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  Chapter One


  “Queen Liontyne, the vampir King Hades is outside our gates!”


  A gasp went through the throne room.


  “Is he, now?” she said calmly. “And how many warriors does he have with him so that I may alert my generals to amass our army?”


  “Three, your Highness.”


  “You’ve miscounted. You must mean 3,000.”


  “Your Majesty, he is requesting an audience with you.”


  Liontyne raised an eyebrow and glanced at her chief advisor Thaddeus, who swallowed, then made his usual peculiar and loud throat-clearing noise. Finally he wheezed, “I advise against this, my Queen.”


  “Because?”


  The stick-thin, white-haired man shrugged.


  “Helpful as always,” she told the useless being whom she had inherited when she assumed the throne.


  She sighed, bored, frustrated, tired of this kingdom and all its problems, minor and major, none of which she could do anything about, sick of the ineffectuals surrounding and suffocating her. Weary of plodding through each day, as predictably as the day before, waiting for the moment when one of her loyal subjects would poison her, or perhaps be brave enough to imbed a sword or bullet in her heart. She would almost welcome another vampir raid. Slay us all! she thought. Or drag us into your pool of slaves. How could it be worse than this existence with a dead past and a pointless, hopeless future bookending a flat present.


  “Bring him in!” she ordered.


  “It’s a trick!” her most senior military officer stated emphatically.


  She glanced at Radii, a man barely trustworthy, who was constantly sniffing the winds to see which way they blew. She’d rejected his offer of marriage twice, knowing full well they were offers to take her throne out from under her. She looked away. “If so, I’ll regret it. If not, you will.”


  While she waited, she composed herself on her gilded, jewel-encrusted throne, smoothing the long yellow satin skirt and adjusting the necklace of amber set amidst diamonds, her entire ensemble worn to pick up the color of her eyes. She sat more erect as her 'advisors' nattered around her, sometimes addressing her, more frequently addressing one another, the hum of words sounding like the buzzing of bees, providing little meaning and no relevance.


  She stroked the sleek midnight feathers of the enormous raven perched on her forearm which rested on the throne’s arm and leaned in to whisper, “What do you think, Po? Should I trust this vampir?”


  The raven turned its head to the side, one dark, beady orb looking directly into her golden eye, cawed once, bobbed its head as if in a nod, then fell silent.


  “At least you have a considered opinion,” she muttered.


  The large and heavily-gilded double doors at the back of the throne room opened and a page announced in a nervous voice that rang through the tawny marble-walled chamber, “The vampir King, Hades!”


  The room was crammed with dozens of her subjects, the hanger-ons in the court and those who had come for some sort of audience to resolve their no doubt petty problems, plus advisors and her ladies-in-waiting, being close to a hundred people. The announcement caused the murmur of the crowd to escalate.


  Suddenly, a pale being strode through the doorway and the room fell tomb silent in awe of this extraordinary event. All eyes, fearful to suspicious to hostile, focused on the vampir.


  Tall and lean, he was not quite as emaciated as other vampirii Liontyne had seen during raids of her city. His hair, shocking as grey salt heavily flecked with black pepper had been, as was traditional with these Undead, pulled tightly back to dangle through a cone, this one turquoise, the same hue as his startling irises surrounding the typical black-dot pupils. His skin, though pale, was mildly darker than other vampirii she had encountered. But she was aware that his fortress held many like him. She assumed the vampir population of every Blooddrinker stronghold was composed of a similar variety of flesh tones. That had to be so; vampirii had once been Sapiens, the living bitten and turned into creatures of the night.


  He looked to be just over thirty Sapiens years, although she knew by rumor that he had lived over three centuries. He wore the outfit of a King of the Bloodsuckers, the black metal and leather kilt, dark knee-high boots, and only a few bands across his chest. He carried no arms—his were natural weapons, teeth and talons being all any vampir needed.


  Behind him came three of his warriors, dressed similarly, although they wore netted shirts. Their body language screamed tension. These fighters were wary, entering the lair of the Sapiens in such a small number. Only their king seemed confident.


  Hades moved rapidly along the rust-colored carpet towards her as if he did this every night, but, of course, this was his first visit that did not involve a pillaging. Enemies did not make courtesy calls to one another’s realms and she was curious as to the reason for this contact.


  As he stopped at the foot of the steps to her throne, the room remained funereally silent, every Sapiens on guard, and those with weapons in their possession had them at the ready.


  The vampir stared up at her but did not approach further. He focused his large aquamarine irises on her citrine eyes but she did not sense him trying to mesmerize her. That would be foolish and he did not appear to be a fool.


  “King Hades,” she said evenly, her duty to speak first, since there was no one to introduce them.


  “Queen Liontyne,” he replied, with only a slight nod of his head, which befit a ruler-visiting-ruler greeting. She returned the nod, minimally. Neither would give much ground, that was clear.


  He spoke in their mutual language, as if they were old friends, but this was the first time they’d laid eyes on one another. “Thank you for seeing me.”


  “Our soldiers have battled on many occasions,” she said, “even recently,” she reminded him. “I’m delighted to finally view the face of one of my enemies.”


  “An enemy in general,” he said, “but not this night.”


  “I hope not, otherwise I’d have to have you killed. That would leave my throne room rather messy.”


  She thought she saw a strange glimmer in his otherworldly eyes. Their color was similar to a piece of turquoise she often wore, warm and cold at the same time, a stone that reminded her of the depths of the ocean. She thought that his small black pupils resembled volcanic islands in the blue-green sea, and she found the colors fascinating.


  These were eyes she knew could change color rapidly and if that occurred, the head of her army would have a silver-tipped arrow or bolt, or a silver encased bullet in Hades’ chest about heart level.


