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  Chapter One


  “Death is the only God that loves not bribes…”


  Aristophanes


  “A gift for you, traitor! Choke on the blue!”


  When the cell door opened, Thanatos jumped at it, but the three vampirii were quick and strong and he was weak—they hadn’t been starved as he had been.


  Powerful pale vampiric arms repelled him across the small cell and at the same time, shoved the body through the opening. Instantly, the steel-enforced door was slammed closed and as Thanatos rammed it, locked from the outside. He heard cold laughter and the words, “There won’t be much left when he’s done.”


  In a split second he turned on the body, not caring if it was human or animal, male or female, not seeing features or fur, clothing or flesh, only hearing the pounding of a beating heart. Blood aroma beneath the skin wafted through pores. The scent he inhaled tuning visual and tactile, his reaction visceral. The blood lured him like a siren that he had no hope of resisting but had to possess.


  He was on the mortal, ripping fabric from the throat, sinking teeth into the neck, through skin and muscle, past connective tissue and deep into the vein in a fragmented second. His fangs retracted rapidly, leaving behind the anticoagulant that formed as they had extended. His lips pulled hard on the neck, forcing blood up and out of the piercings and into his mouth. He gulped the crimson liquid wildly, driven by starvation.


  If there was a groan or a scream, he didn’t hear it. He felt no resistance. He was keenly aware that had there been, his hunger would likely have led to him tearing out the throat.


  His universe became overwhelmingly red—violently red—and it was only when what entered him began spreading through his body and mind, replenishing shrunken cells, that he came back to himself enough to try to bring some level of control to bear.


  When he finally but reluctantly was able to pull back from the fountain’s source, his vampiric vision left him shocked to see in the darkness of this stone vault who he had been draining: Queen Blanka. Sovereign of the Sapiens realm from beyond the western mountains and to the north. The one who had sat across a table from him just a few nights ago at the conference of vampir and Sapiens heads of state. The gathering she had called that was supposed to forge communication between the various realms of predators and prey. Where immortals and mortals met for perhaps the first time ever to try to find a way to share the planet without constant, savage warfare.


  “So much for diplomacy,” he said to the limp body he held in his now-strong arms.


  That she was even here amazed him, as much as his own incarceration left him baffled.


  He lifted the comatose Sapiens and with his revived energy carried her to the small wooden berth attached to the stone wall of this narrow prison cell. She was tall, just shorter than his nearly six feet, but her slim frame felt feather-light to him.


  A flash-memory exploded: carrying another female body, as light as this one, but he could not recall when, where, who or why. It was common enough to experience trace memories of another existence, but he found them frustrating.


  He lay the Sapiens Queen down, brushing the coppery strands of hair back from her flawless, pallid face. It was a face he had been attracted to the instant he’d seen her at the conference. She sat directly opposite him at the eight-sided table. And his reaction to her had surprised him. In his hundred and twenty years in this altered state, he had not found Sapiens particularly alluring, other than for their blood. Usually he viewed them as coarse, their features ugly due to twisting emotions which often belied their true thoughts and feelings. Their bodies seemed overly full to him, as if they had too much inside their skin, and he had always been more than happy to alleviate that condition by siphoning out some of that precious liquid.


  But there she had been, her features soft, romantically gentle in a way he may have understood from when he had been Sapiens, her lips generous and well-defined. She moved gracefully, slowly, each action and gesture like a picture she was drawing with her body. She wore a forest-green gown with long sleeves, black lace at the cuffs of her expressive hands and a high lacy neck to her chin—the Sapiens-style gown she was still wearing, although he had ripped away the delicate collar and what remained of the lace was now blood-soaked. Copper lashes and brows framed violet eyes which had looked inquisitive and kind to him, not tainted with the fear and hate usually seen in the eyes of Sapiens, and he had been more than surprised by the attraction he had felt.


  At the congress, she’d stared at him once that he’d noticed and held his gaze a particularly long time. He had wondered then if there was interest on her part as well, aside from the polite, courteous and cultured manner she exhibited towards vampirii and Sapiens alike. But he had assured himself that it could not be. It was nothing more than her curiosity at close contact with one of her city’s long-time enemies in the same room, he being the enemy closest to her borders.


  She was Sapiens, he vampir, and relationships between the two species were uncommon, except for the blood. Those that did come about occurred when a vampir warrior took a Sapiens slave as a personal slave, or more rarely, as a lover. Sapiens soldiers rarely took vampir slaves and when they did, the Blooddrinkers did not survive long.


  But she was not a slave, she was a Queen, and that was exceptional in the Sapiens world, which insisted on male rulers. Since he had been King, hers was a city with which he’d had little personal contact, although he had led raids over many decades. He knew few facts about her dynasty but had heard some gossip over the years. Yet, it had been her efforts that had brought about the meeting of vampir and Sapiens rulers two nights ago.


  As he looked down at her unconscious form, he imagined she would now regret that initiative.


  He checked her pulse to be certain she still had one; he had taken much, and quickly. He lifted an eyelid and the memory of eyes the color of the darkest lilacs resurrected, irises that were now rolled up into her head.


