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      I breathe in the smell of sweat as spectators roar at me, their shouts loud and invasive from outside the fighting ring. All I need to focus on, though, is the man in front of me. He’s perhaps a few years older – early twenties. He has a mop of dark, messy hair upon his head, and from the way he smells, I can tell he is dameer – a human born with magic.

      Spit flies from his mouth as he attempts to dodge my attacks. Occasionally I let his fists collide with my bare skin to keep the fight interesting, to let him think he has a chance. I glance quickly at the manager of the joint. Storm, a burly man with pure white eyes, gives me a nod of permission.

      You can finish the fight now, he conveys silently, and I grin wickedly.

      My first fight, I was told off for ending it in less than thirty seconds, Storm scolding me for not performing to his liking. ‘Make them beg for a victory,’ he’d said.

      If I triumphed within seconds, it wouldn’t be as entertaining for his customers, and the more they are entertained, the more money they throw his way.

      My opponent swings for my gut. I’m quick to elude the attack. My own fist flies towards his jaw in answer, the crack loud in my ears. Bingo. In one smooth movement, my opponent’s body falls to the floor, his eyes rolling back into his head.

      ‘And the winner is the Phoenix!’ Storm cries out, sending the crowd of spectators into a roar of equal amounts of delight that I’ve won and horror that I’ve lost them money.

      One voice I hear above the others is the vampire who is a regular here and who just so happens to be my best friend. Dimitri Thunders’ cheers of happiness are loud compared to everyone else’s. I turn towards Dimitri, who grins widely, and I mirror him in high spirits.

      ‘Nicely done,’ he says with a nod as I approach the small wall that divides the fighters from the spectators. We clap hands as we usually do after every win, my fingerless gloves damp with sweat and blood.

      ‘Thank you,’ I whisper with a grin.

      I reach under my hood and wipe at my eyes. The mask makes it difficult, but I’m used to it. A rule here at the Badger’s Sett is no fighter is allowed to show their identity, and thus, fighters are made to wear hooded costumes and masks to cover the face – eyes not included.

      Workers drag my opponent away for the next fight to commence. Storm announces who the next fighters will be and urges everyone to get their bet and beer ready for the next round.

      I jump over the small wall and follow Dimitri to the bar. Some men slap me on the shoulder in congratulations, while others scowl at me.

      At the bar, a young man called Andre is serving. When he sees me in my fighting gear, he starts moving. Two glasses of Liquid Gold are ready on the counter when I reach him.

      ‘There you go, love.’

      I nod my head in silent thanks. I smile under my mask, knowing he won’t be able to see it, but I still see a twinkle in his eyes, a common reaction for humans to have in the presence of the Phoenix.

      The next match is about to begin, so Dimitri and I head upstairs. We walk past private rooms all designated for the fighters to unwind and safely unravel their hidden identities. Dimitri heads for the end chamber, my preferred space, called the Green Room.

      The walls and furniture are all shades of forest green, and it has a minibar within that Dimitri and I take full advantage of. It’s also a safe place for me to take off my hood and sweaty mask.

      ‘That was fun,’ I state happily, adrenaline still coursing through me as I untie my long dark red hair, the tension instantly soothed the moment my locks spring free of their plait.

      ‘You kept your guard up well, Scarlet. He didn’t have a chance,’ Dimitri says loyally as his glamour drops.

      While in my fighting form, known as the Phoenix, Dimitri holds the glamour of an older gentleman, a father figure watching his child win fights. The first time I saw his disguise, I thought it was hilarious, his belly slightly rotund and his beard long and highlighted with grey.

      But when I am simply Scarlet, he is the complete opposite of a simple human man. Dimitri without magic is a tall, dark-haired vampire with fangs longer than mine and a smile just as deadly.

      I take a long swig of Liquid Gold from my glass, letting the alcohol soothe me. As the name suggests, the drink is pure gold in colour and stains a person’s mouth metallic, but I don’t care – I’ve earned it.

      Gold liquor dribbles from the side of my mouth as I drain my glass, and my tongue pokes out to catch it before it trickles down my chin.

      ‘Good?’ Dimitri asks, taking a swig of his own.

      Liquid Gold is a special beverage that tastes like the individual’s preferred flavour. A drop of magic makes it delicious to anyone over eighteen and vile to anyone underage.

      ‘Like chocolate and mint,’ I tell him, rubbing my belly to show how tasty it is.

      ‘Like strawberries and cream,’ he counters, rubbing his own stomach.

      A warm sensation courses through me as I relish the alcohol before shouts from the balcony echo through the room. We both head to the terrace, a pane of one-way glass protecting us from eyes below, and see two men. One is new, from the looks of him, while also young and toned. The other is a crowd favourite. They call him the Pirate, as he has a wooden leg and massive arms that can easily crush a man’s skull. I’ve yet to fight him, but I’m not eager to.

      ‘Put your bets in,’ Storm shouts from the ring, hands up in the air to get the audience’s attention. ‘We have the Pirate and the Teacher.’

      I share a look with my friend. ‘The Teacher? What type of name is that?’ I scoff.

      There aren’t many names that sound good here in the Badger’s Sett. I chose the Phoenix because I thought it sounded distinctive and intimidating, but the Teacher? It doesn’t even sound menacing.

      ‘Maybe he wants to be a professor when he’s older,’ Dimitri ponders.