  “To what should I attribute the dubious pleasure of your visit?”


  “I wish to speak with you about a problem.”


  “Is a vampir problem my concern?”


  “It’s your problem I wish to discuss.”


  “How intriguing. And what a surprise! I had no idea the King of the vampirii on our border cared so much for me and my realm, other than as nourishment. What is the nature of this problem that troubles you enough that you would venture into my castle with only three warriors for protection?”


  “It’s a problem I’d like to discuss with you privately.”


  “You won’t be alone with our Queen!” Radii snapped, raising his sword, but Liontyne held up her free hand without bothering to look at him.


  She thought for only a second. “Alright.”


  The old advisor Thaddeus said, “My Queen, you cannot—”


  “I asked for your advice earlier, Thaddeus, and it was lacking then so don’t annoy me with it now!”


  She stood. “Come with me, King of the Undead, and we can discuss my problem in private, as requested. I’m curious to know what it is.”


  Her subjects dropped forward, some on bended knee, heads bowed, the females curtsying, although Radii and the military closest to the throne simply bowed their heads but remained on their feet, their eyes fixed on the three vampirii warriors and their King.


  Liontyne turned and walked across the dais to a narrow door on her left, the gilded filigree work imbedded with multi-colored gems. The raven Po still held fast to her arm, but she was aware that the midnight creature pivoted its large head to look behind, at the vampir King, no doubt.


  A nervous page opened the door and Liontyne entered her private sitting room. Behind her, she heard the vampir’s boots clack on the hardwood as he followed.


  She crossed the sitting room to the walk-in fireplace where the flames shot high, and then turned. Two maid servants who had jumped to their feet with heads bowed as she entered, stood ready to attend to her needs—until their faces reflected terror as they beheld what had followed her in.


  “Get out and close the door!” she ordered both. The girls rushed towards the exit, giving the vampir King Hades a wide berth, slamming the door hard behind them.


  He was ten meters across the room and now she could see he was taller than her by half a head. His sturdy body was possibly more muscular than other vampirii she’d viewed during their raids, but she couldn’t be sure. He had been at least olive-skinned when he was still Sapiens three centuries ago but had paled considerably as was normal for the previously living. She did not feel intimidated—help was a scream away. And in reality she was grateful for the diversion in a life otherwise impacted with ennui. “What do you want, Bloodsucker?”


  “My name is King Hades,” he said.


  “I know your name.”


  “Then you should use it, Queen Liontyne, so that you make a good impression on your savior.”


  This made her laugh out loud which caused Po to caw once sharply. “Savior from what?”


  “From yourself.”


  Now she felt annoyed. “No riddles, vampir. I haven’t the time nor the inclination to play mental games with you. Just tell me what’s on your mind, then go. And I should warn you, if this is a trick, my soldiers are eager for action and you will not leave here alive, or whatever ending to your current state that entails.”


  “I’m here not as an enemy but as a friend.”


  “Unlikely.”


  “Unlikely, but true. I’ve come from a meeting of the Alliance that has been formed by the vampirii. As you know, there are other vampiric realms with leaders in several quadrants. Four leaders from four realms have merged to form a coalition to tackle major problems which affect us jointly.”


  “Thank you for the lesson in vampir politics and geography. I don’t see how this should concern me.”


  He walked towards her and she crossed her arms over her chest, holding the raven before her like a shield. “Get to the point, vampir King!”


  “You’re as sharp-tongued as they say you are,” he said, stopping three meters from her.


  “I’m happy my reputation precedes me into your dark world.”


  “Likely as sharp as your bird’s beak.”


  “My bird can defend himself, as can I.”


  He took several more steps towards her and reached out a hand. She froze, but he was only looking at the raven.


  “I wouldn’t advise that, vampir. Po trusts no one but me.”


  Hades stared at the large bird; its one eye, turned towards him, gazed back unblinking. Hades’ taloned fingers slid down the large, silky-feathered head. The bird more than tolerated this and Liontyne was both amazed and annoyed.


  “I see you have a way with corvidae,” she said crisply.


  “We vampirii are part of nature and have a way with most animals. This one is of the darkness, as are we. And of course we have wings in common,” he said, referring to the dark feathery appendages furled behind him, as lustrous as Po’s.


  She turned away abruptly, walked to Po’s perch and placed the raven there, then turned back.


  “You were saying how you’re here to save me…”


  “The Alliance has determined that a virus has spread through the Sapiens population. It affects the males of your species only, turning them sterile.”


  “This is old news, vampir. And I fail to see how it’s a concern of yours.”


  “I believe you know why it concerns me.”


  She paused. “If we don’t breed, your food supply dries up.”


  “Succinctly put,” he said. “Consequently, we have come up with a plan to help Sapiens survive. Clearly, if you don’t have effective males, you will have no offspring and your species will be ancient history within a generation.”


  She turned her back on him—a daring but risky move—and stared at the yellow-orange flames of the fire. It was a problem she was well aware of, although her citizens were not. Only her medical advisor and Thaddeus knew, and she had instructed both to remain silent on pain of death. She couldn’t risk an insurrection.


  As if reading her thoughts, he said, “There is always the possibility of a citizens’ uprising, in which case you would likely be dethroned if not killed and chaos would reign. Still, the outcome would be the same. Within a generation this city would be empty. I’ve come with an offer from the Alliance.”


  She turned on him, finding he had moved closer, slightly more than half a meter away, as if he was bent on intimidating her. Her eyes narrowed. “I’m sure this situation gives you no small amount of pleasure, Deathbringer, and you’d happily pick off the citizens of my city until we’re extinct. Is this your offer? To exterminate the population now, rather than wait until we die childless of old age? Or would you prefer making us all slaves in your blood bank?”


