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  Chapter One


  Moarte sat on the black marble throne impatiently watching the parade of his warriors as they entered the cavernous grey-stone throne room in sixes through the massive Oak doors. Directing this procession was Wolfsbane, his second-in-command. His most trusted warrior dressed like all the other tall and lean vampirii streaming in: sleeveless black metallic banded shirt and kilt, knee-high black leather boots laced through forty holes—battle gear. The vampirii style favored long hair pulled severely back on the head through a metal cone that contrasted in color to the hair, the strands dangling down the back like the tail of a horse. Even after nearly 200 years as King of the vampirii, Moarte still felt a welling of pride as he watched this assembly of his strongest and bravest.


  On display was booty garnered from their raid on the Sapiens realm. There were ruby red, sapphire blue and aventurine green jewels of varying shapes and sizes; hammered copper and gold bracelets; luxurious black and white furs; multi-hued cloth woven to a fine, soft texture; delicately filigreed hardwood furniture inlaid with ivory and ebony; aromatic spices used by the slaves for cooking; small animals of every sort kept as pets…it went on and on, mostly useless items in Moarte’s view, for what did his realm of Deathbringers need with such goods? His warriors, all of his subjects but for the slaves, they were vampirii, living on blood, and these items might be interesting entertainment now and again, but were completely unnecessary to existence. And secretly he thought luxuries encouraged weakness in those of his kind. Whether birthed as he had been—an exceptional event!—or turned as every other vampir in his realm, all were innately hunters, predators, and their skills relied on honing hungers to motivate them, not the acquisition of looted objects.


  But there were many types of hunger and blood was but one of them. Revenge was another, and Moarte was filled with that, a lust he had begun to hone half a year ago and that appetite proved to be an all-pervasive driving force.


  “The land of the Sapiens is rich with goods,” Wolfsbane noted. He was a handsome vampir, with wavy dark brown hair and penetrating eyes the color of jade. Strong. Powerful. And Moarte relied on him.


  “We swarmed and ravaged the mortals as revenge for what they did to you, our King,” Wolfsbane continued. “These are your prizes which we offer to you in adoration.”


  Moarte nodded, uncomfortable that his troops had been gone almost half a moon’s cycle without him leading them. But he had been in no shape to return to the realm of the Sapiens after the physical, mental and emotional torture his enemies had inflicted upon him. His body had recovered sufficiently, and nearly so his mind, but he did not feel whole. A passion for vengeance sliced through him at the oddest moments, and he knew he had been changed forever by what he had endured as a prisoner.


  He felt required by custom to accept the spoils of war from his faithful as an indirect revenge, but it rankled. He would have preferred to be in the forefront of battle, rending and tearing his enemy limb from limb, the Sapiens ruler at the top of his list.


  The row upon row of items brought into his throne room were symbolic, he knew, which is why he let this lavish show proceed. His subjects needed to affirm in his presence that they had been victorious against the mortals, and they needed to see that their efforts pleased him. But he needed something more, and hoped this glut of goods would culminate in the knowledge he craved: that Wolfsbane had either secured the Sapiens King and brought him to the land of the vampirii, or had killed him. Moarte would prefer the former, of course—revenge is sweetest when executed directly—but he would settle for the demise of his enemy at the hand of another. Bringing down the Sapiens King from the far side of the mountains would ensure peace and stability and danger-free hunting, at least for a time, and he wanted that for his Kingdom. He owed it to his subjects.


  Incense, flora, leather, some exotic blue and green birds that he had never seen… It was an endless parade, including captive Sapiens by the dozen, male and female, all young enough to be pleasing to look at, but he knew that most of his followers were not examining their faces and bodies but rather smelling the blood coursing beneath skin slick with acidic sweat produced by terror.


  “I selected only the strongest, my lord, as I knew you would prefer. You have often said: There is no point in taking the weak. Their blood is thin and prone to disease and that does not satisfy.”


  “I’ve said many things, my most trusted warrior, and you have a good memory,” Moarte said, his features unable, like all vampirii, to reflect the smile he felt. “If I had not known you for centuries, I would accuse you of flattering me unduly with some hidden agenda.”


  “I am not my sister!” Wolfsbane said with a touch of annoyance in his voice, referring to Hemlock, his twin, who, on more than one occasion had tried to charm Moarte in order to be granted power. Hemlock would have liked nothing better than to be chosen by Moarte as his mate. Fortunately, as King by birth and not by transformation, Moarte had inherited a type of rational second sight from his blonde haired, blue-eyed mother Belladonna, and a searing intellect and physical strength from his late father, Morpheus, who had platinum hair and paler eyes. They bestowed fortitude and attractiveness as well and Moarte, even had he not been King, would have had his pick of females. Hemlock had not gotten far with such duplicitous endeavors. When, or if, he ever mated—and with the passing of time, that seemed improbable to him—, it would be with a guileless female; he possessed enough guile in his character for two beings.


  “And where is Hemlock?” Moarte inquired, realizing he had not seen her in some time and she was not in the throng of warriors crowding the hall. “Did she venture on the hunt with you?”


  “No, she did not. Her battle skills are not lacking but I felt we did not require her presence in this campaign. I suspect she has retreated to her chamber in a prolonged pout.”