      I shrug, not bothering to watch the fight – I know the Teacher will probably be beaten within minutes. I head back to the Green Room to change into my normal clothes, my belongings waiting in a trunk.

      I’m stuffing my sweaty clothes into my sack when I hear Dimitri shouting. Rushing out to the balcony, I find a look of astonishment upon his pale face.

      ‘What happened?’ I ask.

      ‘The Teacher.’ He points to the fight below. The Pirate, on his backside, looks up into the eyes of the young masked man. ‘He trounced the Pirate. Flipped him like a pancake!’

      The Teacher’s body language shows he isn’t threatened. He seems to know he has won, and the crowd screams around him as he puts his boot upon the Pirate’s stomach in warning.

      As if knowing he is being watched, the man looks up at us. I don’t baulk but rather tilt my head questioningly. I can't help but be intrigued by the stranger.

      Who is this new fighter?

      The Teacher stares in our direction for a moment more, light blue eyes stony. Then he salutes as if sensing us still observing him.

      ‘Cocky bastard.’ Dimitri laughs, clapping his hands for the fighter as he returns to his opponent and helps him up onto his feet. ‘What a show. You missed a good one there, Scarlet.’

      ‘Yeah, shame I missed it,’ I answer half-heartedly, curious as to how someone of the Teacher’s size could defeat a half giant like the Pirate.
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      Dimitri and I stay most of the night at the Badger’s Sett, watching fights and downing Liquid Gold. Unfortunately, being part vampire, I can’t get drunk on alcohol, and neither can Dimitri, but we still enjoy swindling newcomers with drinking games.

      The evening is quiet when we leave, most households in bed, already sleeping as we stroll leisurely through the streets. The cavern above us is pitch black and menacing, the cave much colder now than it is during the day.

      The homes here are painted bright colours, their front porches decorated with potted plants and creative welcome mats. Here in the city of Rubien, the humans and dameer live happily together.

      ‘Sometimes I wish I were human,’ I murmur.

      Dimitri nods in understanding. His human life was taken from him too soon, and for hundreds of years, he’s been living the life of a blood drinker. He would never complain to me about it, but I know he hates his food choices.

      ‘It’s hard,’ he agrees, his hands finding his pockets. ‘But I can’t complain to you, of all people. I’m accepted for who I am here.’ He waves to the city around us.

      It’s true – the people of Rubien accept Dimitri, sympathising with his past. It isn’t uncommon for humans and dameer to be caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. Vampires can be dangerous and scary creatures – at least the foul ones – and when caught, it is near impossible to run away from them.

      ‘They are coming to accept me. It’s slow, but I’ve noticed a change over the years,’ I reply, knowing deep down the people of Rubien would have embraced me sooner if it weren’t for my Raven heritage.

      We approach the wall that divides the city of Rubien and the House of Raven. It’s an intimidatingly tall stack of jagged rocks that was created as a barrier to keep the humans out. Or as the humans claim, to keep us Ravens out.

      We walk along the barricade, sharp stone edges poking out, before we reach a tunnel. The temperature here increases a few degrees. As the only entrance to my home, it’s the only way I can travel to see Dimitri.

      He stops suddenly, his hand shooting out to grasp my shoulder. I’m suddenly on high alert, my hands out in case he faints, in case he stumbles. It wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened.

      ‘Dimitri?’ My senses sharpen at the seriousness of his expression as he comes back from wherever he just went.

      ‘I had a strange feeling.’ Dimitri’s gaze wanders to the tunnel, the same tunnel I’ve been travelling through for years now, as if it’s dangerous. His bright red eyes dart around the opening, surveying the space.

      Peering down the entrance myself, I find nothing out of the ordinary. ‘My hand isn’t bleeding,’ I say, checking my palm for any blood.

      My right hand, scarred with a jagged silver line, peers up at me. From birth I’ve had it, and from birth it has been able to sense when danger is coming. When I came across a stray dog once, my scar opened up, pouring out crimson – the dog nearly bit my hand clean off right after. But currently, the scar is silver in colour and sealed shut. I know I’m safe. For now.

      Dimitri grimaces, his brow creasing with thought. It’s not uncommon for him to have these strange feelings. When he was a dameer, a human born with magic, he could see the future. However, now, as a vampire, the only inkling of his ability comes in the form of various strong feelings and blurry visions.

      ‘I think it’s safe for you to get home,’ he declares.

      I wait a beat to see if he will explain himself, but he doesn’t. He simply waves me down the tunnel instead. The hole in the wall is the furthest he will go. The reason for him never stepping foot in Raven territory is one I’ve never had the courage to ask.

      I slowly make my way through, and when I get to the end, I take a cautious look around. Again nothing seems out of the norm.

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ I tell Dimitri, meeting his watchful gaze across the way, waving my scarred hand at him. ‘Nothing happening here.’

      He doesn’t look convinced, but he nods. ‘Okay. Go straight home. No shortcuts.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ I salute, making his lips twitch with amusement.
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      It’s quiet in the House of Raven, much like the city of Rubien, but that’s where the similarities stop. Here, the houses aren’t colourfully painted like those of the humans over the wall. Instead, they are cold and neutral in colour and blend in with the dull cave interior. None of the Ravens have bothered to decorate their homes – no plants or personal belongings to set each place apart from the others.

      I follow one of the lava rivers that flow through the depths of the cavern. It bubbles beside me, reminding me how painful it will be if I topple into it. I take a few steps away to be safe.