  He stared at her as if seeing something he had never seen before.


  “What?” she said. “No witty riposte?”


  Finally he said, “What makes you so brittle?”


  “I’ll give you one minute, and my clock is already counting towards the chime.”


  “I’ve come with what might be a solid solution and you have yet to hear me out in a respectful manner. What you’ve done is insult me.”


  “So sensitive, walking corpse? You vampirii have caused us grief since the beginning of recorded history and you expect to be welcomed with open arms? Try to see beyond your fangs! We do not like your species. We do not trust you. Whatever your solution, it’s not something we are interested in. Get out!”


  She watched his eye color darken and she tensed; if the turquoise ocean became a blood-red sea, he would attack her.


  Suddenly, without another word, he turned abruptly and stormed towards the door leaving it open behind him. She would have loved to have rushed there to watch him escape the throne room with his three warriors—it would have brought a smile to her lips. But she didn’t move; that would be showing too much interest.


  Ella, her lady-in-waiting, ran in, a look of horror on her face. “My Queen, are you alright?”


  “Of course I’m alright! Why wouldn’t I be?”


  Next at the door were Radii and Thaddeus, both poking their ridiculous heads into her sitting room with faux worried expressions on their faces. “Court is over for the day,” she snapped, waving a hand at them. “You are all dismissed. Get out and close the door!” she ordered, which they did.


  Chapter Two


  Hades stared at the vampirii in the room one-by-one. These, the Alliance members, had met in King Moarte’s stronghold, mid-way between the other three realms—Thanatos to the far north-west, Necros south-east and Hades north-east.


  Agitated more than he liked, Hades wanted to assess his peers before speaking. Moarte and Valada together as always, joint rulers of this realm, seemed as calm as they normally appeared; Thanatos and his new bride Blanka who he had recently turned, equally calm; Serene, the highly animated hybrid daughter of Moarte and Valada and her husband Wolfsbane, who was not royalty but an excellent strategist and Hades did not mind his presence. Also in the room was King Necros, the newest member of the Alliance, his stronghold closest to Hades’, yet it was the first time the two had met. The black-eyed Necros had a reputation as a loner, and a rebel, but Hades, while not inclined towards rebelliousness himself, appreciated a characteristic opposite his own inclinations, and found Necros’ controlled but primed energy intriguing.


  One other in attendance was Belladonna, Moarte’s mother. Hades did not know why she was a member of the Alliance but provided she didn’t interfere tonight, he would continue to tolerate her presence.


  None looked adversarial or judgmental, but Hades was not feeling particularly gregarious. His foul mood left him searching for words to express what he wanted to get across. At the best of times, with strong emotions in play, linguistically he was cautiously adept. That was a common-enough trait among Blooddrinkers who tended to prefer action and reaction more than discussion, and who were competitive by nature. Which, to his thinking, made this whole Alliance formation extraordinary.


  He could not seem to form a synopsis in his mind to present the situation coherently to them and ultimately could only blurt out what came to him readily. “She’s a bitch!”


  He began to pace Belladonna’s room, the decor of which was mostly Sapiens, and that reminded him too much of Liontyne and made him pace more, an action rare for a vampir, especially a King. But he excused himself because he was too agitated to convey in words what had happened and his body needed movement.


  “That’s her reputation,” Thanatos assured him.


  “I didn’t get to the offer. She dismissed me, after insulting me repeatedly, before I could broach the subject.”


  “That’s kind of a typical Sapiens response to a vampir, don’t you think?” Serene said.


  “You’re lucky she didn’t try to kill you,” Necros said.


  “She threatened me, of course.”


  “That’s what they do.”


  “Does she know she has a problem?” Valada asked.


  “Yes. That much she admitted,” Hades confirmed.


  “Maybe she doesn’t believe it’s as serious as it is.”


  “I wouldn’t know what she believes. She’s too callous. I couldn’t get past her defenses.”


  “I’m surprised she let you enter her realm,” Wolfsbane said.


  “As was I, and more so after she kicked me out before I could even get to the point.”


  Moarte moved a hand in a somewhat dismissive gesture. “It may not matter in the long run. It’s not the largest Sapiens city. If they die off, they die off.”


  Hades stopped pacing and glared at him. “That’s easy for you to say, Moarte. Your realm is large, your nearby Sapiens population equally large and already the solution is being applied, at least surreptitiously, so you have no issues pending. I, on the other hand, am in close proximity with only these Sapiens. Their future directly impacts on my stronghold.”


  “I realize that, Hades. There are alternatives for you and—”


  “I’m not giving up my reign to amalgamate with another vampir realm!”


  “No one’s suggesting that,” Valada said.


  “You can force her to accept your offer,” Necros suddenly suggested, and Hades turned to look at this vampir King of the smallest realm. His black eyes contrasted with flaming red hair, and the forbidding tattoo of a ferocious but unidentifiable creature that had clearly swirled up his flesh before he had turned, the combination reflecting his bellicose nature. Hades found him curiously engaging. “The Sapiens can be controlled like cattle,” Necros continued, “if need be.”


  “Then he’d be a farmer,” Serene said. “Sounds labor intensive.”


  Most of the vampirii in the room found a bit of amusement in Serene’s comment, their rigid faces allowing the only smile they were capable of, through their eyes, and Hades felt the energy shift. He, though, did not feel his energy change.


  “You’re angry,” Belladonna said, and he tensed even more. He spun towards her, feeling his eye color darken at this invasion. That his emotional state should be identified and discussed publicly went against vampiric ways, and he felt humiliated, and furious. He went on the offense and she must have picked up on that quickly. She did not meet his eyes, which he knew was a smart move on her part, but said rapidly, “All of us here would be angry. It’s normal,” she added, greatly modifying her so-personal observation of him.


