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CARISSA BROADBENT

"Look at this. A little lamb." The men approached. As one of
them reached out for her, she snarled at him, catching his fingertips
between small, blunt teeth.

The soldier hissed andyanked his hand away, while his compan-

ions laughed.
'A lamb? More like a viper."
"Or a garden snake," another scoffed.

The bitten soldier rubbed his hand, wiping away a few drop-
lets of crimson-black. He started for the child. "Doesnt matter,"

he grumbled. "They taste the same. And I dont know about you
bastards, but I m hungry after such a long night."

But then a shadow fell over them all.
The men stilled. They lowered heads in reverent bows. The cool

air shivered, the darkness twisting around their faces and wings
like a blade caressing a throat.

The Hiaj king did not utter a single word. He did not need to.

The moment he made his presence known, all of his warriors fell
into silence.

He was not the physically strongest vampire. He was not the

fi.ercest warrior nor the wisest sage. But they said he was blessed

by the goddess Nyaxia herself, and anyone who had ever met him
would swear it to be true. Power seeped from his every pore, and

death stained his every breath.

His soldiers said nothing as he stepped over the wreckage of the

little home.

"The Rishan have been eradicated from the area," one ofthem
chanced, after several long moments. "The rest of our men have

traveled north and-"
The king lifted his hand, and the warrior went quiet.
He kneeled down before the little girl, who glowered at him. So

young, he thought. Her life, a mere handful of years, was nothing
compared to his centuries of existence. And yet, she drew upon

such intense hatred as she glared at him, her eyes as bright and

silver as the moon.
"She was found here?" the king asked.
"Yes, sire.'f
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CARISSA BROADBENT

"What do.you 'uvant us to do with her?" one of the soldiers asked.

The king strode past them. "Nothing. I will take her""

A beat of silence. Though he could not see them, the king knew

they were exchanging confused glances.
"Where?" one asked, at last.
"Home," the king replied.

The child slept, one hand clenched tight around the silk fabric

of the king's shirt-fighting still, in this small r.ay, even in sleep.

Ifome. He would take her home.

Because the king of the Hiaj vampires.-conqueror of the House

of Night, blessed of the goddess Nyaxia, and one of the most po\\'er-

ful men to have walked this reaLn or the next-saw a fragment of

himself in this child. And there, right beneath the clenched fist of
her pal m, something \/arm and bittersrneet stirred in his chest at

the sight of her. Something more dangerous than hunger.

Hundleds of years later, historians and scholars wculd look

back upon this moment. This decision that, one da3r, would topple

an empire.

Wltat a ,ttrttrqqe choice, they would u,hisper. lVhy 
'r,ouD 

br lo tbil?

Why, indeed.

After all, vampires knor.v better than anvone hou,'important it is
to protect their hearts.

And love, understand, is sharper than any stake.

\
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CARISSA BROADBENT

against the dust over and over again, oblivious to death creeping

up on him.
It was so, so stupid for this boy to be out at night alone. But

then again, I knew better than anyone how growing up in constant

danger could wear upon a person. Maybe this family had kept their
children inside after dark every single day ofthe last tenyears. It
only took one lapse, one distracted mother who forgot to call him
back, one grumpy child who wasnt ready to come inside for dinner.

Just one night in a lifetirie.
It happened so often.

But it wouldnt happen tonight.
W'hen the vampire moved, so did I.
I dropped from the rooftop down to the cobblestones. I was

quiet, but vampire hearing was impeccable. The man turned,
greeting me with icy eyes and a curled lip that revealed a glint of
sharp ivory.

Did he recognize me? Sometimes they did. I didnt give this one

the chance.

It was practically routine, by now. A system I'd honed to perfec-

tion on hundreds of nights just like this one.

Wings fi.rst. T\,vo slashes, one through each-enough to keep him
from flying. With Hiaj vampires, that was easy. The membranous

skin was delicate as paper. Sometimes I would citch Rishan vam-

pires instead, and that was a bit more challenging-their feathered

wings were harder to puncture-but I had refined the technique.
This step was important, and that was why it came first. I needed

to keep them here on the ground with me. I made the mistake of
skipping it once, and almost didnt survive to learn the lesson.

I couldnt be stronger than them, so I had to be more precise. No
time for mistakes.

The vampire let out a sound between a gasp of pain and a snarl

of rage. My heartbeat had become a rapid thrum, blood close to
the surface of my skin. I wondered if he smelled it. I had spent rny

entire life trying to hide the flush of my blood, but right now, I was

glad for it. It made them stupid. This fool wasn? even armed, yet he

still threw himself at me without a care in the world.
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l0 CARISSA BROADBENT

clutched tight in his mother's arms. A man was with them, too, and

another child, a younger girl. They were thin, their clothes plain
and threadbare, stained from long days of work. AIl four of them
stood in the doorway, eyes locked on me.

I froze, Iike a Stag caught by a tracker in the forest.

Strange, that it was these starving humans, not the vampire,

that turned rne from the hunter to the hunted.

Maybe it was because when I was with vampires, I knew what
I was. But when I looked at these humans, the lines grew blurry
and ill-defined-like I was observing a twisted reflection of myself.

Or maybe I was the reflection.

They were Iike me. And yet, I could find nothing in common
between us. I imagined that if I opened my mouth to speak to them,

we wouldn't even understand the noises each other made. They
looked like animals to me.

The ugly truth was that perhaps a part of me was disgusted by
them, the same way I was disgusted by all my own human flaws.