      The stream leads me to the end of my street, where homes are packed together in close proximity. In this part of the cave, the stalactites dangle intimidatingly above me, the cavern ceiling we all live under a dark, gaping hole where bats and other nocturnal creatures sleep.

      After passing a number of small stone homes, I come to my own household. I can see from the gap underneath the front door that a light is on.

      Who is still awake at this time of night?

      Stepping through the entrance, I’m welcomed by my older sister Roux at the dinner table, her face cautious until she registers it’s me. A single lantern illuminates her striking features, sharp and clever crimson eyes and a smile that can turn from kind to cunning in seconds.

      ‘Hi.’ She smiles, in the middle of cutting off the skin of an apple.

      ‘Hi there. Cravings?’ I ask, watching her eat the juicy red skin of her fruit. She nods, and my eyes fall to her swelling belly. ‘How are they faring?’

      Roux’s hand automatically goes to her pregnant stomach, rubbing it affectionately before answering. ‘I had another check-up today.’

      I sit at the table alongside her. I don’t particularly like to talk about her check-ups – the House of Raven is well known for its clinical way of reproducing.

      Roux is classed as a breeder; her duty is to procreate. She’s to keep breeding as many Ravens as possible so that our House will thrive for generations to come. Being female, she is allowed to stay home, but my older brother Ash isn’t so lucky. He is forced to lodge with other males in a shared residence near the breeding clinic, forbidden to have visitors.

      ‘And? How did it go?’ I probe, noting Roux’s downcast gaze, the apple in her hand temporarily forgotten. Suddenly her eyes become teary, and I’m reaching for her, not sure why she is upset. ‘Roux, what happened? Is something wrong with the babies?’

      Roux stares up at the ceiling, trying her best not to blink. I know this is a way of preventing herself from crying, as I do the same when I’m trying to hold myself together.

      ‘The healers don’t think they’ll make it through the birth,’ Roux admits in a whisper.

      My shoulders sag at the news. ‘What? Why? Why do they say that?’

      ‘Purely because they’re twins.’

      I shake my head in frustration. ‘Yes, but Ember and Blaze are proof twins can be birthed without complications,’ I argue, mentioning our other siblings. ‘What makes your babies any different?’

      ‘Me,’ Roux states coldly, her voice turning hard like she truly believes she’s the problem. ‘I can’t birth them without some sort of help. They don’t think I’ll make it through the birth, let alone stay alive long enough for the babies to survive.’

      Fear instantly wells up inside my chest. Heartbreaking images of Roux and the babies fog my mind. Desperation claws at me. I can’t lose my sister. I can’t lose my future family. Not like this.

      ‘What type of help are we talking about? What can aid you, Roux?’ I demand, my voice loud enough that she hushes me and looks with worry at the staircase that leads upstairs to where our mother sleeps.

      ‘It’s taken Ruby hours to get to sleep,’ Roux explains, pressing a finger to her lips.

      When I nod in confirmation that I won’t start shouting again she continues.

      ‘They mentioned a certain medicine I can take leading up to the birth, but it’s very hard to come by, and as you can imagine, it’s in high demand due to its magical ingredients.’

      My mouth twists in frustration. I remember Ruby mentioning taking special medicine when she was in labour with my brother and sister. What did she take, and how did she acquire it?

      ‘Well, that’s utter horse shit,’ I mutter before silence envelops us both. I meet her gaze, and we both watch each other as tears fall from our eyes. A tear each for a future we can’t prevent.

      ‘Other than that, the babies are happy and healthy.’ Roux wipes at her face, already looking guilty for revealing the reason for her sombre mood. She takes my hand and squeezes it, as if I’m the one who needs the comfort right now.

      ‘Roux,’ I say, but I have no idea what to say. Roux is in danger. Her children are at risk. Surely there is something I can do – a solution I can unearth before the birth. ‘I’ll find the medicine for you. We have time.’

      ‘That’s sweet of you, Scar, but if the healers can’t obtain it for me, I doubt you’ll be able to.’

      I think of the money I’ve won from my fights, the velvet bags I’ve accumulated over the years, which I keep stored at Dimitri’s place. ‘It doesn’t matter how much it costs. I will get the medicine for you. I don’t care what I have to do. You and the babies will pull through.’

      ‘You don’t—’ Roux begins, but I cut her off, my feelings tumultuous at this point.

      ‘No, Roux. I don’t care how I acquire it. I’m going to save you all. Raven’s promise.’

      Always the intelligent sister out of us, she doesn’t bother arguing. She knows once I set my mind on something, I’ll work hard to prove I can do it, and with this, I promise myself I won’t give up until I find a way for Roux to watch her children grow up.
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      ‘You’re looking for Araside, love. Very powerful stuff,’ the woman tells me. ‘A simple but life saving tonic to help your kind successfully birth more than one child at a time.’

      I’m up early the next day, walking the markets of Rubien and asking anyone and everyone I can about this mysterious medicine that can help pregnant women deliver babies. It seems very few people know what I’m talking about but only because the tonic is not used for humans – only those with vampire ancestry.

      The woman beholds my confusion, seeming to enjoy my lack of knowledge on the matter. ‘Vampires are unable to breed unless a male finds a human woman. Ravens though, you can breed one child fine enough. But to give birth to twins or triplets …’ She laughs to herself as if the thought of it is preposterous. ‘Your vampire blood is your disadvantage. You need the aid of Araside or else the mother and children will die.’

