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            Chapter One

          

          CHANGING OF THE GUARD

        

      

    

    
      When I was born, my father tried to kill me. No one would have been bothered if he had – it was the way of things for babies like me. But my mother fought him, or so I’ve been told. Still weak from my birth, blood on her legs, on her gown, spattered in her shining dark hair. And she won, as I screamed in the cot by the bed. She won. And so it has always been, her fighting for me. I love her like fire, like water, like something born of this earth that is bigger and stronger and deeper than words. When I was younger, she was my whole world.

      Now she is my only regret.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Come, Emelia, we are waiting for you.’

      My father stands at the double doors to the sitting room, his arms folded. Tall and lean, the high collar of his black jacket stark against his angular pale face, the glitter of gold on the cuffs echoed in his eyes.

      I pick up the pace, wishing I was faster, hating that I’m not. I keep my emotions locked inside, though, my pace gliding, my movements controlled, so I’m just like the rest of them. Hide my anxiety away, bank my anger to a low roar. Bertrand, one of my personal guards, takes up a position to one side of the doors. His massive arms are folded, the silver details on his uniform glinting in the faint light from the candle-lamps. My father ushers me inside.

      ‘How are you, my gorgeous girl? All ready for Halloween?’ My mother comes to hug me, linking her arm with mine, her long hair rippling like black satin around her perfect oval face. She’s the one who’s Raven, not my father, though he’s taken her name.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I say, as she leads me to the sofa. Even though I’m not. Silk cushions slide against our gowns, soft like her cool touch. The room is warm, a fire burning in the fireplace, candle-lamps lit. The light and the heat are for me. They don’t need it.

      ‘So, Emelia’, my father says. ‘Your mother and I have been discussing the duties that come with your inheritance. We feel it is time for you to take on more.’

      Oh darkness. Anxiety swirls in my stomach. My inheritance. A huge weight of responsibility looming ever closer, like a distant storm just over the horizon I hope won’t ever arrive. When I turn eighteen next year, I’ll be officially declared ruler of Raven, like every other Raven heir throughout the centuries. However, unlike those other Ravens, I don’t feel remotely ready to take on the role. Nor do I want it.

      My father frowns, pinching the bridge of his nose with his long fingers. ‘You’re old enough now to be going out alone. You should be. There are certain expectations, despite your, er⁠—’

      ‘Alone?’ I’m never allowed to go anywhere alone.

      ‘With a guard, of course.’ My mother glances at my father. ‘But what your father is trying to say, is that we don’t like to see you shut in, the way you are.’

      ‘We realise that we’ve kept you… cloistered. And we have had our reasons for doing so.’ My father paces, his hands together with the fingertips touching. ‘So, we’ve arranged an outing. An opportunity to represent your house.’ His golden gaze comes to me. ‘Your cousin, Stella, is visiting Dark Haven to host a full moon party for Halloween. Usually your mother and I would make an appearance, but we felt you’d be better suited to the task.’

      ‘I don’t want to go.’

      My mother’s hand tightens briefly on my arm. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of,’ she says.

      I open my mouth to protest, to tell her she’s mistaken. I’m not frightened. I just don’t want to go. Don’t want to shame them any more than I already do. But before I can say anything there are footsteps.

      Another guard enters the room, tall and muscular in the silver and black livery of Raven Guard. But oh, it doesn’t really matter what he’s wearing.

      He’s beautiful.

      Ridiculously so. His smooth skin is pale, but there’s a gold flush to it, as though he’s swallowed sunlight. His cheekbones are high, his eyes a shimmer of silver grey, startling against dark lashes and glossy black hair like my own. He bows to my parents, then to me, and I swear he winks at me. His heels come together and he stands to attention, staring straight ahead.

      I turn to my mother, a question in my eyes. She sees it, of course.

      ‘This is Kyle. We thought if you had your own personal guard, perhaps you would feel better about going out.’ Her voice rises on the end, like a question.

