in pajamas. A couple with three children.

His face betrayed nothing.

“Y’all reconnu any’a dem, boss? Wall gon’ get big enuff one night so we kin play tic-tac-toe like back at Club Havok, cher. Dis lil’ Kids Meal been missin’ fo’ coupla cycles now,” Seifer chuckled, tapping the boy’s face now marked with pink fangs. 

Seifer’s voice was smooth in its playfulness. “I reckon I done mangé dis one, ‘less dat was you, hein. Hard ta tell. Guts all look da same in da end, no matter what kinda meal it be. Moi? I always go fo’ dem value meals, less me an’ my brother get hungry fo’ combos or carts, cher.”

“No. I do not recognize any of them. It is just another slaughterday night, Seifer-tho,” he murmured. Each word curved like the ocean crests before it crashes the shore.

The Second Prince’s tone was the same temperature as glacial ice.“One cycle bleeds into the next, ne? Kids, Values, Combos... even a lonely à la carte, crawling home from its cubicle grave. Carne e carne. Once they vanish, they are gone. The forest births more elk and the Gods birth more sin. Lord Dracula is generous, nu-i așa?”

Seifer nodded at that, grinning widely, “Hell yes”

Every Spectri had their preference, some favored the tender warmth of a certain type of Kids Meal, others the restless blood of a particular sub class of Value Meal. Combo Meals of any economic status were indulgent, couples, double kills. While the solitary À La Carte carried the elegance of solitude, the earthy flavor of what was usually a life half-lived.

The Crown did not care, as long as the hunt did not break their species hidden presence in the world. Nor did the Gods, they had long since etched into the Spectri their instincts.

Carved out their hungers, their carnal lusts that demanded full possession before the feast. 

All Spectri bore preference for one kind of flesh, blood and all over another.

It was always the follow up to the soul being drained out.

Ashriel wasn’t a picky eater. 

He consumed all.

Ashriel’s eyes passed over the missing persons posters once more, memories vaguely entering his mind. He soon grew lost to inner contemplation about his own eating habits when he, very rarely due to his station as Second Prince, indulged himself.

A rare gluttony, FWMHH or, Full Warm Meat Home Hunts...

Chubby-cheeked, eyeless, warm meat children with their legs chewed off in their cribs. Their bloody, gnawed on handless arms flailing, lipless mouths shrieking.

He impaled them in a frenzy of tiny, shredding screams, his retractable spines bloomed like venomous thorns through diaper-soft walls. A grunt, pulverizing bladder and bowel in gushes of gore that smeared his flesh before he absorbed it through his skin.

Right before he sank fangs into still overheated flesh. 

He’d rip into the Fresh Kids Meal, tearing off a sagging little arm or chunks of thrashing belly fat all the way to half, if not all, of an entire wailing head.

The Prince enjoyed the final dying cries of youth cut short by his hunger, before it could even form coherent thought.

It was never enough however.

The youngest offspring of his hunts were just an appetiser that almost always required bigger prey.

They were a newborn elk fawn in the scheme of things. A small snack at best, their short lives were not for him alone, but for Those Who Sleep Below.

There was another despair however, which made him simply, divinely, absolutely,  ravenous..

The adult elk themselves. 

Combo Meals just came home to find their cum dripping, open mouthed fawn sitter hanging by her intestines from the ceiling fan.

The next thing either warm meat would know, he’d have them both pinned to the  floor. The human couple would each be mounted without remorse and rut into broken submission. Their gasps twisting from terror to fractured ecstasy as he spent his necrotizing venomous load inside them.

All this amid the symphony of barbs shredding bloody innards.

Their melting walls would part in ragged flower petals, hemorrhaging thick ropes of blood that gurgled like rabies. He plunged into both, one after the other, as they choked on the acrid bite of fear-sweat; and their own dissolving teeth and tongues.

