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  Chapter One


  Guin pulled gently on the reigns. Sun, her two year old roan, whinnied once and then shook her head, grey and white mane sending droplets from the waterfall they had just traversed flying in all directions. Guin’s green ankle boots were squishy, her bi-colored hair strands dripped water, and the brown and green riding dress her grandmother had carefully selected for her that day—”To match the color of your eyes”—stuck to her chest. The warmth of the night would dry everything quickly, but she didn’t really care; being wet was the least of her worries.


  Absently she patted Sun’s neck, listening. They were here already; she sensed them. Quickly, she unhooked the green cape she wore and let it fall onto the horse’s back. Then she pulled the crossbow over her head with one hand, the string already cocked and waxed, and at the same time had a bolt out of the sheath and positioned. The safety was on and she braced the stock against her shoulder, kept her finger close to the trigger and listened intently for the sounds she was expecting. Nothing. Too much nothing. Not an owl hooting or the feet of a small nocturnal mammal scurrying in the underbrush of this earthy-scented forest.


  But, the crashing of the waterfall was loud and drowned out much of the usual noises; she wished she could lower the volume to hear better. Before dismounting, she glanced quickly in all directions: forest to her left—west; forest edged by the cliff directly ahead—north; the gorge to her right—east, and she was not far from the drop-off. To the south lay more forest, the mountain with its waterfall that separated and bridged this cliff from the one on the other side of the gorge—their territory from hers. And finally she glanced overhead. The new-bruise sky was empty of anything flying, but every cell in her body told her that they were there.


  More listening. Still nothing visual. Even if she couldn’t see or hear them, she felt their presence like a gathering storm.


  Swiftly she swung her leg over Sun’s back and slid to the ground, the crossbow still braced firmly against her left shoulder by her dominant hand. She placed her right hand on Sun’s flank to steady the nervous horse because animal instincts are acute; Sun was aware of them too and she was a lot less confident than her mistress.


  Guin stepped away from the horse, then took another step, listening, glancing all around her, eagle-eyed. Suddenly, a shadow flitted by directly overhead, for a second severing the moonlight from the earth. They would have come from the south which meant that while in flight as they hunted they spotted her and circled back from the north. She sensed they intended to toy with her, surround her, then zoom in for the kill. The thought crossed her mind that she hoped her mother and grandmother were right. If they were wrong, Guin wouldn’t be alive to watch the two of them eat crow.


  More shadows in the growing dusk and she wasn’t sure what to do but try to keep aware of them. Her body vibrated on high alert as she focused on discerning their flight pattern.


  She inched her finger closer to the crossbow trigger, the weapon turning with her body from side to side, swaying almost, up and down, ready for any eventuality. Instinctively, she unlocked the safety.


  Suddenly one of them swooped from the sky just in front of the large oak tree about ten meters directly ahead, pale flesh starkly contrasted against the growing gloom. He could have landed right in front of her but she figured he wanted the drama of her terror as he attacked.


  She squeezed the trigger. The bolt shot out towards the creature at a split-second speed he couldn’t have anticipated. The range, well within the bolt’s and Guin’s abilities, startled him. It was a calculated shot. She didn’t want to kill. Or even maim. She wanted to nail him to the tree behind him and did, right through his shoulder and one of the feathery raven wings he could no longer furl.


  The fat bolt had flown too fast to track visually, shoving him back, the thwack as it left the string and the reverb as it struck the tree breaking the stillness and silence of the night, leaving just the sound of water bashing the rocks. No sound came from this Blooddrinker only a cloister’s distance from her, pinned to the tree trunk. She felt the others closing in to destroy her.


  Everything happened at once: he snarled; she had the string re-cocked and another bolt seated; he reached for the bolt pinning him to the tree. She shouted in their mutually-understood language, “You might as well not bother, vampir!”


  His hand stopped as he saw this new bolt aimed at his chest but he said in a level tone as though he was not afraid, “Sapiens, your aim is off. Not that it matters. You’ll be dead at the hands of my warriors before you can pull the trigger again.”


  “Don’t bet on it, vampir. My aim was perfect. The bolt struck where I intended. And if I’m dead, you will be too.”


  As she felt the others closing in, waiting for a signal from their leader, poor Sun stomped her foot and neighed in terror as if to say, Mistress, let’s get out of here while we still can! She couldn’t comfort the animal right now. Her life depended on being as strong as she knew herself to be.


  “Send them away!” she snapped. “Once they’re gone, I’ll free you.”


  “Why should I believe a warm blood? Especially one intentionally trespassing on vampir territory with a weapon aimed at my heart. You’re just Food to me. I don’t obey my food. Do you obey yours?”