      ‘What?’ A blush heats my skin. My control is slipping, despite my best efforts. ‘I have a personal guard! What about Bertrand?’

      ‘Bertrand is needed elsewhere on the estate, and can’t always be with you.’

      ‘The heir to Raven needs a dedicated personal guard, especially now.’ My father moves closer, firelight gleaming on his high cheekbones.

      ‘So you’re making me go with… him?’ I gesture towards the new guard.

      ‘We thought it might be nice for you to be with someone closer to your own age. You won’t have to do anything – just be there in our name.’ There’s sympathy in my mother’s onyx eyes. My father turns away, his nostrils pinched.

      My frown deepens. My own age? Sure, Kyle might look eighteen, but that’s no guarantee of anything. I glance at him again. He’s not looking at me, but I know he’s aware of me. Everyone in the room, as well as the hallways outside, is aware of me.

      I try to break free of my mother’s grasp but she won’t let me, her long fingers cool. ‘You can’t make me do this.’ I let anger curl through the words, just a hint, hoping it hides the pleading.

      ‘We’re not making you do anything.’ My father’s tones are clipped. ‘It’s a simple outing to a local club. Something you should be more than capable of handling. As Raven, far more will be expected of you.’

      ‘Please, Emelia,’ my mother says. ‘You are the future of this house, after all.’

      And I snap.

      ‘How can I be the future when I’ll be dead before you?’ I hiss.

      My mother flinches. ‘How can you say⁠—’

      ‘I will not have it!’ My father’s voice thunders into the room. Everyone is silent. The new guard stares straight ahead. My father advances on me. ‘How dare you speak so? You are the heir to this family, to our great name, and it’s time you start acting like it!’ He looms over me, all cold fury, like an iron statue.

      My breath hitches in my chest, hot anger in my cheeks, choking my throat. I want to scream at them for what they’ve done, how they’ve made me. Unable to bear any more, I turn away, heading for the door. I hear the rustle of my mother’s skirts, then her voice.

      ‘Let her go, Aleks.’

      I run across the foyer, taking the stairs that spill like molten gold from above. I race along the upstairs hallway as though trying to outrun my emotions, my fists clenched. Moonlight streams through long windows, painting silver squares on the dark carpet. I flash through them, light to dark, to light again, past the tall arched doors of the library where I used to take my lessons, beneath the huge gleaming map of the world on the wall. South America, coloured copper for Jaguar, Asia, jade green for Scorpion. Africa, golden like Lion. North America and Europe coloured silver for Raven, our major cities marked with stars. Places I’ve never been to, but that I’m expected to rule one day.

      Except how can I?

      I can’t even go to a party without a fancy new guard.

      Yet I’ll be forced to take the crown when I’m eighteen, simply because of who my parents are. Never mind that my skin, my eyes, the way I move, everything will give me away for what I am.

      Human.

      In a world ruled by vampires.

      A throwback, a reminder of our human DNA. And a liability, especially in one of the great families like Raven.

      Blood borne, because my parents are both vampires, yet not a vampire at all.

      Rage flares through me, fury at my parents, at the life they’re forcing me to lead. I speed up, feeling as though I might burst into flames. How the hell do they expect me to suddenly become Raven? To go to parties, lead Gatherings, take my place on the global stage. I’ve barely even left the estate. I pause at one of the windows, gazing out into the darkness. Faint moonlight gleams from the distant boundary fence.

      There’s a whole world out there. A world I’ve never seen. But I want to. I want to see it, all of it. Not as Raven, but as I really am.

      I’ve never even met another human, apart from the dancers who work for my parents. I bang my fist against the cold glass as though I can smash through it, break free of the walls that confine me, unleash my rage and fear. But all that happens is the window rattles. I lean my head against it, breathing hard.

      My senses prickle as though someone is nearby, waiting in the darkness, even though I know there’s no one in my parents’ house who would hurt me. I push off from the window and start running again, letting my anger carry me.

