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Author’s Note


This story contains dark themes and content, including an emotionally abusive parent, war, religious persecution, slavery, torture, references to sexual assault, depression, disordered eating, suicidal ideation/attempt, and character death. Please proceed with caution. 
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Prologue


Aldon had never drank directly from the vein before. That changed, as it did for all vampire children, on his thirteenth birthday. 
Aldon stood in front of his father, stomach in knots.
“Today you transition from boy to man. Don’t you dare disappoint me.”
“Yes, sir,” Aldon said. As if he had ever done anything that hadn’t disappointed his father. His first feeding was to take place at his grandparents’ house just outside the city. It was to be a grand event; all his aunts and uncles and cousins would be there to see him cross the threshold to adulthood.
Aldon had seen humans from a distance before, but he’d never actually touched one. His family couldn’t afford their own human. Instead, they bought their blood from the local blood butcher. The idea of having to bite a human, to have its flesh in his mouth, made him shiver.
He had friends who’d already gone through their first feedings, and they enjoyed making him squirm with their descriptions—how horribly warm human skin was, the awful stench of fear, the way their flesh ripped apart under vampire fangs. After one particularly . . . descriptive story, Aldon had retreated behind a tree in the schoolyard to be sick.
The carriage ride wasn’t long. Aldon felt ill by the time they arrived.
“Welcome, my sweet boy!” His grandmother wrapped him in a big hug, and he squeezed her back.
His grandfather clapped him on the back. “Today’s a big day, isn’t it, sport?”
Aldon licked his lips. “It is. Have to admit, I’m kinda nervous.”
“No reason to be nervous at all. Humans don’t bite!” Aldon’s grandfather laughed at his own joke, clapping Aldon on the back again and leading him inside.
Feeding was a private affair, so Aldon entered the dark room alone. His gaze settled on the figure huddled on the floor—his human for the night. Aldon gulped.
He timidly made his way across the stone floor. He couldn’t make out much of the human; they were curled in a fetal position, and their back was turned to him. As he got closer, he detected a smell in the air. It wasn’t exactly what his friends had described. It wasn’t pungent and sour. It was more . . . sad.
Aldon stood next to the human. It was a male, curled up with his knees pulled to his chest. He was naked except for a ragged pair of brown trousers. This close, Aldon could see the bruises all over his skin—yellows and greens and purples. He could also see the scars. They were everywhere, all down his neck, his arms, even his chest. Aldon’s mouth went dry. The human still hadn’t moved to acknowledge Aldon’s presence.
This was wrong. Aldon knew it in his bones. Humans were prey—they were an inferior species—but that didn’t mean they should be abused.
Aldon stepped around the human, then sat down, crossing his legs. The human opened his eyes, staring at Aldon with resignation.
“Um, I’m Aldon. I don’t really know what to do. This is my first time feeding from a human . . .”
Stupid. He was just stupid. Nobody talked to their meals.
A quiet chuckle. “No vampire has ever introduced themselves before feeding before.”
Aldon jumped a little. He hadn’t expected the human to respond.
“Do you have a name?” Aldon asked.
The human pushed himself up into a seated position. “Nobody has ever asked me that either. I’m usually just called 745, but my name is Julian.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Julian,” Aldon said. He had been taught to be polite to his elders, and even though Julian was human, he was clearly older than him.
“Sorry to say the feeling isn’t mutual. If I were going to survive the night, I’d be more sociable. You seem like a nice kid.”
Aldon’s eyes went wide. “What? What do you mean? I’m not going to drain you.”
Julian gave Aldon a sad smile. “Your family will. The boss decided I’ve reached the end of my usefulness. Gotten too ugly. He gave your kin a special deal. They’ll drain me before I make it to another sunrise.” He said all this matter-of-factly, and it sent chills down Aldon’s spine.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
Julian gave a little shrug, the light catching on his scarred shoulders. “It is what it is.”
“Is there anything I can do? To make you more comfortable?”
Julian looked at Aldon with raised brows, and his lips parted. His bottom lip quivered. Then he put his head in his hands and started to sob—great heaving sobs that shook his whole body.