  He thought that had he known, he could have controlled the drinking better. But he realized he was deluding himself; he could not have controlled anything. Two nights of starving had left him rabid. She could have been anyone, or even an animal. Anything with blood pounding through veins and arteries. He wouldn’t have known or cared, but he did now.


  Her pulse was weak but not too irregular, her flesh cool to the touch, but not as cool as his own. The blood-coated skin of her exposed neck betrayed tiny bumps—she was cold, a state that he, like all vampirii, rarely experienced. There was nothing to cover her with. He had only the outfit he wore: the metallic kilt-like skirt of the vampirii nations and not even a warrior’s banded shirt, because he was King of his realm and did not require such, just matching black metal bands that crossed, reflecting his authority.


  Feeling the sun threatening to take the sky, he lay down beside her on the narrow cot and pulled her body close to his. Facing, on their sides, he wrapped both his arms and legs around her, knowing his flesh was only slightly warmer than the air in this damp dungeon.


  He did not know if he could warm her enough. But then, maybe it didn’t matter. If she died, it would be a blessing for her; she would not need to suffer further at the hands of their jailers—or at his—because he would be hungry again and could only control his appetite so long. And she, beauty that she was, possessing the sweet temperament and acute intelligence that he had witnessed at the conference and had been so attracted to, a Sapiens ruler with the best of intentions on a planet of rogues, she was the only warm blood around. In the end, it would come down to her existence or his.


  Chapter Two


  Blanka’s eyes fluttered open to a dim grey light emanating from what appeared to be a narrow rectangular window with vertical metal bars near the ceiling. Her vision was blurry and took minutes of blinking to clear.


  The vague light, though, was enough to show her two things: she was in a filthy, cold and damp prison cell, which is why she was shivering, and her body was locked in the grip of a vampir caught in his daily death sleep, which could also be why she trembled.


  She remembered this vampir from the conference. Thanatos, King of the vampir fortress which, like her realm, was west of the two mountains. His stronghold was further south, but the closest to her city. The vampirii that preyed upon her citizens.


  The conference had been the first time she’d laid eyes on him, although her soldiers and his warriors had fought many dozens of battles over the centuries the matriarchs of her family had ruled, making the two of them enemies—but clearly not her only enemy.


  She had heard much about him. Rumors—mainly from Sapiens who had been captured and then escaped the vampirii stronghold. Thanatos was new to the throne, just one long Sapiens lifetime, no more. His fight to rule had been ferocious, violent, and some vampirii had left his realm to join another.


  She remembered studying his face at the congress. He appeared intelligent and not quite as pompous as some of the other rulers, both vampir and Sapiens. For some reason she felt that he was honorable, although they had not said one word to each other apart from a brief and formal greeting at the start.


  The vampirii were handsome males and beautiful females—it seemed to be part of their transition from living to whatever entailed this mystifying state they dwelled in that occurred when they’d morphed from mortal to virtually immortal.


  Thanatos was not an exception to what she called the loveliness of the vampirii, what most others of her species deemed hideous. Their pale skin and intense eyes she found intriguing. She had never witnessed it, but had been told that vampirii possessed wings and could soar to the clouds. That astounded her and piqued her childhood fantasies of wishing she could fly. But seeing close-up Thanatos’ enormous soft-feathered wings, the shade of deep midnight—even furled—took her breath away. His relatively expressionless face did not trouble Blanka; for some reason, she found that minimal emotional expression restful. And she admired his noble bearing, as she did with all the vampir rulers—at least most of them. Not every ruler at the conference had struck her as noble.


  But at that congress, Thanatos’ striking amber irises encircled by obsidian rims and dotted with the jet pupils of his race had caught her off guard. He moved with the mesmerizing fluidity of a dancer. She had not expected to find any specific vampir so attractive that she felt a stirring in her body. She knew they possessed the ability to enthrall mortals, but did not sense that energy coming from him towards her. The erotic response emanated from her and she understood that it was not likely reciprocated.


  Blanka had observed him surreptitiously. She sensed his balanced mind and he seemed ethical and direct when he spoke to the group, both what he said, and the way he presented it. By the end of the conference she entertained the notion that he might be an ally in her attempt to bring the two species together.


  Suddenly, she had been surprised to find him watching her watching him from across the table. She felt embarrassed and thought of turning away, but didn’t. She had wanted to smile, and probably should have, but wasn’t sure of protocol in the world of Blooddrinkers. Such an action might be misconstrued as confrontational in a meeting filled with cautious if not downright hostile leaders.


  Now, she was alone with him, a vampir, bound by his limbs, and she felt nauseous, her head light. She struggled to remember how she had gotten here.


  The last thing Blanka recalled was being dragged from the room where she had been detained for two nights with the day between, when everything had gone terribly awry and slid rapidly downhill at the end of the congress. That room was much better than this cell, though. Larger, cleaner, and warm. She’d had some food and water, at least until last night, and had been able to move around. But the door was locked from the outside. The lights were on constantly, day and night, and she had been sleep deprived until she didn’t know the hour, or whether the sky was light or dark.


