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  SACRIFICE OF THE HYBRID PRINCESS


  Chapter One


  “Serene, your father and I want to talk with you.”


  “What about?”


  “Sit down,” Valada said. “This may take a while.”


  “Mom, I want to get one of the slaves to make me a new pair of boots tonight. I don’t like the ones they made me last week.”


  “They’re not here to cobble boots for you on demand, Serene.”


  “But I need them! Now!”


  “Sit,” Moarte said.


  Serene took a seat next to her grandmother Belladonna, who picked up the girl’s warm hand in her cool one and held it. The girl looked first at Valada and then at Moarte, her vampir parents, back and forth, and confusion mixed with annoyance grew on her face.


  “Don’t worry,” Valada said, opting to respond to the confusion. “It’s nothing bad. In fact, it’s good news.”


  The four were seated around the large walnut table in Belladonna’s main room, surrounded by the furnishings and artwork she had acquired over centuries of life as a vampir, much of the decor specifically Sapiens in style, taken in raids of the nearby city of humans. Her taste had carried over from her mortal life to her immortality.


  Belladonna had suggested meeting in this room for two reasons: her granddaughter loved being here; her granddaughter, a hybrid, showed no sign of being vampir and both physically and mentally appeared wholly Sapiens.


  Valada turned to Moarte, who sat beside her, he at the head of the table. She slipped her cool hand under the table and caught his equally cool flesh. Discretion was still preferred in the realm of the vampirii, less so among family, but the rules were different for the elite, especially for the King and Queen of the realm. And besides, she felt nervous. They both did. And she didn’t want their daughter to be upset by that. This wasn’t going to be easy.


  “You’ll be eighteen Sapiens years soon—” Moarte began.


  “Oh! It’s about my birthday! You want to know what presents I want, right?”


  Moarte ignored that and continued. “Eighteen is an adult age by Sapiens standards. You’re already an adult to the vampirii. For both the vampirii and Sapiens there are rites. Coming of age rites. And responsibilities.”


  “What your father means,” Valada said quickly, “is that at your age, you should be thinking about adult things.”


  “Like what?” Serene asked.


  “Well, for example, marriage.”


  The girl’s face reflected surprise mixed with annoyance. She looked at both of her vampir parents, and then turned to her vampir grandmother. The faces of the three were mask-like, expressionless, as with all the vampirii, but she was fairly adept at ‘reading’ the almost imperceptible shifts—especially the eyes—which could not completely disguise emotion.


  “Gram?” she said, now feeling frustrated. Belladonna let go of her hand and put her arm around Serene’s shoulder.


  “Don’t worry, my pet,” she said, offering the girl the kindness in her eyes and the small smile that none in this realm of Blooddrinkers could easily replicate, or decipher.


  Valada tried to sound reasonable. “You’re Sapiens and that means—”


  “No, Mother, I’m part Sapiens! Remember?” The girl’s petulant tone put both her parents on edge.


  “Alright, part Sapiens, part vampir, maybe a bit more Sapiens.”


  Moarte took over, otherwise they would spend half the night on this. “We’ve decided you’ll marry.”


  “What!?” The girl jumped to her feet.


  “Sit down,” Belladonna encouraged. “Hear them out.”


  “Gram, I don’t want to get married yet. I haven’t even found anyone and—”


  “Sit down and listen!” Moarte said, and his daughter sat under the pressure of the voice of authority, her father, the King of this vampir realm.


  Valada tried to temper it. “Serene, you know we all love you very much.”


  The girl said nothing but the three could clearly see she was upset and her lips had formed a pout.


  Belladonna took her hand again and squeezed it. “You know that.”


  “I know you love me, Gram.”


  Valada stifled an inhale, insulted by Serene’s implication that only her grandmother loved her. This attitude had been developing in her daughter for some time now, subtle ways of saying hurtful things.


  Moarte squeezed Valada’s hand hard under the table, trying to calm her but also trying to make her aware that her talons were digging into his flesh.


  “The vampirii need a strong ruler,” Valada said, her voice strained.


  “We have a strong ruler. Two strong rulers,” the girl said obstinately, in that tone which conveyed the unstated: you idiot!


  Valada struggled for balance. “Yes, your Father and I are both strong. But if something happened to us—”


  “What? What are you talking about? What’s going to happen to you? Tell me, what’s wrong? Why are you—”


  “Nothing is wrong,” Moarte said, trying to reassure his daughter—who had gone from cranky to hysterical in a single second—though he did not feel reassured himself. “But we need to know that if anything did happen to us, that you would be taken care of.”


  “Gram’s here, so don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”


  Her cavalier attitude stopped him for a moment. “Yes, we know your grandmother is here. But there are other concerns. What if you were forced to assume the throne tomorrow?”


  “Gram would help me, wouldn’t you?”


  “Of course I would,” Belladonna began, “but—”


  “Serene, be quiet and listen!” Moarte said, greatly perturbed, his tone more severe than he had intended. He tried to soften his words. “You need a trusted partner who has in his mind both your best interests and those of the vampirii.”


  “Besides,” Valada added quickly, “if you want to have children, you can’t wait forever. It’s easier when you’re young. And being a hybrid, you should err on the side of caution when it comes to pregnancy, because conception is rare, and certainly not guaranteed.” She paused, reframing her comments a bit. “Of course, I don’t believe you’ll have a problem.”


  Valada smiled at her daughter—as much as her vampiric features allowed, which wasn’t much, the effort designed to ease this discussion down a notch. Serene was young. And so beautiful. She had inherited the best of both of them, Valada’s long raven hair and delicate form, Moarte’s pale ice-blue eyes and sculpted features. She reminded Valada of herself at that age, when she was still Sapiens, and for that reason alone she did not begrudge her only child this fighting spirit that seemed to be her strongest trait, at least for the last year or so.