  Moarte felt some amusement at this. It was well known that Wolfsbane and Hemlock were adversaries in many ways and that given his position as second in command of vampir warriors, Wolfsbane frequently deprived his sister of positions she would otherwise have automatically assumed. Partly this was out of spite, Moarte suspected, but also out of expediency. Hemlock was unpredictable and not given to following orders, dangerous traits in battle.


  Larger animals were brought into the hall, their strong odor annoying to the vampir olfactory, and Moarte said tensely, “Wolfsbane, when may I expect this exhibition to end? I have more pressing matters to attend to than watching my subjects entertain themselves with these dubious treasures.”


  “Calmness, my son,” Belladonna, seated to his right, said. “Your warriors need to see your enthusiasm. It’s part of the vanquishing of a long-time enemy.”


  “I have not vanquished him yet, Mother, unless Wolfsbane knows more than he is saying about the raid. Is the Sapiens King Zador part of this circus?”


  The question was directed to Wolfsbane, who answered truthfully, as always, because he knew Moarte could read him very well and there was no use in avoidance. “No, my King, he is not.”


  “Then you did not find him in the city.”


  Wolfsbane hesitated. “We did find him.”


  “And?”


  “He managed to elude us. He distracted us and must have escaped through a secret passageway into the mountain’s haunted caves.”


  Moarte felt the small amount of blood in his veins heat to boiling. They had lost him! The one who had tortured Moarte for weeks. The entire raid was a waste! He knew he should have led the hunt! He should not have remained behind, broken though he was. If he had gone, and waited until he was strong again, the Sapiens King would not have evaded his fate. The mortal’s blood would now be swelling Moarte’s veins and his head would be staked and hanging from the highest tower, a trophy of war, a final victory over the persecutors of the vampirii. His soul would be—


  “But King Moarte, I have brought you something almost as good.”


  Moarte wondered what that could be, since nothing would equate with the capture of the Sapiens’ King. He waited. And then his eyes fell upon the last item that was being brought into the throne room—a large cage covered by purple velvet, carried on horizontal poles on the shoulders of four of his sturdiest bloodsuckers.


  “What is this? Another animal?” he snapped, his tone a warning that everyone in the room understood and, because of the danger inherent in their King’s temper, fell silent.


  “This is a gift to you from the Sapiens King. One he offered as a token of his desire for peace. It was during this exchange that he vanished, which I deeply regret. My King, it was my fault entirely, and I throw myself upon your mercy now.”


  Wolfsbane knelt before Moarte, head back, exposing his throat for the fangs.


  Aggravated, Moarte snapped, “Stand!” and waved a hand dismissively, indicating that he had no intention of punishing Wolfsbane. Wolfsbane was an excellent warrior, a friend even, one of the few Moarte trusted implicitly. And in a way he was glad that Zador had escaped. It meant he still lived and that would allow Moarte to hunt down his enemy himself, and that thought gave him no small amount of pleasure.


  The warriors parted to let the bearers bring the cage—tall enough to house a newborn giraffe—almost to the bottom of the three grey-marble steps that led to the throne. At Wolfsbane’s order, they lowered it onto the slate floor.


  “You say this is an offering?” Belladonna asked. As the former Queen of the realm, she held a place of honor by Moarte’s side. Upon the death of her husband Morpheus, Moarte’s father, she assumed the reign, but only for a short time before relinquishing her right to rule, clearing the throne for her son, the only known half-breed, born when she was still Sapiens. At times, though, she did not remember that she no longer held real power.


  “Yes, Dowager,” Wolfsbane said. “The Sapiens King offered this to effect a truce. We did, of course, not agree to a truce, but as I mentioned, the offer left us startled and confused and this afforded the Sapiens ruler a means of escape, which we now see as having been planned.”


  “Indeed. A rather poor excuse for your error in judgment. Or was it simply incompetence?” Belladonna said.


  Wolfsbane bowed in her direction. If she were still in charge and he had bared his neck, her teeth would have been in his jugular by now, and he knew it.


  Moarte said, “Mistakes occur, Mother. I have made them myself, as you well know. As have you.”


  She nodded slightly and surreptitiously brushed her son’s bare arm to validate his remark, careful not to let the vampirii see this intimate motherly act.


  Moarte did not acknowledge this touch of flesh as cold as his own. Instead, he said, “Alright, Wolfsbane, you have whetted my curiosity, and I wish to see an end to this pageantry. What is this wondrous gift the Sapiens’ King sent my way to make up for a month of torture in his dungeon?”


  Wolfsbane inclined his head slightly towards Moarte and then walked to the cage. Quickly he pulled back the purple fabric and as it lifted, wooden bars were revealed, like a prison holding something feral. What came into view was feral. The silence in the cavernous hall echoed like a piercing shriek.


  Moarte stared, struck dumb, unable to believe what he was seeing.


  “My lord, the Sapiens King offered you his daughter in marriage, to save his Kingdom, to bind our realm to his, but really to save himself.”


  “Liar!” the black-haired mortal screamed through the bars where her wrists were bound on either side of her. “My father would never agree to such a deal. You’re despicable, all of you vile, dead things!” Her slim, tense body was clothed from the top of her neck to her ankles in a crimson dress of silk. Her dark eyes shot a fiery malevolence towards Wolfsbane, and her teeth gnashed together twice as if she would bite through the wooden doweling and disembowel him. But Wolfsbane was not watching her. He, like everyone else in the room, was watching Moarte.


