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To my family that has supported me while writing this book. This particular novel has been a long time in the making. I appreciate my writing mentor and support group. Magnus, who is always my alpha reader, consultant, sounding board, and emotional support human when I have to ‘cut my darlings’ from a book. Magnus, who also created the stellar book cover. To Rune, my Dutchie, who can’t read English but understands several languages in dog commands and is with me every day. To demaree clay who taught me how to train Rune and provided canine insight that was valuable for this book. To those who have read Beginning of Villainy and have been patiently waiting- sorry for the delay- I hope you enjoy it! 

To all my readers. You don’t have to have read Beginning of Villainy first. It is a prequel and a standalone novel. Thank you for taking the time to read my books. It is no small thing, and I appreciate you chose this book to go on an adventure with.
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Prologue- Villainy Arrives
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A brisk wind whipped past the eerily glowing circle hidden amongst the wooded trees. The figure waiting off to the side wrapped a cloak around themselves, a fedora shielding their mismatched eyes from view. They’d been waiting an Earth week for their arrival, and their patience was wearing thin. A temporary shelter had been erected with technology beyond human development. A host of guards resided inside, prepared for action while other sentries roamed the dense forest of conifers to ensure no humans stumbled upon the doorway to another world. 

The unpredictable portal had graced them by opening in a remote location; the nearest human settlement a scant few miles away. ‘Settlement’ was a compliment to the gathering of reindeer herders with a few stores. The remote location of the doorway between planets did little to reduce the annoyance of wearing human clothes to counteract the temperature effects. The shelter was warmed to an acceptable temperature, and the greeter gazed at the hut’s door as a sentry drug a freshly killed reindeer through the opening to the cheers of guards waiting inside, ready to feast.

They pivoted toward the hut, ready to join the group, when a flicker of movement drew their eyes back to the portal. A sinewy figure emerged, glancing around until scarlet eyes settled on the one who waited, and they bounded over.

Their alien tongue pierced the silence.

“This is Earth?”

“Yes, Vang, it is.”

“This is night? It’s bright here.”

“It’s brighter during the day. If you value your life, be under shelter before their sun rises.”

The midnight blue creature shuddered, moonlight reflecting off the silver Xs that decorated their skin. The greeter handed them a cloak.

“There are wider variations in temperature here; in some areas you’ll need... clothes.”

“Clothes?”

“Yes.”

The vagasar slipped on the proffered woolen cloak. Inspecting it from top to bottom before spinning in a circle, mesmerized by the billowing action at the garment’s bottom.

“Splendid.”

Mismatched eyes rolled to the heavens. They pulled out a 3-inch yellow tube and handed it to the new arrival. 

“You’re just like your sibling. Speaking of which, here’s a message from them.”

“You’ve not read it?” Vang asked.

“It’s DNA locked. And I can’t help but notice there is DNA scattered on you.”

They gestured to the blood spatter on the assassin’s face, legs, and midsection, now covered by the black cloak.

“Ah, yes, I came straight from a killing.”

The greeter’s eyes narrowed. 

“I’ve noticed the messenger sent to retrieve you hasn’t come back through the portal.”

“Well, they’re dead, so that’s not happening.”

“Did you kill them?” 

“Why would I kill the messenger?” Vang asked, tilting their head. “However, I am famished from work, so I’ll be seeking prey.”

Vang bounded off into the woods with no warning, ignoring the greeter’s yells.

“There are rules! You can’t hunt whatever you want!”

The vagasar was quick considering their ‘gift’ was not enhanced speed, and it was soon lost from sight. 

“Fucking crazy assassin,” the lone figure muttered as they stepped into the shelter to request those gifted with speed to retrieve the errant newcomer. They had an ocean to cross, and time was of the essence.
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Strano-Felx, Trapped
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Felx held the illegal image of Brayd, tracing a light green finger along it as a tear welled in their eye. The night before Zyre sent brutes to force them from their home, Brayd and Felx had celebrated the anniversary of their bonded time together. The sky had been clear, allowing an unobstructed view of sparkling stars. Their evening started by donning a human mesmir they used when visiting the local town. Although not large, the town was an art and cultural mecca. It held a theater that was attached to a museum, and once a month the complex hosted either a play or opened a new traveling exhibit. Fellow Coloradans would drive an hour or longer to attend the exciting new show or display. The local hotel had expanded over the years, growing as the ‘art scene’ drew consistent visitors. There were several decent-sized cities within easy driving distance with many art enthusiasts happy to make the trip. 

The local government converted an abandoned warehouse into a culinary space to host pop-ups from big city fancy restaurants who would rent the building for weeks at a time, which infused the town with epicurean delights but didn’t burden a Michelin chef with maintaining customers in a population ill-equipped to support it long-term. The ‘pop up’ space was a block from the Maddigale’s Theater, Art Museum and Cultural Center, ‘The MAC’ for short. Created from old cattle ranching money in loving memory of an only daughter in love with the arts. The synopsis of the story graced the back of every pamphlet, and Brayd felt it necessary to read it aloud every time they visited. 

In truth, between the pair, Felx had more artistic skill with their constant sketching of various plants and random ideas for inventions. Brayd was a stellar scientist who sketched their own ideas out, but their drawings tended to involve rulers and neat numbered script. Felx had asked why Brayd loved human ‘arts’ so much, and they said it was because the artist’s passion and dedication to their craft was similar to a scientist’s. Artists had the same ‘try, fail, try it differently, don’t give up’ attitude as scientists working on their inventions. 

On this celebratory evening, the pair went to the theater portion of the complex to see a play Brayd had been wanting to attend since its premiere a week prior. Long ago, Felx had determined that theater going would be consistent in their lives and ‘donated’ enough money to the expansion of the theater that they had their own box seats. Because theirs was a minor Hold and Felx had curated who could stay, there were similar minded vampires interested in the arts who took advantage of Felx’s box seats. Any vampire was welcome to use reserved seating as long as it was available whenever Brayd (known as Minth among their kind) wanted to see a performance. 

A vampire they had crossed the ocean with, who had hidden their love of music until they met Felx, was the director of the theater’s orchestra. Wend changed their ‘human persona’ every decade or two to avoid suspicion among the natives and sometimes cajoled Felx into pretending to be Wend’s old self to introduce Wend’s new self to the theater managers. Felx had trusted Wend enough to give them a device similar to Brayd’s that allowed them to wear a ‘suit’ of sorts that displayed the human features they wanted to project so that they didn’t have to concentrate on maintained a mesmir while trying to discern which flutist was hitting a wrong note. It was this device Felx used when aiding their old friend, and not their natural mimic talents, that remained hidden to all but their mate. Wend lived in town near the theater with a hidden tunnel that led them from their vampire remolded historic home to their place of business without having to step foot outside, a much-appreciated aspect when summer days kept the yellow ball of death in the sky far later than winter.

They waved at them from the orchestral pit before the show started, as they always did when they saw their friends in the box seats. That evening’s performance was “Into the Woods,” and Brayd was enraptured. On the journey back to ‘their woods’, Brayd hummed bits of the chorus as they walked along the sidewalk. A light rain had fallen during the performance, leaving the pavement wet and their feet splashed in tiny pools along the uneven sidewalk. The air was crisp, and humans sitting in the outside seating area of the Ethiopian Fair pop-up ate with their jackets on.