  Serene was the only child Valada had been able to birth. This made her daughter extremely special to her and Moarte, and to the vampirii in general. The girl had love all around her, had since the day she was born, from her family and from her larger family, the vampirii. But with what Valada and Moarte were planning, they couldn’t leave her alone with only Belladonna for protection.


  Serene was looking from one of her parents to the other again, back and forth, finally resting her angry eyes on her father. “Is it okay if I say something or do I just have to listen?”


  Moarte bit his tongue while Valada said, “Oh course you can speak.”


  “Mother, you didn’t have me until you were old, like twenty-six Sapiens years or something? Why are you rushing me?”


  Her parents looked at one another in that conspiratorial way they had that half the time let Serene feel reassured that they were solidly a unit and the rest of the time made her feel left out.


  “I think you know some of the story,” Belladonna said carefully, picking up Serene’s hand again. “Your mother had a difficult delivery. You were a miracle in a way—and one of only two hybrids to survive birth. It was the efforts of the Sapiens girl for whom you were named that allowed you to be born.”


  “But that just means it’s different for me. I’m not even eighteen yet and mom was eight years older than me.” She turned to her mother. “You told me you were injured somehow. I’m not. Why are you trying to rush me?” Now she stared with accusing eyes at Valada.


  Moarte felt like yelling. Or leaving the room. He found his child exasperating sometimes, like now. He just wanted to tell her what she would be doing and that she had to obey him and that was that! But Valada had wanted to ease her into the idea of marriage and clearly that wasn’t working well.


  “We have decided,” he said, in as even a tone as he could muster, fighting to control his eye color changing from the pale blue of an iceberg to the violent red of a sunset, which would telegraph the emotional escalation he was struggling to keep in check, “that you will marry one month from now.”


  “What!?” she yelled, and jumped up again, ready to bolt.


  “It will be wonderful. You’ll be happy, sweetheart,” Valada said quickly.


  “I don’t even know anybody to marry, so how can I get married in a month?”


  “We’ve chosen the perfect vampir for you.”


  Serene’s jaw dropped and her eyes opened wide. It took her a moment to recover enough to ask, “Am I allowed to know who, or won’t I find out until the wedding?”


  Her tone was accusatory, sarcastic, and Moarte felt himself leaving annoyed behind as he headed up the ladder towards the complete control that vampirii demanded.


  Valada squeezed his hand, sensing that he was on the edge.


  “Serene, sit down,” her mother said. “Try not to act like a child.”


  “I’m not a child!”


  Belladonna knew that wasn’t quite the truth. “You might be close to eighteen Sapiens years,” her grandmother said, “but you’ve been incredibly pampered, protected, and sheltered from unpleasantness. You are not only the second hybrid child in this realm, but the first ever born to joint rulers of the vampirii in any realm, and—”


  “I know all that, Gram! How could I forget it? Everybody’s been telling me how special I am since—”


  “—and you have little sense of the real world and the problems that the vampirii face. You’ll need all the help you can get when you become ruler.”


  “But that’s not for a long time! Why do I have to marry now? Why can’t I find somebody myself? Somebody I love.”


  “Because we have chosen for you, and you will obey us!” Moarte said. “You are my child, my daughter, but you are also my subject. Like everyone else in this realm, you will obey the orders of your King.”


  Tears filled the young eyes as she stared at her father. He looked so hard to her, so unyielding. Where was the nice daddy who loved her? Big teardrops spilled over her eyelids and rolled down her cheeks. “Why are you doing this to me?” she whimpered.


  Valada got up and went to her daughter, pulled her from the chair and held her while she cried.


  Moarte felt like a monster. He wasn’t good with this sort of thing. He’d changed, true, in the nearly two decades since the birth of his daughter, but that time span was Sapiens time. For vampirii, it felt like only a few days.


  “Daddy hates me!” the girl wailed.


  “Hush!” Valada said. “Your father loves you. You know that. He and I both want what’s best for you, and your grandmother wants that too. Serene, this is not unheard of. Royals everywhere of several species have frequently selected a mate for their offspring, for all sorts of reasons, and ours are valid. You need someone strong by your side who will love you and protect you. We won’t always be here.”


  “I don’t understand!” the girl sobbed. “Why won’t you be here? Where are you going?”


  “We’re not going anywhere right now, but who knows about the future and—”


  “If you’re not going anywhere, then let me find my own partner when I’m ready!”


  Valada looked over the head of her child at Belladonna, Moarte’s mother, who shrugged. Belladonna and Moarte had been vampirii for centuries. For Valada, it had been just under eight years since she allowed Moarte to turn her; Serene was ten years old and it seemed an auspicious time. Eight years allowed her to remember what it was like to be Sapiens. She could still recall the frustration of youth at not getting its way, feel the fear of the unknown and the burden of expectations.


  Finally, she gently sat Serene back in the chair and then returned to sit next to her husband. They had to exhibit mutual agreement and a strong front, and Valada knew that despite Serene’s immediate resistance, she was a good girl and would rely on their combined strength. She always had.


  “Are you going to tell me who?” the girl sobbed softly, angrily swiping tears from her cheeks, “or am I supposed to guess.”


  “Wolfsbane,” Moarte said.


  She stared at her father and Moarte watched horror spread across her features.