  Moarte rose dangerously slowly, like the predator he knew himself to be. A predator fixated on prey. His mother attempted to secretly touch his arm again, to temper him, but he ignored her. His eyes were glued to the girl, the Sapiens Princess Valada, only child of the Sapiens King. And Moarte's newest enemy.


  Despite all that the Sapiens King had ordered done to him by his chief torturer, she was the one who had tried to maim him which, ironically, provided him with the intense motivation necessary to find a means to escape that realm and make his way home. It took nearly a full moon’s cycle to walk over the high mountain because he could not fly and his body was so damaged. There was almost no food but for the blood of the small earth-bound creatures he could catch; starvation kept him from recovering. He finally reached the vampirii stronghold barely alive, a state that required many more months for convalescence.


  And now, before him, was one of his two tormentors; it was a dream come true.


  His movement had brought the girl’s attention his way. He remembered her clearly, very clearly, and knew she remembered him—how could she not? She had whipped him often enough, as had the other in the Sapiens King’s dungeon, but it had been her hand which snapped the fine bones in his wings so that he could not escape through flight. Despite the vampirii ability to heal rapidly, some injuries were fatal and others nearly so and took much time to heal, if ever they did fully heal. The broken wing bones had required nearly one month to knit together, partially because of his enfeebled state and partially because they had melded wrong and, when he reached home, had to be re-broken, which only added to the excruciating pain.


  His mother’s ministrations with the salves and drugs made of herbs she had learned to recognize as a girl when she was still mortal helped. But much of the healing time involved him lying in agony, drinking as much blood as he could keep down, building his strength back one night at a time by sheer will, as the bones slowly wove together properly. And all the while he nurtured a white-hot hatred for this girl as the scalding desire for revenge festered within him. It was Wolfsbane who could not bear his suffering and insisted that Moarte allow the warriors to attack the Sapiens city and hunt down their King.


  Moarte moved slowly down the three steps, his body tense, never taking his eyes off her. She was proud and haughty still, not accepting that she was a prisoner, and one given freely to him by her treacherous father.


  “Bloodsucker!” she snarled as he neared the cage, her dark eyes flashing hatred and defiance, and she spit at him. He paced slowly in front of her in one direction, then the other, many times, back and forth, silent. His fangs extended, his eyes which he knew had turned the color of blood, radiating fury, never leaving her face, her eyes following him, the tension palatable to all in the throne room.


  “I should have torn them off!” the girl shrieked loudly in the quiet hall, referring to his wings.


  He stopped before her and stared down at the Sapiens Princess with hair and eyes the color of a raven’s feathers and skin nearly as pale as his own. The blood-red dress, the black hair and eyes, all of it made for a startling contrast with her calcimine flesh and she looked like a corpse to him, one more than twenty but not yet thirty of the Sapiens years. It was rumored by the slaves that she was truly her father’s daughter, his only offspring, who he may or may not have been grooming to inherit his throne. Rumor also had it that his new young wife had conceived with the hope of a boy, but may have died in childbirth, the life in her womb dying with her. Wolfsbane would unearth the facts in detail from the newest Sapiens slaves he had brought back with him.


  It was said this girl Valada was still a virgin, refusing to marry, and only in that regard going against her father’s wishes. The father, no doubt, wanted a grandson to hand his crown to, since the Sapiens preferred male rulers. It was known that otherwise she was devoted to him, wholeheartedly so, even when his subjects were not so enamored of their treacherous, brutal ruler.


  But her blindness to the reality of the Sapiens King’s cruelty did not alter Moarte’s feelings towards her. His rage was so close to erupting that he felt on the verge of cracking the bars and snapping her head off her shoulders, gorging on her blood. He had enough control at his disposal to realize that such an action would give him immense pleasure, but only momentarily. The calculating reason that his father bequeathed him kicked in; if he was smart, he would use her in a way that would lead him directly to the Sapiens King. And then he could destroy both father and daughter at the same time.


  His voice hummed perilously low, the result of holding himself in check. “Take the cage to my chamber!”


  Moarte was excited, rattled, brimming with violence and anger, logic in shockingly short supply. He would need time to summon thought to aid him. This was a rare opportunity. He had at hand one of his two enemies, the one he had spent months dreaming about, his fantasies of exacting revenge for her cruel and callous act towards him delicious and all-consuming. And she had been delivered into his hands by her own father! This was a precious gift that he must use carefully. Yes, it required much thought.


  “You did well, Wolfsbane,” he said, his voice still low, betraying the control he fought hard to retain.


  As if coming out of a trance he woke to the hall and knew that direction was expected of him. “Secure one-quarter of the riches for the crown, and half that again for yourself. The rest is to be divided between the warriors, starting with these,” he said, his hand sweeping across the front line, indicating the males and females who were the oldest and strongest, his premier warriors who made up the bulk of his war council and had proven their bravery and loyalty time and time again. “They will choose first, then the rest.”


  Wolfsbane knelt, as did the first line of warriors, and behind them the others fell to their knees as one body, throats exposed before their ruler as a sign of deference.