Aldon scooted closer and wrapped his arms around the human. Julian stiffened, then relaxed into Aldon’s embrace. He was bigger than Aldon but extremely thin. And he was warm, just like Aldon’s friends had said. But the warmth wasn’t revolting like Aldon had expected. It was actually rather comforting.
They sat like that for a while, the scarred human man crying in the arms of the scared vampire boy.

      ***Aldon emerged from the room, mouth bloody, his family cheering. He gave a weak smile, then excused himself to wash up. He went to the bathroom and shut the door behind him. His stomach heaved, and he vomited up all the blood he’d just drank, then sank down with his back against the closed door as tears ran down his face.
Soon came a pounding on the door.
“Young man, you were just supposed to feed, not tear its throat out! You’re lucky we already paid for it in full . . .” The anger in his father’s voice mixed with pride.
Aldon ignored him, his mind trapped by Julian’s last whispered words: Thank you.
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Aldon – Torin


Aldon stood by the door to his father’s study, trying to find the nerve to open it. This conversation was not going to go well. With a deep breath, he steeled himself, opened the door, and stepped inside. The choking scent of the expensive cigars the colonel always smoked rolled over him. 
“What do you want?” his father, Colonel Alfred Von Sleet, asked, not bothering to look up from his paperwork.
“A release from my military service, sir,” Aldon said.
This was his last chance. Tomorrow he was supposed to start his second year at Torin Military Academy, which also meant that tomorrow he would be committing the next ten years of his life to military service.
“No,” the colonel said shortly.
“But—”
“This is not up for discussion,” he snapped. “You are a Von Sleet, and that means you are a soldier. You will do your duty.”
Aldon bristled. “I don’t want to be in the military!”
The colonel slammed his hands onto his desk and shot to his feet. “It doesn’t matter what you fucking want. You are my son. You will do as I say, and I say that you are going to complete your studies at the academy and serve in the Torin military.”
Aldon’s hands clenched into fists, his fingernails digging into his palms. “I refuse.”
“Then you can live on the streets.” The colonel stalked around his desk until he was standing in front of Aldon, who had been on the receiving end of his father’s temper too many times to count yet still had to work to stop himself from flinching. “You’ve always been weak. A disappointment. You have no appreciation for everything I’ve done for you. You’re spoiled and ungrateful.” He leaned in close. “You wouldn’t survive on your own. If you were lucky, a pimp would pick you up, and you’d at least have a warm bed in a brothel. If you were unlucky . . . I’ve heard starvation is an awful way to die.”
Aldon desperately blinked away the tears.
“Are you crying, boy?”
Aldon looked at his feet as a hot tear rolled down his cheek.
“Pathetic,” the colonel hissed. “Now go pack. The carriage leaves in a couple hours.”
Aldon turned to leave.
“And Aldon?”
Aldon paused, glancing back at his father.
“Don’t think of disobeying me ever again.”
“Yes, sir,” Aldon mumbled. He made his escape and headed for his room on the opposite side of the house from his father.
His father was right. Aldon wouldn’t be able to survive on his own. He didn’t have any useful skills to get a job, and even if he did, the economy was struggling after the human shortage. And besides, nobody with any sense would dare cross the feared Colonel Von Sleet by offering his son a job.
Aldon reached his room and shut the door behind him before collapsing face-first onto his bed with a groan.
“I’m fucked,” he whispered.
He rolled onto his back and stared at the canopy over his bed. He had wanted to be a soldier once. Back when he was a boy, he loved playing with his little tin soldiers, staging massive battles during which the Torins destroyed the Lucians. That was before he’d killed for the first time. Every time he thought of it—even five years later—a wave of nausea hit him. He ran his hands over his face. He didn’t want to kill ever again. But his father didn’t understand that, and even if he did, he didn’t care. Aldon was an only child, and it was up to him to carry on the family tradition of military service.
Aldon got out of bed and began haphazardly throwing things into his trunk. War was stupid. If his father had given him a choice, he would have much preferred to be a diplomat than a military officer. But he didn’t have a choice.
A pang of sadness hit Aldon. If his mother were still alive, she would’ve been on his side. She had been in the military as well, but she’d always told Aldon that he could be whatever he wanted when he grew up. But she was gone, drowned when her naval ship had wrecked off the coast of Lucia.