He’d take his time, only then to tear out their throats in a spray of hot release, jugulars snapping like harp strings under his ironclad jaws. 

Bloody sprinkler veins would hose his face in rhythmic geysers that tasted of salt and fading life.

Then he’d move on to the disbelieving Value Meals, if there were any. By then they’d be spread wide on the kitchen tile. Their bodies would be slick with mingled bodily fluids and the life blood of internal carnage while his spines retracted viscous, sticky,  from ravaged cores. 

The floor around them would become a gore lake of shredded wombs, tattered anuses, pulled out in glistening strings. Everytime, the cavities below drooled like bloody second mouths. 

They were always so beautiful, bubbling with foamy ejaculate and bile that seeped in yellowing bloody rivulets down quaking flanks. 

All the screaming they did while being fully gutted in the kitchen. Ashriel would drizzle his acidic spit into their mouths. Stare at them pissing themselves as the scent of spilled seed and entrails fermented inside them. He’d laugh, watching the smell make them vomit what they could into the gaping holes burned through their own guts. 

He would let out a moan, his claws raking through abdomen like a paper shredder through a book report. He would watch the first few yards of undulating gut as he made it spill out hot onto the linoleum.

He’d admire his work, a beautiful sloppy pile that twitched as it cooled.

Overall, Ashriel fed without hesitation, without remorse. 

Each hunt blurred into the next, a tapestry of whimpers and gasps of destined pain. The prelude of violation sharpening the feast's savage joy, the rending of organs as he ate like a feral animal.

Relaxation at its finest hour.

The orchestral symphony of bodies breaking and voices uttering their last dying groans before fading into silence, was art. He would kneel naked in the body pile, praying to Lord Dracula in thanks for the chance to feast uninterrupted. Ashriel would then  return home to his domain; sated from the graveyard of what had been a human home. 

All that would be left was on the floor, the stairs, the ceiling, a mosaic of smeared fluids cooling to a tacky crust. 

It would be cleaned up by a cleaning crew, a Spectri coven from the Crimson Wraiths Sept known as the Carrion Crows. They were a punk rock band who, like all in their bug/carrion bird themed skill, were capable of consuming what was touched by dead blood without getting sick.

Meat was meat, and breath was only the illusion before the meal.

The green and purple haired Spectri chuckled, dragging one last slash across a bright-eyed girl’s face. “Figure, cher. Waste o’ ink, dat is. Don’t rightly remember if I done mangé any’a dem anyway, boss... Carrion Crows prolly got ‘em by now anyhow, hein.” Smoke curled from his smirk as he pocketed his markers.

Ashriel shrugged a bit “The Carrion Crows, are effective, ne?” he said, his fused accent thickening briefly on the consonants, “they do their work well. When the house is full, I summon them. When it is only one or two warm meat, I clean the mess myself. Mă înțelegi, non?”

The words hung like incense in the neon pink smoke on the dance floor beyond the glass.

Seifer laughed under his breath. “Y’vraiment enjoy dem days, oui, boss mwen cher?”

Ashriel tilted his head, smile like the cut of a mirror.

“Oui, mon cher. Those nights remind me that hunger is holy, our hunger is how we serve Him, serve Them, Those Who Sleep Below”

His voice dropped again, colder.

“I unwind, ne? I become the hymn of their screams even as they sing their dying agony for me. And when I eat them, when I fuck them as they die, I am close enough to god to taste His decay.“

“Praise ‘em, boss. Blood run sweet t’night.” Seifer then turned to look at Ashriel and noticed something off about his boss,“Ashriel-dro, où qu’é dat piercings-la, huh? Ya gon’ besoin dem fo’ Battle Tendency aftah da show tonight, j’entends say some real cocky-ass challenger band comin’ to throw down, cher.”

When Seifer mentioned his missing piercings, Ashriel’s gaze flicked over, amused. “Damaged. A Vuk bit me and ran for backup. Those beasts strike first, talk never. I sent my piercings to be cleansed. No Vuk blood near my stage tonight. Purity of sound, purity of flesh.”