      A body slams into mine. I would fall, if not for an arm catching me around the waist.

      ‘My lady?’

      My breath catches. It’s Kyle, the new guard. His face is close to mine, his violet scent all around me. His eyes widen.

      ‘Forgive me.’ He releases me and steps back, his hands clasped behind him. Moonlight carves his face into angles and shadow, catching the silver glitter of his eyes. ‘I just thought that, as your new guard…’ He pauses. ‘Can I escort you to where you need to go?’

      I wipe my cheeks and stand straight, imagining myself pale and cool like my mother, despite my pounding heart, my rapid breath. ‘I’m going to my room.’

      He bows. ‘Of course.’

      I don’t really want to go to my room, but it’s the one place that’s mine. But when we get there, he stops me from entering.

      ‘Let me check,’ he says. Which is ridiculous. Who would be in my room? They’d have to get over the perimeter fence, through the acres of grounds, scale the walls and break through the bars on my window. Not difficult for a vampire, except for all the Raven guards they’d have to get past first. Anyone who made it this far deserves to get me, as far as I’m concerned. Plus, I doubt my pretty companion would be much defence. But I let him look while I wait at the door.

      ‘It’s all fine.’ He stands to attention. ‘Do you… will you need to feed later?’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’ If and when I want to feed, I’ll tell him. Not before.

      His brows draw together. ‘I have to ask.’

      ‘No, you don’t.’

      His frown deepens, a ripple in his smooth brow. ‘Fine.’ He snaps the word out, then takes up a position to the left of my door, his back to the wall. ‘I have to stay here,’ he says, with a fierce glance at me. ‘Unless that’s wrong too?’

      What the hell? He won’t last long as my guard if he thinks he can act like that. I huff out a breath and stalk into my room, slamming the door shut and dropping the bolt. Like it would make a difference to him, or to anyone.

      I flick the light switch on. Golden light pools along my bed, highlighting the tapestry cover, the cushions, the carved wooden panels lining the fortified stone walls. It slides along the velvet curves of the sofa by the window, the mahogany gleam of my dressing table and chair, reflecting in the black mirror of my television. My room is a calm place, somewhere I can relax. Usually. But not tonight.

      I cannot do this. Even though it’s just an outing to a local club, it’s a step closer to who I’m supposed to be. But not who I want to be.

      All I’ll do is embarrass my family name, my parents. A human, thinking they can lead Raven. It would be funny if it wasn’t so ridiculous.

      Plus, I have to go with Kyle, who seems to hate me already. Who does he think he is, speaking to me like that? I pace back and forth, trying not to think about his body against mine, the cool violet of his breath on my skin. I don’t know why I can’t just keep Bertrand as my guard.

      I flick on the TV, trying not to scream. It’s mid-stream, one of my favourite shows. A boy and a girl, both about my age, sit at a table together outside, talking. Light gleams from the planes of his face, from her bright eyes, dancing through the leaves of trees. My anger slides away, replaced by sorrow.

      I used to try and ignore the fact I was going to be Raven, as though it might go away if I didn’t think about it too much. When it became clear it wasn’t going anywhere, I knew I had to act.

      I have everything I could ask for, except the one thing I truly want. A human life lived in sunlight and warmth, instead of cool shadows. Like the lives I see in the old movies I watch, alone in my room. Somewhere I fit in, rather than being a liability, a monstrous throwback. An impossible dream, I used to think.

      But now I have a plan.

      I will not be the next Raven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DATE NIGHT

        

      

    

    
      ‘What will you wear?’

      My mother, her hands clasped together, surveys the contents of my wardrobe. She turns, her long skirts swirling, deep red like her lips. They look even darker in the dim light of my room, the electric candle-lamp on its lowest setting. Vampires can’t really tolerate anything stronger.

      ‘I don’t know.’ And I don’t care, either. When I was small I used to like getting dressed up for events with my parents, putting on the small coronet, blurring my eyes in the mirror to pretend I looked like my mother. Now I’d rather be almost anywhere else.