  He raced on, wanting this to be over. “Wolfsbane is a good and strong vampir, honorable, trustworthy, a true warrior, highly esteemed by the vampirii. I have known him centuries and he was once my second and now fulfils the role of war strategist, as you well know. He will honor my wishes and marry you and protect you.” He paused briefly, not sure what else to say. “It will be a good match. He will be kind to you. He is handsome.” He said the last as an afterthought, assuming that a young female might be swayed by pointing that out.


  “He’s a troll!” Serene shouted, jumping to her feet for the third time. “He’s cold and unfriendly and acts like I don’t exist. And I’ve never seen him with a female so I don’t even think he likes them. All he does is work! He’s not interested in me and I’m certainly not interested in him, so why should we marry? I won’t marry him, Father!”


  “Yes, you will!” Moarte said, standing himself.


  Valada saw his pale eyes turning color towards the blood-red shade that would be dangerous.


  “Serene!” she said sharply. “Sit. You’re upsetting your father.”


  “I’m upsetting him! He’s upsetting me and—”


  “Sit!” Valada gave the girl a hard look, one her daughter understood from being raised by a loving and indulgent mother who also possessed a backbone of steel, though she had rarely exhibited it with her daughter.


  Serene sat, and instantly Valada said, “As your father said, Wolfsbane was selected for a number of reasons. We trust him and that cannot be said about all vampirii. We want to make sure you’re well looked after. You may not love him now, or even like him very much, but you can grow to love him. He’s decent. Give him a chance. Besides, your father is King and as he said, you must obey him,…us, and you will. Now, you may go to change your clothes. Wear the blue dress—better yet, wear vampir attire—and present yourself in the throne room soon so your father can make a formal announcement today. You are dismissed.”


  Valada wanted her out of the room before Moarte exploded. She was pretty good at keeping him in check with his daughter who, as a child, had been his delight, but once she’d reached the age of sixteen, the girl became so willful and erratic that his patience was strained thin far too often, and Moarte wasn’t much good at figuring out how to deal with Serene’s predominantly Sapiens behavior. Usually he left the room.


  Serene tried Valada’s patience too, but then as her mother and recently a Sapiens herself, she had a clearer idea of the hormonal changes going on in her hybrid offspring and could be more forgiving. Most of the time.


  Serene stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.


  Moarte sat down and fortunately Valada could see the red in his irises fading. Silently, the three looked from one to the other, helpless, but determined. They had to be.


  Finally, Belladonna said, “That did not go well, but it could have been worse.”


  “How?” Valada asked.


  “She could have pushed more to find out why.”


  Moarte took his wife’s hand above the table now. “We’re doing the right thing. She needs protection. We cannot leave her alone.” He looked at his mother but before he could speak, she said it for him.


  “Yes, I know. I’m not able to rule the vampirii but for short intervals, and we do not know how long I would need to rule and the vampirii would not likely follow me for long. I’m not a warrior. Wolfsbane, on the other hand, is. His strengths are well known and he is much liked and respected, and powerful in his own way. He has their trust. By her side, he can direct things—and that you definitely need.”


  “We do, Mother,” Valada said to her mother-in-law. “And I know you’ll be there to care for her because you love her so much. But she’s too young, too naive to rule. Wolfsbane is a good choice.” She looked at her husband. “Do you think he can grow to love her? Can he love anyone?”


  Moarte said nothing. He didn’t know what to say. He looked at his wife, then his mother, who gave him the small smile she was, for some reason, capable of. She had often bestowed this same smile which he did not fully comprehend because it had so many meanings.


  “If he can love anyone,” Belladonna said, “it will be Serene.”


  Chapter Two


  Moarte strode into the throne room where many vampirii waited.


  The cavernous dark marble space was filled with his elite warriors, thirteen of whom composed his war council, and hundreds of his strongest warriors. All were dressed vampir style, wearing kilt-like skirts made of metal and leather, banded shirts, and leather boots to the knee, some with leather wrist bands, in dark colors, mostly black. They all wore their hair long, pulled back tightly through a cone at the back of the head in a shade contrasting their hair color. The only exception to this style was Moarte, who, as King, did not wear anything on his chest but three crossed bands.


  Valada had adopted this style when he turned her, her long inky tresses through a cone the same color as the one through which Moarte gathered his white-silver hair.


  Wolfsbane, who waited close to the front, wore his wavy dark brown hair through a cone the color of fresh blood.


  They were an attractive lot, Moarte’s lean, pale-skinned subjects, and he never failed to take pride in them.


  Columbine, Moarte’s second, had spread the word that an announcement of some sort was pending. As Moarte took his seat on one of the two onyx thrones, he glanced at Wolfsbane, whose eyes were somber, and when he’d caught his glance, Moarte motioned to him.


  Wolfsbane climbed the three marble steps and began to kneel before Moarte, who said, “Stand. Come closer.”


  Wolfsbane understood the King wanted to say something privately. He stood in front of him and leaned in, blocking the view of the other vampirii.


  Moarte leaned forward slightly and in a voice low enough that the sharp-eared vampirii could not easily discern the words, said to his war strategist, “I will make the announcement once Valada and Serene arrive. It is something Valada and I must do together.”


  Wolfsbane nodded once but said nothing.


  “I need to ask you one last time if this is what you desire.”


  “I’m happy to follow your orders, my king.”


  Moarte leaned forward even more, wishing Wolfsbane would indicate something beyond allegiance to his King. “We have known one another for several centuries. You have acted in capacities that require shared values and confidentiality. I have trusted you implicitly in matters of war, Wolfsbane. But more, I have several times put my complete faith as well as my existence in your hands. You know I value you.”


  “I know that, King Moarte. I am honored by your trust.”


  Valada appeared and took her place beside Moarte on the throne next to his.