“Curățenie înainte de concert,” he whispered quietly, “these things... must be maintained, before anything else. Seifer-tho, discipline first, then pleasure. That is the way of our kind, non?”

Seifer nodded “Of course, but Fè sans, cher. Ya gon’ attiré Vuk under dem stage lights si ya pa careful, hein. Regardé dat Machina Twilight band, Bugs R Us....rippé en morceaux à Club Chartreuse la semaine passée pa dat psycho-ass Vuk, qui burst in dere comme si da dinner bell sonné. Havok-vane té bizwen tiré out dat sonic shotgun guitar fo’ chase ‘im, t’remember sa, cher? Lawd, sa té gnarly comme fuck.” His honorific spoke of the alpha of the Havok Triplet brothers, Trixxy.

Ashriel sighed an unneeded breath, the faintest curl of disdain at the corner of his mouth. “And look where recklessness drags the weak, ne? Torn open, shredded onstage like children playing gods. Ridicol.  Unlike those pathetic Machina Twilight scrap posers, I maintain my conduits properly. I am no amateur.”

Ashriel’s gaze lifted to the ceiling as he offered a quick prayer to Dracula for success in tonight's battle. “Slavă Ție, Domnul Meu Dracula. Watch me tonight”

The shirtless vampire shrugged “Yea, dem guys be nuff wannabes, cher. You know I heard say dey leader’s domain got infiltré by dem Hunter Priests, hein?”

“I’d expect as much, no Enforcers. They complain that it is expensive to maintain. Mi se pare patetic. The whole outfit is a fucking joke, a pile of diseased cock-sucking trash.”

He crossed his arms. “If the rival band tonight comes from them, even better. I’ve been aching to mop the motherfucking floor with that Sept for ages.”Ashriel’s expression turned to one of humor as he shook his head and chuckled, walking over to run a hand along the missing persons poster wall area.

From deeper inside, another voice rang out, bright and cutting.

“Well, look who’s slumming it.” Pixxy emerged with a grin too wide, silver hair streaked with pink catching the neon. His fingers twirled a pink cat-head necklace. “Don’t you have rats to keep in line back at the Underlook Hotel? Or does our dear Second Prince let his watchdogs off the leash when it’s show night?”

Seifer exhaled smoke, unfazed.“Even Enforcers need a drink, Havok-shi. Da bar at da Underlook ain’t got my favs in stock, cher.”

Ashriel’s lips twitched, but he said nothing.

Pixxy laughed, fidgeting with his necklace,“Aigoooo...Fair enough. But I told Nixxy those things should’ve been updated ages ago. Half the kids and their parents up there aren’t even corpses anymore; just stomachs rotting in the Badlands.”

Seifer tilted his head, scanning the posters. He leaned in and licked a blood-slick stripe up the image of a young woman hugging her dog, his freakishly elongated purple tongue leaving a shimmering trail behind.

“All’a dem, meals,” he murmured. “Nuttin’ left but blood stains, hein.”

The youngest Havok triplet grin widened, eyes glittering with mischief. “So... which one was your favorite, huh? The one that made you smirk the most while chewing through their screams?”

Seifer flicked the cigarette ash, voice relaxed. “Ain’t got much ta say, Havok-shi... not somethin’ we should be talkin’ ‘bout in public. Some tings is ta stay between fangs an’ flesh, mwen cher.”

Pixxy clapped, still delighted regardless. “Ooooh, you’re no fun. I wanted a story. A juicy detail!”

Seifer smirked a little, dragging a neon green painted clawed finger across a teen’s poster.“Histoire real simple, Havok-shi, mwen... bwè yo tout, manje yo nèt, flesh, bones, tout bagay. Jete sa ki pa manje, t’heard?”