      Die.

      The word rings inside my head.

      Die. Die. Die.

      I can’t think of Roux … dying.

      ‘Araside is also very expensive and extremely rare,’ the woman goes on, oblivious to my growing panic. ‘I wish you luck on finding it.’

      ‘So I won’t be able to obtain Araside without leaving this cave?’ I ask, doing my best to conceal my emotions.

      The woman shakes her head with a sympathetic grimace. ‘No, love. The last I heard of it, it was found near the forests of the kingdom of Envy, which without a portal would be at least a few months travel on horse,’ she answers, looking at the metal bracelet around my wrist, the one all Ravens wear – a bracelet that prevents us from leaving this cave.

      I grimace, wanting nothing more than to scream and shout with frustration. ‘Thank you for your time.’

      After hours of zero luck, I decide to head back to the House of Raven, defeated and angry. Somehow I have to find a way to retrieve a substance that comes from a kingdom I can’t get to. What has my life become?

      ‘Hello, Gem,’ I say as I walk into work, entering the large double doors of a stone-walled barn full of horses. In a cave, wood is a hard material to come by, so everything is mainly made of rock or metal. The whole place lacks a homely feel, and I despise it.

      I pet Gem on her soft nose and give her neck a scratch. ‘What am I going to do?’ I whisper to her, my mind reeling with questions. Gem softly grazes my clothes, looking for a treat I don’t have. ‘Okay, okay. I’ll get you something to eat.’ I chuckle half-heartedly while turning for the tack room.

      I stop in my tracks, sensing something not quite right. The horses don’t seem to feel threatened, their heads poking out of their stalls like usual when I arrive. I sniff the air – no smell other than the animals, but that means nothing. All of us that possess vampire blood are born without a scent.

      Silently I peer over Gem’s stall, taking a look inside to see if there is someone there. There isn’t. I move to the next stall, where a mare called Torment lives, but again no one is there. I repeat this for all the horses until only the tack room is left.

      I reach for a broom that leans against a nearby wall before I twist the handle on the door. The moment I open it, I can’t help but smile.

      Sitting on a bucket, wearing his fighting leathers, is my older brother Blaze. He is cleaning his boots with some oil when he looks up at me, his curly red hair bouncing when he moves.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I say in greeting, watching him finish off his boots. They look pretty good after a polish.

      ‘I thought I’d stop by and say hello, but you weren’t here. So I thought I’d spend my time doing something useful while I waited.’ He shrugs, crimson eyes gleaming with amusement.

      He starts to put the polish and brush away, stashing them in the wrong places. I roll my eyes and move them to their correct spots, earning a fanged grin from my brother, his teeth inhumanly white. He takes the broom off me and twirls it around, expertly spinning it around his body with ease.

      ‘You’ve been out a lot lately. Is everything okay?’ he asks, walking through a routine of strikes and defence movements.

      I shrug because I don’t know how to answer. Lately I’ve been fighting a lot at the Badger’s Sett, which Blaze and the rest of my family don’t know about.

      I watch with mild interest as he continues his fight with an imaginary opponent, his body supple as it attacks and counter-attacks his invisible foe.

      ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Just doing … stuff.’ I shrug again when he looks my way.

      ‘Doing stuff?’ he echoes, pausing for a brief moment.

      ‘Yes. I’ve been working hard to get some extra money.’

      He seems to defeat his unseeable opponent and decides to call it a day, placing the broom against the wall. ‘Why do you want extra money? Is there something you’re saving up for?’

      My freedom, I think sourly. If I had enough money, I could pay a trustworthy blacksmith to take this awful bracelet off my wrist, and I could run to another city – preferably with my family in tow.

      Instead, I say, ‘New boots.’

      Blaze surveys my tatty old brown boots and scowls. ‘Your masters don’t give you new ones every year?’

      I give him an irritated look. Like Roux, my brother has a duty, but it’s to fight. As a fighter, he trains for the occasion when we may go to war, or for when the royal family needs him for a more specific mission.

      ‘If they do, they’ve forgotten to swing by for the last three years,’ I counter.

      I’m not classed as a fighter; I’m classed as a worker. Someone who’s given one job to do for the rest of their life. In my case, I tend to the horses and get paid very little money for it.

      A sudden sensation in my right hand makes me look down in surprise. Blaze surveys my scarred palm with a scowl, the usual silver jagged mark now seeps crimson blood as if it’s a fresh wound. Right now my blood is a red flag warning me something is coming.

      I hurry to the entrance of the stables, where I find Master Jepp pouring buckets of water from each of the stalls onto the floor. I refrain from shouting rude remarks at him.

      ‘What is the meaning of this?’ the older male asks, his black uniform with red detailing sleek and intimidating as he prowls closer. ‘You give these wretched animals dirty water?’

      He runs a hand through his bright red hair, the same colour as Blaze’s, the same shade as every Raven’s – except mine.

      ‘I fill their buckets up with fresh water every morning,’ I answer matter-of-factly, willing my face into neutrality. I keep my hands behind my back to hide the bleeding and to stop myself from wrapping them around his stupid neck.

      ‘What are we paying you for around here?’ Master Jepp snaps.

      You barely pay me at all, I want to answer, but I don’t, knowing if I play along with his little game, I’ll be sent to the leader of our House for punishment, and that’s the last thing I want.