  “Then tell me now,” Moarte continued. “There is no shame in refusal. If you do not wish to marry my daughter, just say so. I care for the girl and do not want her unhappy.”


  Wolfsbane paused. “I cannot promise to make her happy. I can only say that I wish to bow to your needs, my King.”


  “That is not the same as loving her,” Valada said, and Moarte gave her a hand signal to be silent.


  “If you do not feel you can do this and be content,” Moarte continued, “then it is not my wish for you. I will find another way.”


  Wolfsbane glanced at Valada but most of his attention returned to the face of his King. “I cannot say whether or not I will be content. My mourning for my Serene is not over, and almost two decades is as nothing to me. But your daughter is a pure girl, beloved by you both, my King and Queen, and our realm treasures that. I would give up existence to protect her and I understand what you need from me, to guide and aid her as she serves. Allow me to offer myself because I know of no higher sacrifice than to bow to your wishes.”


  Moarte didn’t know what to say, and apparently neither did Valada. Finally, he told Wolfsbane, “You may go,” and watched him step down into the crowd, an air of aloneness surrounding him, alone as he had been since the Sapiens girl for whom Moarte and Valada had named their daughter met such a tragic end. The Sapiens girl Wolfsbane had loved.


  Valada leaned in close to Moarte and covered her mouth so she could discreetly say to him, “My husband, I am not comfortable with this.”


  “Nor I, but I see no other way,” he said. He turned to look at her, his eyes questioning.


  “Neither do I,” she admitted.


  He brushed her hand in a manner so that no others could see, trying to reassure her, but knowing there was nothing more they could do. They had discussed this many times and the conclusion was always the same. Finally, though, he asked, “Where is Serene?”


  “She should be here soon. Your mother is bringing her.”


  Just then, Belladonna entered the throne room. She glanced around hastily, then headed up the three steps and came to them without being invited, something only the mother of the King could risk doing. She looked worried as she approached.


  “Serene is not in her room,” she said quickly and quietly, “and she is not here.”


  Valada said to Moarte, “I’ll go find her.”


  He raised a hand. “No. We will wait. Surely she’s on her way.”


  He saw Valada and Belladonna exchange a glance.


  Finally, Belladonna said, “I’ll bring her,” and left them as rapidly as she had approached.


  Valada did not have a good feeling about this. She knew her daughter, and especially since she had gotten older it was just like her to rebel. She would not appear and Moarte could not make the announcement without her present, and still maintain some credibility with the vampirii. He would be furious if forced to do so without her.


  More time elapsed and the vampirii in the room were growing restless. Finally Belladonna returned and hurried to the stage, her voice a whisper between the ears of her son and her daughter-in-law. “She is not in the fortress. One of the guards saw her headed outside.”


  “Did you check the grounds?” Valada whispered, tensely.


  “Yes, and I sent several of the Sapiens slaves to search as well. None could find her, but the guard said she was headed outside our grounds.”


  “Going where?” Moarte asked, incredulous.


  “North. In the direction of the Sapiens city.”


  Valada jumped to her feet but Moarte grabbed her arm, despite how this would look to others in the room. He stood with her and let go of her; the vampirii in the room paused in conversation to look towards the family that ruled them, sensing something amiss.


  He spoke quickly. “Princess Serene is missing,” he announced. The silence was suddenly filled with everyone talking at once and he raised a hand. “I need volunteers to search for her. Outside our grounds. Towards the north.”


  Every vampirii in the room fell to his or her knees, heads thrust back, exposing throats, as was the vampiric way of showing submission and trust. And of volunteering.


  “My King,” Wolfsbane said, “if it pleases you, I will organize the search.”


  “Do so, Wolfsbane.”


  “Come, Wife,” Moarte said, leading Valada out of the room with Belladonna following on their heels, the three keeping silent, expressing nothing upsetting to the vampirii and Sapiens slaves they passed.


  The minute they were inside Serene’s room, Valada cried, “I knew we shouldn’t have forced her into an arranged marriage!”


  “Valada, stop,” Moarte said. “You know how willful the girl has become. She takes great pleasure in going left when we say go right. This is no doubt her way of embarrassing us and not for the first time. The vampirii will find her.”


  She went to him, her face not as much a mask as most of the vampirii, but then she had changed not even a decade ago. He pulled her to him and looked over her head at his mother.


  “I think perhaps you should tell the girl why,” Belladonna said.


  “No!” Moarte said.


  And Valada agreed. “I doubt she would understand why. And likely she would try to change our minds.”


  “Perhaps,” Belladonna said. “But right now she’s in ignorance. She cannot make sense of your wishes.”


  “She’s a child!” Moarte said. “She doesn’t need to make sense of what we command, she only has to obey us.”


  “She’s a child but she’s old enough to marry,” Belladonna smiled that small smile of hers. “And at her age, you were no different, Moarte. I needed to explain everything to you before you would believe me. Now that I think on it, I can see that Serene has inherited her stubbornness from the both of you.”


  “We can’t tell her,” Valada said, turning a bit from Moarte. “It would be too horrifying. How could she understand that? I’ve given her hints, but despite everything I’ve said, she does not comprehend.”


  “Then I would be prepared for her to rebel more. And frankly, from the direction she was seen headed, I expect she’s planning on visiting the Sapiens City and is searching for the Sapiens King.”


  “No!” Valada said, spinning fully around to face her mother-in-law. “That cannot be!”


  “Like any young and naive creature, she imagines that what you have told her about him is biased. And now that marriage is being forced upon her, she thinks she can find a loving and understanding grandfather who will let her live there and give her everything she wants.”


  “We have given her everything she wants,” Moarte said, fear for his daughter gripping him. “Who could have done more?”