  Held against her will, both Sapiens soldiers and vampir guards had questioned her incessantly. Her outrage did not seem to affect her jailors. Ultimately, she reached a confused state and wondered if they had drugged her. She hoped she had not divulged any important information, although she couldn’t imagine what that might be. But she also couldn’t imagine why she had been taken prisoner, and in the conference center she’d had built!


  It must have been last night, she thought. She recalled that she was dozing when suddenly three guards—vampirii—entered the room and pulled her to her feet, then quickly dragged her down two long, dimly-lit corridors. She was tossed into a dark room where something she couldn’t see had attacked her. She hit a wall of pain and rapidly-expanding weakness and passed out quickly.


  Despite being locked in the embrace of what was deemed at best a semi-dead being, she was able to wiggle a hand to her neck. She felt dried blood and two holes. This one, this King Thanatos, had taken her blood! He must have been starving to do that. Unless she’d misjudged him. Clearly, her assessment of many things had suffered of late.


  He was wrapped around her tightly as if trying to keep warm. But her research had assured her that vampirii did not need warmth to the extent that Sapiens did. She thought that he might be trying to keep her warm, but she had no clue why until it occurred to her that maybe he wanted to preserve the remains of a meal for a second night? That thought chilled her.


  His flesh was cold and rigid. She listened carefully, trying to detect breathing. Vampirii breathed, but not nearly as often as Sapiens, or so she’d learned. Their hearts beat slowly, even slower than a prime athlete at rest.


  He would wake, and soon, if that paling light fanning through the small window was an indication of the time—nearing dusk, and soon to be dark. His vampiric vision would allow him to see her in the dark, but she would not see him, leaving her at a disadvantage. At his mercy.


  She turned her head to look around. The room spun and she gasped. Struggling for balance, Blanka tried to breathe steadily through her nose, but it took time for her brain to clear of the whirling, her stomach to unclench from the nausea, and her heart to cease its anxious fluttering.


  This cell was small, no more than twelve by nine metres, with high stone walls and a hard-packed dirt floor. There was nothing in the room but a wooden platform she guessed could be called a bed of sorts. It was less than a metre above the ground, but narrow—more like a bench—and although they were both on their sides, it barely contained them.


  The ceiling was high, with only the one window letting in fading light and cool air. And a door that looked incredibly sturdy.


  This was not a good situation and after what felt like forever in captivity, Blanka envisioned being neither released nor rescued. In fact, circumstances had gone from bad to worse and she could readily see herself as a daily meal for this vampir until her body was emptied of blood.


  The moment he stirred, she turned her head back slowly to avoid dizziness, finding their faces only centimetres apart. The grey light from the window was enough to see that his eyes were open, those strange vampiric eyes; she remembered their color as amber circled by a black ring, the small, dark centers reminding her of insects imbedded in resin.


  Now, she watched his irises shift color and darken, likely to red, but she could not see the color clearly in this light. The shift unnerved her and she felt her pulse quicken. She had learned in her research that changes in vampiric eye color meant danger for Sapiens. Suddenly his irises lightened.


  “It’s night,” she blurted out, hearing her voice quiver, stating the obvious, afraid to say what was on her mind, about blood.


  He removed his arms and legs from around her and got up from the bench.


  She turned onto her back too quickly and cried, “Oh!” holding her head with both hands as the darkening room spun wildly, and she struggled not to vomit.


  “Move slowly,” he advised. “It’s the blood loss. Unless you’ve also been starved, as I have been.”


  Eventually she managed to sit, fighting wavering vision and a lurching stomach. She swung her legs over the side of the bench and bent forward, her head almost on her knees. “I wasn’t starved,” she gasped, “until last night.”


  ”I was,” he said.


  “I understand,” she told him, and he felt uncomfortable, knowing he shouldn’t, because he couldn’t have done anything else but take her blood.


  “Queen Blanka, I did not know it was you. And I had no choice,” he said.


  “I understand,” she said again, which made him feel worse.


  Finally, she was able to sit upright, swallowing air in what he would have called gulps. Her face was ashen, her violet eyes and copper hair in sharp contrast, making her look like a ghost to him. Haunting and haunted.


  “This is all my fault!” she said, pain streaking her face. The sky had darkened enough that he knew she couldn’t see him, but he could see her very well.


  “Who has done this to us, King Thanatos? And why?”


  “I do not know, Queen Blanka. When the conference ended, I came down to this lower floor accompanied by my second and third and two other vampirii. I was informed the nourishment you offered we vampirii was below; I needed refreshment for the flight to my stronghold. When we reached this room, I was attacked by all four, including my most trusted warriors. This is my third night here.”


  “I too was captured at the end of the conference, by a Sapiens and a vampir. Both questioned me non-stop, the Sapiens guard during the day, the vampir guard at night. That’s the only way I had any sense of the time.”


  This struck Thanatos as strange. “What did they ask you?”