  He was trying to sound reasonable while undermining her at the same time as the others moved closer. Distraction, that’s his strategy, she thought. “If they don’t go, I will shoot you. Sure, they’ll murder me, but I’ll have this bit of satisfaction that their leader is dead, shot through the heart. You can take a chance on my aim being as off as you hope it is, but if I were you, I wouldn’t risk it. My bolt will cause your heart to explode. It’s silver-tipped, like the one burning through your shoulder and your wing. That’s why you’re stuck there right now.”


  He looked ferocious, his dark eyes glinting red in the twilight, and she didn’t know how much control he had, although it was rumored that vampirii for the most part were masters at control. Self-control—maybe—but they definitely excelled at controlling Sapiens. She didn’t know from experience. These were the first undead she’d encountered. Her grandmother had more than frightened her with stories of vampir viciousness, which made it all the more astonishing that she stood here now. But what she saw before her wasn’t nearly as worrisome as what had been described, or what she’d imagined. Still, this one did look deadly.


  “What’s it going to be, vampir? Is tonight a good night for you to say goodbye to this world?”


  Even in the gloom, she could see small black-dot centers in those now crimson irises, and focused on his chest, about heart level, avoiding staring at his eyes, being forewarned that he would try to mesmerize her, and she felt the pull to look.


  Finally, he spoke to the others in the language only the vampirii knew. Only the vampirii and Guin, who had studied it with one of the scholars in her realm and understood much of it but could not speak it well. So she said in their mutual language, “No! Not in the forest. Tell them to return to your fortress. Otherwise, you die.”


  Surprise may have flashed across his features, at least she imagined it had. Her family had told her that vampir facial expressions were subtle, too subtle for most Sapiens to pick up on. But his eyes spoke volumes; if he were free he would have drained all her blood by now. But he wasn’t free. And she had to play this correctly to get the desired result. “Unless you’re afraid to be alone with me,” she added, just as a further challenge.


  He snapped at the others in the vampirii tongue to return to their stronghold. One tried to argue with him but he said, “Obey!” and that was enough.


  She had been right; he was the commander, the strongest, the one who would lead the attack, the one they all submitted to. He was the right vampir, and that alone gave her a small boost of confidence.


  Around her she heard wings flapping—it sounded like three sets. From the corner of her eye, she saw them circling above before they headed south. She could feel when the energy changed and the two of them were alone. Sun felt it too. And while the horse surely wasn’t thrilled to have even one vampir in the vicinity, one was better than four and that made both horse and human sense.


  Guin paused a full minute, the crossbow still aimed at him, the safety off, her finger not far from the trigger, waiting. She needed to be in control, which she knew would bother him; she wanted his tension to build. Finally, she walked to him slowly, the braced crossbow aimed at his chest. Fearlessly, he didn’t watch the weapon, he watched her eyes, the way a skilled warrior functions, looking for that flicker of lost concentration, or a sign of momentary doubt or indecision. She knew he was trying to beguile her, and that kept her from falling into those orbs, enticing as ruby pools.


  When she was three good steps from him, she made a calculated decision, knowing there would be consequences, but this stalemate couldn’t go on long and she had to take the chance. Now. Later. It really didn’t matter.


  “I want to talk with you,” she said, lowering the crossbow, her eyes focusing on his strong chin, his aquiline nose, anywhere but those mesmerizing red eyes. And then she made another decision which she hoped would produce the reaction she wanted. She stepped forward and reached for the shaft of the silver-tipped bolt piercing his shoulder and wing so painfully, so debilitating for him that he couldn’t pull it out. She pulled on the bolt, jiggling it, loosening the silver tip from the tree it was imbedded in.


  In a moment too quick, simultaneously he hit her; instinctively she raised the crossbow; he kicked her arm so that her finger hit the trigger automatically; the bow pointing skyward shot the bolt through the air, out over the gorge and then plunging to the water below.


  The blow had sent her flying backward several meters. She lay on the ground facing the soil, feeling dazed. When she turned over, she saw him yank the arrow from his wing and out through his shoulder flesh with a ferocious growl, an act that must have required spectacular strength because of the silver he had to contend with and the searing pain it produced that ate like acid through his body from the wound.


  The crossbow lay on the ground right in front of him but likely he didn’t know how to use it or didn’t know how to use it as well as she did. But he was vampir. He didn’t need tools. His weapons were talons and teeth and the sheer power of his supernatural body. A body storming towards her as she tried to crawl to safety.


  He grabbed her by the hair, yanked her to her feet, and hit her again. This time she twisted as she fell meters away, ending up close to the cliff edge. She heard Sun’s fearful protests and tasted salty blood on her lip.


  She felt dazed and her ears rang but she had no time to clear her mind.


  He clutched the fabric of her dress and hauled her to her feet, shoving her backwards until she teetered at the edge of the cliff. The waterfall roared in her ears. If he threw her over, she’d die. Well, Mom, Grandmom, sorry. I did my best, she thought, expecting the worst.