  Moarte stalked out of the throne room through the side exit, the heat within him rising again to match the emotional fury he could no longer keep at bay. He needed time in solitude and headed for the locked gardens at the back of the fortress, his private world where none, not even his mother, were permitted to enter; he would meditate on this ‘gift’ and what he could do with it and he would not be disturbed as he entertained strategies. But the thinking part of him was nearly obliterated by emotions and if the Sapiens King had been killed in the raid, Moarte knew he would have torn the girl limb from limb quickly, publicly, glutting himself on her blood, just for the sheer pleasure of it. And that image brought a smile to his lips. He could always do that once her father had been killed. And would.


  Chapter Two


  Valada, encaged, had been transported to the private chamber of the King of the vampirii and there she waited, knowing that whatever he did to her, it would be brutal. The Bloodsuckers were cruel, violent, and liars—her father had proclaimed that often enough, and every Sapiens knew it. If these undead things thought they could somehow wear her down by saying her father handed her over to them like some prize so that he could escape…! No, that was something she would never believe! Her sire was a good ruler, a fair man, one who needed her help to control a Kingdom of rebels; the throne had been his destiny and, by inheritance, would be hers. The bloodsuckers were just trying to torment her…before the real torture began.


  Moarte would show her no mercy. She could see that in his red eyes, the hatred for the beatings she’d inflicted, and especially for clipping his wings. He would take revenge on her because her father was not available for revenge. She had to steel herself for whatever he threw at her until her father could reform his army and rescue her from these night creatures that only wanted the blood of the living like her to fill their veins. She was a prisoner, at the mercy of beings who were merciless. Creatures that had preyed upon Sapiens since the beginning of time. Undead, inhuman, cold, soulless entities that should not exist, and yet they did. The nightmare of the living.


  She was strong and would have to remain strong, but she felt both exhausted and agitated. Partly, it was the fear generated by imagining what horrors would come her way. Partly it was what she had already undergone. She had been bound for two full nights as they traveled over the mountain and into the land of the vampirii with slaves and animals and goods, then tied in this way inside this cage for the last hour of the long journey. Her arms throbbed, her hands were red and numb from the ropes tight around her wrists, her legs ached and she knew if the rough hemp wasn’t holding her up she would collapse. Added to that and the lack of sleep, they had not fed her and she had only received enough water throughout the trip to keep her alive—the one called Wolfsbane told her that. He also said, “King Moarte will be happy to have you, and all the better if you are in good enough shape for his purposes. Prepare yourself for the worst!”


  There were no windows in this large and desolate room made of grey stone, only a vast open space with little furniture, a walk-in fireplace, and not much more. The stone room opened onto a stone balcony with a three-foot ledge surrounding it. She could tell from the trees in the distance that she was high up in this fortress but not in a tower. High enough that perhaps she could not escape but she might be able to fling herself over the balcony and die from the fall if it came to that. Anything but to be in the hands of this monster who had killed her mother.


  All her life Valada had wanted revenge for her mother’s murder and her father had assured everyone that one day it would happen. One day the King of the Vampirii would be in their hands. And her father had been right! She’d had an opportunity to avenge her mother. The Bloodsucker King was snared in a mesh trap made of metal when he flew over the border between their lands and above their castle. The minute she knew he had been captured, she raced down to the dungeon where her father kept him, just to see for herself this demon that had drained her mother’s blood. And thanks to her quick thinking, she had a guard bring her pruning shears and snapped the bones of his wings with her own hands so that he could not escape by flight. She had been so excited by the act that she could not speak. The securely-bound vampir King had not uttered one sound but had glared at her with red-eyed hatred as she snapped as many bones as she could and laughed in his face, feeling ecstatic and insane.


  She whipped him with her own hand almost daily but could not understand why her father had not destroyed the Bloodsucker outright; had she been ruler of the Sapiens she would have. Even the pleasure of torture would have been relinquished just to watch him writhe and burn in the sunlight where she would have chained him. He and he alone was responsible for her mother’s death. And she knew that because her father had witnessed it with his own eyes, helpless to aid her mother, and had often told the story when he held court...


  


  One night, when Valada was three years old, the creature had swooped in, gliding through the air on those same enormous black wings, like a giant bat, right into their rooms. Her father had fought him, of course, but had been asleep, taken by surprise, no match for the superhuman strength of the undead. He was knocked to the ground, hit his head, and only awoke in time to see the Bloodsucker tear into the flesh of her mother and steal all the blood from her veins, leaving just an empty shell.


  Valada had apparently been in the room with them, but she was so young she remembered nothing. No, that wasn’t true. She remembered the stench of blood. An overwhelming odor that had filled her with horror and to this day she could not bear the rank smell.


  And now she would choke on the smell of blood again, when the vampir King took hers. She only hoped he would be quick about it because she had no idea how long her father would be in rescuing her. And if she was completely honest with herself, Valada realized that forming an army of what soldiers had been left alive and intact in the city would be difficult and time-consuming, and realistically she could not expect rescue soon. And likely not soon enough. She would probably not be alive long, ravaged by this slayer of Sapiens.


  She vowed to find a way to antagonize him so that he would lose control and kill her quickly, putting her out of the misery she knew would come. Above all, she wanted to die proudly, the daughter of a proud ruler, bringing glory to her father's name and to all Sapiens. She refused to die a victim.


  But her mind kept returning to one thing: how had he escaped, this undead King of the vampirii? He had been under Sapiens control, securely chained to a wall and locked in the dungeon cell. It was inconceivable. He must have had help, but who—


  Amidst these thoughts he entered the chamber, his pale eyes fixed on her dark eyes. She felt like prey. How else could she feel? He was a predator.