The green and purple haired vampa then flicked more ash, voice an even whisper, tone switching from the version of his regional dialect he’d been using with Ashriel.

He switched to the way he spoke to everyone below himself. “Tell mwen, Havok-shi, cher... ya planin’ gettin’ pregnant ‘gain anytime soon?” Even as he spoke, a flash of unease passed over him. 

Questions about new Cradle Maws, Pixxy’s losses... it wasn’t something he wanted to dwell on, but the thought lingered briefly before he pushed it aside. He was concerned about the next generation of their species’ success. 

At around 266 years old, only slightly older than the 250-year-old Ashriel and far older than the Havok Triplets, fresh adult Spectri at 150, he understood the stakes of maintaining the lineage. 

Memories of his own losses, watching his wife wither away years ago before he succumbed to Hunter Priest-inflicted wounds, sometimes fluttered in the very back of his mind.

Pixxy laughed, tiptoeing on his own grief behind the grin that brightened instantly, too fast. He twirled his necklace, eyes vacant, expression of joyful agony. “Aigoooo! Straight to the belly-talk, hm? What, you wanna kiss it for luck, Seifer-hyung? Should I start pickin’ out Cradle Maw names while you sing lullabies at my empty womb?” His laugh rang high and musical, like neon glass breaking against the ground.

Seifer smirked faintly, unconcerned externally, though he couldn’t entirely erase the sting of remembering. “Pa joke, Havok-shi... ya lost yo nan Hotel... Ashriel-dro li menm te nettoyé tout grief ou, cher.”

The Havok Triplet’s smile only widened, his voice now sing-song sweet. “Losses, gains, all the same in the end, no?” He shook his head, something sad in his eyes, before his grin curled sly. “What about you, hm? You plan on spillin’ into Gothika? Pretty Moros’d take your seed in a heartbeat if you weren’t such a fucking coward.”

For the first time, Seifer’s amusement thinned. Smoke like thin clouds floated from his lips as his gaze cut sideways. He’d fallen for his boss’s other Enforcer a year or so ago, the Triplets loved teasing him about not diving into making his intent to court known yet.

It bugged Seifer. He didn't even end his next statement how he usually would.

“Mind lang ou, Havok-shi.”

The younger vampire grinned at that even if he did pout a little, “Firrien Nocte you two?!” He was clearly ignoring Seifer’s comment. He spoke in the way all vampires of their species heading out of a conversation do.

“Mwen toujou prêt pou la nuit, t’heard? Nox ferrex, zereko? Havok-shi” Seifer’s polite language in the customary response was accented by his casual yawn. 

Their conversation had rattled them both, it was best to let it rest for tonight.

“Night’s always fierce indeed! That's why I just asked if you were ready for it! those warm meat meals on the wall, they’re never ready, one night, I’ll have an army of babies ready to eat them alongside me, just you wait Seifer! Firrien Nocte wangja!” Pixxy looked over at Ashriel, waving before heading out.

Ashriel’s mouth jumped faintly at that, but he still didn’t reply. Humans vanished every night. They were fodder, not tragedies.

Ashriel fully walked into the club, not bothering to say anything else to either of them.

Scents mingled: cigarette smoke, burning joints, sweat from gyrating bodies. Neon veins bled crimson across the walls, the red fracturing the crowd in its silent moan. A writhing mass of leather, lace, and flesh scattered into shards of light and shadow. The bass didn’t merely thump; it pounded like a heartbeat torn from a screaming chest.

The music groaned in pleasure, sinking fangs of sound into muscle and bone. The humans danced, oblivious, high, drunk off the ecstasy that vibrated around them. Desire mingling with arousal into yet another scent that tasted like sin.

Sin soaked in the still pumping blood of the mortals dancing their lives away, unaware of the watching eyes of their vampiric shepherds. 

This was no ordinary club. It was the beating heart of Nyxhaven’s club scene and Ashriel, a prince of the Spectri vampire race, moved through it like a wolf savoring the hunt.