  Clearly he was so enraged that he couldn’t speak. His face livid, irises blood red, and sharp fangs extended to terrify her, he pulled her to him, grabbed her long hair and jerked her head to the side. He was powerful and she didn’t resist because her grandmother had told her it would be worse if she did. This close, he reeked of sharp copper.


  His mouth opened as his head reared back like a poisonous snake prepared to strike. In a fractured second his head snapped forward and what felt like two needles stabbed her throat, piercing deep, and she screamed. He retracted them, leaving behind a searing pain. Instantly his lips clamped onto the wounds and he sucked—hard!—holding her by the bodice of her dress as she flailed on the precipice, believing that he would drain her and then toss her corpse over the rim, the empty rind of a consumed fruit.


  In desperation she gasped, “I need to talk to you. Please!” But speaking was difficult and her throat hurt where his mouth pulled out her life’s blood and with every swallow she felt herself weakening.


  She had no idea how long this went on. Time felt eternal. But finally it was over and he pulled away, leaving her so light-headed he didn’t need to push her over the cliff, she was about to fall over. He let go and her body slumped to the ground, one arm to the shoulder dangling over the rim, one leg and half of her hip, her head dangerously close. If she moved wrongly, she would plummet. He could easily nudge her body with his foot and she would be gone. Her vision swam, her jaw and nose hurt, her neck burned with searing pain, and she battled nausea as she watched him stride away.


  It took every ounce of energy she had left to speak but she knew his acute hearing would allow him to both hear and understand her whispered plea, “Wait! We need to talk.”


  His back to her, he stopped for a second to pick up the crossbow. “Be grateful you’re alive.”


  “I need to talk to you!”


  When he reached the center of the clearing, his dark wings unfurled with a crisp snap, the terrifying sight of a seraphim from hell. As he leapt into the air she heard him say, “Come back another night, Food. I'll be hungry again. And next time, stay on your own turf!”


  Chapter Two


  It took Necros most of the night to fly, run, and walk off the fury surging within him. What had started as a lucky break—finding a lone Sapiens trespassing on vampir territory, that could be bled for all four of the hunting party—had turned into a twisted nightmare.


  The crossbow’s searing bolt had gone all the way through his shoulder into his back, piercing both skin and muscle, burning everything in its path including the surrounding flesh, penetrating his wing feathers, bruising and burning some of the fine bones that the argent pressed against, nearly snapping the bones. The silver agonized as he stood helplessly riveted to the tree by the metal of the moon vampirii were vulnerable to and could be felled by.


  The fire from the metal had been almost unbearable, but he was toughened to pain. What he couldn’t tolerate was this Sapiens female, two thirds his height, nearly half his weight, twenty or so years to his nearly two centuries, and her superior attitude! But, he knew she could have, would have killed him if that had been her intention. He believed her when she said the shot was on target. He’d had no need of it but trained himself on a crossbow just out of curiosity. This weapon in particular intrigued him, especially when he'd learned that the older name for bolt was quarrel. It was one of the many weapons Sapiens used against his kind and he'd wanted to learn the scope of that and other objects of violence mortals had created and employed. Hers was no errant shot; she owned precision and skill.


  That she’d had control of him for those moments galled him. He should have drained her dry and then tossed her corpse into the gorge and let it wash downstream along the river to the sea! He almost had drained her, and had no idea what stopped him.


  Whatever she wanted to talk about, he wasn’t interested. Females of every species were not to be trusted and this one, whoever she was, was another Morbidia, a controlling bitch, and one was more than enough for eternity!


  He couldn’t figure out why he hadn’t drained her. He wasn’t attracted to Sapiens. How could he be? They were just food to him, and he’d never been able to understand how some vampirii took Sapiens as personal slaves, and a few in other vampir realms even went so far as to marry one. General slaves, of course, in the slave pool. That’s what they were for, this inferior species, only permitted to exist to do the bidding of the vampirii. They were the food supply for the undead.


  But still, he couldn’t help being curious about what this girl with hair like fresh snow in the mountains shot from the front with a wide midnight streak, and strange eyes two different colors!—one green, one brown—what she was up to? But he had not been curious or calm enough to wait around to find out. He was convinced that it was some Sapiens trick to kill or capture him, King of his realm, which would demoralize the vampirii and start a war. But then why not kill him outright? And if there were others, where were they? Surely the stupid Sapiens didn’t think this wisp of a girl alone could capture him!


  He’d been an eye blink away from strangling her and tossing her into the water. Once he had her blood, there was no reason not to, so why did he let her live? Yes, he admitted to himself, curiosity. Enough that the following night he went back to where the Sapiens had been, alighting on a high branch of the same oak he’d been tacked to. Strategically located, he could watch the clearings on both sides of the gorge, the vampirii territory where he waited which she had trespassed upon, and the Sapiens territory on the other side, the gorge a natural barrier, the waterfall a liquid bridge between.