And yet another part of me-maybe the part that remembered I
had once lived in a house just like this one-longed to venture
closer.

I wouldnt, of course.

No, I wasnt a vampire. That much was abundantly clear, every
second of every day. But I wasnt one of them, either.

A shock of cold struck my cheek. I touched it and my fingers
came back wet. Rain.

The drops disrupted our breathless silence. The woman stepped

forward, as if to say something, but I had already slipped back into
the shadows.

I couLoN'T RESIST the detour. Normally, I would have scaled

the castle directly to my room in the western towers. Instead, I
climbed east, jumping the garden walls and heading to the servants'
quarters. I slipped in through the window, which overlooked an

overgrown bush of indigo blue blossoms that flushed silver in the
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moonlight. As soon as my feet tou

toppling over as what felt like a pilt
boots over the smooth wood.

The laugh sounded like the ca.

inro a cacophony of coughs.
-Silk,"the old'-oman croaked. -
-This place is a fucking disasrer
-Bah." She rounded the corner

ro".-ed eves, draw-ing in a deep, rat
:i-n-c the smoke out through her nos

:hitlbn t,ed in waves of color. BIa

arop her head *'ith ad-irable r-olu,r

e.ach earlobe, and her srinkled e'r

gr-a--blue and a generous [ini',g of
Her apartment x'as just as col

:lothi*re and jervels and bright pai
;""d come in through her liring ru
:lc€d against the rain. The place

:,.a1.-. crrmbli.g slums in the huma
She looked me up and doo-n. r-u

:----r. &.om a drorvned rat like r-ou

I gflanced dos'n at mwself and bl

;-srern ti-sht, did I realize.rhar a r
'\-ou'd nea-er guess -\-ou \r-ere p

sse -oent on. "Dead set on .nrLi.
i.- uossihle. \\Lich reminds mel I I

\\lrh Lnobbl-, anhritic hands.

:i-e b+ide her, then tossed a fisfui
'Ca-rch.--

I "-au-eLt it i-n m5- Est, then un
resh as lon-g as I rr-as tall. and a

-i,c,oidered 
in gold.

'-U.ade me thi.'k of vou.- Ilana L

:-rrc a-nother puR'of her cigar.

1 &drh ask s-here she had eorr

=--t 
:-*,-ie her Easers anr les-- detr-
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"You should keep it. I don't wear this sort of stuff. You kno'"v

that."
Day to day', I r,vore only black, plain clothing that attracted lit-

tle attention and allowed me free range of movement. I didn't ever

l'ear anything bright (as it would draw unwanted eyes), flowing
(as it u'ould allol,", someone to grab me), or restrictive (as it would
impede m;r abilit1. to fight, or flee). I wore my leathers most of the

time, even in the oppressive heat of the su-mer. Theywere protec-

tive and unobtrusive.

Sure, maybe I admired pretty things just as much as any other.

But I was surrounded by predators. Vanity came second to sur-

vival.
Ilana scofl.ed. "I know that you love the fineries too, rat. Even

if vou're too afraid to wear 'em. Damned shame. Youth is 'wasted

on the t,oung. Beaut-r., too. It's a good color for you. Dance around
naked in your bedroom with it for all I care."

My brow quirked as I eyed her hoard of colors. "Is that whatyou
do with yours?"

She winked. 'All that and more. And don't pretend you dont,
too."

Ilana had never been to my room, and yet she knew me well
enough to know that I did, indeed, have a single drawer stuff'ed with
Iittle, colorful trinkets that I had collected over the years. Things

that u,ere too pointlessly ostentatious to r.vear in this lif'e, but that,
perhaps, I could dream of wearing in another.

No matter how much I tried to explain it to her, llana didn't
understand my caution. She'd made it clear many times over that
she was done-1Donrl" she proclaimed-with caution.

I honestly didn't know how the old bat had survived this long,

but I u.as grateful for it. The humans I had seen in the slums this
morning were nothing like me, and the \/ampires that surrounded
me even less so. Onlv Ilana lingered somer.vhere in between, just
Iike I did.

Albeit for verv dilTerent reasons.

I had been raised in this world, but Ilana had joined it of her
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o.rn l'olition ten years ago. As a voun
n^ated by her. I had met few other hum
flana q,,a5, even among humans, some.

llana touched her neck again. I rr
her fist wasnt red, or at least, it hr.l,
;Ioser and noticed the wounds on hr
Then the bandage on her wrist, N'hi<

torr many more.

Jfv face must have changed, becau

i\ big dinner tonight," she said. 'I
ha.-e handsome men suck on mv necl
E ould be thrilled."

I couldnt bring myself to even crac

\e, I had no idea how Ilana had su

=rr- hu-man blood vendors-of *'hich
r-mhia a,\'ear of starting work. I kner

sdt<ontrol vampires had when hurge
Some things Ilana and I would nev
"n ront be around for a while," I s

r-q wa.nted to let you know, so -vou do

llami face went still. Even in the <

s;ed6- -That bastard. Youre doing it
I didnt want to have this convers;

T_- EOImDg.
'\bu should think about lear-in-e tl

TEEr orr- -Going to the districts. I kr
Ee-

"Frrck rhat-"
'trr s the Kejari, Ilana. Itt not safe I

:rsd€ rhe protected district."
'"Fntzttul ?Lrrr#r.' Those lLuul The't

-,er of mi-sery-." Her nose wrhkled- 'l
'[r 

= 
salL'

i iiul. t miss the ion;r of sa.r-ing thi-.
rc-=r reru-rning from that place.
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