Aldon grabbed a bottle of ink off his desk and tucked it into his nearly full trunk. He put his hands on his hips as he surveyed his room. There wasn’t anything left to pack. He snapped the lid shut on the trunk and carried it downstairs.
“Master Aldon! You should have called. I could have helped with that.” Jerome, one of the footmen, rushed over.
Aldon waved him off. “It’s not that heavy, just a bit bulky.”
Jerome sighed. “Very well. Would you like me to prepare the carriage?”
Aldon nodded. “Yeah. Thanks, Jerome.”
Aldon loaded his trunk onto the back of the carriage, then climbed into the cab. His father didn’t come to see him off.
Aldon leaned back against the seat as the carriage bumped over cobblestones. The only bright side about going back to the academy was that he wouldn’t have to see his father again for a year
Aldon rested his elbow on the sill and stared blankly out the window for twenty long minutes. His stomach sank as the familiar gate of Torin Military Academy came into view. For a moment, he seriously considered jumping out of the carriage and making a run for it. But before he could convince himself, the carriage trundled through the gate and pulled up to the academy office. Aldon allowed himself a moment of silent rage. He hated that his father was forcing him to do this. Then the footman opened the door, and Aldon collected himself, climbed out of the carriage, and made his way up the steps to the office to seal his fate.

      ***“Name.”
“Aldon Von Sleet.”
The officer checked his list. “You’ll be in barrack three. Muster is at midnight. Don’t be late.”
“Yes, sir.” Aldon made his way to his barrack.
“Al!”
Aldon turned to see Franz, his best friend, running toward him. Aldon grinned. Franz was a little shorter than Aldon, with floppy brown hair and a mischievous grin. Aldon hadn’t seen him since school had let out. Aldon wrapped Franz in a hug. “I missed you,” he said. “How was break?”
“I may or may not have gotten myself a girlfriend,” Franz said.
“Well, which is it?”
Franz gave a dramatic sigh. “Well, her father said I’m officially allowed to stop by the house anytime, so I think I have a girlfriend.”
“Ah, yes, Franz, regale us with the stories of your romantic prowess,” someone said from behind Aldon. Leon, Aldon’s other friend, walked over with a smile on his face and a pack slung over his shoulder. “You were saying?”
Franz rolled his eyes. “I was just getting to the good part. Not that you’d understand. Haven’t you been dating Maude for years?”
“Aye,” Leon said with a distant smile. “Once my military service is done, we’ll be getting married.”
Aldon suppressed a smile. He was happy for his friends—also very happy that he didn’t have to participate in the dating game.
“So, how was your break, Al?” Franz asked.
Aldon cringed.
“That bad, huh?”
“Well, my father spent the entire time lamenting my lack of manliness, detailing how I am a disappointment to the Von Sleet name, and making sure that I know I’ve never done anything right. So I’d say it was average.”
This time Franz cringed. “I’m sorry.”
Aldon just shrugged. “I don’t need to see him for another year.”
The three of them were in the same cohort, so they made their way to the barracks together as they caught up. Barrack three was a large structure, three stories of brick that squatted next to the parade ground. Aldon inhaled deeply as he stepped inside. It smelled like home. He didn’t want to be in the military, but at the same time, this was the one place where he was free of his father. He was grudgingly grateful for the barrack and his friends, even as he was resentful about the circumstances that had brought him here.
Aldon made his way upstairs to find his trunk sitting at the foot of his bed. It was the same place as last year. Aldon flopped down and gave a sigh.
“Home sweet home.” Leon dumped his pack onto the bed.

      ***Aldon got into place on the parade ground. The clouds were gathering, and the air smelled like rain.
“Gentlemen.” The general commanded attention. His shoulders were broad, his posture impeccable, the medals on his chest gleaming. “Tonight marks the start of the new school year. Some of you are returning to the academy, but for others this is your first exposure to the Torin Army. For all of you, I expect utmost discipline and responsibility. Our country is facing many challenges, and you all will be our first line of defense against Lucian aggression.”
A murmur broke out in the crowd.
“Silence.” The general didn’t raise his voice, but the chatter stopped immediately.
“For our second-year students, tonight is the night that you pledge your loyalty to the Torin Army for the next ten years. This is not an oath that should be made lightly. Desertion is punished by execution. You will be required to serve in whatever manner your commanding officers see fit. If you are not prepared to make that commitment, leave now.” The general paused.