      Master Jepp slowly approaches me, looking me up and down with distaste. ‘You never did have a backbone, half-blood,’ he mutters, circling me like an animal would its prey.

      I stand very still, willing myself to breathe as slowly as possible, to focus on that instead of his words.

      ‘If I were Ruby, I would have given you away to the humans and never looked back.’

      An aching pain in my mouth informs me of my rising anger. My fangs grow slowly as frustration begins to swell inside my chest. As a child, I would have slapped him by now, but I slowly learned that people like him thrive on power, and if I played the victim, he would indulge in my squirming.

      Master Jepp’s smile falls further the longer I stay quiet, ignoring his jibes. ‘Do your job properly half-blood,’ he spits, sensing my need to bite back slowly fade away. ‘Or else she’ll hear about this.’

      Finally breaking eye contact, the master notices Blaze behind me. His features quickly morph into a rare smile as he forgets me instantly. ‘Good to see you, Blaze. How is your twin?’

      ‘Ember is very well,’ Blaze says politely.

      ‘How is Ember’s combat training coming along? Still top of the class?’

      Blaze’s mouth twitches at the dig, but he stays composed. ‘Excelling as usual, Master.’

      ‘Marvellous. I look forward to her joining my classes. I’ve heard she is a remarkable student.’ Master Jepp nods pleasantly before turning on his heel and leaving us without another word.

      I turn to Blaze with a scowl, hatred still simmering in my bones. ‘Holy Hanrah! How does anyone cope with him? He is the bane of my existence.’

      Blaze shakes his head. ‘He’s not that bad, really. He’s actually a really good teacher to have. It’s only you he’s a bastard to.’

      ‘Good to know,’ I utter, looking at the buckets of water that need refilling. ‘I swear he only visits me to make my life harder.’

      Blaze leans against a stall, the horse closest to him curious enough to sniff him. Blaze eyes the stallion up before meeting my gaze. ‘Ruby would never give you away,’ he blurts, making me blink with surprise. ‘She’s never regretted having you, Scar.’

      Discomfort weaves its way through me. It’s strange to have Blaze feel sympathy for me, or for him to feel sorry enough for me to think I need reassurance that our mother loves me.

      ‘I know that.’ I shrug.

      Ruby, our mother, was once as loved and adored in the House of Raven as our sister Ember is now. She grew up as one of the youngest breeders and had four children. Then, having surpassed her duty at an early age, she was invited to become a fighter and join the Raven army, but that all changed when she had me.

      She would never admit it, but I know Ruby misses her old life, training like Blaze and Ember do every day. Now she serves as a barkeeper at the local tavern and works long hours to keep us fed and watered. Not once, though, have I heard her complain about her job, and she has never made me feel any less than my siblings for being a worker too – even though it’s seen as lower class in our House.

      ‘Master Jepp only says things like that to aggravate me. He’ll find any excuse to send me off for punishment,’ I clarify, finding a rag and wiping the blood from my hand. Now that Master Jepp has left, the once-crimson scar appears as a silver stripe upon my palm again.

      Blaze nods, crossing his arms. Silence envelops us for a moment before I approach him.

      ‘So what’s the real reason for your visit? Gossip on any new trainees? Or have you been missing me?’

      My brother’s face widens into an amused smile, bright red eyes looking down at me. ‘The last one, I think, is stretching it a bit.’

      ‘You would be surprised how many visits I get in a day from people needing to see this beautiful face,’ I counter with a wide smile.

      He grins, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. I know then that his visit has something to do with what I’ve been thinking about since last night.

      ‘I’m worried about Roux,’ he admits, lowering his voice. ‘She’s pretending everything is fine, but I heard her cry today when she thought she was home alone. It can’t be good for the children.’

      I grimace, feeling the pressure rise inside me. Time – I just need time to think of a solution.

      ‘I’ve been asking around the city,’ I say, gaining Blaze’s attention. Unlike me, he never visits the city of Rubien, having been brought up to think humans are not worth his time.

      ‘And?’ he prompts, leaning forward slightly, anticipating my next words.

      ‘I’m told the medicine Roux needs is called Araside, but it’s found in the kingdom of Envy.’

      ‘Envy!’ Blaze blurts with horror. ‘How are we supposed to get there?’

      I shrug. ‘We need a portal. We need a witch or a wizard to take us there.’

      Blaze lifts up his arm, putting the metal bracelet on his wrist up to my face. ‘And how are we supposed to deal with these?’

      My eyes roam over the band. It’s said that once a Raven leaves the cave, the bracelet will begin to burn them, a precaution for Ravens who feel the need to leave their House and desert their loyalties. Personally, I think it says more about the leadership than us.

      ‘It will hurt immensely,’ I state without hesitation, and Blaze reluctantly nods.

      Our conversation is interrupted by a sound I’ve not heard in years. A bell.

      It chimes, echoing through the stables. The horses go crazy in answer. I mirror Blaze’s frown when I meet his gaze.

      ‘The Elder Raven? What does she want?’ Blaze wonders.

      ‘This better be good,’ I huff, hurrying to lock up the barn before making my way to the Raven’s Nest.
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      The thunderous ringing noise reverberates along the cave walls, making me cover my ears in discomfort.

      What is happening?

      Opposite the stables, huge crowds begin to flow out of the gigantic training arena. Hordes of Ravens march over the grey stone bridges that pass over rivers of hot lava and into the busy streets.