“I always love the interesting smells this place produces,” Brayd said, pausing in their humming to chat. 

“I know, that’s why we always walk past it.”

Brayd poked them in the side.

“You like it too; it gives you ideas for your flavor experiments!”

“Two things can be true, my love.”

A dog being walked, heading their direction, stared at them and lowered its head. Felx guided Brayd across the street by the elbow. Most canines took a dislike to their presence. Wend had a cavapoo they’d raised from a puppy that didn’t seem to mind when vampires visited. Felx wondered if it was the breed, early socialization with their kind, or a combination of both.

Brayd poked their arm, “Are you thinking about dogs again?”

“How did you know?”

“Every time you see one, your mind wanders.”

“It’s possible I’ll run experiments on canine acceptance, eventually. It’s curious to me, that’s all. And it’s not just us; we’ve witnessed canines react to humans with no obvious provocation. Do they smell something? Sense something on a different level? And if so, could that be harnessed somehow?”

“Are we talking vampire guard dogs?”

Felx shrugged. “It’s hard to know without understanding what I’m dealing with, but it could be possible that there would be some intrinsic value in understanding how the species of canine works. In fact, there are many species I’d like to study further if I didn’t have to worry about...”

Brayd squeezed their hand. “I know, my love. Someday, maybe.”

They peeled off the sidewalk, slipped between buildings and maneuvered their way into the forest. An enormous hill peppered with evergreens contained a hidden tunnel. They entered it, exiting on the opposite side. The purpose of the constructed shortcut was to prevent a worn path leading from the town to the vampire Hold. Instead of proceeding directly to their home, they veered off to Felx’s pond. It had started as a somewhat stagnant pond, and over the years they had built a natural waterfall with stone and diverted a tributary from a nearby river. The original pond was widened and deepened to three times its original depth. Felx built vampire dive suits based on human deep sea diving technology to enlist the aid of their Hold members, who were told the project was to assist with blood flavoring by enabling them to have ingredients they needed growing nearby. They stocked the pond, creating a new ecosystem of wildlife and plants, and arranged for natural looking gardens all around it. 

They pair ended their excursion with a picnic by ‘Felx’s Pond.’ Appearing as Strano, Felx said the name was after a dear friend. Brayd settled onto a flat rock and hugged their knees.

“We’re fortunate, you know.”

Felx pulled on a string to bring up the blood packets hidden in the pond to keep cool. They untied the cord and passed one to Brayd.

“Yes, it’s been a hard road, and we lost a lot. Even though things are difficult, we have each other. Now, try this new blend. I introduced saffron, and I think it elevates the flavor profile.”

“Okay, that was a tad dismissive,” Brayd said, peering into Felx’s eyes.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I just... You’ve said it before and it’s true, but it’s still frustrating having to hide who we are, and what we enjoy in life.”

Brayd grabbed Felx’s hand, “Yes, but we’re hiding together.”

Felx leaned over for a kiss. “Yes, we are.”

***
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The clatter of footsteps outside their door whipped Felx back to the present. They hid their treasured image in their leather satchel’s secret pocket and transformed themself into their Strano guise so they could go about the business that Zyre demanded hoping to get back to their Hold and all they held dear.

Upon arriving at the lab, Felx spritzed plants wearing their special gloves to counteract the high-intensity lighting the plants required. They took this moment every morning to prepare themselves. A med bed with a squeaky wheel entered the main room. Felx flinched against the squeak, squeak, squeak, as the bed rolled into position in the middle of the Taking Room. They turned and watered the prickly pear cacti in the next row of plants, stealing themselves before removing their protective wear, leaving the plant room and entering the room with a no-nonsense tech, blatantly ignoring the blood donor whimpering five feet away.

“Please don’t,” the human whispered, his fingers clenching the edges of his bright white medical bed. The white form fitted suit of spandex and nylon blended into the stark pale bed covering, leaving beige hands, feet, and a head as floating contrasts of color. Even the straps holding the figure in place were snow white. No hair remained on the human. Protocol required all humans for experimentation to be shaved prior to being fitted for a suit. The Felx designed suit prevented hair growth under it, and an oil applied daily prevented growth on any exposed skin. The vampire who began the long-term human feeding experiments had kept them naked, filthy, and in dank cells with hay. Insects found them as insects do, and the humans scratched and clawed at themselves. The human death rate and lack of progress ended Nubil’s career and their life. As a result, ‘Strano’ was whisked from bed four months ago and injected as the leader of the experiment. 

Under Strano’s direction, the cells were now complete rooms. White paneling covered every wall, and soft yellow light glowed from behind intermittent panels during the day for ambient light, and a ceiling composed of two-way glass completed the aesthetic. From the prisoner’s perspective, the ceiling was sky blue with a scene of slow-moving puffy clouds and the glow of an orange yellow ball mimicked the actual sun’s trajectory. This improved the human prisoners’ overall mental health and mood. They had even included entertainments such as cards and Ebooks the prisoners could read from a screen set in a panel in their cell. 

At first, other vampires mocked the changes and challenged Strano’s authority. However, when lab assistants saw the benefits of these changes, they stopped insulting their boss. The ceiling was also equipped with recording devices, and lab techs took turns monitoring the humans. The floor comprised color changing panels. When humans were in residence, they were the color of sand, complete with pixilation to give the idea of texture. When the inhabitant was removed from their upscale cell, the floor tiles turned white. This allowed the cleaning crew to see everything. Hidden ports delivered knockout gas when it was time to remove a feeder for extraction.

Humans who behaved were allowed a cube bed, mattress, and pillow. Solid meals daily, replacing nutrient injections, were another Strano addition which required the invention of a waste receiver. Strano took cues from the ones used on airplanes and outfitted the rooms with a button retrieval system. One press made it appear or disappear into the wall. This made it easy to remove the human’s ability to use it if they were problematic with it, like human 23 who tried to drown herself in the two inches of water at the bottom of the basin. The rooms were kept at an ambient 74 degrees Fahrenheit, and the floors were made of warming panels. Zyre was displeased at the “creature comforts” for the “food” but had to admit the blood tasted better and the death rate was exponentially reduced. Number 23 didn’t make it. She’d willed herself to death when all other options for suicide had been removed.

Black fingertips flitted to sea foam for the briefest of moments as Strano patted the crying man’s hairless forearm.

“It used to be worse.” Strano began, “Before I came along, they kept humans in filthy conditions, used cattle prods to get you in line, and jabbed you in the jugular for blood withdrawals. They didn’t concern themselves with human anatomy, nutrients required, or death rate.”

“Death would be better,” the man whispered as tears rolled down his temples onto the bed in tiny rivers.

Strano grabbed their lab assistant’s attention with a snap.

“Fix number 32 a bag with extra electrolytes, flavor number five, and a pinch of Bupropion.”

The amethyst-colored lab tech with mustard yellow curved arrow markings tapped the tablet and cleared their throat.

“Yes, Olon?”

“I wanted to notify you that Zyre is roaming the bottom sections.”