  The vampirii spoke a language of their own but they also spoke the same language as the Sapiens. In the language she knew, he told the four guards who had brought her here, “Go! Guard the door. No one enters, and I mean no one, on pain of draining.”


  And all the while, his eyes did not leave hers. She forced herself to hide the trembling in her limbs by tensing muscles so that she would appear strong, far stronger than she felt.


  When the others had left and the door was securely closed, he remained standing where he was, silent as death, staring at her from across the room as if to hypnotize her, like a pale snake mesmerizing a small animal it was about to devour.


  Suddenly he moved, as slowly as when he had come down from the throne, almost gliding across the floor like a mist, which unnerved her. It was all too slow, too tense. She wanted fast movements. Let him come and break her neck so she could avoid torture! She held her breath.


  He reached the cage and at close range stood staring down at her, his bloodless face hard, unmoving, his pale blue eyes with pinpoint pupils piercing and hypnotic. More than anything she wanted to look away but any sign of weakness would be used against her.


  Suddenly he reached out and grabbed the bars in front of her face and pulled them out. The cage rocked while the wood snapped and splintered as if he had broken twigs, not thick wooden poles. Then, quickly, he broke the others until all of the poles at the front had shattered and he’d dislodged the dowels from the grooves they were set in and there was nothing between him and her but air.


  His eyes never left hers as he reached to the horizontal sheath he wore at his waist and slid out a gold-handled dagger, the blade long enough that if he plunged it into her chest it would easily pierce her heart.


  “You want revenge, vampir!” she snarled, trying to bait him, “so take it! If our positions were reversed, I would. I did a good job of clipping your wings and maybe you’re no longer virile enough. If you ever were!”


  Her words didn’t affect him as she had hoped. She saw no shift in his features or his body.


  Silently and quickly he sliced the rope at her left wrist with one cut, then the rope at her right. Despite not wanting to show weakness, her trembling legs gave way and she grasped the side poles to hold herself up.


  He held the knife point poised at her throat but she did not break eye contact. Do it! she thought, sending a mental message through her eyes that she hoped would sway him, that she hoped would end this before it began.


  But instead of slashing her throat, he sheathed the knife. Then in a movement too quick for her eye to follow, he reached in and grasped the hair at the top of her head and yanked her out of the cage. Now her legs did give under her and he dragged her body through the room and out onto the stone balcony, close to the ledge. Her heart beat wildly; he was going to throw her over!


  But there he stopped.


  Instantly a roar came from below. He held her back just far enough that she couldn’t see over the edge, still grasping her by the hair which he had twisted tightly in his fist. Her scalp hurt so much that she almost cried out, but she wouldn’t show him he was affecting her, not if she could help it.


  Suddenly he pulled her closer so she was forced to look over the low ledge. Below, she saw an enormous crowd of vampirii. They filled the courtyard and the grounds beyond that, dark wings unfurled or half unfurled, flapping, creating a loud snap-sound and a breeze that reached the balcony. There must be thousands of them! she thought, horrified by so many in one place. The din from their roars and screams deafened her and they went on and on, growing wilder when they saw her.


  A chant built, rising up, in their mutual language; they wanted her to understand. Over and over they shouted until others took up the call and the voices of this mob of blood-consuming beings became one, a wall of sound rushing at her: “Drain the Sapiens bitch!”


  Moarte let them chant. He also let her dangle, only her toes touching the balcony floor as he pulled her hair up and almost out of her head. Her hands couldn’t aid her; she tried but couldn’t loosen his grip which was too close to her scalp.


  He looked out over his subjects with obvious pleasure. And then suddenly his head snapped around towards her, his face leaving that pleasure behind as his eyes narrowed and hardened and his teeth parted enough that she could see the tips of two enormous white fangs. He looked like a rabid animal about to attack.


  He yanked her to him until her face was just below his, only a few inches separating them. His breath smelled of blood and her stomach lurched.


  “Princess Valada,” he said evenly, and she heard his voice distinctly amidst the screams and shouts. “My soon-to-be bride.”


  “Never!” she managed to hiss, which brought a very nasty smile to his face, if she read the minimal expression correctly. With a further twist of his fist it felt as if her burning scalp would leave her skull.


  The pressure on her head almost made her cry but she hardened herself and instead glared with red-rimmed eyes that she hoped belied her fear of him. If she feared him, he would torture her for the sheer pleasure of it. If she was fearless, he would be enraged and she could soon manipulate him into attacking her fatally.


  Suddenly he leapt onto the three-foot-high ledge which was only a few inches wide, then hauled her up by the hair so that she was forced to climb the rough stones or have her roots torn out.


  The crowd roared.


  He yanked her head back so she would look at him. “On your knees!” he hissed.


  She did not move.


  He pulled her close by the hair and leaned down to whisper in her ear to be certain she heard him amidst the cacophony. “I said, get on your knees, Sapiens Princess, and bow before your new King, unless you want me to whip you to within an inch of your life!”


  Now he pulled her hair down instead of up and she was forced by the narrow width of the ledge to do what he wanted or fall over into the pool of bloodsuckers below who were eager to rip her apart. Despite resolving to suicide if she had the chance, that was not how she wanted to die.