Like a ghost his all-male species bore its name from.

In Nyxhaven, beauty was a weapon, and Ashriel wielded it like a blade, a twitching, erect steel phallus against overheated flesh.

His eyes caught a dark-haired woman clutching a missing-person flyer, her voice breaking. “Have you seen my daughter?”

Ashriel laughed, the sound floating through the neon haze so very cruel, so very amused. The crowd had been distracted by one of his band’s songs, but his laughter cut through the noise. Heads turned. Fangirls and boys shrieked his name, pressing forward, questions tumbling over one another. Their adoration drowned out the woman’s plea.

She was shoved aside, lost in the chaos. Before she could gather herself, a firm hand grasped hers....It was Seifer’s. He smiled at her brightly.

“Have you seen my daughter?” she asked again, hopeful.

Seifer’s grin widened, teeth glinting. “Yea, sure, mwen petit,” he said, voice smooth, playful, and dangerous. “Li nan back, mon. Come here to me, dis way, koi, koi cher.”

He led her through the crowd, disappearing into the color changing shadows.

Later, her mutilated body would be found hanging by its ankles on a clothing rack in the sewers under The Underlook Hotel; right next to her daughter’s bloody flayed skin. 

That’s where Seifer kept all his late-day snacks.
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The fans gathered around already knew their rock idol would only sign two things. A girl screamed about his piercings, another begged for his autograph, but Ashriel only smiled. 

The grin was sharp, too sharp, and for a heartbeat the mask of rockstar charisma slipped. This time it was his fangs that caught the light. The screams faltered into silence before exploding again, louder, more frantic. 

They saw only their idol. None of them saw the predator beneath.

Ashriel cackled to himself, but he tilted his head, hair falling into his eyes, several  people fainted at the sight. He ran a finger under one of the squealing girls' chins watching as she collapsed into her friend’s arms. 

The vampire rocker then stepped away from his adoring fans. 

His signature was emblazoned on a smug woman’s triple D breasts and her stupidly grinning boyfriend’s exposed ass cheek. 

They were left bragging to the disappointed crowd, but Ashriel had already cast their existence out of his mind.

The Spectri prince's mismatched eyes swept across the club once he was free of them all. One searched the room for prey he could lead into the darkness later on. The other drank in every human quiver of drugged out bliss on the dance floor.

His one track minded fan base would never know the truth of him or his band. Never know that it was the Nightkind that lurked in their alleyways, stalked their countryside, sold them their drugs, cooked thr food.

Humans, warm meats, were livestock too stupid to understand that the farmer smiles widest when he's hiding the butcher knife behind his back.

Alongside him trudged his coven’s four roadies, once his vampire offspring, now long-disowned for their betrayal. They were Eiolaga, meaning, Is Not To Feel, called Eios for short, a lesser subspecies of human men turned vampire. 

They did not possess his kind’s gifts, nor could they obtain Spectri  level power, charisma or allure.  Hats hid their hair, their faces angled downward, moving like mute, annoyed, background noise as they hauled the arsenal of his band inside. 

Four of the cases in particular were dragged in, each loaded with Ashriel’s beloved instruments.

Hex grunted and spat, his voice laced with irritation. “Dracdamn it, why’s this fucking  thing weigh more than a dead body?”

Denden stumbled, nearly dropping his own burden, earning a glare from Ashriel. “My spine’s going to snap in half before we even hit the stage to set this shit up. We’re roadies, not pack mules.”

Pith groaned loudly, exaggerating every step. “You don’t need all of these instruments every night. Half of them could stay locked up and no one would notice. You don’t even play Swampsnake that much!”

Ashriel rolled his eyes at his roadie, Pith frowned, realizing the words that had come out his mouth too late. He gave his Maker a pleading look, but Ashriel waved him off, turning away.