      What is the point? I want to scream the words, but instead I sit there, rage churning in my stomach, as my mother keeps rummaging through my cupboard.

      ‘You don’t know? How about this? Or this one?’ The hangers rattle as she tosses dresses towards the bed. I wrap my arms around my knees, wishing I could burst into flames or disappear somehow. I may not have a choice about going out. But I refuse to pretend I’m happy about it.

      ‘I feel like some things are missing,’ my mother says, rifling through the hangers. ‘Didn’t I get you a black velvet shirt last month? Where is it?’

      ‘In the laundry, I think?’ I’m lying. I hope she can’t tell.

      ‘How about this, then?’ She holds up a dress I never wear. It’s short and tight and dark green. ‘You’ll look great in it.’

      ‘Mother!’ The word comes out as a snarl.

      Her face falls. She comes to sit on the bed, putting the dress carefully on top of the others. She reaches for my hand, her fingers cool and satin smooth.

      ‘I don’t want to do this,’ I say, trying to remain calm. ‘I won’t know anyone, other than Stella.’

      ‘Which is why you should go.’

      Sadness descends on me, smothering my anger. ‘Am I the only one?’

      The question that haunts me, through my lonely days. The idea of someone else like me out there, blood borne but not vampire. Someone who cannot be changed, even if they wanted to be, the blood magic already in their veins. Someone who doesn’t belong anywhere. It’s why they kill babies like me. Because we’re useless. My fingers rub across the scars on my wrist. Their counterpart is etched into my soul.

      ‘What?’ A wrinkle appears on my mother’s smooth brow, like a fold in silk.

      I raise my eyebrows. ‘The only human? You know, that isn’t, um, food? Like, have any of the other families⁠—’

      My mother doesn’t look at me. ‘There might be.’

      ‘There might be?’

      When I was small I used to ask about it a lot, until I got old enough to realise it upset my mother. This is the first time I’ve mentioned it in a while.

      Mother reaches to smooth my hair. Her perfect face is like a cameo, creamy white and sharp-edged in the soft light. ‘I don’t know for sure,’ she says, ‘but I did hear there might be one other.’ I frown, my head down. ‘Emelia, I swear, if there was another like you that I knew of, I would bring them here for you. But you are Raven,’ her hand cups my face, ‘and that brings you privilege beyond the norm. Don’t be so quick to assume other vampires wouldn’t want to befriend you.’

      ‘We tried that before. Remember? It didn’t go well.’

      My mother’s hand clenches. Yeah. She remembers. There’s a reason I’m not supposed to go anywhere, not even to the kitchen, without an escort. Not that it stops me. The vampires on the estate are trained to resist my human scent, but it doesn’t always work. I try not to think of the snap of bone in my old tutor’s arm as she was dragged away by the guards after attacking me. She was sent to the pits, my mother taking over my lessons, my world shrinking further.

      ‘But you’re Raven,’ she says again. Like it makes a difference. Like I haven’t spent almost my entire life aware of how different I am, how I shouldn’t even be alive. Like I’ve ever had a choice, in anything I’ve done.

      ‘Oh, that’s great.’ I twist away from her touch. ‘So I can expect people to befriend me because of my family name. It’s going to be really fun when they want to eat me, but realise they can’t!’

      ‘Not every vampire is bloodthirsty.’ My mother sounds disapproving. ‘Once you go out more, you’ll see.’ Her tone turns pleading. ‘Emelia, just try. For me.’

      I sigh. I can’t say no to her. Despite the fact I see absolutely no point to doing this, and don’t want to shame my family any more than I already do.

      ‘Fine,’ I say, through gritted teeth. ‘But not the green dress. The blue one, instead.’

      Her face lights up. I’ll miss her, so much. She jumps up from the bed, pulling me to my feet and dancing, like we used to when I was small. I play along for a few moments, my chest aching, then dance her towards the door. ‘Let me get changed.’