Aldon’s palms sweated. He wanted to leave. He wanted to so, so badly. But he couldn’t. He glanced to both sides. Nobody moved out of place. Someone coughed.
“Well then.” The general sounded pleased. “Second-year students, form a line to sign your oath. The rest of you are dismissed.”
Aldon filed into line behind Franz. The line moved quickly, and soon enough Aldon was standing in front of the general.
“Name.”
“Aldon Von Sleet.”
The general scrawled his name across the paper.
“Sign and date here.” He handed Aldon a pen.
Aldon’s hand only shook a little as he took the pen. As he signed, his heart sank deeper and deeper into his chest. He slid the paper back to the general.
“Welcome to the Torin Army, Von Sleet.”

      ***It was the start of a brand-new school year, and the students of Torin Military Academy were celebrating.
They were gathered in a wealthy student’s townhouse just off campus. There must have been over fifty people milling around, laughing, and drinking copious amounts of alcohol.
Aldon sipped his wine, then made a face. It was horrid. But then again, what did he expect from a bunch of students?
Just then, a cadet walked into the room with three humans.
“The refreshments have arrived!” he yelled.
A cheer went up among the students the same time the humans shrank back. Someone bit into the neck of one of the humans, and Aldon’s heart ached as the poor thing cried out.
“Let’s go somewhere more pleasant,” he said.
He, Franz, and Leon walked out of the room and made their way down the hall. The sitting room was less crowded, and they took a seat on the sofa.
“I’ve heard things have been tense at the border,” Leon said. “The Lucians are up to something.”
Aldon grimaced as he took a sip of wine. There had been talk of the Lucians breaking the uneasy peace between their countries. Lucia had been struck by the plague and resulting human shortage even worse than Torin had. It had been two years since the plague had first hit, and while Torin was slowly recovering, Lucia was still struggling.
“I heard they’re going to attack Cesvic,” Franz added.
Aldon snorted. “That would be an awful mistake. The only reason they would do that is if they wanted to start a war.”
“Well, that’s probably what they want,” Franz said. “Old King Theophilus is still upset over the blockade the navy set up around the capital.”
Aldon sighed. He wished everyone could settle down and live in peace. War was a waste. “I’ll go get some more wine.” He stood.
Franz and Leon handed him their glasses, and he made his way back to the main room. The students had dispersed somewhat, with just a handful left hanging out in the room. Aldon filled the glasses, trying to ignore them.
“Please, sir, have mercy,” a tearful human said.
Aldon stiffened. He looked over his shoulder.
“Pass me the blood bag,” someone said.
Aldon watched as the poor human was handed over to the vampire. They were naked and shaking, their entire body covered in bruises and bite marks, some of which were still bleeding. He could smell the stench of their fear, hear their whimper when the fangs pierced their neck.
Aldon closed his eyes and took a deep breath. This wasn’t his human; he couldn’t do anything to help. He tried to concentrate on his task, but his eyes kept drifting back to the human with tear tracks drying on their face. He put the full wineglasses on a tray and made his way back to his friends.
“What’s wrong?” Leon asked.
“They’re abusing one of the humans.” Aldon handed the glasses to Franz and Leon.
“Assholes,” Franz muttered under his breath. Aldon flopped onto the sofa next to him.
Just then the undeniable sound of a slap reached them.
Aldon had to set his wineglass down so he wouldn’t crush it in his anger. “That’s it. Excuse me, gentlemen, I have to do something.”
Aldon walked into the main room to find the human kneeling on the ground, a vampire using them as his footrest. The human was bleeding, and their limbs shook from holding the position. A flare of anger rose up in him.
“I’m taking the blood bag,” Aldon said to the vampire, his arms crossed over his chest.
“I don’t feel like sharing.” The vampire took a sip of his drink. As if to emphasize his point, he lifted a foot and dropped it back down with force, and the human gasped.
“That’s funny, because I heard you’ve been sharing a girlfriend with another student. It’d be a shame if he were to find out.”
The vampire paled. “Fuck you. Take the blood bag. I don’t care.”
The vampire moved his legs and gave the human a little kick toward Aldon.
“Come on,” Aldon said, and the human got to their feet and followed him down the hall. Aldon led them into a room.