  “Of course you have, my son. But she’s still a child, as you said, mentally and emotionally; because she’s been so protected, she’s younger than her Sapiens years. In her mind, King Zador will welcome her and not force her into marriage. You know she’s talked about him before. Hoping to meet him one day.”


  “What!” both Valada and Moarte said simultaneously.


  “Why didn’t you tell us this?” Moarte demanded of his mother.


  “Because I thought you knew. Serene says many things, some reasonable, some ridiculous, most the fantasies of a young Sapiens girl. I didn’t think it relevant. And it wasn’t, until the marriage issue came up. But know what you have to face. And I think, as I have always thought and told both of you, enlightening her as to what happened in the past is the way to her trust in the future. Coupled with that, tell her why you want her married to Wolfsbane. Give the girl a chance to respond in the right way.”


  Moarte felt that when he found his daughter he wanted to give her a different kind of ‘enlightenment’. Valada had always kept him from punishing Serene physically, although that desire was strong in the nature of the vampirii when it came to Sapiens disobedience, and his daughter, he knew, was mostly Sapiens. But he understood why Valada felt that way and had agreed to her approach, and discipline of any sort had not been required—at least for the first decade and a half of his daughter’s existence. But now he wondered if he’d made a mistake listening to his wife. Perhaps occasional discipline would have made Serene more obedient. That approach seemed to affect Sapiens. When he and Valada had been immersed early on in a tumultuous part of their relationship, Blander—a Sapiens who lived with the vampirii by choice—had informed him that Sapiens parents would, on occasion, spank a child, and although Moarte hadn’t quite understood the concept at that time, he thought now that for a child that exhibited nothing but volatile Sapiens traits, it might be a better approach than either logic or the verbal commands of her rulers.


  Serene was out of control, and he’d been sensing that for some time. She had grown from an adored and adoring child who perched on his knee, who loved to hug him and tell him she loved him, to this erratic creature who spun in different directions from moment to moment and had no respect for authority. Now, she had an entire army of vampirii searching for her! What next?


  Valada was caught between worry and fury. She would definitely give Serene a piece of her mind, but not the truth about what precipitated this marriage arrangement with Wolfsbane. She planned on locking the girl in her room for a week, talking sternly to her, telling her she must obey and taking away every single one of her privileges! But all the while she fantasized this through her anger, Valada was terrified. Anything could happen to a young Sapiens girl alone in the woods headed towards the Sapiens land! If the Sapiens King Zador got his hands on Serene…


  “At least she’s mostly Sapiens,” Belladonna said to no one in particular, trying to sound reassuring, although she was not completely comfortable with any of this. “Being a hybrid works in her favor as well; her wings are not even a hint. And that tells us she’ll be traveling by ground.” This logic reassured no one.


  A knock came on the door and Moarte said, “Enter!”


  It was Wolfsbane and he reported, “She’s been seen riding one of the horses up the mountain between our land and the Sapiens territory.”


  “It’s so close to sunrise!” Valada cried. “The warriors won’t find her before they have to stop searching.”


  “She couldn’t have gone far,” Moarte said, worried himself. He knew that the Sapiens City was a two hour flight, a one day walk for a strong warrior, but by horseback the girl would arrive before the vampirii woke tomorrow night. Even if some of the warriors left now and slept in the grotto at the top of the closest mountain, they would still be one hour from the Sapiens City at sunset and Serene would have arrived hours before. She would probably arrive just after dawn. And be captured by his enemy!


  “What are we going to do?” Valada cried. Then, “I’m going to fly out and find her.”


  “My Queen, you are not as strong as I. Let me go. I will search until the last possible moment,” Wolfsbane said.


  “I’ll go!” Moarte said.


  “My King, if you will heed my advice, you should remain here. The vampirii need your presence tonight.”


  “He’s right,” Belladonna said. “Let Wolfsbane go. I’ll put Columbine in charge of the search from here.”


  “Alright,” Moarte said. “Fly fast, Wolfsbane.”


  “I will, my King. My Queen. Dowager. If she can be found this night, I will find her.” And he was gone, instantly taking off from Serene’s small balcony.


  Moarte watched him ascend, his dark wings unfurled like the bird of prey he was. The sky was paling, morning not even two hours away. When the dawn hit, Wolfsbane would be forced to find shelter. And Serene would not be hampered by the light. She would get to the Sapiens City and immediately be captured.


  He felt saturated with fear. And guilt. He had been too lenient with his daughter. Or maybe he had been too harsh. He had handled the marriage issue badly. He felt frustrated and tense and terrified for his daughter’s safety. She was so young and vulnerable, and he had not protected her properly!


  Valada felt like screaming. Or crying. Or doing both. But expressing intense emotions would further upset the others, and vampirii could not handle strong emotional expression, at least not to the extent of what she felt. She was so worried for her child. Serene had no idea how horrible the world could be, how merciless King Zador was. But she couldn’t let herself think about what he might do to her daughter because whenever her thoughts veered that way, an intense panic rose up in her that threatened to overwhelm her physically and that would not lead to anywhere good. The situation would not be helped and it would hurt Moarte and she needed him to be strong. The vampirii needed that too.


  Belladonna, always the insightful one, said, “Both of you, you’ve done nothing wrong. The girl is young. Of mixed blood. She has questions, and a will of her own. Wolfsbane will find her and bring her home. Parents do the best they can. I did, and my son turned out well.”