      Passing fountains of gurgling molten lava and ducking down dark alleys between dwellings, Blaze and I walk alongside the crowd that parades towards the Raven’s Nest, Blaze greeting a few of his friends.

      With similar uniforms of black leather, identical bright red hair and matching crimson eyes, the fighter Ravens are the image of formidable. Soldiers born and bred with vampire and magical dameer blood to create an army – the House of Raven.

      The lanterns that float in mid-air burn brighter than usual, illuminating the stalactites that hang precariously above. A thick darkness coats the cave ceiling.

      As a child, I used to wonder what the world outside the cave would look like. I wondered how the ocean would feel if I ever stepped in it, how the trees would sound when the wind caught their leaves. All things I would likely never experience.

      ‘In formation!’ a female shouts, her fangs long and intimidating as she shoves the crowd into orderly lines. Her uniform, detailed with red piping, indicates her position of master, much like Master Jepp’s. The Ravens obey her, taking her orders as law, because they know the consequences if they step out of line.

      Blaze and I travel down cold streets made of rough rock and past buildings built of sharp grey stone. We pass an array of shops, the local tavern, the small, haughty library and the breeding centre, where even pregnant Ravens stagger out into the streets for what is to come.

      Nearing the main square, we travel through the quieter back streets in hopes of finding a familiar ladder. It clings precariously to the side of a jagged stone building well known as the tailor shop, a place where Ravens get their uniforms made, altered and fixed.

      I race up to the rooftop, Blaze following closely behind, and reach the top of the building. I lie on my stomach and crawl to the edge of the roof – my secret spot that has the best view of the entirety of the Raven’s Nest.

      My eyes roam over the sea of red below, the absence of any humans normal for our part of the cave. Unlike me on my visits to the city, humans would never dare step inside the Ravens’ domain, fearing their lives would be at stake.

      Standing intimidatingly to one side of the crowded square is a tall stone structure that holds the chiming bell. Finally it stops, and the crowd goes silent. The only sound remaining is the lava rivers that flow endlessly around the circumference of the piazza.

      I feel my heart pound with anticipation. Never in my life have I seen so many Ravens in one place at the same time. Whatever is happening must be really important.

      A small figure appears on the front steps of the bell tower, and I exhale a shaky breath.

      ‘The Elder Raven,’ Blaze whispers, anticipation lining his words.

      Her face is hostile, the image of a cruel and dangerous creature. Her short red hair is tied away from her face, showing harsh cheekbones and a mouth with fangs so long they make mine look insignificant in comparison.

      ‘Ravens,’ she says in acknowledgement of the crowd, her voice loud as magic helps project her words. Her presence is fierce and frightening even at a distance. ‘You may wonder why I have gathered you all here today. As the ruler of our monumental House, I have the pleasure of announcing some exciting news. We are soon commencing the Hex Trials.’

      A gasp of excitement runs through the audience. I frown, not understanding what the Hex Trials are.

      Blaze shuffles closer and whispers, ‘It’s a competition where Ravens fight each other to the death for a grand prize – to be in the Hex.’

      ‘For generations,’ the Elder Raven continues, ‘our House has been known for being mighty in more than strength. We are known for our skill, our unfailing judgement and ability to outmatch any opponent that comes our way. Today, we will begin our search for our next champion and Raven of the Hex.’

      I know only a little about the Hex. It consists of one champion from each of the six kingdoms, and their job is to protect and serve all people regardless of race, culture or influence. They serve all kingdoms, serve all beings and have immense authority everywhere they go. No one in the whole land is ignorant of who they are – my family especially. For as long as I can remember, my aunt Brande has been the Raven of the Hex. She’s been able to travel the six kingdoms, visit famous landmarks and monuments, all while helping people from all over the lands as her job. I just didn’t realise that to gain that position, she had to compete in a deadly competition.

      ‘The Raven of the Hex cannot be just anyone,’ the Elder Raven continues. ‘As tradition states, all female Ravens from the ages of thirteen to thirty can participate in the Hex Trials. They will be tested on their strength, honour and skill, to distinguish the weak from the elite. The winner will be awarded the privilege of representing our House.’

      ‘Ember is going to be pleased.’ Blaze scowls.

      ‘Don’t tell me you’re disappointed.’ I gape at him. I can’t begin to think why he would want the opportunity to compete in such a dangerous game.

      ‘I could prove myself.’

      My brother is described best as the shadow of Ember, her reputation surpassing all her peers, and being her twin, I can see why Blaze would feel like she’s always one step ahead of him.

      ‘You could die,’ I counter, making him glare at me.

      ‘That’s what I was born to do, Scar. I’m a fighter. One day we may go to war, and I’ll be on the front line, as I’ve trained to be my whole life. How is this any different?’

      I shrug, trying not to display my unease at his remark, but he does make a good point. I glance back at the Elder Raven, who walks along the front of the bell tower with long strides.

      ‘In previous years, competitors have dwindled in number. This will not do.’ Our leader shakes her head unhappily. ‘So in these Hex Trials, I am willing to be generous. Every family here needs something. Something important. If you compete, you will be rewarded handsomely, and if you win …’ The word hangs in the air for a short moment, the audience seeming to hold its breath for what’s to come. ‘You will receive the possessions your family is most in need of.’

      Slight chatter echoes through the cavern. The Elder Raven allows it for a moment before raising her hand. Everyone becomes silent once more.