“Ah! A successful mission,” Franz said from where he was seated on the couch, an ankle resting on his knee.
Aldon turned to the human. “We thought it looked like you could use a break. I’m sorry you got stuck with that asshole. Have a seat.”
The human got down on the ground, and Aldon suppressed a sigh.
“Is it all right if I close your wounds?”
“Yes, sir,” the human said softly with lowered eyes.
Aldon got down next to them and moved his mouth to their neck. They tensed when he put a hand on their shoulder to steady himself. Aldon licked his tongue against their open wounds. The rich salty blood coated his tongue, but he wasn’t hungry, so he wasn’t going to feed. The human’s eyes widened when Aldon pulled away without biting them.
The human leaned against Aldon’s leg while he and Franz chatted. Aldon absentmindedly ran a hand through their hair, and they pushed their head up into his hand. They didn’t smell as scared.
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Reeve – Torin


Reeve’s stomach twisted as the sun sank closer to the horizon. He looked at the two pitiful bags of wheat in the center of the square—two out of the twenty the vampires expected. The villagers had tried to meet the quota. They really had. But the drought had left the crops to wither, and then a seasonally late storm had ruined what little had survived until harvesttime. In all, they had been able to collect five bags of wheat, three of which had been kept to sustain them through the coming winter. 
Reeve had heard whispered conversations among the village elders, conversations about rationing and starvation, about having to beg for food at the mercy of the vampires. Reeve had stopped listening after that.
The tension in the air was palpable. The entire village was gathered, and worried murmurs filled the air. It was fully dark now, and soon the leeches would arrive to collect their tribute.
Reeve’s father stood next to the bags with his arms crossed and a worried frown on his face. At forty years, he was one of the oldest men in the village, and as such, it was his job to speak to the vampires. They were not going to be happy. The village hadn’t met its quota once this year, and the vampires had beaten Reeve’s father last time as punishment. Reeve shuddered at the memory of his dad on the ground, nose broken and entire body bruised and bloody. He didn’t even want to think about what the punishment would be today.
As if sensing his thoughts, Reeve’s dad turned to him with a sad smile. “If things go bad, know that I love you, Reeve.”
“I love you too, Dad.” Reeve wrapped his arms around him and buried his face in his chest. His dad hugged him back tightly. “I’m scared,” Reeve whispered.
“I know.” He released Reeve and brought a thumb to Reeve’s cheek, where tears had gathered. “It’s okay to be scared. I sure as hell am. But some things are unavoidable.”
Reeve sighed at that, and his dad chuckled.
“Love you.” He pressed a kiss to Reeve’s forehead before stepping away to talk to one of the elders.
Reeve bit his lip and stared at the sky as the first stars started to appear. The hair on the back of his neck stood up at the faint drum of hoofbeats.
The leeches were here.
A hush settled over the gathered humans. The silence was thick enough to cut with a knife.
The vampires rode into the square, five on horseback and another two riding on the wagon that was supposed to be filled with wheat. Reeve’s heart pounded in his chest, and a vision of his mother being chained and thrown into a wagon assaulted him. He was only eight years old when they took her, but he still had nightmares about it.
I can’t remember her face, Reeve thought with a stab of guilt, but I can remember her cries as the leeches took her away from us.
The lead vampire, a sergeant, dismounted his horse and strode to the center of the square. The leech was the same one who had beaten Reeve’s dad—the one with the awful temper. Reeve took a step back, irrationally hoping that the sergeant would just turn around and leave. The leech eyed the wheat, the disdain clear on his face in the moonlight.
“Is this all?” he snapped.
Reeve’s dad cleared his throat and wrung his hands. “Yes, sir. We’re very sorry, sir, but there was a storm—”
“I don’t want fuckin’ excuses.” He whirled on Reeve’s dad. “This is the third time this year you haven’t met your quota. We have been merciful, but this laziness cannot continue.”
Reeve’s dad fell to his knees. “Please, sir, we are starving. We’ve been working in the fields from sunup to sundown every day, but the soil is exhausted, and the rain is either too little or too much. We might not make it through the winter.” His voice broke on that last word. “Please, sir. Please have mercy.”