“Better luck next time, Pith. I shall suckle one of you on my cock upon the tour bus, ne? Perhaps... if indulgence strikes, a groupie may be tasted alongside. Not you however you little fils de pute, mon vrednic de milă”

Pith bit into his own bottom lip and frowned, “You must be mad, you’re speaking the weird fused Dark Continent Nocturnis again, shit. But Maker...”

Ashriel’s eyes were like knives that stabbed deep into Pith, “You ungrateful little scrap of a tâmpit.” He went quiet a while before he spoke again “I speak Dark Continent Nocturnis or otherwise every fucking night, ne? You do not hear- only breathe noise, just like you used to when you were warm meat.”

He stared at him blankly, “So listen now, non? Do not ‘Maker.’ me. Do not ‘Sire.’ me.  Do not ‘Creator.’ me. And certainly not ‘Father.’ me. That title burned with your betrayal. So shut your mouth... and return to work, bitch.” He scoffed at his visibly distraught roadie and went back to watching the others.

Ashriel’s gaze lingered on Vlit, the only one not leaking complaint into the air. The hard edge of the case bit into Vlit’s palms, his silence a better offering than any apology.

A faint, almost imperceptible thread of approval warmed the cold space behind Ashriel’s ribs. 

This one remembers his place in his prince’s presence.

Ashriel glanced at the cases being carried in.

Within them lay more than instruments, they were weapons. 

His mic stand, Erotic Bullet Baby slumbered in an obsidian case, his AK-47 body bound in rune-etched steel, slumbering  with the promise of bullet time born from Ashriel’s lethal voice.

His guitar, Swampsnake rested in his own case coffin, green-black lacquer shimmering like venom, the strings vibrating low, restless. 

His mic cord, Your My Fuckin Valentine rested coiled inside her case, titanium rose thorns pressing into velvet as if testing the lining, hungry for skin. In her center, nestled in crushed purple velvet lay Black Sabbath, the microphone himself gleaming gunmetal and purple, his bat wings folded in silence, humming in wait.

Their master’s voice finally rose through the grumbling, cold as a honey badger snarling in a snowstorm, “If carrying my beloveds  is too much for your fragile spines, mon bebeluși proști, I could always leave the four of you tied up in the back of the tour bus once we head out. The cases at least don’t bitch so much. Perhaps they should replace you, non?”

The words hung over the four’s heads like spinning saws. 

But they were delivered with a smirk that truly made things hurt all the more. Hex clenched his jaw, Denden shut his mouth, and Pith swallowed his protest. But Vlit, wordless as ever, simply shifted the case he was holding to another shoulder and kept walking.

Soon enough all four of them were near the end of the bar, case stacks on the floor next to them including the rest of the band's instruments.

The trio’s grunts of irritation floated like fairy lights.

Vlit was busying himself smoking a cigarette.

Ashriel’s lips twitched in satisfaction. Yes, Vlit would always be his favorite.

Judas, Ashriel’s father, Crown Prince of Spectri, walked in to stand beside him, a fellow Magnus, or he who sires unlife. His father was a pillar of ancient power, a shadow of dominant elegance in a tailored black coat. One mandarin orange eye, one chartreuse, scanned the roadies briefly before shaking his head. His own platinum blonde hair was streaked in black, orange and red and fell into his eyes as his mind reached Ashriel’s.

A low, wolf-like growl formed words inside his son’s skull, their kind had limited telepathic ability between one another when on the lower levels of their power scaling system, the Xing System.

Judas and Ashriel were many a level apart, age a factor as well. Judas was from the days of the roman empires and beyond, he could fully telepathically communicate and perform mind control on humans. Ashriel, at only 250 years old, was nowhere near that power level yet.

But he was working on it. 

“Stay sharp my son. The King’s watching. Always is.”