Strano sighed, “How am I supposed to get any work done with that inflated windbag interrupting me constantly? I don’t understand why they’re in a huge hurry for a sustainable human feeding farm. There are millions of them running around; we’re not running out of people.”

Olon fidgeted.

“Do you know why?”

The tablet was passed between purple hands, yellow arrows on the thumbs growing and shrinking with the movement, while Olon debated their answer.

“I’ve heard there may be war coming.”

“Among humans? We’ve seen a few of those already and stopped them before they got too bad. Hardly the need to rush to sustainable human farming.”

“I don’t think it’s humans this time.”

Olon stopped fidgeting and stared at Strano wide-eyed.

“No.—Strano put a hand on their chest. “Not again.”

“Maybe I’m wrong?” Olon asked.

Strano chewed on their lower lip.

“I fear you may be right. Things are making sense if that’s the case. Zyre’s unreasonable timeline, constant demands, and short fuse with delays. There’s been some other driving force pushing them. Shit.”

Strano waved dismissively at Olon and, tablet in hand, the lab tech scurried away. As soon as the room was empty, Strano leaned into the victim’s ear and whispered.

“Death is permanent. As long as you live, you might escape this.”

Brown eyes widened. “Are you saying I might leave this place alive?”

Strano shrugged and glanced at the door. “Stranger things have happened.”

Nimble fingers inserted a needle into the IV port in the man’s arm, watching closely as blood filled the bag, stopping the flow at one pint. 

“How are you going to feed the multitudes if you take piddling amounts like that?” boomed a voice from the doorway.

Strano answered in Vampiric, “As I’ve stated countless times, the goal is to perfect red blood cell regeneration in humans while improving flavor. If the goal was to drain them, then what am I doing here?”

Red and black eyes glared at Strano as they continued working. Olon walked in behind Zyre and handed Strano their tablet while laying the liquid supplement bag Felx requested between the man’s ankles to be hooked up upon return to his room. Quick notes were made before laying the tablet on the human’s abdomen, indicating to the lab tech that he was ready to be wheeled out. 

Strano turned toward Zyre and crossed sleek black arms dotted with red starbursts. “I’ve told you that if you want to discuss my work, you should call me to your throne room. Your presence in the Taking lab causes problems with my experiments. Humans are a sensitive sort, and they release various hormones under different conditions.”

A black fist slammed into a rolling metal medical table, denting it.

“This is MY domain. I’ll go where I damn well please! You’re alive because I allow it.”

Strano narrowed silver eyes and spoke in a low, harsh voice, “I’m Brek’s sibling. I doubt your clan leader would appreciate how you’re treating a direct blood relative.”

Zyre scoffed, “Brek hasn’t spoken that highly of you, you know. I think there’s a reason you’re stationed in the new world while Brek is taking over the old one.”

“Really? Taking it over? — Strano tapped their chin with one elegant finger. — Is Brek aware of these allegations you’re spewing that would put them in the crosshairs of the ancients?”

Zyre huffed as they strode around Strano in a slow circle. 

“It’s possible Brek would be angered if I killed you outright. Of course, accidents happen all the time,” Zyre’s mismatched eyes bored into Strano, who refused to look away, “But I figured, let’s start simple. Perhaps if you weren’t concerned about your own well-being, you’d be concerned for theirs!”

Zyre’s hands clapped, a black on red configuration, and three vampires entered the room. Strano gasped as their eyes lit upon the dark green figure held between two brutes.

“Minth,” they breathed, fingers digging into their arms.

“Yes, Minth. I believe you two are mates?” Zyre asked. 

The red hand landed on their torso, red fingertips crossing the dark line separating the bare black and red skin. Besides a half black, half red body, they were devoid of markings. Other vampires snidely referred to them as a ‘halfer’ when Zyre wasn’t in the compound. It was commonly considered that markings made the vampire. 

Strano drew a long, steady breath before asked, “Why have you brought Minth here?”

Zyre chuckled, “Why, to encourage you, of course. I’ll keep Minth safe... or not... until you’ve solved the feeding problem!”

As Zyre barked instructions to the captors regarding Minth, a quiet, still voice entered Strano’s head, the benefits of a century-old single bonding. 

Don’t worry, our secrets are safe. Hidden.

I’m so sorry, Brayd. I love you.

You’ve nothing to apologize for, Felx. We’ll always be together. We’ll find a way out of this. Be strong!

The bond conversation ended as Minth was drug out of range. Zyre had been watching Strano’s face.

“Aww, out of range for your ‘lover’s chat’? Too bad. I do hope you got all the important stuff said. Don’t worry, we’ll keep Minth far enough away for you to miss each other.”

Although Felx could no longer hear Brayd, they could sense their presence for a little while longer, and then, like a plucked string, the feeling was gone. 
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Rin, Reunited
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Rin slowed her pace as she approached her apartment, stopping on the sidewalk facing her door and surveying the exterior. She noticed the cream-colored door didn’t sit flush in its frame. The flower tray of purple and white pansies hung undisturbed in the window planter. Her gaze passed over the singular bush she permitted near the door. Its growth hindered by ardent pruning to keep it at knee level. The decorative stone garden, embellished with green plastic vines that lit up at night, spanned the space between the shortened tri-color dappled willow and her apartment door. The solar turtle stared at the sky, waiting for the darkness that would ignite its glow. Rin crossed her arms, surveying the scene from the front path, and playing a mental video of when she left for class.

Had she closed the door? Surely, she had. The events prior to leaving danced in her mind. The gi wasn’t dry when she ripped it from the dryer in annoyance and threw it on, still grumbling over the argument she had with a co-worker that caused her to run late. No, she thought, squeezing her biceps; I know I locked the door. I wouldn’t forget to do that.

Glancing at her next-door neighbor’s door, she chewed her lip; bothering people and appearing incapable were her biggest pet peeves; however, as she assessed the entryway and contemplated potential danger lurking within, her sensei’s words of caution floated through her mind.

“Better to be silly and be safe. You can recover from embarrassment; you can’t recover from dead.” 

Every woman’s self-defense class started with this statement, and he’d state that a leading contributor to women becoming victims is failing to get help when their instincts tell them to. Rin wanted to know what studies he’d gleaned that information from, but it rang true. 

She dropped her arms with an exasperated sigh and walked the path to the next-door neighbor’s apartment. Although she was a high ranked martial artist, she recognized the difference between skills in a dojo and individuals who were trained to handle situations that may include armed intruders as a factor of their job, and as a woman living alone, it was better to err on the side of caution. Shoulders back, she rapped on the door, holding her breath until her neighbor answered. 

A wiry, bespectacled gentleman answered the door. “Yes, Rin?”

Small brown eyes blinked at her and peered behind her while waiting for her to speak.

“Uh... Mr. Rasheed... Hi... um... heh — Rin’s sweaty palms rubbed against her pants — ok, well, you see, my front door... isn’t shut and I’m pretty sure I closed it. And locked it. I’ve been standing here rehashing when I left and I’m certain I locked it, but I’m not sure if I should call the police because what if I locked it, but I didn’t pull it all the way closed? There was a click. There wouldn’t be a click if it didn’t shut properly, right?” 

Rin’s rambling stopped when she noticed her bemused neighbor’s face. 

“You are worried?” he asked. 