  Moarte had always said his mother had special powers. Apparently she could read minds and hearts. But Hades didn’t want either of his organs this transparent, even though these were his friends—or at least friendly allies, which might be all that was possible in the world of independently-minded Blooddrinkers.


  “I know Liontyne,” Blanka said. It was the first time she had spoken in this meeting and one of the few times in any Alliance meeting since he had met her. “When I was still Sapiens, and Queen, she and I met. I invited her to the two-species conference I called.”


  “But, she didn’t attend,” Thanatos said to his wife.


  Blanka turned to her husband and Hades saw a look pass between them, the connection of the one who brings over a Sapiens and the new vampir. But it was more, and he sensed a deeper emotional attachment that he had little trouble understanding on an intellectual level but much difficulty actualizing in his own existence.


  “She did not respond to my written request, so before the conference I visited her realm. She received me, we drank tea together, and she was courteous. I suppose she could be called friendly-enough, but I saw her as extremely guarded. And she was adamant that she would not attend.”


  “Her reason?” Thanatos asked.


  “She said she did not trust such a gathering.”


  “Perceptive, given what happened.”


  “Do you have any further insights into her?” Belladonna asked. “If so, tell us what you believe.”


  “Although she didn’t speak of it,” Blanka said, “it’s common knowledge that her late husband, King Ranius, was very likely murdered. I felt a bit of her history resembled my own, at least the widow part. With no offspring or siblings, she took the throne in a realm where only males have ever ruled, which was not my history—the rule in my city had always been through the females of the line. Still, I could see the difficulties she faced. Why she hasn’t been dethroned in one of the usual violent Sapiens ways is a mystery.


  “It’s unclear what happened to her husband and if it was murder, who did it. There’s been a rumor among the Sapiens that she killed him, but after meeting her, I’m not inclined to either believe or disbelieve that. Clearly she’s defensive. I suspect she’s hardened herself because she lives in a dangerous city where there’s no one she can trust.”


  “I can relate to that,” Serene said. “I felt that way when I was a prisoner. If you’re all alone, you block out everybody. Well, I didn’t block out you,” she said, turning to Wolfsbane, touching his arm, and he lay his hand over hers.


  This was an action that no others in this room could or would display in public, only these two young lovers, although Hades knew that Wolfsbane wasn’t, at more than two hundred years as vampir, young. But their love was young, new and immeasurable, that was obvious, and he and the others accepted that this unusual display was a change in their world which would likely infect future relationships.


  “How did you view her in general?” Valada asked.


  Blanka thought for a moment. “I saw her as a beautiful woman, physically. Alone. Lonely. Troubled. And to mask that, she keeps others at bay by a quick wit and sharp tongue. None can best her; I certainly couldn’t. I think she believes that if she dominates and terrorizes all, she’ll be safe. So far it’s worked. If someone else killed her husband, they haven’t yet killed her. If she killed him, no one in her kingdom seems to care because after all this time she hasn’t been accused of murder, or assassinated.”


  “Did she love him?” Serene asked.


  Hades was startled by a question he found irrelevant.


  Blanka thought again. “I’m not sure. She didn’t really speak of him but I did say to her that I was sorry to hear of his death, although that was a decade ago. The look on her face was curious. Not one of grief, that’s certain. But that doesn’t mean she murdered him. It might just mean that she was glad he was dead for another reason.”


  “Sapiens males can be brutal,” Valada said, referring to her father and others.


  Serene raised her hand. “I can vouch for that from experience.”


  “Vampir males can also be harsh,” Necros said, and the others were silent. “It’s a common experience when we deal with a lesser species,” he added, as if to excuse something, perhaps himself, Hades thought.


  “And vampir females,” Wolfsbane reminded them. “Hemlock was and Lamia still is.”


  “You can add Morbidia to that list,” Necros said, “and put Hilda on the Sapiens list.”


  Wolfsbane nodded.


  “My sense,” Blanka continued, “is that it would be difficult for her to be open in any way. I do suggest, though, that the best approach to Liontyne is non-reactive. I imagine she’s used to her subjects cowering in terror of their Queen’s anger. Holding your ground in a non-combative way might be the route to go.”


  “Give it time,” Thanatos urged.


  “Go back, but not right away,” Necros added. “What do you have to lose.”


  “His life, maybe?” Serene said.


  Finally Hades stopped pacing. He looked at the others, one at a time. “I thank you all for your information and encouragement. I’ll do as you suggest, let some time pass and give this another go.” He looked at Necros and then at Blanka last, nodding slightly to both as a special acknowledgement.


  “Good luck,” Belladonna said.


  “I’ll need it with this demoness.”


  Chapter Three


  The Alliance meeting had lasted two nights altogether. Midnight approached and this session was about to conclude when Necros suddenly said, as if searching for a word, “I have something to…announce.”


  The others waited patiently. Belladonna sensed what this might be about. Her last conversations with Necros as she left his realm were vivid in her mind as she knew they must have remained in his, given the dire circumstances that had transpired.


  


  ‘King Necros, your rule is secure again, your warriors are behind you and the threat has been eradicated.’


  ‘For the moment.’


  ‘Your problem can be fixed permanently,’ she’d said.


  He turned away from her, as she expected he would. His frequent reaction—a dismissal. But she couldn’t let this go; it was too important for all concerned. 'You know what you need to do, so I won’t repeat that. Your fears are groundless. You will lose nothing but indirectly will gain what you should have rightfully had centuries ago. But if you do nothing, eventually, you will lose everything.’


  His back still to her, he did not respond at first, but then surprised her by saying, ‘I know.’


  ‘Have faith, King Necros.’