The vampire snorted. “You think you’re the only ones struggling? Every village we go to has the same story. Our storehouses are less than half-full, and blood bags keep dying left and right. Everyone is starving right now—most importantly vampires. We don’t have mercy to show to humans who aren’t even fed on.”
The sergeant signaled, and two vampires seized Reeve’s dad. Reeve took a step forward but stopped when his dad shot him a look.
“Break his arms,” the vampire sergeant said with a casual wave of his hand.
Reeve closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to see. His father’s scream rent the air. Reeve fought down the urge to slap his hands over his ears even as tears rushed down his cheeks.
“P-please, sir, please. I’m sorry . . . Please!”
“See? This is what happens when you fail us!” The sergeant turned to address all the villagers. “Pain. It brings me no joy, but apparently, it is the only language you humans understand.”
The vampire turned back to Reeve’s father, who wept quietly, his elbows bent at unnatural angles. The vampire grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head back. “I don’t think you’ve learned your lesson yet.” He pulled a knife from his jacket. “You are eighteen bags short. I think that means you need eighteen cuts.”
The vampire moved the knife to his shirt and cut it off. Reeve’s father sobbed as the vampire dragged the blade across his chest, leaving a trail of blood in its wake.
“One,” the monster said, and Reeve was sure he heard a note of glee in his voice. The bastard surely had been lying when he said pain brought him no joy.
Reeve clenched his fists. His father screamed at another cut. And another one. The sound rang in Reeve’s ears, and his limbs shook with suppressed rage. He couldn’t just stand there.
Another scream. The sound dug its way into Reeve’s skull.
“Stop!” Reeve yelled, stepping forward. “Leave him alone!”
The sergeant’s eyebrows rose, and he paused with his knife poised to make another cut. Reeve’s father sniffled, his chest bloody.
“Well, look at that. A human with a backbone,” the sergeant said. “Who also happens to be very stupid. Come here.”
Reeve’s heart pounded, but he approached the vampire. His father’s body was limp, but he met Reeve’s eyes and gave a tiny shake of his head.
“I could kill you, you know,” the vampire said once Reeve was in front of him, just a couple feet away from his father. “That’s what I should do. Kill both you and this worthless human.”
Reeve’s dad whimpered at that, but whether at the thought of his own death or Reeve’s, Reeve didn’t know.
“Is this your son?” the sergeant asked suddenly. Reeve’s heart skipped a beat. The monster was looking right at him, his gaze wicked.
Reeve’s dad, with no choice but to answer, said, “Yes, sir. But he’s just a boy who is still learning about the world. He only just turned sixteen.”
“Is that so?” the vampire said, releasing his grip on Reeve’s dad and throwing him to the ground. “Well, it would be a shame to waste young blood.” He snapped his fingers. “Take the boy.”
Reeve didn’t even have a chance to run. Two vampires grabbed him by the upper arms, their grip painfully tight.
“Let go of me! Please!” Fear flooded Reeve’s body. “Help!” he screamed, his voice breaking. “Dad!”
A vampire backhanded him across the face, and he gasped as blood filled his mouth.
“Please don’t take him! Please!” Reeve’s father begged, tears thickening his voice.
The vampire ignored him.
Angry murmurs rose from the crowd as the vampires dragged Reeve toward the wagon. Out of the corner of his eye, Reeve saw vampires aim their muskets at the crowd.
“Silence!” the sergeant yelled.
The crowd quieted, because under the command was the silent threat of death.
“There must be consequences for your inability to provide tribute. Let this be a lesson to all of you! If you do not meet your quota next month, your children will be taken.”
Reeve struggled against the vampires’ hold as tears streamed down his face. “Please! Please don’t take me! Please let me stay here! Please have mercy,” he babbled. He might as well have been talking to a wall. He sobbed as one vampire pulled his hands behind his back and clamped cold metal shackles around his wrists.
This is actually happening, Reeve thought as icy fear flooded his veins.
Reeve fought as a vampire picked him up. He kicked and screamed and flailed around, desperation and panic fueling him. He didn’t care about consequences; all he cared about was getting away from these monsters.
His foot connected with a vampire’s stomach, and he felt a surge of triumph. But then his head was slammed down against the wagon. His cheek split open, and warm blood trickled down the side of his face. Reeve went limp as a bout of dizziness overwhelmed him. The vampires took that opportunity to finish loading him and the two bags of wheat into the wagon. Reeve tried to get up, but a boot collided with his head, and all he knew was darkness.