      ‘A letter has been sent to every household in hopes our females will sign up for this momentous opportunity. Remember, this is history in the making. The Hex Trials are an enjoyable event where we come together and support our peers. I’ll see you in the arena.’

      The Elder Raven walks back into the bell tower, and echoes of excitement and questioning resonate through the cave the moment she is gone, hundreds of voices speaking over each other.

      Observing the mass below me slowly disperse, I can’t help but try to find my family in the crowd and wonder what they think of all this.

      ‘So, are you going to compete?’ Blaze asks me, making me blink in surprise.

      ‘Me? Definitely not. I’m a worker, not a fighter.’

      He shrugs, his red eyes on the crowd below us. ‘Worker or not, it could be fun.’

      ‘I wouldn’t compete in the Hex Trials unless I had the chance of becoming the next Elder Raven. Only then might I consider it.’

      ‘Why would you want to be the next Elder?’ Blaze frowns.

      ‘Because then I could ban foolish competitions like this.’
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      Blaze and I pass homes made of uneven rock and scorching hot rivers of flowing lava before setting foot on our own street. As we approach our family home, I can identify a faint burning smell and loud yelling coming from within. My mother’s voice is loud and thunderous.

      Opening the door, I find Ruby pointing a pale finger across the dining table, a small flame flickering across her skin as magic fills the air. Sitting on a rickety chair is my older sister Ember, who is the spitting image of Blaze. She stares back at Ruby, her crimson eyes gleaming with defiance.

      ‘Ember Seraphine, when are you going to stop being a pain in my arse?’ Ruby hisses.

      Hearing the door open, Ruby turns around to acknowledge us, her beautiful pale face set in a deep scowl, her fangs on display. She’s a small woman, but her presence is the opposite – strong and captivating, especially when wearing her current expression.

      ‘Are we interrupting?’ I ask, taking a seat at the dining table. I notice two new handprints burnt into the light wood, as well as a small piece of timber discarded in the middle of the table. Looking down towards the floor by Ember’s feet, I realise the timber is the other half of a table leg that’s been ripped off. So that’s what the argument is about.

      I turn to Ember with a sly smile. ‘You need to control that hot temper of yours better. This is the second table you’ve burnt this month.’

      Ember stands up abruptly. Fire lights up along her arms, making me feel uncomfortably sweaty. I hate it when she uses her fire magic – the thought of it touching me makes me want to recoil.

      The flames crackle loudly as I watch her face turn irritated. ‘I’ll show you hot,’ she threatens.

      ‘You don’t have to. I can look at my reflection for that,’ I joke, making her scowl.

      ‘Did you end up seeing the Elder Raven’s announcement?’ Blaze asks. I turn to him questioningly, and he gives me a warning look.

      Don’t rile her up, he seems to say.

      Ember’s eyes still burn with annoyance. I simply shrug and ignore her.

      ‘Yes, I did,’ Ruby states, taking a seat at the table. ‘I’ve received the official letter already.’ She holds up a crimson envelope, then places it on the table in front of her before getting up again.

      I stare at the envelope like it’s about to burst into flame.

      Moments later Roux waddles in and takes a seat beside me. She smiles timidly, and I mirror her in greeting.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ I ask.

      She nods, seeming to be in a better mood than she was last night. ‘Fine now I’ve had a nap.’

      ‘We all feel better after a good nap,’ Blaze agrees before pushing the envelope closer to Ruby. ‘I’d also feel better hearing what the Elder Raven has written.’

      Ruby’s fingers unfold the piece of paper inside the envelope, and her crimson eyes dart across the crisp white paper in silence. I notice her body stiffening slightly before she lays it out for the twins to read first.

      They mirror one another, body language the same as they scan the words. It fascinates me how they move, as if flowing and ebbing with one another without realising it.

      ‘Well, I’m going to sign up,’ Ember announces, looking at Ruby. ‘If you and Brande competed, I want to continue the legacy.’

      ‘I’ll support you no matter what you decide.’ Ruby nods as if unsurprised by this.

      I’m also not surprised by this decision.

      Ember leans back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest. ‘Plus I could do with an upgraded uniform and a new sword. Mine are old and need updating.’ She looks down at her almost pristine uniform of black. It hugs her body like a second skin, the material fireproof to accommodate her fire abilities.

      I scowl, looking at my own attire – my trousers, which are smeared in horse shit; my shirt, which is ripped at the bottom from when Gem nibbled it; and my boots, which have a hole in the bottom where my big toe is.

      Blaze notices my self-inspection and smirks. ‘I think Scarlet could do with new clothes over you.’

      Ember surveys me and wrinkles her nose. ‘Yeah, and perhaps something to cover the smell. You stink like an animal.’

      ‘Are you done?’ Roux asks, snatching the letter out of Ember’s hand. ‘We aren’t here to listen about your superiority. Scarlet smells fine.’

      Ember’s eyes narrow, but she doesn’t snap back like she would with me. Ember is indebted to Roux for being a breeder for the family. Without Roux, Ember would have to step down from her life as a fighter and reproduce, and that’s something we all know she’d never like to do.

      Roux places the letter between us, and I read the cursive writing eagerly.

      
        
        To the Seraphine family,

        Tomorrow we commence the Hex Trials, an important day for the House of Raven. We implore you to compete in the trials not only to gain honour for you and your family but to take part and test your skills against your peers.