  Finally he turned to face her and she saw in his dark eyes vulnerability.


  She’d left it at that, heeding her son Moarte’s warning to allow Necros to figure things out for himself. He would have to find a way to permanently kill Morbidia.


  


  Necros scanned two of the four walls, then his gaze shifted to the floor. Suddenly, his head snapped up in a defiant manner to meet the eyes of the eight vampirii in the room that he likely expected would be hostile to what he was about to say. Each was careful of direct eye contact and kept it short; none wanted to be mesmerized by another vampir, intentionally or accidentally. Finally, he focused on Belladonna.


  She did not move. Her nod to encourage him would have been imperceptible to a Sapiens, but not to any in this chamber, and it might be misinterpreted; she and Necros were not colluding.


  “I’ve made a decision,” he said.


  They waited, eternally patient.


  “My warriors will attack the Sapiens city near my fortress.”


  Silence resounded.


  Hades, who had only recently met Necros and knew little about him, wondered why this announcement was made. Vampirii attacked Sapiens cities frequently—he certainly had, most recently in retaliation for Liontyne’s attacks on his stronghold, which had caused him to miss the last two Alliance meetings when Necros had joined.


  He glanced at the other vampirii in the room. Assessing their eyes and bodily stance, no one else seemed to feel this was a peculiar announcement. “To what end?” he finally asked.


  Necros turned to Hades. “To restore the rightful ruler to her throne.”


  Belladonna knew that Hades could not have felt more baffled. Unlike Moarte and Thanatos, who Necros had confided in, and Valada, Blanka, Serene and Wolfsbane, who knew most of the situation, and Belladonna herself who knew everything, Hades had missed meeting this rebel King until now and couldn’t possibly know the details, let alone the subtleties.


  Every Alliance member understood that helping a Sapiens retrieve his or her throne was an unheard of act among Blooddrinkers, although Moarte allowing the mesmerized King Zador to return to his city came close. Attack a Sapiens city as retaliation, of course. Or as part of a hunt; that was common enough. But to try to reinstate a Queen to her usurped throne? Although Belladonna had been vampir well over two centuries, she had never known such a direct action to occur, especially through warfare, and she was certain that Hades, who had existed even longer, had not heard of such a situation either.


  Necros had been quickly scanning the faces of those surrounding him for some moments. In the past he had conveyed his general situation to all of them, but only with Moarte and Thanatos had he privately confessed the dire complications. And Belladonna who, as if by some sort of sorcery, had intuited everything during her time in his stronghold. Speaking of his intention before his allies was an incredibly vulnerable act and he felt both uncomfortable and intimidated with an undercurrent of the anger that was his usual fallback position and which kept him safe. Or at least it had in the past.


  He struggled to hold onto the words of both Belladonna and Wolfsbane, words said in private, assuring him at different times in different ways that every Alliance member had at one time faced an impasse. But his situation was completely different. And while Moarte and Thanatos had listened carefully and not judged him on the details, he wasn’t entirely sure the others would be as forgiving.


  Belladonna was pleased that this turbulent King had finally come to the point where he could solve a problem that had begun two centuries ago and had kept him in chains not visible to the eye.


  Most of the others in the room accepted his statements so far without comment. Hades, though, who knew nothing of Necros’ real quandary, needed to know more. “I don’t follow you, Necros. Do I have this right? You are going to raid the Sapiens city nearest you in order to restore a Queen to her throne?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “One reason is that the current ruler, who stole her throne, is aligned with Zaget—now King of the city nearest Moarte.”


  “From what we know so far about the pact between Zaget and Lamia, that doesn’t seem surprising. Or even particularly threatening, given that the Sapiens city near your stronghold has both a small population and is also far from Zaget’s city.”


  “It is far, and it isn’t.” And then Necros told him about the attack on his stronghold fostered by the current Sapiens King Matthew and aided by Zaget, and the near fatal consequences that had threatened to topple Necros’ rule.


  Still, Hades couldn’t get a real grip on this peculiar idea. “What makes you think that reinstalling this Queen will forestall future threats of this nature?”


  Necros said hesitantly, “I…know her.”


  “Well and good, but she’s Sapiens. Isn’t it likely she might turn against you?”


  “That’s doubtful.”


  Hades paused, trying to make sense of this. “You’re saying you trust this Sapiens?”


  Necros’ reply snapped out of his mouth as if he was tired of justifying himself. “She bore my two offspring, a third coming. I’d say yes, she’s trustworthy!”


  “Another?” Valada said.


  Necros nodded.


  “How will you accomplish this?” Wolfsbane asked. “Do you have a strategy laid out?”


  “Do you require aid?” Thanatos asked.


  “We will support you in whatever ways you require,” Moarte added.


  “How far along is she?” Serene wanted to know.


  The questions flew through the air and Necros tried to answer as best he could.


  “Guin thinks the new offspring is two to three months growing inside her.” He turned to Wolfsbane. “She has a plan to enter the city via the mountain. My warriors will raid the city from the sky, driving the usurper and most of his army into the mountain for protection.”


  “But you can’t go inside the mountain to help her!” Hades said.


  “We won’t need to. She’s more than proficient with a crossbow.”


  Hades was flabbergasted. What a strange plan! He could only repeat, “Proficient with a crossbow,” as if verbalizing Necros’ words would allow this unusual King to hear what he had just said and reconsider what Hades viewed as ludicrous.


  “Do you require help?” Moarte asked again for the others.


  “We will send warriors to complement your troops,” Thanatos added.


  “Generous offers,” Necros said. “At this point, I don’t think they’ll be needed.”