“I’m trying to be reasonably cautious... what IF, there is someone lurking in my apartment?”

“Ah, I see, and you don’t want to call the police?”

“Not if I can avoid it. If there isn’t an intruder and the cops respond to ‘a woman’s failed attempt at securing her apartment’ which then has the police not take me seriously if I have to call them at some other time and also has me failing the reputation of women everywhere.”

“That sounds like an enormous burden you carry. Concerned for all women?”

“Unfortunately, we’re painted with the same brush; what one does affects us all.”

He patted her arm. “This, I understand.”

The Egyptian smiled and disappeared into his apartment. A brief conversation in Arabic with his wife preceded his reappearance with walking cane in hand before heading to her apartment. Just before he reached her door, she tugged his sleeve.

Rin whispered, “What IF there is a bad guy in there?” while pointing at his cane.

“A wicked man, you say?” Mr. Rasheed started pushing open the door with his fingertips. “They will suffer at the whim of my cane.”

He gestured for her to stay outside while he slipped in through the small opening he’d created. Rin stood frozen, ears straining for a hint of what was happening inside. Had she moved the laundry bucket off the couch? Did she just send Mr. Rasheed to his doom? Why had she asked the sweet neighbor who brought her home-made Koshari, to put himself in potential danger? Guilt hounded her; she should have called the police. She reached for her cell phone amid an eruption of thunking and clunking noises from inside, followed by a yelp of pain. As she dashed through the door, she Mr. Rasheed’s accented voice floated toward her.

“You have a short time to tell me why you are here before this point runs you through!”

Point? Rin dashed inside and saw her diminutive neighbor holding a man at sword-point, the tip indenting the man’s neck. 

“Sir? This was supposed to be my sister’s apartment. I am SO sorry if I have intruded–”

“Yakob!”

Yakob turned toward her, an arduous task considering the sharp metal pressed against his jugular. 

“RIN!” Arms flew out as if he expected a hug. “Help me here.”

Despite the exchange going on, the sword did not waver from its position. Mr. Rasheed’s eyes didn’t stray from his quarry. His arm was outstretched but bent at the elbow, so he could push the sword forward without moving forward himself. This version of her neighbor was contradictory to the quiet man she often saw working in his flower garden or meditating outside. 

“Rin?”

“Yes, Mr. Rasheed?”

“Do you know this... intruder?”

Rin looked at Yakob, oozing charm. He was characteristically sporting designer jeans paired with a brown T-shirt emblazoned with a glass silhouette containing three lemons. A crumpled candy wrapper sat next to the glass. Underneath the picture was a said: “When life gives you lemons, have chocolate.” 

The scene was juxtaposed by the diminutive man expertly wielding the blade. One foot lay perpendicular to the other, and the opposite arm poised behind him in an upward hold Rin had seen fencers on T.V. use. He was relaxed in his stance, like it were familiar, and he could stand that way forever or strike like a coiled snake. 

She reflected on her evening. The difficult martial arts class with Vincent winning and then Eric pulling a stunt in the parking lot, causing her to defend herself from a mock attack. She was tired, sweaty, and annoyed. Yakob had scared her on the wrong day, and dared stand uninvited in her apartment, with that stupid lopsided grin on his face. 

“Well, Rin, what should I do with this vagabond?”

Rin glared at Yakob as she answered, “I suppose you could say I know him.”

“Who IS this man?” asked the unwavering Mr. Rasheed.

Yakob answered, “Her brother, so... you can put the sword down.”

He moved his hand toward the sword point, stopping as the point pressed farther into flesh.

Yakob looked from the tweed jacket wearing sword bearer to his frizzy-haired, crumpled uniform wearing sister. 

“Rin?”

“Yes, Mr. Rasheed. — Rin sighed as she answered. — “He is my HALF brother.”

The sword stayed in its position as the next question came. “Is he welcome?”

Rin waited a moment, enjoying the perspiration that gathered on Yakob’s brow, his fading charismatic grin as a frown of uncertainty took over. She dumped her gym bag on the floor and replied, “Yes, Yakob is welcome.”

The tension eased in the room as Mr. Rasheed lowered his sword. He kept his gaze upon Yakob and, other than the slight descent of his sword tip, hadn’t moved. 

“Rin, I am intimately familiar with family dropping in unannounced, unexpected and unappreciated. Family or no... I can show him the door.”

Yakob’s pleading stare wore her down as she hesitated with her response. Yakob was always unpredictable, fun one moment, trouble the next. She wasn’t sure she felt like dealing with him. Her adrenaline drained from her system with the perceived danger gone, and her shoulders sagged. Ocean blue eyes bored into her, come on, they seemed to say, Give me a break. He had exchanged the tiny frown for his disarming, comical grin that was reserved for AFTER he found himself in trouble. 

She turned to Mr. Rasheed, pulling her springy hair behind her ear as she gave a tortured smile and said, “Mr. Rasheed, I appreciate all that you have done. I can handle my brother now. Perhaps in the future he’ll call first.” 

She shot Yakob a look with the last remark.

In a swift motion, the sword was sheathed into its cane scabbard and twisted into a locked position. Well, that explained the cane, marvelous way to keep a weapon handy and hidden. Rin made a mental note to ask where one could get hold of something like that, and lessons.

“Mr. Rasheed, please give your wife my apologies for pulling you away from your home.”

He made a slight bow and responded, “She knows me, therefore she knows the ‘this’ that is me.” He glanced at Yakob, “Tell me, how did you achieve entry? I see no marks on the door.”

Yakob paused, running his fingers through wavy blond locks. “She always keeps a key under the turtle.”

Mr. Rasheed fixed his gaze on her. “Rin, I will present to you a better place to hide your spare key.”

Then he was gone. Swift moving without running. She locked the door after his departure and turned to face her brother as he moved into the kitchen, opening cabinets. 

“I’m assuming no one will come banging on my door demanding you or something from you for at least an hour?” she asked.

The charming grin was back in full force at his reply, “Rin...why do you always presume the worst? I only came...”

She stopped him with a hand in the air, “I’m taking a shower. I’ll deal with you later.”

She gestured at items knocked about in the kerfuffle as she strode to her bedroom. “Pick up your mess, please.”

*** 
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Sirens erupted on a nearby street as she started her shower. Hands braced against the wall, steaming water pouring down her back, staring at liquid rivulets swirling into the drain. The sound revived memories. She’d gotten better. Years of therapy had reduced her flinching response to emergency services, her instant flashback to when she’d been rescued from kidnappers. She’d been captive for two weeks, never harmed, although the threat was imminent. And terrified. Twenty-four hours a day, terrified. She recalled the fear and the confusion. The dreaded moment when the silhouette appeared in the doorway, tingling fear on the back of her neck, her mind’s eye remembering its sinister approach, and then nothing. The memory of the event stayed secured behind walls. Rin switched therapists every time they suggested she confront the blocked memory, break through to it, and deal with it, until she stopped seeing mental health professionals altogether. She could cope, and it was over a decade ago. They’d never caught the perpetrator, and it was less likely they would with each passing year. 