  “They wanted to know about the defences of my realm, but the questions they asked were nothing important. They wanted to know what everyone knows: Where is my Queendom located? How many citizens live in the city? How many soldiers? How did I come by my title? These are questions that made no sense to me. Most of that information is known to Sapiens and presumably vampirii as well, and none of it is classified. When I questioned their questions, they wouldn’t answer me.”


  Thanatos thought about this. That information was well known. It seemed to him like a diversionary tactic. Or more, a stalling tactic. Finally he said, “I was not questioned. Since I’ve been imprisoned, I have seen no one of any species until just prior to sunrise last night.”


  She looked shocked. “I don’t understand this.” Then, “Do you think the other rulers have been imprisoned as well?”


  “Possibly,” he said, addressing what he could, “though not likely. King Moarte would not be, I’m fairly certain. As the conference finished, he left before most of the others. And King Hades also left the conference early. I cannot speak for the Sapiens.”


  “I hope you’re right, King Thanatos,” she said. She looked down at her hands. “I made such a mistake, trying to bring together all our realms.”


  He felt sorry for her. This abduction was the result of her desire for peace. It had not been a bad desire, but even he had known that there were elements in both worlds that wanted nothing peaceful to happen. Even now, his warriors would be preparing to rescue him. Or would they? Their King had not returned, but his second—now in charge—and his third could have told his troops anything. His war council, surely they would know something was wrong. Unless they, too, colluded.


  As if echoing him, she said, “My generals will be very worried about me. A dozen of my soldiers guarded the conference center, and I brought pages along. They should all have reported back by now, although it’s possible they were delayed.”


  “More likely killed,” Thanatos said, and that sobered her.


  “My Minister of Security will no doubt send someone to check on the situation and …” She stared in Thanatos’ direction and said, “There will be war, won’t there?”


  “Yes. There is no way to avoid it. And some at the congress believe in war. It’s what Zaget and Lamia both stated would be the indisputable result of the conference.”


  She seemed startled for a moment, then smiled ruefully. “Wasn’t I misled! I saw that as only a surface resistance—they wouldn’t have attended, otherwise.” She paused. “I thought they were the enlightened two. Zaget, a trusted representative of King Zador, and the vampir Queen Lamia he invited to the conference, friends, an inspiration to the rest of us.” She looked up in his direction again, struggling to see even the vague darkness of his form.


  He read the pain on her face as she said, “King Thanatos, I am so naïve.”


  He sat next to her. “Not naïve, Queen Blanka, hopeful. It’s why we all accepted your invitation. Most of us, anyway. The vampirii are tired of war. Your citizens, it must be the same. Your proposal was good, to initiate talks. But there are those among us—of both species—with other agendas mostly hidden. But by incarcerating at least two rulers, they are inviting conflict of the worst kind.”


  She was staring at him without seeing him except in her mind. Her startling eyes like lilacs blooming in the darkness drew him. He wanted to move close enough to smell her sweet scent, but knew that he would smell her blood, more than he already did. When she reached out in the darkness to touch his arm, he snagged her wrist by instinct, his taloned hand tight as a metal cuff, preventing the touch, which he would find invasive and an affront.


  When her hand, finding nothing, relaxed, he released her.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, her head turned down towards her lap again, as if she was looking at the hand that now rested there, a wayward child that had misbehaved. “I… I’d forgotten about touch. I don’t understand some of your protocol. I’ve studied what information is available, but I’m still unclear on some of the—”


  “We need to get out of here,” he said suddenly, jumping to his feet, knowing that if not tonight, soon, he would be taking her blood again.


  She looked around the room, not seeing it except as an image in her memory. “How can we escape? There’s a door. Can you break through it?”


  “If I could have, I would have,” he said a little sharply, worried about what would happen if they were trapped here together another night.


  “King Thanatos, forgive me. I’m so sorry I invited you here, only to be imprisoned—”


  “Stop!” he said, angrily. “This is not your fault and you must stop. This constant self-blame will not help us find a way to escape.”


  She took in a deep breath and in the exhale said, “You’re right, of course. I’m just feeling weak. Overwhelmed. Guilty. Sorry for myself. But this isn’t helpful.”


  Something in her drew him, something beyond the blood. But this was neither the time nor the place. His hunger would rise quickly. Despite what he had taken last night, he now needed more. Much more. What he took had only whetted his appetite.


  Suddenly, a key snapped open the lock on the cell door.


  Chapter Three


  Thanatos, going on the attack, rushed to the door as it swung inward. A clutch of four strong vampirii, all of whom Thanatos recognized barged in. The ones who had abducted him included his second Rancor, and his third, Mangrove. He was instantly furious and lunged. But the four were at peak strength and subdued him quickly.


  Their hands on his body made him rabid!


  Four hefty Sapiens followed, each carrying a lighted torch. “Everet!” Blanka said, her voice shocked, addressing the burly, blond Sapiens who had been one of her long-time personal guards. Who looked at her with disdain and sneered.


  Zaget entered the room and behind him the exotic-looking vampir Queen Lamia who could have been chiseled from stone. Her irises, the color of onyx with tiny alabaster pupils, obsidian hair through an ivory cone, and feathery wings that reminded Blanka of white heliotrope in new snow, all of it made her, apparently, an anomaly among the undead.