  Hades couldn’t see any validity to this strategy and Necros refusing help just added to what he would define as madness. He wondered why the others were so supportive, yet knew he couldn’t abandon an Alliance member. And because loyalty was innate in him, Hades said, “Although I do not completely understand your rationale, since my stronghold is closest to yours, perhaps we could arrange at least backup to ensure you lose no warriors and that the outcome is as you desire.”


  “I’ll consider that, Hades.”


  “If Queen Guin is pregnant,” Valada said, “this can’t be a good time to actualize a raid.”


  “It’s the best time,” Belladonna answered. “She’s still early in the pregnancy. Later and she would likely be incapable of acting until months after the birth. I suspect this is one of the reasons you,” she said, turning to Necros, offering this impulsive King a reason in the event he didn’t have one, “have decided this now.”


  “Yes. The attack will take place the next full moon.”


  “That’s just two weeks away!” Serene said.


  “The waned moon would provide a cover of darkness in the sky,” Wolfsbane stated, what all of them knew.


  “It would,” Necros said, “but the Sapiens expect attacks then. They won’t expect it during the full moon.”


  “Are you saying the next full moon?” Serene wanted clarification, seemingly unable to grasp how rapidly this would transpire.


  “Yes.”


  “You said her early pregnancy is one reason,” Hades said. “What are the others?”


  And here Necros paused a long time, until the silence grew disturbing and took on the characteristics of an invisible entity in the room. But finally, Necros began to enlighten Hades and any others who had not been privy to his full disclosure about the history of the contract that Guin had inherited from her grandmother. It was an onerous deal that impacted negatively and directly on him, and he explained why he had made this odd concession in the past that had led to this decision in the present.


  Once he’d heard it all, Hades could only feel sympathy for this rebellious King who had suffered a peculiar and disastrous fate that no other had. “I will aid you!” he said firmly.


  Necros seemed relieved and nodded his thanks.


  The end of the meeting did not come until sunrise neared and Moarte’s guests needed to remain another night before flying to their respective fortresses. Moarte and Thanatos both reiterated that if Necros desired it, they would send warriors, and Necros could use them or not, as needed. Hades, now with an acute understanding of what was at stake for Necros, declared again that he would do the same. Wolfsbane offered his skills as a war strategist and Necros said to all of them, “I’m more than grateful for such overwhelming support. And understanding.”


  And once again, Necros faced a reality he had not believed possible: in this dark and competitive world of violent vampirii whose self-interests outweighed all else—as had been the case with him—he recognized yet again that he now had confidants and more—help, if he needed it. This was still nearly incomprehensible to him and yet he knew he had to face and trust reality: he was not alone.


  Hades decided to put off returning to Liontyne’s city until this situation with Necros’ raid was resolved and he let the others know this. “After all, the problem with sterile Sapiens males is ongoing. Half a month from now, a year from now, a decade even, none of those time frames will make much of a difference.” What he didn’t say and yet they all understood was that beyond that, Liontyne’s population would have no future. But he didn’t anticipate putting off a return visit more than two full moons.


  As if sensing his unease, Belladonna said to Hades as all the guests moved from her room towards the safe spaces in which they would spend the daylight before waking to a flight home, “King Hades, it will surely not be long until you return to Queen Liontyne’s city. The wait will allow you to think more about the situation and how you can change your approach.”


  “I can think about it, but she’s the one who needs to change and be open.”


  “There is an old Chinese proverb you may know, since we are both rather long in the fang. Perseverance furthers.”


  “From the I Ching, with the sticks, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  He nodded. Persevering was his only option.


  Chapter Four


  Necros arrived back at his stronghold mid-night, with only half the hours of darkness remaining.


  He entered through the main doors of the grey sandstone structure rather than his usual route which would have been directly to his private area via the balcony. Guin would be in his domain with his two offspring, Azrael and Sefirot. He wasn’t ready to see her.


  His first priority was to assure himself that his warriors were still 100% behind him. Recent traumatic events reverberated for Necros. He had only been away at the Alliance meeting for two nights but he felt cautious. And while those particularly loyal to him had checked and rechecked and confirmed and reconfirmed that the rebellion that had transpired had been thoroughly quashed, Necros was keenly aware that trust had never been one of his strengths. He preferred sussing out disloyalty himself.


  He strode through the great hall, his strides long and rapid, emitting power, taking in the atmosphere of the combined attitudes of the individual vampirii that composed his military. The mood seemed stable and leaned towards him and not away.


  He had no intention of holding court tonight and did not ascend the steps to his throne. Warriors surrounded him and he felt nothing but respect from them, although some clearly were also afraid. He was known for swift and severe judgments and rapid execution of those decisions, which kept his house in order, the way he liked it. Always aware of his reputation and its required maintenance, he could easily reign being feared.


  He saw his newly-appointed second across the room and gestured. Toxique, who looked no more than seventeen Sapiens years but had been in the stronghold for over a century, approached immediately and nodded in deference.


  “What of import has occurred in my absence?”


  “One change, my King.”


  “Which is?”


  “A new slave.”


  Toxique was discrete but taciturn, perhaps too much of the latter; information had to be yanked from him. “Who is responsible for this slave and how did it come about?”


  “Calamitous captured a female in the forest.” He hesitated, going against the grain to add unsolicited information. “He is attempting to impregnate her.”


  Necros knew Calamitous, or at least had recently gotten to know him as the warrior that stepped up in a crisis to turn the dark-haired Sapiens girl who, despite his heroic effort, had not survived a brutal assault.


  “Gather all the warriors here when the moon is three-quarters down in the sky.” He didn’t need to elaborate, and it was obvious anyway, but Necros leaned in to confide to the laconic Toxique, “I will make an announcement.”