Rin curled on her reading chair, with Flouffles tucked under an arm and ‘A Thousand and One Nights’ open to a new chapter. She stared at the title, but thought of her brother. Yakob insisted she had moved here after he got his mysterious traveling job. A fresh start with her recent graduation from phlebotomy school after washing out of EMT training. The hovering half-brother had wanted her near enough to the airport to ease his driving burden when popping in for quick visits between contracting jobs. Rin plucked at the threads of her lap blanket, festooned with chameleons in different poses, wearing hats. A gift from her best friend, Samantha. They’d met shortly after Rin had moved and clicked immediately. 

“Except for Sam, I’m not sure what I’m doing here,” Rin said, staring at Flouffles. “I should’ve moved to Vermont or England. Maybe that would be far enough away to start over.”

She reoriented her attention to the words on the page once more. Sentences repeated themselves as she looped back to reread, her eyelids heavy and her head lolling. Yakob’s voice talking to someone broke through her fight against sleepiness. 

“Who’s he talking to?” She asked herself, resting her head against the chair’s overstuffed arm while debating if she should attempt to crawl to her bed three feet away. The bedroom window curtain needed closing, but for now, dozing while watching stars twinkle was the most peace she’d felt all day. 
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Strano-Felx, Searching
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Felx sat on the edge of their bed, staring at hands that shifted coloration between green and black. After centuries of masquerading as Strano, morning exercises were a habit born from fear. For a moment, they reflected on their crossing from Vampirium to Earth. It had been an arduous journey, and they’d lost many loved ones along the way, but they’d also found Brayd. The love of their life, their tether. Felx’s cheek glistened from a trailing tear as they remembered the terrifying day they’d almost lost their lifetime companion. Brayd had been caught by Marl, the sire of the original Strano, and Brek. Felx strode onto the scene disguised as Strano, hoping their mimic ability was good enough to fool frightening vampire. 

Marl’s eyes wrinkled at the sides as they glanced the length of Felx posing as Strano, a long red finger pointed at Brayd.

“You’re saying this one killed Wier?” Marl asked.

“Yes, sire,” Strano answered, an icy cold bolt running through them.

Brayd turned their head to face Felx/Strano, a quizzical expression on their face. They stared at the sight of Strano standing so close to them, and a tiny upturn of the side of their mouth showed they’d put the pieces together. 

“Well, it’s time to leave Vampirium,” Marl said. “You know what you need to do.”

Marl gestured for Felx/Strano to kill Brayd. Felx flicked their eyes from Brayd to Marl. Only permitted vampires were granted access through the portal, with guards on the other side to ensure no riffraff illegally gained entry. Felx remembered thinking, “Brayd has helped me with so much.” Ipp was still sitting by the side of the portal, watching everything unfold. There were three bulky vampires of unknown enhancements standing behind Marl. “I’ve lost too much already. But how can we escape this situation?” Then they noticed their transport box cupped in Brayd’s palm dangling at their side. The box was only visible to Felx, who stepped closer and, in one movement, grabbed the box while leaning into their friend. “Trust me, fall to the ground.” 

Brayd went limp, and ‘Strano’ leaned over, creating the illusion of removing a dagger from the fallen vampire’s neck and continued to paint the scene with their mimic skills by placing their fingers on the ground to form black blood trails out of short grass next to their friend’s still form. Felx, maintaining their Strano illusion, stood as the fooled Marl waved the other vampires in attendance through the portal while resting a red palm on the riding bat sitting beside them. The illusion continued through Felx/Strano’s feet. Their connection to the living environment allowed them to bridge the gap between themselves and Brayd. A tenuous connection accomplished by proximity and lack of movement. They feared what might happen if they closed the distance to Marl.

Felx twisted their hands in the memory of it. Felx’s bat, Ipp, had also been captured, and Marl was amused by this added treasure. Their mouth twisted into an ugly smile.

“I see you’ve found a souvenir.” 

“Yes, this is my riding bat.”

“No,” Marl said. “This will be Brek’s riding bat. Brek, you’re aware, is next in line as clan leader and, as such, should have a mount. Mine was sent over earlier.”

“But — Felx thought frantically — I have bonded with the bat. It is my spoils of conquest.”

Marl cocked their head. “Would you argue with me?” 

Their voice was calm, low, and dangerous.

Felx shook their head, averting their gaze, straining to hold on to their illusions. They took a few steps toward Marl, blocking their view of Brayd, while pushing the button on the teleportation box to span the short distance. As they bridged the gap, they jabbed their dagger into Marl’s eye, all the way to the hilt, penetrating the brain. As Marl slumped to the ground, Felx reverted to their original appearance and stood over them.

“But I would.”

Felx shivered at the memory of it, the callousness in their voice; the sliver of inner darkness peeking out as they celebrated the death. Following Marl’s demise, they’d been forced to enter Earth under false pretenses. Their mimic ability was strong enough to cast an illusion over Brayd as well as themselves, but it required physical contact. They’d made it past the gatekeepers, but it was a dangerous proposition since their clan was also being hunted to extinction. Soon after settling into their new home, Felx created a wearable skin for Brayd that also brought them a new identity. After almost an Earth century, Felx created an implant that was activated/deactivated by a touch sequence. The quick acting device saved them when Zyre’s minions burst through into their private chambers to drag Felx to Zyre’s Hold to run the experimental program. 

Brayd remained a secreted ‘Rohm clan survivor. The bright, light greens of the ‘Mala and ‘Rohm clans with their highlights of pinks and purples were a beacon call for die-hard hunters to end them and if they weren’t killed for having the wrong clan coloring, they’d be ostracized and always at risk by rogue agents. Felx wasn’t sure if any ‘Mala or ‘Rohm clans existed anymore. The ones who had been in cahoots during the Vampirium uprising were killed shortly after their arrival. Felx and Brayd had been safe, but they’d had to hide their true selves for hundreds of years as Strano and Minth. 

Felx finished the Strano appearance and walked into the corridor outside of their temporary lodgings provided by Zyre, handily located a brisk walk away from the lab they’d been vamp-napped to take over. The mineral scent of the cave walls filled the air, reinforcing Felx’s despondency from being apart from their hold and its pumped atmospheric scents that matched digital tile displays of flora and fauna from Vampirium, another harsh difference between how Zyre ran their holding compared to Felx’s administration. Over the years, Felx and Brayd had adjusted their cave system with Brayd’s inventions, smooth tiled floors that maintained an ambient temperature, light emitting tiles mounted along the ceiling that mimicked Vampirium lighting on an Earth day cycle combined with rotating scenery visages on digital tiles that covered lengths of tunnels that served as corridors, and a large wall in the gathering room where shifting scenes of Vampirium life such as hopalongs, blue bees, or cockadols moving in a forest filled with blue, pink, and purple trees would greet witnesses, courtesy of artists who had come from Vampirium and captured their history, and environment.

Pathways leading to the bat stables or other outside spaces had tiles that transitioned to the light spectrum currently occurring in Earth’s night sky, to adjust vampires heading into the open. The system incorporated red bands of warning lights when Earth’s sun was shining. As exits approached, a normal cave facade developed, another reminder to the vampire leaving the hold that they were delving back into a human populated environment. Felx’s vampires were arguably the happiest and most well-adjusted vampires working from a cave system. 