  A small sound of shock came from Queen Blanka, but Thanatos was not surprised. Lamia was known to him. And Zaget he had sized up at the conference as devious.


  Zaget motioned and the Sapiens that Blanka had called Everet placed his torch in the sole wall sconce.


  “I see you’ve fed.” Lamia’s coal-black eyes touched by ice centers that spoke of a frozen void zeroed in on Thanatos, but he looked away so she couldn’t mesmerize him. He wanted to rip out her throat but knew he wouldn’t get near her with four vampirii protecting what he now realized was their Queen. The touch of these warriors was unbearable, but they locked him in and he struggled as violence raged through him to focus on what Lamia and Zaget wanted.


  “What is the meaning of this?” Blanka demanded, her tone imperious. She stood but shakily, clearly off balance.


  “The meaning is obvious, Blanka,” Zaget told her, dismissing her title, which Thanatos knew meant he was insulting her and diminishing her importance. “You want peace, we don’t. There’s land and riches and power to be had for both the Sapiens and vampirii. Let the others battle one another until only two players are left standing, myself and Queen Lamia. We will take the spoils without having to fight. An ingenious idea.”


  “Mine,” Lamia said.


  “Implemented by me,” Zaget added, and Lamia nodded vaguely in his direction. Thanatos could see she did this for show but that it galled her. Clearly these two had a plan to gain power, but it would come at the cost of much blood and death. And in the end they would be pitted against each other, and they both would know this. At this stage, each believed they’d be victorious over everyone, including the other.


  “And what does King Zador say about this?” Blanka asked. “He is the ruler of your realm.”


  A sound came from Zaget like the snarl of an angry predator, and Blanka pulled back. “Zador has nothing to say about anything.”


  When he didn’t elaborate, Thanatos demanded, “Have you seized more rulers and taken them prisoner?”


  “Only two are needed, so naturally we took the weakest,” Lamia said, staring directly at him for effect, and again he avoided her depthless eyes. Her insult was meant to undermine and what she said next assured him more prisoners weren’t necessary for their plan. “There are treaties between vampirii and treaties between Sapiens. Moarte will come to your aid.”


  “And Serene to yours,” Zaget said. “Eventually. If she hears about this, which will be after the fact.”


  Blanka wondered why he didn’t mention King Zador, who ruled with an iron fist, but referred to his wife instead.


  “Other Sapiens rulers have treaties with you. Treaties will bring in the allies of both species. You two have been useful.” He laughed.


  Suddenly, Blanka understood. “King Zador is a prisoner as well. Or you’ve killed him. You intend to usurp his rule.”


  Instead of answering, Zaget took a piece of paper from one of the Sapiens and a pen and went to Blanka, who tensed.


  “Sign this, Blanka.”


  “I will not!”


  “What is it?” Thanatos asked.


  Zaget ignored him but said to Blanka, “It’s necessary to tell your army you’re still alive. They won’t know unless you send them word?”


  “Then I refuse to send that word! I will not bring them here to be slaughtered, which I believe to be part of your despicable goal.”


  Zaget backhanded her. She fell hard, half on the bench, half off, knees on the dirt floor. Her ears rang and her head spun. She tasted blood at her lip and when she looked up saw that every vampir in this cell was staring at her with hungry eyes. Including Thanatos. His eyes were fiery red, his fangs extended, and the sound from him mimicked the growl of a wolf as he struggled in the grip of the vampirii guards. She had a sense that he had tried to intervene.


  Zaget towered over her. “I can beat you until you sign it. And rape is always an option. You’re probably in need a good fuck after that husband of yours and all this time,” he said.


  A chill ran through her. At the conference she had sensed a sinister quality in Zaget and had been disappointed to learn that King Zador had sent him in his place. If only she had paid more attention to her instincts and less to her ideals!


  He grabbed her arm and yanked her to her feet, and then shoved the pen into her hand, placing the paper on the bench. “Sign it, or you can expect to be beaten and fucked until you do. Up to you, Blanka. Me, or the vampir,” he said, his head tilting a bit towards Thanatos, and he laughed.


  “Sign it, Queen Blanka,” Thanatos said. “It will make little difference.”


  She signed, recognizing that she needed to live to fight this. As she did, she read the letter, which said she was being held prisoner by King Thanatos and to come to the center where the congress had taken place, bring troops and—


  That was as far as she got before the paper was snatched away.


  “You are a violent species,” Queen Lamia said. “With the vampirii, it is so much easier.” She moved towards Thanatos, floating almost, coming too close, and he smelled the blood on her and felt his boundaries breached even further, which enraged him. He struggled hard, teeth gnashing, but the four vampirii held him fast.


  When she got within a metre, his fangs extended and he snapped at her like an angry, frightened animal. Her touch would violate him, humiliate him even more than the four warriors. But she only plucked one strand from the long black hair hanging through the silver cone at the back of his head. Dramatically, she sniffed it then handed the hair to Rancor. “Take it to what’s left of his war council. They’ll want proof. I’ve told you what to say. Go!”