  He said the last solely to instill in his recently-appointed second a sense of being somewhat of a confidant, the position a King’s second traditionally enjoyed. Toxique’s loyalty would hinge on awareness of his importance to his ruler.


  Toxique nodded again and, with Necros’ hand gesture of dismissal, departed.


  The realm seemed secure enough that he could announce his decision tonight. He knew it was important to not appear either unsure or vulnerable. His warriors would view both as weakness. He intended to present the odd plan in a way that accentuated benefits, even calling success vital for the security of the stronghold. Given recent events, this should ring true. Much of his flight home had been spent mulling over the best approach.


  Necros recognized that normally he would speak spontaneously, dictating his will to his warriors, but not in this situation. The full support of the vampirii was crucial for such a strange mission—which they would automatically view as unnecessary—but Necros felt he had a good handle on how to present it as absolutely necessary, and to turn the tide in his favor.


  He left the throne room and made his way through the grey sandstone fortress that housed roughly 100 vampirii and thirty Sapiens slaves. When he reached the door to the locked corridor, he entered by key. Necros was relieved that the halls and now this corridor were empty. He did not want the distraction of encountering any vampirii—especially the Grymm twins—right now. Another key opened the door to his room.


  Since the uprising, Necros had taken to locking Guin and the offspring in his personal space for their protection when he was not in the stronghold.


  As he entered, she began to stand up from the bed which he’d had built for her and the two hybrids. Although some days he had her sleep with him, there were other times he wanted to be alone. Keep them near but not too near, was an accepted adage in the world of Blooddrinkers regarding Sapiens, and Guin was Sapiens to her core.


  Lately he’d been preparing himself for what would soon be a huge change precipitated by the forthcoming attack on the Sapiens city, and what would likely follow. He hadn’t spoken to Guin about any of this—she didn’t know his intention—but he needed to tell her tonight because she had to prepare herself.


  His female offspring lay sleeping soundly on the bed of furs, curled into a small ball, a thumb securely stuck between her lips. The sight of this pale-skinned hybrid lifted his spirits. He picked up his year-old son, Azrael, who was fully awake. Even with only a few nights away, he could distinguish changes in both of his offspring and they seemed to have grown, if slightly, which he found astonishing.


  There were no other hybrids in this fortress, never had been, although more would be born at some point as the Alliance’s plan was being implemented here with the Sapiens slaves. Right now, though, the only comparisons he had were with the offspring of Wolfsbane and Serene, both Ricinas and Ricinus, older than his two.


  “He missed you,” Guin said about Azrael.


  “I’ve thought about both of them.” That was as far as he could go. Something in him insisted he keep Guin at bay. It wasn’t so much the old distrust of her, although that still lingered in the background, close enough to be resurrected at a moment’s notice. It was more that the developing situation required distance, at least from his end, because very soon everything would change.


  He took Azrael to the balcony and talked to him as the moon began to ebb. His warm-skinned offspring stared at him with wide-open eyes the two colors of his mother’s, and he smiled and laughed. Azrael’s irises did, from time to time when he was angry, turn a very pale red, but Necros wondered if, when and how much of his predominantly Sapiens trait would alter that, and in what way.


  He had not known he could feel so responsible for another, so connected, and now there were two that elicited his caring and evoked his determination to protect them and another on the way. Guin did not yet show signs of the third, but he took her word for it, verified by the Grymm twins, who acted as her physicians.


  He held Azrael for some time, feeling a pleasant and comforting flesh connection. When the small hybrid’s eyes closed, Necros took him back to the room and lay him beside his still-sleeping sister who, at only a few months old, was nearly a year younger.


  When he stood, he turned to Guin. “Come!”


  He led her to the balcony. Like all vampirii, Necros was calmed by the natural world which surrounded his fortress. He loved nature and unlike Sapiens did not feel the need to tame or destroy it. For most of Necros’ existence the natural world of flora and fauna had been an unconditional mother that had embraced and supported him.


  Guin followed and stopped near him, not too close, not too far. She had gotten better at assessing vampir-required distances in general, particularly regarding Sapiens, and specifically at respecting Necros’ space issues.


  Necros watched her looking out at the dark woods surrounding the fortress. He had come to see her as beautiful and that made his decision even more difficult. He needed to inform her because her part of this death play was major. And there were caveats she needed to accept. “In two weeks’ time, with the full moon at its zenith, the vampirii will raid the Sapiens city.”


  Her jaw fell open and her mismatched eyes widened as her head turned towards him. He had always been drawn to those peculiar orbs, one brown, one green, eye colors his son shared, but not his daughter, who had inherited Necros’ dark irises.


  “The plan will be implemented.”


  Guin was more than startled. Did he mean that he would help her recapture her throne? She was afraid to ask, afraid she’d heard this wrong, misinterpreted, assumed something that was not so. Her heart began to beat faster and he would sense that pounding that forced blood through her veins and arteries rapidly.


  She took a chance. “Do you mean the plan to recoup my throne?”


  Necros turned away from her. “Yes.”


  She couldn’t speak. She felt completely stunned. How many times had she begged him to help her and how many times had he refused? She had no idea what changed his mind and feared saying something that would change it back the other way. He was volatile and unpredictable and even the words Thank you might be deemed inappropriate.


  Guin said nothing, only stood quietly as her heart raced and a million thoughts flew through her mind, each laced with worry, fear, hopes and dreams and more. And the strongest of those emotions involved her children.


  As happened so often, Necros seemed able to read her mind, or at least sense what was going on with her. It might be vampir intuition; he was a different species. But it could also be because they were distantly related, two branches of the same ancestors, separated by centuries. That connection brought them close in ways that then forced contradictions and reinforced that they were very far apart.