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Hayden – Lucia


Hayden stood behind Cynthia, the last elder of their village, as she knelt in front of the vampire and begged for mercy. 
“Everything we have is gone, sir,” she said. “We will die if we stay here. Please, sir. Please take us as your blood bags. We won’t fight.”
Hayden scanned the ruined landscape. Even though it had been a week, it still didn’t feel real. Their home was gone, decimated by a storm that had also taken the lives of forty of their fellow villagers. Hayden was one of the lucky ten who’d survived.
“Very well.” The vampire snapped his fingers, and Hayden jumped. “Get in the cart. All of you.”
Hayden stared with wide eyes as their fellow humans started toward the cart. Toward a life of slavery. They knew they had to go with the rest of them, but they just couldn’t seem to move.
“Hayden, come on,” their friend Gina whispered, grabbing their hand and pulling them toward the cart.
Hayden followed, but their heart was beating too fast, and their eyes burned with unshed tears. This was it. This was the end of their life as a free person.
They climbed in with Gina and sat next to her on the rough wooden floor of the cart. They looked at the sea one final time. It was dark gray today, the waves whitecapped. Hayden loved the sea. But the sea was ruthless, and it had caused the storm that destroyed their life.
They rested their head on Gina’s shoulder and cried as the cart started to roll, taking them away from everything they had ever known.
Their fellow villagers also wept as the vampires took them toward their new fate. Hayden didn’t know how being a blood bag worked. They just knew that their body would belong to a vampire. They shifted uncomfortably as the cart trundled over the rough road.
“I’m scared,” they whispered to Gina.
“I am too,” she said. “But at least this way we won’t starve.”
Hayden nodded, but deep in their core, they worried that maybe starving would have been preferable. But it was too late now.

      ***The moon hung low in the sky as the cart rumbled through a tall gate into a city. Hayden sat up straighter. They had never been to a city and took in the buildings rising on either side of them with wide eyes. Some of them were three stories tall! Gina sat up next to them and gripped their arm tightly.
“Look at all the vampires,” she hissed.
Hayden looked down at the street and started when they saw she was right. Everywhere they looked, vampires were bustling about, and many of them were staring right back at the humans in the cart. Hayden cringed back against Gina as their heart pounded. The vampires were clearly surveying their new meals. Hayden’s throat went dry.
The cart finally rolled to a stop in front of a large building.
“Out,” a vampire barked.
The humans all froze until one of them climbed out of the cart and hopped onto the ground. Gina followed, and Hayden followed her. Their legs almost gave out when they hit the strange stone street.
“This way.”
Hayden and the rest of the humans followed the vampire through wooden doors into the building. It was brightly lit, and Hayden blinked as their eyes adjusted. Around the perimeter of the giant hall were . . . cages. Cages filled with humans. Hayden stopped breathing. This couldn’t be their life. They started to back away, but a heavy hand landed on their shoulder.
“Keep moving,” the vampire growled, and Hayden had no choice but to comply.
The ten of them were led into an empty cage before the door was shut behind them with an ominous thud.
“Tonight you will be evaluated and priced. Someone will bring food along shortly. Rest,” the vampire said, then left them alone.
Hayden shakily sat down and put their head in their hands. Fear rose up their throat. They wanted to scream. They all were going to be sold. They were now just objects to be appraised and used and—
“Hayden.” Gina placed her hand on their arm.
Hayden threw their arms around her and buried their face in her shoulder. They sobbed. Sobbed for the people and lives they had lost and for the terrifying future that awaited them. Gina started crying too. Hayden eventually cried themself to sleep in her arms.
When they awoke, there was food waiting for them. Not much, just a small hunk of bread, but they hadn’t eaten in days, and they devoured it quickly. Most of the humans in the cell sat with their backs against the wall as far away from the door as possible. They prayed to whatever gods might hear that the vampires would let everyone from the village stay together. But even as they prayed, they knew it was wishful thinking.
Hayden jumped when the door to the cage opened.
“On your feet. All of you,” a vampire said. Clearly, he was the appraiser. “Form a line against the wall.”