  Last night, he had observed that both the Sapiens and the horse were wet. She had intentionally crossed behind that waterfall and over the slippery rocks to get to his side. Whatever she’d been up to, it seems she didn’t want to kill him or she could easily have done it. So he returned tonight to see if she would come back and was both surprised and confused when she did.


  He heard and smelled the horse before he saw it. And he also smelled the blood of the Sapiens. Same horse, same Sapiens. She looked the worse for wear and hadn’t recovered yet from the blooding. She rode half slumped over until she stopped the animal—on her side tonight—and slowly slid from the horse’s back. She stood in a way that told him her balance was off and she was weak.


  If she had a weapon, he didn’t see it. He watched her remove the green cape she wore, drape it over the horse’s back, and then wrap the reins loosely around a branch. Then she stumbled to a large boulder not far from the edge of the cliff on her side, leaned back against the big rock and then turned her head to look left, right, up, down. Apparently she didn’t sense him even though he was directly across from her, but he was near the top of the tree, concealed by the branches, the breeze in his favor, and as well, he had the stillness of the vampirii as a defensive weapon when needed.


  He watched her body weave and listened to her irregular breathing. Why in hell did she return? He couldn’t help but feel she was trying to trap him in some way. But, she had him trapped last night. And he didn’t sense any other Sapiens. He was at a loss and didn’t know what to think about this mortal so he stopped thinking and just watched her, learning by observation.


  She bent forward and lowered her head to her knees, breathing shallowly, as if gasping in air with each breath. Suddenly she stood bolt upright, leaned to the right and vomited. Then she took a small sip from a water jar she carried at her waist, rinsed her mouth, spit out the water, then took another sip and swallowed it slowly. Finally, she slid down the boulder until she sat on the ground, legs outstretched, and leaned against the rock. Her head went back and she slept.


  He could swoop down from this tree, fly over the gorge and take the rest of her blood and let her die against that rock. He'd thought of it a hundred times during the hours of darkness. But when the night faded and he had only an hour to return home and sleep for the day, he left as silently as he had come and she, sleeping, did not even know he had been there.


  A strange Sapiens, he thought as he flew through the lightening sky. Maybe she was insane; Sapiens were, many of them, it seemed. Whatever she wanted to talk with him about, why she came back here, he didn’t care. It had nothing to do with him. Not his problem. But, he was curious. And returned the next night and the next, watching her. Just watching. And, against his will, wondering.


  Chapter Three


  Guin had returned nightly over the last week to her side of the gorge. There was no sign of him but somehow she felt he must be near. If he was, why was he hiding? Wasn’t he curious? He should be. Her grandmother said he would be. Her mom had seen vampirii up close three years ago at a conference she attended, the aim to find Sapiens and vampir commonalities to avoid war—a goal her grandmother laughed at. Her grandmother had encountered the vampirii several times in her many decades of life when the Blooddrinkers raided their city.


  Together the two matriarchs had instructed Guin how to do this, the entire strategy, her actions and the responses they would garner. From what they told her, Guin figured he was making her wait, drawing it out, letting her be the one who was frustrated and impatient for resolution. But she had expected this. She had learned a lot about vampirii.


  They saw Sapiens as most Sapiens viewed lower life forms, mindless. To be used and abused. Her grandmother assured her that they liked to play with their victims, their prey. Her mother insisted that there was no love from the undead towards the living. When Guin thought about it, she realized that, reversed, this was how Sapiens viewed what were commonly called Blooddrinkers. Suddenly, it seemed odd to her that the two species couldn’t get along. Both were humanoid, two arms, two legs, capable of thought and speech, and so on. Both lived in warlike, hierarchical societies…


  But she knew why. Everyone knew why. Like he’d said: she was Food to him. That was the problem, from both sides.


  Her grandmother—who assured her that she was both naïve and weak-minded for such idealistic thinking—dressed her in clothing she said would challenge him. She had given Guin herbs every day for the last two months, some of which were to build the iron in her blood, some to build her strength and endurance, all to help her achieve her goal. Water she could get from the waterfall, but they’d insisted she take provisions along. They outfitted Sun with food and blankets so Guin could sleep at the gorge and be there at sunset, but every sunrise she went home.


  Neither of her female relatives would provide a time estimate, insisting vampirii thought differently about time than Sapiens. It was tiresome just waiting, wondering if, no, when, he would show himself. And when he did, and when she told him why she was here, she dreaded the reaction. This could all go very very wrong. Her mother and grandmother might have misjudged this entirely. What she told him might be used against them. But there really was no alternative and she understood that and would do everything necessary for the desired result.