  She smiled her special, cryptic smile at them and Moarte tried to return her smile as best as his rigid features would allow. Valada, who still had the capacity to smile weakly, could not bring herself to even try. Worry dug into her heart and she feared that her daughter who she had loved, nurtured and protected since conception might end up in the realm of her brutalizing father—a man so evil that redemption for him was impossible. A Sapiens both she and Moarte had sworn for decades to kill. But Serene didn’t know any of this. Valada and Moarte both had wanted to protect her from a story so onerous that they feared it would damage her innocence and color her outlook a dark and dreary shade.


  Valada understood how right she had been to keep this knowledge from her child, and how wrong. Her only hope was that ignorance could help Serene in facing the Sapiens King. But that she had not warned her daughter with facts…


  She prayed to whatever gods ruled the universe that her baby would be found and brought safely home. Then she could try to do what Belladonna suggested, give the girl some sense of reality by conveying what had actually happened, at least enough of it that Serene would not give herself over to sadness, grief and depression but would see the Sapiens realm and its King for what it is. Just knowing she had come from such stock would upset Serene greatly.


  But in the meantime, her daughter was missing. Valada trembled, terrified and worried. And she knew that even though Moarte could not show it, inside he too was quaking with the same emotions.


  Suddenly he said as he strode to the door, “If Serene is not found tonight, we will raid the Sapiens city tomorrow night. I will order Columbine to prepare the warriors for battle.”


  Chapter Three


  Wolfsbane flew fast, estimating that Serene had been gone about thirty minutes and that far less than two hours of darkness remained to this night. Half an hour by horse and she could be at the near-mountain’s peak, perhaps over to the other side if she rode the animal hard. He could reach the peak in one hour, less if he pushed himself, which he did. If she had gone further, he still had time to search the ground from above to see if he could find her on the descent on the far side of the mountain. But the only place he could ward off daylight was the grotto-like cave at the top of the near-mountain closest to the vampirii fortress. It was the only spot in any of the four mountains that offered protection from daylight yet was not subject to the voices of the ghosts of the mountains that haunted all the caves. Voices which kept the vampirii from entering, but not the Sapiens. The grotto was far enough from Sapiens territory that he would not be attacked. At least he hoped that was so; Sapiens attacks on the vampirii stronghold had grown bolder of late.


  Even when he found her, Wolfsbane would not have much time to get to the grotto. If he found her!


  Ahead, all four mountains came into view: the one closest to the vampirii stronghold; the one to the North onto which the Sapiens city had been built; the two further away to the West.


  Air currents pushed him back, slowing him, and he used as much wing power and strategic maneuvering as he could to make up for the airflow, his strong arms angling in ways that cut through the force of the oncoming gusts. From time to time he glanced to the east but didn’t need to; he felt the sky lightening.


  Finally he reached the peak of the mountain closest to the fortress. She was not on this side of it, he was sure. The guard who saw her said the horse was dark brown, which meant it would be more difficult to see against the terrain but with his sharp vampir vision he would notice movement.


  He crested the mountain top and had flown for nearly twenty minutes when suddenly he saw a flash ahead to the left, down between the trees. He swerved in that direction and dropped altitude until he was close to the tree tops. There! The horse and rider were racing along one of the paths eroded by glacial ice melting over centuries, creating a river bed long since dry. He flew lower, scanning ahead for a place to land, but there was nothing like a clearing here that he knew of.


  The sky was paling rapidly and the growing brightness caused his eyes to ache, eyes soothed by darkness and tormented by light. He saw no way to stop her but to swoop down and grab her off the horse, a tricky maneuver, one that would require him to retract his wings because he could not leave them unfurled and risk damaging them as they hit tree branches.


  Ahead, he noticed a spot where the path widened a bit. Not as much as he would have liked but at least it gave him something to aim for and he had to act soon and be accurate because the light was already annoying and he would have barely enough time to reach safety before the sun scorched him.


  He flew past Serene, slowing as he reached the wider part of the path, and glanced back.


  The girl was looking up at him, whipping the horse ferociously. He hovered in the air like a bee, flapping his wings at an angle to keep himself airborne while allowing a slow descent as he gradually furled them.


  He watched her suddenly change direction. She drove the horse left and away from the path, going at a forty-five degree angle from it.


  He had no time and no other option in terms of landing and brought himself down hard and fast onto the widened path. Then he took off at vampir speed through the trees, zigzagging as she did. She saw him and had the exhausted horse, foaming at the mouth, going right then left and straight ahead and it took Wolfsbane seconds to analyze her pattern and what she would likely do next.


  When he felt sure, he feigned and let her proceed around to the right as he knew she would, then leapt through the air and landed onto the back of the horse behind her.


  The huge animal, reeking of sweat, white froth flying from its mouth and nostrils, reared back. In a panic, she pulled hard on the reins and at the same time dug in her heels, making the animal more frantic. It reared higher. They would be thrown!


  Wolfsbane jammed his legs under her calves, lifting them from the horse’s sides, and tore the reins from her hands, loosening them. And held on. He yelled orders to the horse, one he knew well, in the vampirii tongue, until the animal began to calm.


  All this time, Serene was swinging her riding crop back behind her, both the leather tongue and the cane shaft slashing Wolfsbane’s face, arms and thighs. She hit him dozens of times until he finally gained enough control of the horse to grab the whip from her hand.


  He brought the terrified animal to a halt and instantly leapt off, pulling her with him. She turned and punched him, slashed his face with her nails, startling him, and in the second he was sent off-balance by this she ran from him.


  There was no time for pleasantries or retribution. He could not fly holding this twisting, writhing body. He caught her around the waist and threw her over his shoulder, gripping her legs tight so she wouldn’t kick him in the groin, then ran as fast as he could through the trees, the girl pounding with her fists, gouging his back with her nails through his shirt, yanking out fistfuls of feathers from his furled wings, all the while screaming obscenities at him.