Some ancients lived in older houses created from marble and granite in the times of ancient Rome and Greece. Tunnels networked these ancient buildings for ease of commuting during the day, but the vampires lived in houses, not caves. House living in human cities remained an arduous task for vampires, and the hidden alien population distributed in Earth’s cave systems worked well except for the oppressive weight of rock and dull environment surrounding them.

Felx and Brayd’s living suite’s main room was outfitted with walls reflecting Vampirium’s ocean life, complete with a host of pelormia swimming around. Felx was a rare vampire with an appreciation for the sea and swimming. It was always peaceful since vampires, as a whole, avoided bodies of water. 

Zyre’s aesthetic was drastically different and unnerving to live in for months with their demand for spectrum lighting in the form of candle flame shapes and maintaining the cave structure’s rough rock visibility. Passageways had intermittent candle sconces with the special lighting developed by Brayd. The ironwork across the wooden doors that led to living and workspaces in the cave system added to the medieval dungeon feel of the Hold. The major difference was the lab space and the human prison cells. Felx had upgraded both upon arrival, deeming it necessary for proper work to get done. Zyre railed against the changes but capitulated under the impression Felx would work miracles quickly.

Instead of going to the semi-comfort of the lab, Felx veered into a darker tunnel that smelled of earth and sadness. They moved past the outer rock wall of the human prison cells, deeper into the holding area. Olon passed them as they rounded a corner.

“Strano?”

“Yes?”

“It’s unusual to see you here. Do you need something? I thought the first feeder transfer of the day was in an hour.”

“You’re right, Olon, it is. I’m taking a tour of our facilities here while I have the time. We may need to expand. It’s good to know what I have to deal with.”

“Shall I accompany you? I’m familiar with all the tunnels since I’ve lived here my whole life.

“Uh, no, that won’t be necessary. Sometimes I can visualize better if I’m alone.”

Olon glanced at their feet before responding.

“Of course, I won’t delay you any further. See you with feeder 64 in an hour.”

Felx/Strano nodded agreement and hurried into the depths of the prisoner section. Few cells were needed for vampires. Offenses requiring punishment were handled within a day, and languishing away in a cell wasn’t a punishment often given, noting that vampires should continue to help their hold or their presence was no longer required. They saw three vampires in cells, and none of them were Brayd. 

They emerged from the prison corridor and veered right instead of left toward the lab. This route led to storage. This area was a closed off section of the cave system to minimize interactions during the transportation of cell dwellers. The storage area was as expected, and Felx wasn’t sure why their feet had led them in that direction. Work awaited them; blood draws to test the current cycle’s experimental formulas beckoned, and they reversed course. 

The mingling scents of plants, chemicals, and blood greeted Felx as they entered the lab. The conservatory section contained plants from around the world, divided into groups with varying degrees of light on timers, which eerily illuminated the room. In the conservatory’s corner sat a partially walled off area, complete with a warning sign announcing the bright lights in use for ‘high sun’ plants. All vampires avoided this area for fear of being burned. Felx donned their protective gear and tended all the plants in their usual pre-human interaction mental preparation. They didn’t trust anyone else to care for the plants except Olon in rare moments. 

The day crawled by with humans crying over their situation as blood samples were taken. Felx was thoughtful about returning humans to their cells before tasting commenced. Black stemmed Sauternes glasses embellished with large bats around the base provided the vessel for staff blood samples, which required them to scientifically note any difference in flavor or body compared to other batches. Felx longed to slip them some of their highly rated cow’s blood from their herd, but it they were a bat ride away and Zyre kept Felx on a tight chain. When they had suggested cow’s blood for multiple reasons, they were shut down. Zyre wanted nothing to do with “inferior species blood.” Humans were suitable because of their capacity to develop communities and technology, but no species would be worth considering equal in most hunting minded vampires.

At the ‘workdays’ end, Felx meandered along the halls throughout the cave system, reaching out for any signs of Brayd. They paused as they happened upon the short private hall leading to Zyre’s suite. The ‘halfer’ had been yelling at bat riders in the stables half an hour ago. Could they still be away from their suite?

Felx tiptoed down the hall, pausing outside the door to press their ear against the wood. After a minute passed with no sound, they turned the knob. It was locked. They reached into the bag they always carried, pulling out a round black device and placing it next to the handle, pushing its buttons to activate it. A satisfying click signified the door unlocking, and Felx turned the knob slowly. The pitch-black room, illuminated as candle wall sconces lit up in sequence upon opening the door. They slid in, shut the door behind them, and surveyed the scene. 

Taking up a third of the back wall was a four-poster canopy bed dripping with black velvet blankets and pillows. Velvet drapes were pulled to each post with thick, braided scarlet rope. To their right lay an arched doorway that led to a cleaning station. Mid-way down the wall to the left lay a hall to parts unknown. Giant black and red velvet paintings lined the walls. Each picture depicted a black and red vampire, surprisingly similar to Zyre, slaying various creatures hailing from both Vampirium and Earth, including a disturbing scene with a human as a victim. Despite their denigration of art and other human pastimes, they clearly commissioned an artist for these unique pieces. I wonder if it was a vampire or human artist, and if they are still alive?

Felx moved past the blood-red velvet couches sitting on a vibrant scarlet shag rug toward the hall to the left. Room lights switched off as candle shaped lights flicked on in the hall, in turn, going dark behind the moving vampire. The hall opened into a room which required light sensor activation by waving a palm over it which illuminated the room with mid-day Vampirium daylight spectrum in a dramatic fashion with one-at-a-time wall sconces flicking on followed by individual candelabra chandelier ‘candles’ that hung from the ceiling. The black iron majestic chandelier in the main room had been replicated in a half-sized version for the office.

In front of them were studded black velvet chairs in a semi-circle facing a blackthorn wood desk paired with a wing-backed studded black velvet chair. Behind the desk, a world map festooned with colored pins took the entire wall space between two blackthorn wood bookcases nestled in the corners. The bookshelves held binders with labels written in Vampiric script, such as Feeding Reports, Inventory, Bat Riding Schedule, Current Clan Membership, and so on, as well as a few leather-bound historical accounts. 

Felx’s gaze strayed to the map as they approached it. Various colored pins with marble-colored heads were positioned where similar colored clans were located. Long ago, the ancients determined no clan stronghold should be within 200 miles of another. The law was to prevent discovery by humans and fights between clans too close for comfort. Felx blinked and edged toward the map. Next to some of the clan pins sat another pin of red and black. The ‘Makt clan pins were next to strategic positions across the world. Felx backed up, bumping into the chair before hustling around the desk’s corner.

Are they planning to take over? A coup? If they get all these strongholds, they’ll have all the power. Is that why they need the ability to harvest food quickly? Shit. This is the Vampirium Clan War all over again. I can’t be a part of this.

The sound of the living chamber door opening pricked Felx’s ear. Fear clawed at their belly as they dashed to the wall and threw their palm over the light sensor. The hall leading toward the office began lighting itself as the vampires approached. The Hold leader chatted with Thrum, an occasional visitor who always put Zyre on edge. Felx threw themselves on the floor next to the back wall. Closed their eyes and concentrated. By the time the pair arrived, Felx had mimicked the rock floor and wall behind them, blending in flawlessly. Thrum flopped into a black velvet chair, back toward Felx, while Zyre reached for a binder.