  After seven nights, she felt strong again, not depleted, her energy what it had been. She’d tried to smuggle another crossbow for protection but her grandmother took it away. “No! You have a goal, go towards it, not away. Take the next step.” Guin did, though, surreptitiously bring a knife with her, just in case. If she was attacked, it wouldn’t do much good, of course. One or one hundred vampirii, a knife wouldn’t protect her, even if it had been silver, because it wasn’t the weapon with which she was most skilled. She preferred the crossbow and the distance it kept between her and the target.


  And even if the vampirii didn’t cross the gorge and infiltrate Sapiens territory, there were other predators around, some animal, some human, although she doubted Sapiens would travel this far and risk being at the brink of vampir-land.


  She stood near the cliff overlooking the gorge, listening to the waterfall, watching as the rushing water cascaded to the rocks below, thinking about the timelessness of existence, or it felt timeless to her now. Maybe this was how the vampirii lived with eternity, just waiting. One moment following another, strung together, making a chain of time that seemed at once related and unrelated, and endless.


  The night air smelled pure here, fresh, verdant, probably from the water wetting the mossy ridge of this mountain where the tributaries gathered from several high trails leading down from the snow-capped apex. The water below roared and smashed and foamed against huge dark rocks before rushing further downstream, all of it blending to form a wide river, so much like generation after generation of people, their history melding from the past to the present and into the future. Except that sometimes even rivers dried up and had no future…


  Suddenly, she sensed a presence behind her, like a dark and threatening phantom in a nightmare. The air at her back cooled noticeably.


  Before she could turn and confirm what she knew—that he was here—he said close to her ear, “I’m hungry tonight, Food. Very hungry.”


  She felt his body press up against hers, intimidating, and she trembled slightly from the closeness and the chill of his cooler flesh. She ordered herself to be still. From the corner of her left eye she watched his arm lift and his talons slowly gather the strands of her prematurely white hair and pull it behind her neck. She reached behind her head and brought her hair all the way around so that it draped over her right shoulder, then tilted her head a little to the right.


  “Food eager to be consumed,” he said.


  Before she could reply, he grabbed her shoulders from behind and stabbed his sharp incisors into the mostly-healed holes he’d made in her throat. Despite telling herself not to, she cried out.


  The sensation was exactly like before, piercing pain followed by dull burning, then the intense suction of his cool lips against her goose-bumpy flesh. His right hand held her head steady. His left hand pressed her shoulder down, stretching her neck.


  “Please. I need to speak with you,” she exhaled in a ragged breath laced with terror.


  As he sucked on the wounds, dizziness rose and threatened to overwhelm her. She reached out a hand into the air like a signal for him to stop, but he didn’t and her hand dropped helplessly to her side. She became aware of her body’s heaviness, of sliding down, down, until he released her and she hit the dirt. Her woozy brain spun her vision, making her incredibly nauseous. “Talk. Need … talk …” she gasped.


  From a great distance she heard, “Come another night, Food. I'm bound to be hungry again.”


  Chapter Four


  He wanted to play this game and she had no choice but to play it with him. So she returned nightly, religiously consuming her grandmother’s herbs to strengthen her blood, knowing he would take her blood again and leave her a weak shell. The only questions were when? and how much?


  This time he waited just four nights. Again, she felt his presence and turned to watch him soar from the sky and gracefully alight like a bird of prey on Sapiens soil six or seven meters from her, his enormous stygian wings cracking the air as they furled.


  He was taller than her, slimmer, of course—all vampirii were, her mother said. His immobile features conveyed nothing. But his eyes! Irises so black that the pupils were not distinguishable, making him seem angry to her. And demonic.


  Before he could say or do anything, she said quickly, “I need to speak with you. I need your help.”


  Did his lips twist a tiny bit at one corner? Cynical, she thought. It was the first facial movement she’d seen him make, and that was almost imperceptible, so she wasn’t even sure she’d seen it because now his mouth looked as if it hadn’t moved at all. He raised his left hand—and she was aware they were both left handed—motioning her to him, the talons tapering his fingers to points, the finger movements graceful, resembling a fan folding and unfolding.


  She could stand her ground, but then he would take her blood by force, and they both knew it. And that might encourage him to take it all.


  She decided to go to him, talking all the while. “I have a problem.”


  “A Sapiens problem is not my problem.”


  “This one might be.”


  “Move faster, Food. I won’t wait all night for dinner.”


  As she drew closer, she felt calm enough that for the first time she could actually study him. He was corpse pale, although the other times he’d drunk her blood his skin took on a mildly fleshy tone. His lean body was muscular—she’d been told all vampirii were like this; her grandmother called it a genetic alteration that came with the change. His fiery red hair had been pulled tightly back and hung through a black cone at the back of his head, as black as the color of his eyes when they weren’t blood-filled. Her mother told her that only the warriors wore shirts. He was King, with just metal and leather bands across his chest, and a kind of braided, metallic kilt, boots of leather to the knees, all of it the darkest black she had ever seen. The combined affect was military, powerful, violent, yet otherworldly to her eyes.