  Carefully she bent her knees until they touched the stone ledge, her eyes level with his crotch. She could reach up and grab the knife at his waist, stab him in the stomach, or cut her own throat…


  As if reading her mind, and before she could actualize that or any other plan, he turned the belt that held the sheath until it was behind him, out of her reach.


  She watched his free hand separate the kilt-like metallic fabric he wore and hook first one edge of the separated material then the other to studs in the belt, exposing his pale erect penis to the air. On seeing this, the roar from the crowd swelled.


  He pulled her head forward and guided his flesh to her lips, which she clamped shut.


  From above her she heard, “Worship me! And if you try to bite me, I’ll whip you before my subjects until your blood splatters them and they lap up the drops.”


  His grip on her hair tightened even more until her vision began to alter, blurred by tears, and it was as if there were sparks flying before her eyes. She had always feared being whipped and knew it was something he would happily do to her. She tried to find a place within her that could accept that treatment, but could not.


  “Open your mouth, Sapiens Princess! Taste me, your King, your new master!” The last words were spoken with such vitriol, such evil intent, her breath caught in her throat.


  He waited only a few seconds, then said, “So, you prefer my whip!” and was about to leap down from the ledge.


  In a split second, her fear won out and she parted her lips and took his flesh between them.


  His skin was not as cold as she had imagined it would be but slightly warm, yet felt unreal to her, as if he was made of something skin-like but not Sapiens skin. He thrust deeply into her mouth, hitting the back of her throat, and she almost gagged but sensed if she reacted that way he would hurt her. She focused on what she was doing to avoid vomiting and, she hoped, to dull the sound of the crowd below going wild, their shrieking stabbing her eardrums. He was thick, too long, filling her mouth, and she was forced to breathe in short sniffs through her nose.


  His hand, still clutching her hair, guided her head so that she was moving along his shaft in a rhythm he wanted. It didn’t take long before she felt a slight quiver as he thrust hard and deep into her.


  Her mouth filled with the liquid flowing in that had a vaguely metallic taste and she wanted to spit it out and opened her jaw as wide as she could so it would seep out of her but he yanked her head back sharply and roared, “Swallow my gift, Sapiens Princess, or you will suffer my lash!”


  If she did not swallow, she would choke to death. The liquid tasted salty and she wanted to vomit. She hardened her mind and swallowed, somehow managing to keep it down, this coppery tasting juice from his body, knowing he would beat her if she didn’t, but afraid he would beat her anyway.


  The crowd had gone insane with yelling, screaming, cheering. It was madness, so loud it seemed to create a tangible, physical vibration as if the earth was quaking, and her eardrums reverberated painfully.


  Suddenly, his enormous stygian wings unfurled, a mighty and terrifying sight. They were black as onyx, the feathers shimmery, and he flapped them several times creating a powerful gust that threatened to blow her off the narrow ledge.


  The crowd roared.


  His pale eyes emitted evil, letting her and everyone else know that he dominated her. He wanted to make her feel weak and submissive, but she had prepared herself for humiliation. He could intimidate her but he would never break her will.


  Suddenly he snarled and she saw those enormous eye teeth—long, thick and needle-sharp—and remembered them from when he had been her prisoner. He had snarled at her then too, and she had threatened to yank those canines from his gums. She had a sense that he remembered that threat at the same moment as she did. Involuntarily, she trembled in the face of this monster that had come to life from her worst nightmares.


  His wings furled close to his body as he crouched down, one foot braced on the narrow ledge, the knee of his other leg also on the ledge, and quickly pulled her backwards so that she lost her balance, limbs flailing, and would have fallen over and into the crowd if he had not been unnaturally strong and held her hair so tightly. He bent her backwards over his raised thigh and with his free hand pushed the rest of her inky hair behind her shoulder, still gripping the hairs at the top of her head tightly to control her.


  The sense of falling was strong and her hands grabbed for anything to keep her from pitching over, one gripping a jutting stone underneath her, the other flailing for something, anything, finally clutching his booted calf until she realized what it was and let go.


  Suddenly, he tore away the top of her red velvet dress on the side facing his audience, exposing her throat, revealing a shoulder and a breast as well, and the crowd roared wildly again. Her feet were barely on the ledge, she was unbalanced, only one hand grasping something, and that was not secure. She panted, small sounds of distress coming from her despite her desire to silence herself. She was totally at his mercy, and he showed her none.


  She felt him, still hard and erect, pressed against her arm, a symbol of his power over her, no doubt, a symbol whose meaning was aimed both at her and at his followers.


  Then, in horror, she watched his irises turn from cyanotic to bloody. Like a viper striking, his head reared back, snapped forward, and his enormous incisors sank deep into her throat and finally she screamed, her cry lost in the roiling waves of sound from the crowd that stabbed her brain.


  The bite burned, as if her throat had caught fire, then throbbed in dull pain when he extracted his sharp canines from the wounds. His lips clamped onto her flesh and he sucked hard. She felt blood flowing out of her rapidly as he greedily stole her vitae. As he had with her mother, he was going to drain her to death!


  He drank leisurely, long, deep pulls, swallowing in gulps, and weakness seeped into her body. Her heart fluttered and her vision began to blur then darken. She felt cold and trembled uncontrollably and heard herself gasping in air.


  Finally, he lifted his head, his eyes on fire, and drops of her blood dripped from his fangs onto her face as he showed his world what these undead vampirii do best: the blood warming him was stolen from the living. His followers cheered their King with a frenzied madness.