  Rancor raced out the door.


  Zaget gestured and the four Sapiens soldiers also left the cell. He glanced at both Blanka and Thanatos. “You two can amuse yourselves, I’m sure. The fighting won’t begin until tonight, or tomorrow night at the latest, and by then one of you will be dead.”


  “I’m betting it will be the Sapiens,” Lamia said in her sing-song voice. “Thanatos will have her drained soon. Then he’ll starve to death. Unless her soldiers arrive and expose him to sunlight first.” She laughed in the stilted way of the oldest undead, exposing fangs extending for no particular reason. Thanatos tried to get at her but the three vampir guards held him back.


  Lamia and Zaget left the cell and finally the three remaining vampir warriors, who shoved Thanatos face first into the far wall so they could get out. The thick door slammed and was locked from the outside. One fiery, smoking torch was left behind.


  Blanka looked at Thanatos.


  He said nothing, just pounded the thick wood and metal door with his fists, barely making a dent in the steel, furious at both the violation of his body and his dignity, his and Blanka’s.


  “If it were just wood,” he growled in a voice so fierce that it shocked her, “I could break it down, or burn it with the torch.”


  She felt stunned and, trembling, sat down on the bench, holding herself. “They want war, and they want to torture us as well. Before the conference, they held their own conclave. The letter said I am your prisoner.”


  Time passed in tense silence while his fury abated and her terror subsided.


  She broke the awkward silence by saying, “Thank you for trying to come to my aid.”


  He did not know how to respond. Her sweetness, her awareness of him left him all the more frustrated because he had not been able to protect her from Zaget. And he could not free either of them.


  “How long before you drain me,” she asked.


  Such a direct question unnerved him, but he could not be dishonest with her. “I can take a little tonight.”


  She looked up. “But I can’t recover,” she added for him. “One night? Two?”


  Their eyes met. “Two would be generous.”


  “I see,” she said calmly, her eyes focusing down at her hands once again. “I understand.”


  Suddenly, his fury resurged and overwhelmed him. He raced to her, grabbing her arms, pulling her to her feet, backing her into the stone wall, and she gasped as he shouted into her face, “Stop being so understanding!”


  She stared at him for a long moment, her lilac eyes caught between fear and confusion, and then suddenly her lips parted and large, silent tears gushed over her eyelids and spilled down her cheeks. Not a cry, not a sob came from her, and that utter silence rattled him.


  Despite knowing he should not, he pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her as a sound came from her he could only call a lament. This was something he had never done with any being, especially a Sapiens, at least not since he had been turned.


  “Hold me,” she whispered, but he was already holding her, so he pulled her closer, feeling the heat of her body warming his. He closed his eyes, fighting conflicting urges within him towards the warmth of both her body and her blood.


  Finally her tears subsided enough that they could sit on the bench together because there was nothing else they could do but pace. Neither said anything for some time until Blanka asked in a voice that sounded vulnerable to his ears, “Before … when you were Sapiens, what was your position in life?”


  She wanted to know about him. He recalled so little of his former existence, but he did know one thing. “I was an artist.”


  “A painter?”


  “No. I danced.” His recollection of this was more like an image in his head but not so much felt in the heart. The past had been burned away and with it almost everything that he had been.


  “I’m not surprised,” she said gently. “I’ve watched you. Your movements are fluid, carried out with a conscious intent where the body and mind and soul are one.”


  That she could see who he had been simultaneously refreshed and agitated him.


  “King Thanatos, do you have family?”


  “No,” he said. “The one who created me—my partner in your world—he died in a battle. It was a brief union and many decades ago. I have not married.” It was a simple answer, one he would not elaborate on with anyone of any species.


  She nodded a little. “I was married. I’m a widow.”


  “I have heard this. Your husband shared the throne with you.”


  “Not the throne, but I bestowed on him exceptional powers, unusual in the history of my city. I wanted to be fair. More fair than my mother and my grandmother and all the women before them had been because they did not trust males. Most Sapiens kingdoms do not encourage female rulers. My realm is the exception.”


  He nodded slightly. The vampirii were not against female rulers and there had been some, but he knew of only one other besides Lamia, a situation of a shared throne with a spouse that broke with the single-ruler tradition.


  “Mine was an arranged marriage,” she said. “Two branches of one royal house, wanting to keep power internal. It’s common enough with Sapiens.


  “I married at sixteen. I’m sure for vampirii that means little, sixteen revolutions of this planet around our sun when you live for centuries. But in the Sapiens realm, sixteen is young. He was a decent man, but he didn’t love me. He liked me well enough, I suppose, though not enough to father children.” She stared at the wall. “If one’s wedding night is the only night when copulation can possibly occur, then conception was doomed to fail.”


  That stunned him. This beautiful and graceful creature, so gentle of spirit. How could her husband not have made love to her every night? Thanatos had been vampir just over a century and could barely remember what it was like to be mortal. He tried to recall whether Sapiens marriages were different than vampir unions, but could not. Still, this made no sense to him. If she were his wife, he would make love to her every night, all night sometimes. What kind of husband would shun such a mate?