“We’ve gotta get the feeding situation sorted, Zyre. The soldier project is going well, but they’re going to need to eat when they’re put in motion.”

“I know, Thrum. Why do you think I captured that sniveling reject vampire? I don’t know why Strano affixed themselves with an ‘Iola’ clan member. They think they’re so much better and have superior intellect.”

“Well, they are responsible for all our technology.”

“Condescending fuckers.”

“Yeah, they’re condescending fuckers. What are your plans? Need I remind you that other members want to make moves at the end of the month? Research shows it’s the best time to travel the Atlantic and put our soldiers in place.”

A black fist slammed onto the desktop.

“Do you think I don’t know? I’m WELL AWARE of our timetable. If that cockadol ‘blood expert’ doesn’t make major progress on the Feeding project, I’m going to deliver pieces of Minth, one digit at a time.”

Felx’s blood ran cold. Pieces? Concentrate, they thought, you’re a rock floor, you’re a rock floor, you’re a rock floor.

Zyre tapped a page as they found the information they sought. “Curious,” they noted aloud as they replaced the notebook and headed out, followed by Thrum. 

“Listen, Thrum, I’ve got this under control. Let them know I’ll get it done.”

“If you don’t, it’ll be pieces of you scattered on this floor.”

“I’ll kill that fucker, Strano, first.”

“That would result in a prolonged and painful death. Brek is a piece of the plan whom we don’t wish to agitate. Plus, someone needs to run the human farms.”

Zyre’s voice floated from the doorway as they exited.

“I can run a human farm, and I’ll do what I damn well please. Now leave my stronghold and report to your master.”

Whatever Thrum’s response was, Felx didn’t hear it. They flipped on the light and searched the office for information on Brayd/Minth’s whereabouts. They must be close if they plan on blackmailing me with pieces. Felx shivered at the thought of Brayd’s finger tossed on a table in front of them. They searched desk drawers to no avail. A pit of despair growing in their abdomen with each passing moment without reward. As they turned to leave, they placed their fingers on the inventory binder Zyre hastily placed to align it with the other binders on the shelf and hesitated. I wonder why Zyre was checking inventory?   

Felx pulled the binder out and flipped through it. This is a lot of equipment I haven’t seen. There must be a hidden facility Zyre is running. What type of facility? What are they up to? Could that be where they’re keeping Brayd? I have to find them! 

Felx headed toward their suite, lost in thought. I must escape tomorrow. I’ve got to find Brayd.
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Rin, Discovery
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Rin pulled herself from her drowsy state, off her overstuffed, cornflower-blue chair, and ambled to the window to close the blinds and curtains. Black workout pants and a navy-blue t-shirt emblazoned with a chocolate chip cookie possessing wide eyes with a bite taken out of it, featuring the words “Bite Me,” were her nod to pajamas. The typical fare of buttons and ribbons didn’t appeal to her during the day, much less as a comfortable sleeping outfit. The cookie’s eyes reflected in the windowpane as she twisted the blinds closed, halting when she saw a movement in the trees.

“What is that?” She whispered.

The figure in the trees was too large to be a squirrel and moved too lithely along branches to be a mountain lion. Moonlight shining through the trees outlined the humanoid form as it slithered from one branch to another. Her apartment was on the edge of a park that was bordered on three sides by apartments and stores. The area close to civilization was maintained with running paths and a children’s playground. Mountain View Park’s fourth side blended into a series of enormous hills that led to the Southern Rocky Mountains. Mountain cyclists and hikers were not unusual people for her to spot along the path running 100 feet past her bedroom window. The person in the tree jumped to another tree, and Rin’s hand flew to her mouth, covering it in shock.

“What is this crazy person doing?”

Then she saw the tiny figure wandering along the path, in front of whomever was moving along in the trees. The treehopper slithered down the tree and crept behind the child.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Rin muttered, frozen, a brief flash of arms grabbing her from behind immobilizing her until the years of martial arts training kicked in and she jumped from the window, smashing her frightful memory into the past as she lunged for her gun hidden behind her headboard. She popped the Glock’s magazine into place, verified the safety, and swung open the bedroom door, dashing through the living room, pulling up short at the sight of a blond man lounging on her couch eating her last chilled Snickers bar. The gun muzzle swung his direction and shocked blue eyes stared at her.

“Who the hell are you? And why are you eating my post workout snack?” Rin asked.

With arms half raised in surrender, the man pointed to Yakob, who was snoring in a beige suede recliner.

“Yakob!” Rin yelled.

A wavy mop of wheat blond hair bounced as Yakob snapped awake. His ice-blue eyes took in the scene.

“Woah, woah, woah. Rin, this is Logan. Logan, meet Rin, who’s generally nicer when not armed.”

“We’ll discuss this later, Yakob.” 

Rin threw a glare in her brother’s direction while lowering the gun and dashing toward the front door. She paused long enough to slip on the boots kept at the entrance. With a pat against the knife pocket in each boot to assure they were still armed, she threw open the door, propelling herself forward with cautious speed. Behind her, she heard yelling as Yakob shouted to Logan to gear up while also shouting at Rin, asking what was happening. She ignored him, intent on her target.

The crisp air tickled her cheeks and pin-pricked her nose as she took deep breaths, slowing her hastened pace as she neared the area of the assailant and child. A scream pierced the air as she rounded a bend in the path and released the Glock’s safety with a calloused thumb. Her gun was held teacup style, eye level, and close to her as she stepped onto the scene. A creature dangled a limp child by her ankle. Rin couldn’t tell if she was dead or passed out. The monster appeared humanoid. Rin gasped and leveled the gun at its head. 

“PUT THE GIRL DOWN!”

The creature cocked its head and spoke in a human sounding female voice, reminding Rin of her late aunt Ida, who’d been a chain smoker. 

“You would shoot me? I only holding my little girl?” 

“I don’t know WHAT you are, but you are NOT her mother!”

The thing growled and licked its lips. A slow grin revealed canine fangs that lengthened as she watched, covering the lower lip. 

“You see me? My true nature?” 

The voice altered as it spoke, now resembling rocks rolling in a tumbler, stone against metal. A memory fragment threatened her, Can you see what I am? Rin shoved it back, blinking back a tear with a slight shake of her head. Stay in the moment!

“Well, I’m not blind,” Rin answered. “You don’t know me, but I can shoot you in the eye from here. So PUT. THE. GIRL. DOWN. Slowly.”

The thing cocked its head and asked, “Are those... silver bullets?”

Silver? Rin drew in a slow breath. “Is there any other kind?”

The creature gazed at Rin for an eternity. Rin stared back, unwavering as each passing breath made the air feel thicker. The darkness swallowed them, holding the trio in a timeless pocket. A distant yell from Yakob and Logan emboldened her, and she pushed her shoulders back. The monstrous face cracked into a widening smile seconds before the metallic grinding voice spoke in singsong, “You are good, but I can tell you are lying... about... the... silver. And you have revealed yourself to me!”