  She was nearly unconscious and only became alert, if she could call it that, when he finished his game of dominance and threw her back into the room. She hit the floor with a thud and slid a little until she stopped then lay still, stunned. The din from outside died down enough in the room that she heard a ringing in her ears.


  But too soon she was aware of him standing over her, fists on hips, straddling her body. Her eyes were slit open and she watched him crouch down above her chest and she could only see his hard flesh hovering near her face, and his eyes—emotionless as cool blue agates—his teeth and lips stained violent red with her blood.


  “Welcome to my home, Sapiens Princess. It’s your first night, but not your last. I regret I cannot offer you my full attention at the moment, as you so well deserve, and sadly I’ve been forced to go easy on you. But tomorrow has twelve hours of darkness and I can assure you I will provide you with the same level of hospitality that you bestowed on me in your dungeon.”


  That was all she remembered before plummeting into unconsciousness.


  Chapter Three


  “That was quite a performance, my son. A real crowd pleaser.” Belladonna relaxed against the back of a blue and red brocaded chair taken in the raid of the Sapiens castle. It fit well with the extravagant and intricate decor of her chamber that blended both Sapiens and vampirii artwork and craftsmanship. She smiled across the polished walnut table at Moarte, the smile she, unlike most vampirii, had retained the ability to actualize to a limited degree. He had seen this small smile all of his existence and still did not fully comprehend it; it could mean anything.


  He raised an eyebrow. “What did you expect, Mother? She beat me, and broke my wings, nearly killed me. Murdering her outright wouldn’t have been satisfying.”


  “Yes, I know, my son. If you recall, I saw you after your return. I tended to your wounds. None would have done less than you did tonight, many would have done more. I’m impressed you did not hurt her beyond what you did. It shows some maturity and restraint.”


  “There are many nights to come,” he said, feeling even more angry and bitter than he had before he took the Sapiens Princess’ blood. His desire to destroy her had become all-consuming, an obsession. Despite hours of reflection in the dark night as he tried to think of the best way to get her to lead him to her father, he found he had little control over his more violent passions.


  Belladonna, always so perceptive, said casually, “I don’t think you will win her over this way.”


  Moarte jumped to his feet, the fury in him breaking through. “I’m not trying to win her over. I intend to break her will and force her to tell me where he is. And when I have the information I need, I’ll break her in two physically.”


  “You cannot break her will this way. Your violence feeds her violence.”


  His mother’s calm voice infuriated him further, causing him to pace the cluttered room. But he had learned to heed her words because she had insight as well as a psychic ability to understand situations he could not see until much later. “How do you know that?” he asked sharply.


  “I saw it in her face when you took her on the ledge.”


  He paused in his pacing.


  “My son, her eyes betrayed what lives deep within her. For some reason she hates you, you specifically. That’s why she broke your wings. Why you won’t be able to get her to reveal exactly where her father hides. Why she won’t believe he is anything but a perfect parent and a superior ruler. Your approach won’t work.”


  He looked down at her, infuriated. “Then offer a suggestion, Mother,” he said in a tense voice.


  Belladonna, like the others in this realm, was slim, which came with the change. But she was unusually tall, as tall as her son, and graceful. She had been beautiful as a mortal when his father first found her, or so his father told him, and was even more so after he turned her. She wore her hair through a cone, but curled the strands into ringlets, and decorated her attire with intense-smelling herbs and brilliantly-colored flowers, something almost unheard of in this world of darkness, though a few of the females emulated her. But her golden hair, blue eyes and creative ways were not the main source of her allure. More, it was something inside which flowed out of her and stunned everyone who had ever had contact with her—mortal and immortal alike. She possessed a wisdom that had frequently amazed Moarte—and just as frequently drove him insane—but it was why he sought her advice now.


  “What do you suggest?” he asked with less hostility when she did not answer.


  Finally, she, who against all odds had, as a Sapiens impregnated by his father, birthed a hybrid son, one-of-a-kind, the first ever cross-species, this Sapiens female who had nurtured him until he was six, and then the Blooddrinker who reared him beyond those years after his father changed her, who had raised Moarte until he became independent, this female he trusted beyond all other vampirii said, “Love her.”


  He exploded in rage. “How can you dare suggest that? She is a demon, vicious, violent, and she nearly killed me. And she is Sapiens, our mortal enemy, as you well know. Blood sacs who have relentlessly hunted our kind for centuries, who have blamed us for every ill that befalls them. They hunted down my father, your husband, which you should remember—”


  “Do not lecture me on the past, Moarte. You were only a child. I was there. I can vividly recall every moment that occurred without a nudge from you.”


  He took a seat and glared across the table at her. She was right, she had been there. And she, more than he, understood the violence of the Sapiens because she had been one and lived most of her mortal existence in that world. He had not. At best he was a half-breed, but his father’s seed was strong in him and he had always felt vampir, and never Sapiens.


  It wasn’t in him to apologize to her and she understood that so she bestowed on him that small, inscrutable smile, letting him know they could proceed. Then she said, “I suggest this because it is a way of disarming her. She expected you to be brutal and you met her expectations. She expects more brutality and if you fulfill that expectation it will be her plan, not yours. She wants nothing more than to push you over the edge so that you kill her quickly in a rage.”


  That made him think and they were silent for some time until finally he admitted, “Mother, you may be onto something.”