  One thing she didn’t have to imagine was the frightening tattoo that swirled up and around his left arm, over his shoulder, behind his neck, then up and down his right shoulder to the middle of his chest about heart-level, and there it ended in the giant head of a creature that seemed to be in parts dragon, lizard and snake. The enormous jaw gaped, poisonous-looking fangs exposed and dripping bloody drops leading to where a vein or artery might be. Beady red eyes glared at her as his did when the irises turned color. This was not just any mythological creature but one with a particularly evil face. The ink on his taut flesh reminded her of something she’d seen in a book, the tattooed hide of an ancient mummified Sapiens body found in a bog!


  His jet irises startled her up close, now that she had the luxury of examining them without the fear of being hypnotized—unless they changed color, or at least she hoped that was the case. She picked up no scent from him, and wondered about that. But she didn’t have a chance to look or wonder further because he grabbed the back of her neck and pulled her to him, brushing the hair away from her throat.


  “Let me tell you why I’m here—” she began, but got no further because his teeth were in her jugular, that horrible burning pain that caused her to cry out, and the intense pressure from sucking. All of it would result in not just weakness but a soreness in her neck that would take days to dissipate, not to mention the blood loss from which she would need to recuperate. Again.


  “Please … stop! …” She tried to speak but found speech impossible.


  When the pain of his lips grew intense, instinctively she raised a hand to push him back. He snagged her wrist before she could touch him and locked her arm behind her back.


  Once the dizziness grew and her body felt heavy, he pulled back so she could see his lips and chin stained as scarlet as his irises were now. She forced herself to avoid looking into those eyes. My blood! she thought, really seeing this for the first time. He’s drinking my blood! And also for the first time she felt deep fear surge. She closed her eyes to save herself and dizziness washed through her head and made her nauseous.


  “I like the taste better when my Food is afraid,” she heard him say, and she felt horrified.


  He let go of her as he backed away, and she sank to the ground.


  “I need—”


  “Don’t you get it, Food? I don’t care what you want or need. I’m here for your blood. Take your urgent pleas and find some Sapiens to burden.”


  Before she could speak, her eyes opened. Through blurry vision, she watched his midnight wings unfurl with a sound like a thunder clap, their span incredible. He launched himself by leaping into the air, then soared through the night sky.


  “Come back!” she called weakly.


  “Another night when I’m hungry, Food, until I grow bored with the same meal over and over.”


  And then he was gone.


  She knelt on the ground where she’d fallen and cried in fear and frustration and exhaustion, the dizziness making her stomach lurch. Her hot tears turned the soil at her knees to mud. “How can this end?” she sobbed. It was all so pointless, so preordained. The vampirii were impossible. Her mother and grandmother were wrong!


  Chapter Five


  Some nights he came and watched her, other nights he didn’t bother going to the gorge. But she was always on his mind, and he didn’t like that. Thinking about her meant she had control of his thoughts and he would never again give over one iota of control to a female.


  He waited ten days, visiting the area three times since their last encounter, just watching. She had been there every night and he had no reason to suspect she was not there the nights he didn’t go. She was a formidable foe in one regard at least—determined, stubborn, driven. Almost a match for him, but not quite. He was used to thinking in terms of eternity, moments between moments, Kairos time, and for him that meant he could wait forever. Her life was finite and she would be feeling the stress of Kronos. But so far, she was not buckling and he felt grudgingly impressed. Grudgingly because Sapiens never impressed him positively, only negatively with their rank smells, loud voices and overblown emotions. Each one acted as if the universe revolved around his or her petty dramas and at the same time they seemed oblivious to the obvious fact that they would die. He always enjoyed the look of shock and horror on their overly emotive faces when he was the one responsible for their end. Such a crude and stupid species! He could hardly believe he had once been among their number before Morbidia had changed him forever.


  He hadn’t thought of Morbidia in many decades. Her departure had been a relief in several ways. But what lingered was not so much the actual memories or details of what had occurred, but more the bitter aftertaste as he had fought for his life. He knew what had happened with her tainted everything he did, and he didn’t care. It was just the way it had worked out. Good riddance!


  Tonight he watched the Sapiens female from the tree as she prepared food, the scent mingling with the air and making him want to gag. She mixed some sort of white grains and black pods together and cooked them in water in a little pot over a fire she’d built, adding a carrot and a handful of something green she found in the woods. To this, she added powder from a pouch she wore around her waist. He’d watched her make this same meal several times. It took hours to cook and while waiting, she always led the horse to a grassy spot where it could graze. Also while she waited, she drank water from time to time, walked around, and picked flowers. She seemed especially fond of wild roses and gathered half a dozen and placed them on top of the boulder in some sort of pattern that made no sense to him. And she sang! He couldn’t believe his ears. Vampirii did not sing. They spoke when they had something to say, otherwise didn’t. This creature seemed to feel an urge to talk to her animal, sing to it, sing to herself, and talk to herself. And talk to him, when she could. Which she was doing now as he alit on Sapiens terrain and she turned as if having some other sense at her disposal that could identify when he was near.