The beast dropped the girl with a thud as it closed the gap to Rin in a mesmerizing streak of darkness, the silver Xs on its dark blue skin blending into a line with its speed. It was fast, but her trigger ready finger was equally quick. The dexterity of the beast’s liquid movements allowed it to narrowly escape the full impact of the bullet, suffering instead with a graze across its eye bridge. Moonlight danced along midnight blue skin as it slid its mouth closer to Rin’s ear.

“You’ll make a satisfying snack and an end to my hunt,” it growled. 

At her side, it had grabbed her wrists, squeezing with ridiculous strength until she dropped the gun with a gasp of pain. Raising her right foot, she whipped out a quick kick to the inner groin. A half-smile bloomed as her foot slammed into what should have been a sensitive area. She pulled back on her arms, anticipating a looser gripe in response to the well-placed kick. She yanked with disappointment as the grip remained the same, except for the trembling. A glance at the creature’s face revealed it was laughing, a low chuckling laugh that pricked the hairs on the back of her neck.

Rin glared into scarlet eyes highlighted with bright yellow, fear momentarily replaced with bravado, annoyed at her inability to affect this creature.

“Are you laughing? Do you not have a reproductive system? How did that not hurt?”

For a creature, the face was eerily human, as if someone had stretched dark blue plastic with silver X’s over a regular person’s face, leaving ears with a slight point instead of a rounded top. The visage seemed familiar, yet different. The beast drew her closer as it pulled its cheek alongside hers; its icy breath brushed against her ear. 

“Humans are so... word is... ignorant! And... tasty. Are you a vegetarian? Carnivore? What will you taste like?”

A slender tongue tickled her neck; an icy sensation followed. Rin couldn’t resist shivering. The creature watched her reaction and loosened its hold. 

“Are you scared? Frozen in fear? Most of my victims pass out, but the ones who remain awake are more enjoyable. To see your terrified eyes as I feast upon you. You want to move, to fight, but you can’t, so delightful.” 

As the creature waxed poetic about how excited it was, Rin’s fingers inched toward the knife she’d pulled from her boot while running and slid into her waistband. The creature gazed at her face as it lowered its fangs toward her neck. It gazed into her eyes; the bright yellow highlights pulsed as it stared at her, pausing her movement. She rallied and took the beast’s distraction with her discomfort to plunge the knife, hilt deep, into its side. 

The monster had overestimated its ability to incapacitate her, and had released its grip, allowing her to spin around its back while keeping her hold on the hilt, whipping the dagger out of one side before plunging it into the other. The beast wailed terrifyingly as it moved to strike her. After inserting the dagger the second time, Rin rolled onto the ground while yanking out the blade and rolled backward over her shoulder into a crouched position. Sensei’s voice floated in her mind, encouraging her to be an unpredictable moving target. She launched into a sideways roll instead of holding her ground or



















































[image: ]




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Vampirium 1'yranny Book

Keebale Finnerlin





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image001.png
Clan

Makt
Mala
Rohm
Iola

Scre

Rosk
Dyn

Kahl

Iral
Alt
Jisp

*Note

Description
Either black with red markings or red with black markings.
Spring green with pink markings or pink with light green markings.
Medium green with purple markings or purple with medium green markings.
Dark green with gold markings or gold with dark green markings.
Dark purple with deep yellow markings or deep yellow with dark purple markings.
Dark green with orange markings or orange with dark green markings.
Medium yellow with black markings or black with medium yellow markings.
Gray with black mixed in blocks and streaks and with a snake feel.
Midnight blue with silver markings or silver with midnight blue markings.

‘White with blue and red markings. It's rarely blue with white and red markings
(RARE for a vampire to have 3 colors).

Sky blue with silver markings or silver with sky blue markings.

Gray-green and brown in a mottled pattern. A designated base skin color is
indiscernible.

Purple and pink marbled, usually one color is more dominate than the other, nota
distinct marking, always a marble pattern.

Cream with brown markings or brown with cream markings.
Sky blue with aqua markings or Aqua with sky blue markings.

Arthfae 'Jisp adopted the clan name and agreed that any offspring would carry 'Dyn
‘marking genetics.
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Cast of Characters

Humans

Rin Lightener

Yakob Lightener

Pam Schabowski

Logan Wathen

Samantha Goodall
Swamprat (Lily Watanabi)
Faloon (Garcelle Falcon)
‘Terminator (Vidar Aros)
Dembe (Dembe Samagassi)
Gilly (Thais McGillicuty)
Irene (Irenarchus Stathakis)
Schmitty (Schmitty Zielinski)
Major Lichen (Bradford Lichen)

Vampires

Felx ‘Mala/Strano Makt
Vigg Makt

Brayd Rohm /Minth Tola
Brek Makt

Elsa‘Dyn

Jada ‘Dyn

Arthfae Dyn

Yawar Kahl

Weln Rosk

Vang Tha

Kyan ‘Asp

Silver ‘Scre

‘Phlebotomist
Scout

Research Scientist
Scout

Nurse

Hunter

Hunter

Hunter

Hunter

Tech Support
Hunter

Hunter

In Charge of Hunter Teams

Farmer

Legendary
Inventor
Leader of Makt Clan

Arcane Circle Leader
Dlh\a]m

beaderof ‘Kahl Clan

King of the North Leader of Rosk Clan

Vagasar
Prisoner
Greeter for the ‘Scre Clan
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Words
Clan Names

"Makt
Mala
'Rohm
'Tola
'Aket

'Rosk

‘Dyn
"Iral
'Alt

Jisp

‘Vampire Terms
Dihvahyz

Vagasar

Pronunciation Guide

Pronunciation

(sounds like 'mocked")
rhymes with gala
rhymes with prom
rhymes with iota
ah-ket rhymes with pet
(log with the 'n’ being formed
by pressing the base of the
tongue against the roof of the
‘mouth)

rhymes with clasp

rhymes with free

(Thaw - without the w sound)
and a bigger push of tongue
against teeth with "Th'

( Rhymes with 'claw’ with a sk
(as in ski) at the end

(dine)

(Call)

(sounds like- I rule)
Rhymes with halt
(Rhymes with lisp)

Div (like divulge) - uh-Yaz
(like Yaz Queen)
Vay (like clay)- GUS - R
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Arcane Circle
Dihvahyz
Vagasar
Legendary
Cockadol

Hold

Ward

‘Vampiredom
Earth-borne

Vampirium
Vampires

Vampirium

Portal

‘Vampire Terms

Ancient Vampires Compose of this lawmaking entity and
various clans are represented.

‘Those gifted with visions of multiple future paths. A rare gift.
Assassins - trained to move noiselessly and to kill by any
means, honor isn't a concern.

‘The best fighters. Can beat an assassin in a fair fight.

An insult among vampires. On Vampirium there are birdlike

creatures similar to Earth's chickens. They are considered
‘dumb and calling someone a cockadol is calling them an idiot.

A designated area where a congregation of vampires live
which could be in a cave system, castle, or other type of large
environment.

A smaller designated area where a congregation of vampires
live. Is under the rule of the local Hold.

Refers to the species of vampires as a whole.

Vampires born on Earth.

Vampires born on Vampirium.

A continent and a planet in a different solar system.

An interdimensional tunnel allowing travel from Vampirium
to Earth and back.
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