Hayden struggled to their feet along with the others and got in place next to Gina. She gave their hand a quick squeeze. 
The appraiser started at the end of the line. He grabbed a man’s jaw and examined his face. He pulled up his sleeve to look at his muscles and then pulled up his shirt. He clucked his tongue. “Scrawny,” he said. “But sellable.” He scribbled something down, then took a piece of chalk and marked something on the man’s shirt. Then he moved on to the next one.
The world seemed to spin as the appraiser moved down the line, and Hayden couldn’t feel anything but their rising terror.
Hayden’s breath was coming too fast. The vampire was so close, standing in front of Gina now. He ignored the tears that ran down her face as he poked and prodded her before using his chalk to mark her for sale. Then the appraiser was in front of Hayden.
He stared at Hayden, and Hayden wanted to disappear. The appraiser reached out and ran a gentle hand through Hayden’s red hair. Hayden flinched back, but the appraiser only laughed.
“Beautiful,” he said. “You’ll sell for a lot.”
Hayden felt like they were going to be sick.
“Windemere will want to see them. He should be next door,” the appraiser called over his shoulder to an assistant. The next thing Hayden knew, a hand was grabbing their arm and pulling them away from the other humans.
“What—”
“Shut up,” the vampire snapped, and Hayden blinked back tears as they were led away from everything they knew.
Everything was a blur as they tried to match the vampire’s long strides until they stopped in front of a door. The vampire rapped on it with his knuckles.
“Come in.”
The vampire opened the door, and Hayden had no choice but to follow him in. Seated behind a desk was a finely dressed vampire, who looked up as they entered.
“Marcus thought you’d like to see this one. Fresh from the villages.”
Hayden quivered under the vampire’s gaze.
“I can see why. The hair and freckles are very striking.” The vampire pushed back his chair and crossed the room to stand in front of Hayden. He grabbed their chin so he could look them in the eye. Hayden didn’t dare move a muscle. “Yes, yes, they should do nicely. Pretty and compliant, perfect for my clientele.” He released Hayden’s chin. “Take them to holding room F.”
Hayden’s mind spun as the vampire dragged them down the hall. What was going on? That vampire was obviously some sort of human trader, but who were his clients?
The vampire opened a door to a small room. Hayden felt the blood drain from their face when they saw a cage set against one wall. A cage just big enough for a human. The vampire opened the cage door, and Hayden winced as the hinges screeched.
“In you go,” the vampire said, forcing them down to their hands and knees so they could crawl inside. The floor was cold metal, and the chill worked its way into Hayden’s bones. Hayden’s eyes burned as the vampire closed the door to their cage and turned the key in the lock.
“Please, sir, what’s happening?” Hayden asked.
The vampire ignored their question and left the room. The door closed with a slam, sealing Hayden alone in the darkness. They curled up against the bars of the cage and cried.

      ***Hayden didn’t have any tears left. They had been alone in the cage for days. The only thing that broke the monotony was daily bread delivery. They were so tired of bread, which was something they’d never thought they would say. They shivered as they leaned against the bars of their cage and wrapped their arms around themself. The vampires hadn’t given them anything to keep out the chill.
Hayden’s thoughts drifted to the rest of the humans from their village. They had probably all been sold by now. Hayden prayed they would be treated well by whatever vampire they belonged to.
The door to the room creaked open, and Hayden snapped their head up, squinting in the sudden brightness. Two vampires walked into the room, and every muscle in their body tensed.
“The boss wants you cleaned up,” the taller of the two said.
Hayden cringed back as the door to their cage was opened. The vampire reached in to grab them by the arm and pull them out, and Hayden didn’t fight. They stood before the vampires on wobbly legs after being cooped up for such a long time.
“Strip,” the tall vampire said.
Hayden hesitated, hoping they’d misunderstood him.
“Now,” he snapped.
Hayden’s lip trembled as they pulled their shirt over their head and then pushed their trousers down. They blinked back tears as they removed the strips of cloth wrapped around their chest.
“You’re going to fetch a pretty price,” the tall vampire said. He picked up their clothes and walked away.
“You’ll be presented to potential buyers tonight,” the shorter vampire said. Hayden flinched when she moved outside their line of vision, but she was just grabbing a bucket
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