  “Five years into the marriage, he died suddenly,” she said. “He hadn’t been ill. I’ve had my suspicions. He might have been murdered. I didn’t see the body.”


  Thanatos nodded. Murder was not unheard of when the vampirii vied for power, but it was extremely rare, at least since Blooddrinkers had formed societies of a sort, with rules of law. He knew from reports how common it was among the Sapiens.


  “I’ve been a widow just over a decade and during that time there have been some in my city who wanted to share the crown with me, but their competitive struggles happened apart from my knowledge until much later. I think many of those trying to capture my interest see me as less of a ruler and more of a figurehead, because I’m not as controlling as my mother and the former queens.” She smiled a little at him. “I tend to look towards fairness and peaceful solutions.” Her lips turned down on one side. “Obviously to my detriment.”


  After a moment she said, “I know that the majority of my subjects like me because of my values, and that affected the potential usurpers, and they are usurpers. I know their plans—to marry me and kill me while childless so they can take the throne and change the dynasty. There are Sapiens men like this, King Thanatos. Zaget, I believe, is an example of one.”


  “There are vampirii like this also, both male and female. You have met one in Queen Lamia.”


  “I wouldn’t like to think that anyone in my realm is working with Zaget or Lamia, but I would not put it past some. I won’t apologize, or overly understand again,” she said, turning to face him to give him a gentle smile, “but I will say that my desire for peace is what led me to call the congress, and it was sincere. I regret that this has resulted in a situation so terrible, and one that is affecting you so adversely.”


  Against his better judgement, in a gesture which startled him because it was completely outside the realm of what a vampir would do with a Sapiens, he took her warm hand and brought it to his cool lips and kissed it. “Queen Blanka, you are an extraordinary female, and I know your citizens must hold you in high esteem. What has occurred here is not because of your hope for peace, but because of the desire of others for war.”


  She stared into his amber eyes and he began to fall into her violet orbs, moving towards them without being aware of it. He felt arousal building and a small voice told him to stop … this was madness … but the warning was faint enough to ignore.


  Before he knew what he was doing, his hand was behind her neck pulling her towards him, then his lips were on hers, parting them, his tongue entering her mouth.


  Blanka’s lips responded to his from a long-building hunger that began to saturate her flesh with heat, and they both felt that.


  Their passionate kisses turned feral. His vampir nature demanded dominance over Sapiens and he didn’t think twice about pressing her back against the bench, although she didn’t resist.


  His mouth went to her neck. Instead of biting, he kissed her there where the lace collar was all but gone, where he had pierced her, acutely aware of her throbbing vein and the scent of her blood. He felt her body through her clothes until that wasn’t good enough and he couldn’t stand not touching her flesh. He pulled the bodice of her dress apart, despite the cold, and she gasped.


  Her breasts, soft and firm at the same time, full, so unlike the breasts of the vampirii; the skin flushed, the crimson nipples drawing his lips to their sweetness and warmth, firming, and she moaned. The scent of her blood was so near the surface it ignited a feverish desire to take her in that way. But he listened to her panting, as if desperate for air long needed, and enjoyed the sound. That helped him control both hungers.


  She didn’t know what was happening, how they had gotten to this. She had not felt this before, none of it, even with her impotent husband on the one occasion he had struggled with intercourse. But now she slipped out of her mind, unable to think, not caring that she couldn’t think, aware of her body scorched with longing and a need that had to be met.


  As he shoved up her skirts she helped him get clothing out of the way, feeling vulnerable and excitement. She wanted him to see her, his skin to touch hers, to experience all of her as she wanted to experience all of him.


  Thanatos pulled back to hook the hem points of his kilt to his belt, and she saw the beauty of him fully erect. That firmness excited her in a way that she hadn’t experienced before. Imbedded in her desire was a fear of the unknown. At the same time, his erection somehow reassured her that he really did desire her, that she wasn’t imagining this, that what she wanted, he wanted too.


  He pushed her thighs apart and she trembled as his body pressed close to hers.


  She was already quivering with tension and when she felt his penis at her scalding vaginal lips, she trembled uncontrollably and instinctively opened her legs wider and bent her shaking knees.


  He entered her fast. That intensity drew a sharp cry from the sharp pain that bled into moans. He covered her mouth with a hard kiss as if he was thirsty for these sounds of her passion.


  He slid his arms under her thighs and pushed them up so he could go deeper. She was an enticing cauldron of heat and his thrusts were steady, rhythmic, determined.


  Although she wasn’t resisting, he captured her wrists in his hands. She was Sapiens and she needed to understand what that meant to him—taking her was his right!


  Blanka felt out of control. He possessed her body and she longed for that. Pinned as she was, under his control, she could do nothing but give herself over to the sensations created by this unyielding power. Unfamiliar sensations kept building and just when she thought she couldn’t take more, she reached a new level of passion and submitted anew as the rising, searing flames relentlessly licking her. She could take more! She wanted him to take her further, and he did.