  They were far from the mountain peak and the sun was at the horizon. He did not know if he could make it, but he knew he had to or he would be burnt to a crisp and she would escape and be gone.


  He pushed with all the power in his body and reached the mesa with the natural bridge to the grotto entrance just as the sun’s first rays broke the horizon, searing his neck, his back, and the backs of his arms and thighs, and he inhaled sharply.


  Agony forced him onward and he sprinted into the darkness, it’s coolness only a mild relief against this scalding pain. He saw wisps of grey smoke and smelled the acrid scent of burning flesh. His.


  The grotto, shaped like a geode, was not deep and the darkest part not nearly as shadowy as he needed, but it would have to do. He had slept here before, many times, but always with other vampirii. Now he was with a fifty percent vampir, fifty percent Sapiens, one hundred percent brat.


  At the back of the grotto, he dropped her to the earth. Instantly she jumped to her feet and he snagged her long black hair to pull her back as she tried to run from him. She punched and kicked him and screamed in his face “Bloodstealer! Go to hell!” and he was forced to throw her onto the ground face first and sit on top of her to get control of this mass of squirming foul-mouthed flesh spewing curses at him until he could think what to do next.


  He struggled against lethargy as the weight of day pressed him down towards a death-like sleep. His need for blood was strong, if only to heal the painful burns.


  All the while she shrieked, “Let me go! I demand it! I’m a Princess, and you cannot treat me this way, you peasant pig! Obey your Princess! I command you! Vermin!”


  “You’re a spoiled child and your parents are worried about you. You’ve caused a lot of trouble already, so behave.”


  “Eat poison!” she shrieked. “I hate you. And I won’t marry you. I don’t even like you and I know you don’t like me.”


  He didn’t bother to answer that. Gravity began to rule him and he was falling towards the unconsciousness that would drop onto him, fast. He ripped away the metal and leather bands on his shirt and used them to bind first her wrists, then her ankles, not an easy task at all with her jerking, writhing and shrieking. Then he attached the two so that her lower legs bent back from the knees and connected to her wrists tied behind her back because he didn’t trust her and needed another way to feel she was secure.


  His energy flagged and the burns and whip cuts hurt his body more than he had expected. He needed blood and he needed deep-rest, in equal parts. Sleep would crash over him any second. What would be ideal would be to use her body as a barrier against the light; she would not be effected by it. And though the grotto opening faced north and no direct rays would enter, any illumination of the day would, at the very least, weaken him.


  He dragged her a few feet further to the darkest area he could find. All the while she ranted, calling him vile names, and in the end he tore the hem of her dress, wadded it into a ball and stuffed it into her mouth just to shut her up.


  The bonds would be secure. He hoped. Then he decided not to hope and lay perpendicular to her, sliding his legs under where her wrists and ankles joined and over her back so that he had the additional security of some of his weight holding her down. Just in case. She was a girl who demanded alternatives.


  She mumbled and made muffled yelling sounds through the gag but it was not enough to be annoying and it certainly wouldn’t keep him awake. She tried to scratch his legs but he had been smart enough to place only his calves onto her back and his boots were knee high; he wouldn’t wake with more injuries—he hoped.


  Wolfsbane’s body became immobile from the daylight driving him into the earth. Exhaustion washed through him from so much effort. Besides the burns, he also felt the sharp cuts where the whip had slashed his face, arms and thighs so many times, and where her nails had gouged his face and back. The points where feathers had been torn out ached but he didn’t think any of the fine bones were broken. Without the blood he craved, only some of these wounds would vanish from his body by sunset, but for now he was aware of every one. And it made him angry.


  If he hadn’t loved Moarte and owed him and Valada so much, he would not have agreed to marry their daughter. But he had to be truthful with himself. He was not prepared to marry anyone and likely never would be. His Serene, his gentle and sweet Serene with red-gold hair, eyes a purer green than his own, and a ready smile, was the only one he had ever loved and he couldn’t imagine himself caring for another to that extent. Certainly not this indulged and self-indulgent narcissist who had been mis-named!


  But beyond his allegiance to his King and Queen, he also felt an obligation towards the vampirii. He existed today because of the war council’s generosity. He would do anything to ensure that the stability of the nation continued. Individually and collectively the vampirii were vulnerable to Sapiens attacks. Individually, they were severely endangered, but collectively, their race might be doomed to extinction if their hard-fought-for social structure fell apart.


  As his thoughts joined his body in the leaden immobility of vampir sleep, he mentally pursued all of the reasons why he would do what he had been charged to do by his rulers. But marrying this girl would require a lot of patience, which normally he possessed, yet with her he found it wearing thin already. He needed to find a way to come to terms with her. And more, she would need to come to terms with him.


  Chapter Four


  Serene had never felt so frustrated. She couldn’t move, which meant she couldn’t do him damage. And she knew she would be stuck here, lying on this uncomfortable rocky floor, until sunset. There was nothing to do but sleep, which she tried to do, once she’d calmed enough to get beyond the rage that burned through her like a wildfire. But every time she was on the verge of dropping off, Wolfsbane’s face appeared on her closed eyelids, the image torturing her like a blast of scalding heat.


  She had a right to leave! She had a right to find her grandfather! She had a right to marry whoever she pleased, and it wouldn’t be Wolfsbane! He was her father’s lackey, doing whatever her dad wanted, and she knew he was only marrying her because he wanted to suck up.


  These thoughts and more kept going around and around in her head and with each go-round the flames of hatred surged higher. She became more determined to escape the vampirii fortress and find her Sapiens granddad.