  “Hello,” she said, and he marveled at her idiocy.


  “I’ll eat first,” he said, “and if you’re still among the living, you can consume that noxious mixture in your pot.”


  “It’s called soup,” she said, as if she wasn’t his prey, and that impertinence annoyed him.


  “Over here!”


  She came to him readily, moving her hair behind her head as she walked, and stopped fifty centimeters from him and stared at him boldly. “You can take my blood again, vampir- “


  “Keep your permission to yourself, Sapiens. I’ll take your blood anytime I feel like it and you don’t have anything to say about it.”


  “—but this is getting repetitive. You’ve said as much. Why don’t we shift the game a little.”


  How dare she try to direct this or any exchange! “You are Food, nothing more, so shut up and bring your throat to my fangs!”


  “I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said, making him more angry.


  He lunged, grabbed her shoulders and had his teeth into her neck fast and furiously, thinking that tonight might be the night he changed the game alright, and ended this for good.


  But like the other times, he stopped when he felt her too close to unconsciousness. He pulled away, as always making sure she saw his dripping, coated teeth, his red eyes—which she carefully avoided looking into, which also annoyed him—and her crimson blood.


  And as always, her face expressed shock. Her head wobbled on her shoulders a little, her breathing was not smooth, and her words slurred as she said, “Only blood? Is that all vampirii do with Sapiens, just take our blood?”


  “I can take your life. Easily. Anytime. Is that what this is about? Suicide by vampir?” It was something he’d considered several times, since no Sapiens was ever eager to have his or her blood drawn by the Undead.


  “Stay with me without taking my blood and I can tell you what it’s about because I know you want to know.”


  She had a way of provoking him by what she said. Or maybe just the fact that she existed. He shoved her from him and she fell onto her back, but he didn’t let her stay there.


  “You need to figure out positions, Sapiens: I’m the predator, you’re the prey!” He grabbed her arm and dragged her towards the large boulder and pushed her so she sprawled face first on top of it amidst the flowers she’d collected which scattered around her. She was too weak to get up anyway. He picked up one of the wild roses, ripped off the flower head and tossed it into the gorge.


  “Here’s another thing vampirii like to do to Sapiens Food slaves,” he said. Then he used the thorny stem to whip her mercilessly. She screamed and screamed, the delightful sounds ringing through his ears. He wanted her to scream and beg and he didn’t care if she submitted or resisted, he just wanted to hurt her. With sudden clarity he realized that he longed to do more than take her blood. He longed to vent his rage on her, pent up fury he had not known had been building within him until this moment.


  The force of his blows cut her clothing and the skin beneath and she had dozens of bloody gashes across her trembling flesh when he finished. He ripped away the remaining fabric and leaned over her. His cool tongue lapped the blood from her quivering body while she sobbed loud and deep, making the blood rich and he reveled in the complex taste.


  When he was done he turned her, wanting to now savor the agony on her face. “I’m hungry for many things, Sapiens, so come another night and sate me.”


  The look of sheer horror on a face contorted in pain and coated with tears thrilled him. He knew his features couldn’t convey the smile Sapiens understood to be pleasure, but he did his best to show her the glee her misery produced in him.


  When he released her, she dropped to the ground like a stone, almost choking on her sobs, and he flew away with the tantalizing aroma of her blood in his nostrils, the sweet taste of it on his lips, the cherished sounds of her distress in his ears, recognizing what he had wanted for nearly two centuries he would now have—retribution!


  Chapter Six


  Guin spent that night in physical suffering, unable to get back to the city for help from her family. Her body ached all over and the soreness of the wounds at her throat—so familiar now—paled in comparison to the slashes and gouges the thorns had made on her back.


  She cried throughout the day, wanting to run from here, from her home, from existence. She wanted to curl into herself and hide deep in a cave where no one would ever find her or make demands on her or brutalize her. All that kept her going, all that allowed her to even consider staying here and enduring more of his violence was that she knew she had no options. She had been told about all this beforehand but it hadn’t been a reality to her and she only realized that now, when she was totally enmeshed, closer to the end than to the beginning. But the peace the end would bring to her would not be coming soon enough.


  He hated her because she was alive, and would destroy her in a second. All she had going for her was that he enjoyed what he was doing so much that it was bound to lead to the outcome envisioned by her mother and grandmother. She knew all this and tried to steel herself with that knowledge; it would be over for her, eventually. But in getting from here to eventually, he would drag her through hell.