  She understood that she had hidden this longing from herself because there had been no fulfillment possible. She didn’t care if her body, mind and soul combusted and incinerated her to ash. She wanted, no needed this all-consuming fire and willingly immersed herself in lust.


  His longing to take her in this way was paramount, and yet he wanted her blood as well, but resisted the second urge, at least for now, channeling competing hungers into one intense ravenous need.


  Over the darkest of night hours he was driven, obsessed. He made love to her, then he fucked her, then loved her again and fucked her again, over and over, each time releasing into her his blood juice, depleting himself for this ravishing Sapiens Queen who had tried to bring peace that would end in war and the death of many vampirii and Sapiens, including the two of them.


  Chapter Four


  As their hours of erotic passion subsided, they held one another close, still touching, kissing, both awed to silence by what had occurred.


  While his fingers traced along the bones of her beautiful face and caressed her lips, he was still completely stunned by the magnificent violet of her eyes that somehow spoke to a place within him that he thought was gone forever.


  Fate had twisted and turned him inside out and back again. He had learned to care for none, fulfilling his duties, reacting as required, whatever the situation. He knew how he appeared to his warriors: strong, powerful, the dominant ruler they craved, while inside he felt conflicted about almost everything. And yet somehow, this Queen had breached the barrier he had carefully erected to keep what was outside at bay. He recognized that he had opened a small part of himself to her. The fissure did not bleed as he had anticipated it would. He could not understand what this meant, but he knew he had no choice and must accept it.


  Now, it was not a question of if, but of when. He vowed to himself that when he was forced to take her blood, he would do it quickly and as painlessly for her as was possible so that she would not suffer. And he would mesmerize her as an anesthetic.


  Blanka luxuriated in the warmth of her body so close to his, so alive. Her flesh tingled, every nerve cell transmitting pleasure. She kissed his lips gently, thinking about him drinking her blood, and knew it would come to that again; he couldn’t help it. She also believed he would be gentle with her at the end and not make her suffer. She knew that if nothing else, she had been right in her assessment: he was an ally, in what appeared to be a hopeless situation.


  She felt more confidence now and slid her hand down his slim, muscular back to his buttocks and kissed him again. He returned the kiss and then sucked on her deliciously aching nipple with a passion that reignited the smoldering fire she had become, leaving her moaning, then breathless with wonderment, delighted by the freshness of wanton lust.


  While his mouth played with one breast and a talon gently flicked the nipple of her other, her arm went over her eyes as she writhed and moaned to rippling sensations, and to hide the tears. It was so wondrous, all of it. But she was forced to face a bitter irony. She had finally found passion but it would die with her. She tried to console herself with the thought that at least she would not leave this life in the pit of loneliness that she now realized is where she had been dwelling.


  Chapter Five


  Later that night, Blanka said, “Thanatos, I have a thought. There is a window—”


  “It’s too high.”


  “If you held me up—”


  “You’re too weak to break the bars.”


  “I could hold you—”


  “You’re not strong enough to hold me.”


  “Then here’s my thought,” she said, brushing his lips lightly with hers to gently silence him so he would listen.


  He was surprised anew, as he had been throughout the night, that he did not find touch from this sweet Sapiens threatening, touch that from any other of her species normally would have caused him to attack.


  “Change me. Then we would both be strong enough.”


  He stood, shaking his head, and moved away from her. “No. That’s not the answer.”


  She sat up. “Why?”


  “Because it requires me to drain you and to give up blood to you, and I am weakened. And we do not know if either or both of us can break through the bars. If I can’t break through the door, clearly this cell was designed to hold vampirii. Then there would be two starving vampirii trapped together.”


  “Thanatos …Than, listen to me. Please. If we are both vampirii, I’ll be strong—”


  “Not as strong as you think. You will be new. The change doesn’t imbue instant strength.”


  “But it will give me more than I have.”


  “Yes. Once you’ve fed. But you can’t feed; there’s no one to feed off.”


  “Maybe not right now…” she said.


  He shook his head, his lustrous midnight hair hanging through the silver cone swaying like the tail of a horse.


  She did not understand. And he couldn’t convey his resistance to her. It took a strong emotion to bring a Sapiens over—love, hate, any would likely do, and he had never done it, although of course he had gone through the process from the other side and knew what was required. He did not trust that he had the emotional power for this. So much could go wrong but the worst scenario was what he had already said, the scope of which she could not possibly understand: two vampirii trapped together, starving. He did not want to think about what he would do to her.


  “I don’t understand everything,” she said, “but I know I will be stronger, not weaker, and together, two potent beings are better than one strong, one weak. I know you can feed off me until I’m gone—”


  “That’s not what I want!”


  “I know.” She went to him and her fingertips brushed his cheek, light as a spring breeze wafting by, and he was startled anew by her gentleness. In his world touch was considered an act of dominance—all touch was, from any species. The only exception was between intimates, and it shocked him to suddenly realize that they were such.


  “I don’t want that either. I want us to escape. I want us to
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