  “I am,” she said, never having been coy about her self-confidence. “The girl is the daughter of a corrupt King who does not love her.”


  “How do you know this?”


  “Well, for one thing, he gave his daughter to you in order to protect himself and escape our warriors. For another, your father and I encountered Zadors several times, including before you were born, and you know the stories. And you have met this Sapiens King yourself, as his prisoner. You will recall him well, no doubt, as you have always had a sharp memory, which, I should add, you inherited from me. He is incapable of love. But she does not know this because he has deceived her; I do not know how, and I don’t understand why, but I am sure of this. And she will only understand that deception if she is loved. Then she will have a comparison against that false love which she cannot, will not give up. I’d say it is all that anchors her.”


  “All good in theory,” Moarte said, “but how am I supposed to love my enemy, who I loathe.”


  “You need a combination of tools to do this.”


  “Such as?”


  “I suggest combining enthrallment and beguilement with sweetness.”


  “Sweetness?” he sneered, and he felt like pounding his mother’s prized table until the wood turned to sawdust.


  “Yes. She will not expect that. If you mesmerize her first, planting the seeds in her mind, she will see everything you do as sweet and loving, whatever that is.”


  He laughed. “So I can whip the flesh off her back and she’ll see it as love.”


  “Perhaps. But to go that far your enthrallment skills might need honing. And I fear such a vicious act would ultimately turn her against you.” She smiled and he could not be angry with her, although he wanted to be, because he could not be certain that she was completely supporting him.


  “We have seen this before, Moarte. Your father did this once to a Sapiens from the East, a dealer headed to the West to sell arms to another of our enemies, to be used against us. Instead of murdering him outright, your father mesmerized him and altered his way of thinking. And he treated him cordially, as if he were a guest.”


  “And what happened?”


  “The arms salesman was released by your father and went West and sold arms.”


  “Then it meant nothing, what my father did. He failed.”


  “On the contrary. The dealer sold our enemies the wrong type of arms, weapons which cannot harm vampirii.”


  Again, her enigmatic smile.


  Belladonna stood suddenly and said, “I think you should meditate further on your goal. You want to get to her father. She loves him and will protect him with her life. She will only betray him if she loves someone more and perceives her father as a threat to that greater love. You, my son, can be that greater love, but you may need to find storage for your hatred. At least temporary storage.” She turned away from him, occupying herself with mixing herbs she had told him were for a sick Sapiens slave.


  Alone with his thoughts, Moarte did not know if he could do this, even by mesmerization, a skill which he, like all vampirii, possessed. Could he control the Sapiens Princess’ mind enough for her to believe he loved her? Could he not fatally harm her when every cell in his body wanted to inflict retribution for what she had done to him? For what her people had done to his realm over millennia? For all that the Sapiens King had done to him personally?


  His mother’s plan made sense, but he didn’t know if he was capable of enacting it. Yet about one thing he knew his mother was correct: there was nothing he could do to the girl physically that would force her to betray her father. The Sapiens Princess would die first. Even he had seen that in her eyes, and it had made him more furious.


  He walked in the garden for many hours, until the sun was only sixty minutes from rising, but finally he returned to his quarters with an idea that might satisfy both his long and short term desires.


  Chapter Four


  Valada lay curled into a ball on the floor beside the bed where the vampir King had chained her. She felt incredibly weak, exhausted, blood drained, humiliated, only half conscious, but no longer worried about what would happen to her. She understood now that she could not predict events and therefore could not prepare herself for the brutalization to come. All she could do was accept her fate and struggle to hasten her demise.


  She worried what the effect on her would be of him drinking her blood, and of his blood entering her body, and she knew it was blood, at least partially so, that had come from his penis, what she had been forced to swallow. What was the process for turning into a vampir? She did not know.


  The world of the undead was so secretive, little was known about their ways, other than that they were killers of the living. Rumors abounded and she had no idea what was true and what wasn’t, but surely when human beings were drained, not everyone died and returned to life in an undead state. Her father assured his subjects that her mother had not risen from the grave. But the blood she swallowed was more of a concern. She didn’t know what swallowing vampir blood meant. With some luck, she thought grimly, I’ll be dead before I find out.


  She heard Moarte return and instantly closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep, and she wondered if this Deathbringer, with all his supernatural powers, could hear her heart pounding in fear.


  He walked towards the balcony where the darkness in the sky was receding and there pulled a heavy curtain across the opening that separated the balcony from the room, then another heavy curtain in front of that one—both from ceiling to floor-blocking rays of light that might try to enter. She could tell from the position of the mountains when she had been on the balcony that this room was on the north side of the fortress, not east where the sun rises, or west where it sets. There were lit candles on stands and in sconces around the vacuous chamber and he did not hurry as he moved to them with a snuffer, suffocating the flame of each, one by one, until only a tall thick taper on a high stand by the bed remained lit.


  When he reached her, he straddled her body as he had before and crouched down. “Open your eyes, Sapiens Princess!” he commanded.


  There was no use pretending; he knew she was not sleeping.


  She opened her eyes, her vision hazy. When the haziness cleared, his face came into focus, almost sculpted, features perfectly symmetrical, flesh like alabaster and hair pulled back from his chiseled face and through a cone, so long it hung below his shoulders, more than blonde, silver-white. Although he was tall and slim, every muscle appeared toned. Behind him she could just make out the
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