        By signing your name below, you consent to partaking in four trials, one every month, all of a dangerous nature.

        As promised, you will be rewarded with not only a higher allowance for competing but a choice of two items in the list below if you win:

      

      

      My eyes scan the list slowly as I absorb what items Ravens are desperate enough to sign up for. I stop on item number twelve. My heart stutters, and my hands become sweaty.

      
        
        12. Araside (birthing medicine)

      

      

      Shit.

      I feel my heart sink inside my chest. Araside. The medicine that can help my sister. It seems the Elder Raven has been watching us closely and knows our family, or more specifically Roux, needs medicine.

      I feel someone watching me, and no longer can I ignore them. I look up to see Roux, and she is shaking her head vigorously at me. She has spotted item number twelve and has realised what it is.

      ‘What?’ I ask, showing feigned ignorance.

      ‘No,’ she blurts. The temperature rises between us, her fire magic radiating from her body.

      ‘But—’

      She doesn’t let me finish. She stands up and slams a fist on the table, making me jump, another burnt fist print left on the wood. Her eyes are scrutinising, and her voice is low in warning. ‘No, Scarlet. Don’t you dare.’

      Ember knocks on the table to get our attention. She regards the spot Roux has burnt and glances at Ruby, seeming to wonder why our mother won’t tell our sister off for vandalising the furniture. ‘What’s the problem, Roux? What’s got your big belly in a twist?’

      Roux doesn’t answer. She only has her sights on me. I break eye contact, and I find Ruby watching us too. She must know from past experience that Roux needs the Araside, but she doesn’t interrupt, doesn’t intercept. She is letting us work it out between ourselves.

      Ruby nods encouragingly. Go on, she seems to say.

      I take a deep breath.

      ‘Roux,’ I say carefully. I point to the list, my finger circling item number twelve. ‘This is the medicine you need, and I can try to get it for you. This is a sign.’

      ‘I don’t care. You are not competing in these trials. You could die!’ she shouts, the words sharp as they dig into my heart.

      ‘If I don’t compete, you will die!’ I snap, regretting the words the moment they are out of my mouth.

      She freezes, every inch of her on high alert, hands covering her stomach protectively. ‘Please, Scar,’ she whimpers, curling in on herself. Her head tips downwards as if to rest on her chest. ‘I won’t forgive myself if something happens to you.’

      ‘Roux, Araside is the only treatment that can help you birth your children. Don’t you want to take this chance? This is not a coincidence. They know we need this.’

      Slowly, I take her arm gently. It’s hot to the touch, but I don’t let go, silently willing her to sit back down. She refuses me at first, but after a few light tugs, she obeys and takes her seat again. Ruby is behind her immediately, rubbing her shoulders to ease the tension.

      ‘If you want Araside,’ Ember says from across the table. ‘I’ll get it for you. It’s not a big deal.’

      I glare at my sister. ‘Not a big deal?’ I repeat, fangs slowly growing.

      She shrugs and waves her hands towards Roux. ‘If she’s so desperate for some medicine, I can arrange that. The winner will receive two prizes. I don’t mind sharing one.’

      I jump to my feet, infuriated by how unconcerned she is about it all, but Ruby’s hand is around my wrist in seconds, her nails digging into my skin. I can hardly feel them.

      ‘You are so self-absorbed—’ I begin, but Ruby interrupts me before I can say much more.

      ‘Ember, that’s very nice of you. With both you and Scarlet competing, we have double the chance of saving Roux and her children.’

      ‘You can’t be serious!’ Roux cries, staring up at our mother. ‘You can’t let Scar compete. You, of all people, should know what the consequences of that are.’

      Ruby glances at me briefly but doesn’t snap back. Before my aunt Brande became Raven of the Hex, both she and Ruby must have competed in the trials. Ruby has never mentioned what horrors she endured, but I sense from the expression on her face that whatever it was mustn’t have been good.

      Ruby leans towards me, her lips twisting in thought. ‘Scarlet.’

      I dip my chin to let her know she has my full attention.

      ‘Will you sign up for the Hex Trials regardless of whether you have our blessing to compete or not?’

      I swallow, and it feels difficult to do so when I can feel everyone in the room watching me, but I’ve decided. I know I have to do this, as Ember could retract her offer. If I step down and give in to Roux’s wishes, to have Ember later change her mind … I will never forgive myself. When it comes to Roux I won’t risk Ember fucking it up for her. My eyes flicker to my pregnant sister, ‘Yes, I will.’

      Ruby nods once and gives Roux a knowing look. ‘I have five children. I know when it’s a losing battle.’ She caresses a strand of my sister’s hair before she removes herself from the room, slowly walking up the stairs. ‘I need a moment alone. Sign your names, and I’ll post it later,’ she says towards Ember and me before silence envelops us all. A scribbling ink pen is the only sound as my older sister writes her life away.

      Ember sighs loudly and slaps Blaze’s knee once she’s done. ‘Well, that’s our cue to leave. We have training. See you both around.’ She waves lazily before exiting, leaving the front door open for her twin.

      Blaze gives Roux’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. ‘Don’t be too hard on her,’ he whispers, before peering sidelong to give me a thin lipped smile. The door closes with a soft click with my brother's exit and the sudden quiet seems to cage me in.

      Roux sits quietly as I take my turn to sign my name upon the white paper. I watch the wheels rotate inside my sister’s head as she digests what
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