Ashriel’s lips carved themselves into one of his famous smirks that could sour blood. “Chiar așa? Let It n It'f watch. I don’t kneel, not even for him. Everyone knows he’s a whore and if he wasn’t my King and my Grandfather I’d show him just what I think of him watching me. One night when he’s sitting on my dick while I do his paperwork.” he hissed in the mental whisper, caramel dripping over barbed wire, sexual undertones leaking into his voice.

Judas glared at his son “Respect your elders, boy. You’re an Abyssal Veil not some gutter trash Machina Twilight poser, and you know you can’t do that, only the Crown Prince can challenge the King to a fuck for dominance”

Ashriel rolled his eyes, “I am hungry Itf, you know how I get when, peckish. If It n It'f had a real issue he’d let me feel it after all, besides, he promised me if I managed this city well enough, he’d let me at least eat his pussy on your coronation night”

Judas sighed “I see your point, there’s no denying the appeal of that, but stop being so hangry you fucking spoiled brat. Your It n It'f  let you feed from his wrist too much as a Screecher I swear”

His head tilted, scenting sweeter prey than the club’s undulating sweat soaked forms. A human club patron, dancing gracefully. He was young, reckless, pulsed with a heat that had killed many before. 

“Oh I plan to eat very well tonight, itf. And you need to lay off those mortal online communities, they corrupt your regal nature”

Judas’s glare faltered, replaced by something like fatigue. "It is complicated, you know I have been busy, boy. There's a mutant woman I've been seeing"

The younger raised a pierced eyebrow "Do tell"

His father sighed "She's getting on my nerves but she's been sweet enough, she's a feline mutant, I took her out the other night but she gets upset when I return to my domain"

Ashriel shook his head "I remember her, she says I make her uncomfortable. Do you really think the mutant girl will be pleased to see you not letting go of any of your other lovers? Or that you have no desire to make her your true mate?"

Judas grunted at his son "She is not of the mindset to ever want to reproduce, she's acting jealous of everything even though she agreed not to get in the way of me. She doesn't make me feel anything special,  and she hates all my children. So no, I will break up with her soon"

"Good to hear itf, no one wanted a step-mwet like her anyhow" Ashriel’s smile had barely formed when the club doors opened once more.

Behind the roadies, his coven drifted in like undead shadows- a procession of color, metal, and quiet menace. The faint music of their piercings, nose, lip, and chain-linked ears- whispered through the pulse of bass and light.

Lazareth entered first. A Moros, one who survives the maw of birthing unlife, and Ashriel’s younger brother. His silver hair, veined with dark blue, teal, and black, shimmered beneath the neon like spilled mercury. Mismatched eyes,  chartreuse and teal blue, stared at something distant. Chains ran over his teal blouse, slit along the sides as all the others. Grey denim framed his long legs. 

Vyre followed, the Magnus cousin. His hair was a fusion of black and flame, streaked in orange, pastel blue, and red. Chartreuse eyes glimmered with mirth. He wore his own chain-laden shirt of dark orange, open at the sides to offer pale glimpses of skin, his black jeans matched Ashriel’s.

Then Raze, tallest of Ashriel’s bandmates, red hair dipped with silver, chartreuse green, and purple, burning under the club’s bruise-colored lights. His chartreuse green gaze was a buzz of shark like fever.. Chains shimmered over vermilion silk and grey jeans.

Last came Nyxiel. He moved quietly. His black hair, streaked in navy, white, and chartreuse yellow, fell across one eye of his twin chartreuse eyes. His dark blue blouse, likewise slit and chained, grey jeans below.

This uniform look was for the promotion of their new album coming out, CHAINS OF VELVET. Which was to honor and pay homage to the rocker vamps of the past. Those who sacrificed everything for the current musical generation.

The band’s leader hummed a tune as he walked deeper into the club with all of them at his back, their album concept heavy on his mind.

Together, the four formed a visual symphony of colors blending into Club Bitter Blood’s trademark neon red light. 