  By the time the sun set, she had not slept much and was exhausted and in a foul mood. But she was also worried. Her parents would be rabid. She had gone over the top this time and even she knew it. She couldn’t imagine what would happen when she got home because she’d never done anything this serious before. They would probably punish her, and of course they’d agree on it, just like they agreed on everything. But this might evoke a worse punishment than being sent to her room, which her mother had ordered her to do once.


  Well, what could they do to her anyway? They weren’t going to kill her. They’d yell. Her dad would be really mad. Her mother too. Maybe she could stay with her grandmother for a few nights until they cooled off.


  But she knew that once she was back home, they would make sure she couldn’t escape again. And they would also make sure she married Wolfsbane.


  Even the thought of him sent her spiraling out of control with hatred. He didn’t care about her! In her whole life she didn’t think he’d ever said more than twenty words to her until tonight. Calling her a spoiled child! He didn’t even know her!


  The second he stirred, the swirling violence of her hatred made her ready to pounce. But he didn’t untie her, or even take the fabric out of her mouth. She hated him for that but also the thought came to her, at least he isn’t stupid because given a chance, she’d bite off his fingers! She entertained fantasies of stabbing him to death while he slept through the day!


  Wolfsbane walked around the grotto, stretching his limbs. Without blood, and darkness not as complete as he’d needed for full recovery, he was maybe eighty percent. The whip marks were almost gone, and most of the burn marks, though he could still feel remnants of the latter on the backs of his thighs and arms, even though the burns were no longer visible. Some of the bones of one of his wings had been singed, bones that had held feathers that were now missing. The bones would heal and the feathers regrow in a few nights. He could also feel where she’d gouged his back, his face, and one of his upper arms that he hadn’t even been aware of last night.


  He needed blood desperately to recover fully but there were no Sapiens nearby apart from Serene, and he couldn’t take hers, although he wanted to. He knew it would do her good to have some blood siphoned out of her, calming her if only through depleting her energy a bit. But as far as he knew, her blood had been taken only once by Moarte and Valada when Serene was a baby, and they had given her a little of their blood as well, to seal the bond between the three of them.


  So much for that bond now, he thought. But he knew he needed to be respectful and should not take her blood until the marriage; it wasn’t exactly forbidden but it was the more proper route to marriage for someone of her status. As much as it irritated him, she was royalty. Protected. And he was not. That disparity meant he wasn’t even at liberty to mesmerize her, which is what he would like to do to keep this wild child under control. But without taking her blood, that might not work anyway. There wasn’t much he could do but try to get her home in one piece. Then he could find a donor within the stronghold walls and nourish his deprived and wounded body.


  He walked to the girl and pulled the fabric from her mouth.


  “Asshole!” she shouted. “You’re a filthy lowlife dog with no brain, no heart, no—”


  But by then he had stuffed the fabric back in.


  He decided to leave her there and retrieve the horse. It was a fine animal, one he especially liked, and there was no sense letting it roam wild, or accidentally end up in Sapiens territory and be captured by them. Sapiens ate horse meat, and he could not allow that beautiful mare to be sacrificed in that way because of an unholy terror’s misdeeds.


  He hurried down the mountain, using the sound vampirii trained their horses to respond to, and heard a neighing. It wasn’t long before he found the horse, pretty much in the same area where he’d left her, looking unhappy as only a horse can. The riding crop was there and he picked it up, angry that she had slashed the animal with it, leaving many dozens of cuts on its rump where she had hit hard, not the smack of the crop’s keeper tip, but the leather-wrapped cane shaft itself had struck the horse over and over until it bled. There were also impending scars on its bloody flanks where the heels of her boots had ferociously dug in. The animal was not vampir. It would need some time to heal.


  The girl could not restrain herself. She appeared to have no awareness of how her actions affected others. She really had been indulged. He could not imagine what it would be like being married to her, night after night dealing with her erratic temper for eternity. He sighed heavily.


  He talked to the animal, half mesmerizing it, petting its mane, assuring it they would be home soon where there would be oats and brushes and salves for its wounds, where it could rest and heal. Vampirii had a special relationship with most animals and the horse calmed from his simpatico tone and his good intent. Wolfsbane mounted and rode slowly back to the grotto, leaving the horse near the mesa.


  Serene was where he’d left her, on her belly, legs bent behind her, ankles and wrists tied together, gagged to silence. He contemplated leaving her this way for his own peace of mind.


  He walked to her and stopped. “If you want me to remove the cloth from your mouth, you’ll have to be quiet because I don’t want to hear your complaints. Nod if you’re able to do that. If you can’t, it stays in.”


  She nodded once and he bent to pull out the fabric. The second it was out, she tried to bite him and he pulled back. “I’m going to kill you in your sleep, vampir,” she snarled. “One night, when you’re helpless, you’ll wake to find a knife in your heart!”


  “If there’s a knife in my heart, I won’t wake,” he said reasonably, which seemed to make her angrier.


  “You’re so stupid! And ugly! How can you stand yourself, you pathetic wimp. You’re just my father’s dim-witted flunky and—”


  He shoved the fabric back into her mouth. It was going to be a long ride back to the stronghold.


  He untied the strap that bound her ankles to her wrists, picked her up at the waist and carried her against his hip to the horse, then lay her over the animal’s back and mounted behind her. He knew it wouldn’t be a comfortable ride for her, but he didn’t care.


  As he reached for the rein with his left hand, she lifted her arms bound by the wrists behind her and scratched his arm. Instinctively, he brought the riding crop down hard on her bottom. Her body jerked.


  “Behave yourself, or you’ll have more of that!”


  He loosely shook the reins and gently nudged the horse’s damaged flanks with his heels and they were off, headed back
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