  She’d seen the delight in his eyes. It was as though he hadn’t even known what he wanted to do until he did it and now that he knew, there would be no limits. She could only sob herself to sleep and awake sometime during the daylight hours, thirsty enough to transport her body to the waterfall and drink, letting the spray cool her tortured flesh.


  The fire she’d built had gone out and she could tell from the acrid stink that the soup liquids had evaporated and the solids burned into the bottom of the pot, but she didn’t feel hungry, just nauseous. A metaphor, she thought, for her existence. She would be in the fire and burnt until charred by his fury. And in the end, she would be reduced to ash.


  As soon as night fell, she wasn’t surprised when he appeared before her holding a handful of thorny wild rose stems like a demon lover offering some diabolical bouquet.


  She began to hyperventilate. He looked crazy, not seeing her, seeing only what was in his mind, a mental vision coated in crimson. He ripped the clothing that remained from her body and then he whipped her until she screamed and bled and then licked the blood as he had done the night before.


  She was out of her mind from shock and pain, hardly aware of him, only aware of streaking, pulsing agony that left her wanting to die long before he would get around to killing her. And despite her being so near death, he tore into her neck again and again and drank more of her blood, leaving her weaker and weaker, and she knew she would be even less able to leave here if she survived the night, and there was a strong possibility that she would not.


  When he was sated, he pushed her to her knees and lifted the corners of his kilt. She knew what he wanted and opened her mouth and took him in, licking, sucking, sliding along his shaft between her gasps and sobs and the tears coating her face. He used a rose branch to tap out a rhythm on her bare shoulder, and she could barely move at his pace, her mouth open wide with screams. But she managed because she knew this for what it was: a sign. One her grandmother had told her to look for, and she held onto that thought because there was nothing else to hold onto.


  By the time he finished with her, the sky threatened to lighten. He pulled her up by grabbing her throat as if he would strangle the breath from her windpipe or crush her neck. He stared into her eyes, his blood red and full of hate, and said, “You’re going to give me great pleasure, Sapiens Food. And when I’ve used you up, you’ll be dead. But I’ll take every last drop of you first.”


  She tried to speak, to get him to listen, but the words stuck in her dry throat and all that would come out of her mouth was a sob.


  The day was long and torturous and to save herself, she managed to climb onto Sun, draping her brutalized body over her horse’s back, and whispering, “Sun, please, take me home.” And the horse did.


  Chapter Seven


  The following night he waited impatiently in the tree for her arrival. He knew she would be there, wanting more, and he knew he would take more from her. They were like two sides of something that fit together perfectly, evenly matched. He inflicted, she was inflicted upon, in equal measure, and he found that invigorating. Tonight, he would go as far as he wanted and he knew she wanted to go with him—that’s why she was here. There would be no limits, no thoughts, just action, into infinity; he intended to give his screaming rage free range and he anticipated that tonight she would die.


  She deserved to die. Lies. Betrayals. Duplicity. She would pay for all of it. Finally, he would taste the payback he longed for!


  He felt charged, electrified, his mind, body, every part of him in sync, moving at the speed of the gods. He rode the top of the moment and predicted the future. He could make no mistakes. Each dark desire lay before him more extreme, ready to be fulfilled this night. He didn’t have to make any decisions because it would all just happen.


  The Sapiens girl would be here. Soon. He was so fine-tuned to her now. The night crackled around him and within him as if he had consumed the blood of an insane mortal that had infiltrated every cell and left him crazy, or on the other side of crazy: shockingly sane. He was the supreme predator, she the perfect, willing prey. Like the two sides of this gorge, destined to be together until it was over.


  Chapter Eight


  Guin rode slowly and knew she would arrive late. But she also knew he would be there. Her day had been spent sobbing in her mother’s arms while her grandmother tended her wounds. She told them she didn’t want to go back, begged them, but they assured her that she had to. And she knew she did, but it was the most horrifying thought, like living out a nightmare of catapulting to her death, one that endlessly repeats nightly, and everything in her wanted to resist it as Sun relentlessly returned her to her torturer.


  She could barely sit upright on the horse. Her grandmother’s herbs numbed her body to some extent, but she knew the wounds would be torn open tonight. He would whip her more severely, because every time he came to her it was an escalation. He would drink her blood again, for the third night in a row, and she had little hope of recovering from such a depletion.


  She anticipated tonight as the final act. Her mind, body and soul were revolted and yet here she was, arriving at the clearing on the Sapiens side of the gorge. She wanted to race Sun to the edge, the two of them leaping over into space, plummeting to the rocks below, bashed to death; they would at least be together, and it would be quick, not slow and painful and brutal at the hands of a heartless, demented Bloodsucker.


  Even before she slid off
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