Nixxy Havok, Moros and queen owner of Club Bitter Blood, ruled his domain with unchallenged authority. He stood behind the bar, pale as absinthe, pink arm warmers covering his hands, all calm poise. His silver hair, streaked pink, shimmered under flickering lights, his black crop top absorbed it.

His brothers, Trixxy, a Magnus with a torn crop top, and Pixxy held court at BDSM fetish Club Chartreuse and Dance Club Havok, their respective domains, tonight.

They were the Havok Triplets, the best of the best of Nyxhaven’s club scene.

This left Nixxy to his own devices and his own domain without his brothers’ input, which he didn’t need. 

He was all about business before anything else.

The club owner poured drinks with slow methodological elegance,  a shot of something reeking of iron and regret, sliding it to a trembling warm meat patron without breaking Ashriel’s gaze. “Late again, wangja, check in was an hour ago” he drawled, voice smooth as a hand across blood stained bedsheets. audible only to the supernatural ears in the room. “Thought you’d overdosed on heroin again and drowned in someone’s veins.” 

Ashriel walked over and leaned against the bar, chains grazing Nixxy’s knuckles. “Miss me, Mama-san?”  His tone teased, but his crimson eye gleamed with frost, a reminder that everyone whose domain resided within his realm was still to adhere to him. Every single thing that squirmed in the dark in every corner of Nyxhaven danced on a knife’s edge.

Nixxy’s pink eyes glowed a bit, unyielding, a silent vow of respect, casual sex and rivalry, they stared at one another for a few minutes more.

“Barely, you're always working on your own fucking schedule and it's an extreme inconvenient sometimes. What were you doing this time, Second Prince Ashriel?” Nixxy asked this as he poured another drink, two more as Judas came over and sat at the bar, the crystal glasses bleeding over with green flame and red smoke. He lifted a glass toward both of the Magnus. 

When Ashriel’s true name was spoken surrounding humans only heard Ashley.

But Ashriel didn’t answer, nor did he stop.

Ashriel never stopped.

His hunger had its fangs in his gut, and the club was in his realm, regardless of it being Nixxy’s domain. 

Each faction of their species in every city, town or otherwise they occupied across the world,  was separated into realms. His own represented his royal house in this city, named after his domain, The Underlook Hotel. 

The Underlook Realm to Nightkind of all species. 

Underlook District to humans.

This part of the city and every vampire in it was under his direct command. 

That naturally made it a part of his hunting grounds.

He drifted off into the writhing mass, hand closing around the neck of that same young man from a moment ago. 

Ashriel leaned close, whispering words into his ear softly that wrapped around the mortal mind like silk sheets to a lover’s fresh corpse. “Come with me"

They disappeared into a corner pregnant with shadow. There, away from the prying eyes of dancers and neon lights, Ashriel pressed the human to the wall. His hands, icy, deliberate, traced the curve of his throat, collarbone, chest, eliciting tremors that sent their scent into the air, intoxicating him. Desire, fear, and heat combined into a flavor as potent as blood itself.

The club’s darkness clung to the warm meat, faint neon red licking over his pale face, his eyes rimmed in dark blue eyeshadow. Lips a burnt rose, the flesh-tender leaned closer to his own destruction. He was beautiful in a fragile way, not the natural beauty of the Spectri, but the trembling, earnest bloom of a mortal too delicate to survive the night.

Ashriel smirked, mouth brushing the curve of his earlobe as he whispered, “Tell me your sign, little one. Not your family sigil, your personal one.. Tell me the sigil that represents you, yes?”

The male shivered, voice soft but resolute. “Shizuki... my FLI is 静光.”  Family Line Indicator, in this case the mortal male's individual one. Such things were how humans got by with the fact none of them possessed surnames. It simply had never been for humanity, only the Nightkind, like Ashriel's species of vampire, knew the truth. Shizuki's trembling fingers lifted as though to touch Ashriel’s chest, bold in silent desperation. “And you? What is
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