  “The raid will take place in two weeks less one night. The moon will be full, the Sapiens will not expect an attack. I will take you to the entrance of the cave closest to the city with whatever weapons you choose to carry and leave you there. The vampirii will then drive into the mountain the castle’s guards, citizens and soldiers, and the usurper. What happens next will be up to you.”


  He paused, still not looking at her. “If you succeed, when the moon is fully ebbed, send an envoy to the gorge. If there is no envoy, I will assume you’ve failed and are either imprisoned or dead.” Finally, he looked at her. “No other help will be forthcoming. Do you understand?”


  Her voice betrayed how unearthed she felt. “Yes, I…I understand.” Even if she did not succeed but was alive, even if he wanted to, he could not enter the mountain or the city’s dungeon and rescue her. Her children would be raised here, without their mother, who most likely would be executed if she failed.


  But he was giving her a chance! And she could hardly believe it. She would have a life again among her own species once she killed the monster that had stolen her throne and tried to murder her.


  Suddenly, her worries coalesced. Not about taking Matthew out—she had the superior crossbow skills to dispatch him easily and her confidence in that arena was not an issue, nor were her emotions or her ethics. What concerned her was her babies.


  Necros had been feeling her emotions, watching them flicker in her eyes and further expressed by her shifting features. He knew what she was thinking. He needed to set her straight right away. There would be no debate, no discussion. Regaining her rule would be on his terms.


  “If you survive, each month at the nadir make your way to the gorge. You will be brought here to see Azrael and Sefirot, after which you’ll be returned there before sunrise. When the birth of the new offspring is imminent, you’ll remain here until the hybrid is born, then return to the Sapiens city alone. You’ll need to find a way to make your disappearances plausible to your high-ranking military, at least.”


  Her face showed the shock she felt. “I…I can’t leave my babies!”


  “Hybrids are killed by Sapiens.”


  “But, once I’m Queen again, I can issue an edict that hybrids won’t be—”


  “The offspring remain here!” He stared hard at her as he said it. “Those are the conditions for my help. Accept them, or give up your desire for the crown.”


  He’d always been impossible! And she knew that if she even tried to discuss this with him he would rescind the offer she had waited a year and a half for.


  She trembled uncontrollably. How could she leave her children? And yet how could she continue to live with the knowledge that her birthright had been stolen and her family murdered? Here, in the vampirii fortress, she was nothing but Necros’ personal slave. He controlled everything she did. Every move she made required his permission. He drank her blood and fucked her whenever he wanted. She knew that subjugation was not a good example to set for her little ones, their mother wearing a collar, restricted in so many ways. Freedom would come from vanquishing the one who had robbed her. If she were still Queen of her city tonight she would not be here now, thwarted by this seemingly-omnipotent vampir King, subjected to his iron will and his every whim, obeying out of a fear of punishment. But she would also not have her son and daughter, and the new one coming.


  Negotiation with Necros was never possible, and she knew that. But something made her say, “I can leave the city for three consecutive nights every month, no more. It’s been a long-standing tradition. My mother and grandmother always retreated to the woods for meditation over three nights and they took me with them. My citizens and my military will accept this because they’re familiar with it. I just need to find someone trustworthy to forestall insurrection while I’m gone.”


  What she didn’t tell him was that the trips to the woods were not strictly for meditation. They were for the three days and nights each month when her mother and her grandmother before her—and Guin as well when she matured—menstruated. It was their way of cloistering themselves apart from their subjects, at least for her mother and her. Her grandmother had instituted the practice but by her menopausal years had stopped following it.


  Guin felt there was no need to mention blood to Necros, ever! But, she added quickly, “If you approve, my King, may I return here for three nights each month?”


  She knew it would be the most she could get from him. And in the back of her mind, that extended time frame might provide opportunities during the daylight hours when the vampirii slept.


  He studied her as if trying to decipher deception. Whether he could or could not, he might interpret her tension as a symptom of shock. She was afraid to look at him, afraid he would see the potential for another betrayal in her eyes. She did not want to betray him, or to fuel his distrust, but she wanted her children. And she wanted her crown!


  Determination to succeed allowed her to calm herself and then slowly lift her eyes in his direction.


  Necros watched her for many long moments trying to locate the source of the strong feelings she emitted which he sensed, and which began to both worry and annoy him. Vampirii did not trust the inflated emotions of Sapiens in general, and his distrust of Guin was specific and acute at times, particularly now.


  Guin knew how the vampirii felt about Sapiens and what they demanded from her species. Even though every vampir warrior had been Sapiens at one time, they did not like human emotions. Which was strange considering these dark, winged Blooddrinkers were emotional in their own way. She’d experienced that frequently enough. Their lack of facial flexibility presented a cold and calculating veneer, otherworldly even, beneath which lay well-protected emotional vulnerability. Necros had an additional layer between. His all-pervasive primary emotion was rage. That was at least one thing she had learned about him that she could rely on as true, and from past experience she did not want to get in the path of his ire.


  She decided she would do something to show her compliance, something she had done a few times before, especially recently since Belladonna had hammered it into Guin: You need to get onside with Necros. If you do, he will be onside with you.


  She needed to let him know that she was onside with him in a way that words alone would not convey because he didn’t trust words, and thanks to Belladonna, she understood why. She had to show him that she accepted the conditions and would submit to his will. For now, she told herself.


  Guin moved her hand behind her head and gathered her long white hair with the dark widow’s peak streaked back from her forehead and pulled the locks over one shoulder. She tilted her head slightly, stretching the exposed part of her neck. The wounds at the jugular, his preferred spot to drink from her, had scabbed over during the time he’d been with the Alliance. This would hurt.


  She met his eyes and watched the dark irises morph to red, and then looked down submissively or he might hypnotize her and she didn’t want too many of her
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