      She laughs, and I think I hear relief in it. She opens the door. ‘I’ll see you soon.’ Then it closes, and she’s gone.

      I resist the urge to scream.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A short while later there’s a knock at my door. I stand, smoothing my hands down my skirt. My anger is mostly gone, but I wish it wasn’t – I can hide behind rage. Fear is a more difficult thing altogether.

      Because I am scared, no matter how I try to deny it. This is the third reason I think tonight will be a disaster. The knock comes again, sharper this time. Wonderful. Maybe it won’t be that hard to find my anger again.

      I open the door. Kyle is standing there, dressed in black – jeans, T-shirt and leather jacket. I try not to roll my eyes. He’s also wearing a small silver badge. Our house insignia, a silver raven with wings spread inside a silver circle, against a black background.

      ‘You ready?’

      Charmed, I’m sure. ‘Don’t I look ready?’ I don’t mind the dress I’m wearing, I suppose. It’s short, and deep blue like my eyes, with a low V-neck and flared skirt. I add an extra spritz of anti-feed, the violet scent masking my natural perfume so I smell like a vampire, of velvet purple petals. Kyle wrinkles his nose. I hide a smile, tucking the small vial of spray in the pocket of my leather jacket.

      ‘I suppose.’ Kyle bows and holds out his arm, the elbow bent.

      Whatever, pretty boy. I ignore his arm, starting along the hallway. After a moment, he falls into step beside me. When we reach the stairs to the main foyer my parents are waiting, their expectant faces turned up to us. ‘Seriously?’ I mutter. This evening is just getting better and better. Kyle glances at me. Annoyance digs its claws into the fear roiling in my gut. It helps with the nerves, but not much.

      My mother comes over in a flurry of silk and kisses. ‘You look lovely. Call me if you need me.’

      ‘We are trusting you with our daughter tonight. Stella Ravenna is hosting, but you will have been briefed already.’ This is my father, talking to Kyle. God. He sounds every one of his 547 years. I’m surprised he hasn’t got his sword out.

      ‘Of course, sir. I’m honoured.’ Kyle bows. ‘I promise to take good care of her.’ My father smiles, his handsome face lighting up.

      Oh god. I stare straight ahead, my arms folded, wishing once again that I could call the whole thing off. My fear and the fact that this is completely pointless aside, I feel stupid, think this idea is stupid, know that I’m going to look stupid compared to all the vampires, Raven or not.

      The guard standing by the front door opens it.

      ‘Your car is here.’

      Gravel crunches outside. The black Mercedes pulls up to the bottom of the steps, Raven insignia on the doors silvered by the bright moon. My stomach lurches.

      ‘Please convey our regards to Stella,’ my father says, his hand on my back propelling me gently forward. ‘And remember, you’re representing Raven.’

      How can I forget?

      My mother frowns at him. ‘But have fun! It’s almost Halloween, after all.’

      I go outside because I have no choice. At least Kyle isn’t trying to take my arm anymore. But my stomach won’t stop churning as we head down the steps. The driver opens the door and I get in, sliding across the seat, dark leather soft under my thighs. Kyle gets in next to me, folding his tall frame into the space.

      ‘This is pretty nice.’ He rubs his hand on the upholstery. I watch it, distracted momentarily by the long fingers, his smooth skin.

      ‘Is it?’ My mouth twists and I turn away, watching night stream past the tinted windows, black upon black. I can hardly breathe.

      ‘Who’s Stella Ravenna?’ I turn to see that Kyle has moved closer, one arm sliding along the back of the seat, and all at once it’s oh-so-intimate to be enclosed with him in this space of leather and metal, the smoked glass panel separating us from the driver as though we’re speeding along in our own little bubble. It’s an uncomfortable feeling. I know I need a personal guard, but why did my parents have to choose someone so annoying? I clear my throat.

      ‘Er, she’s a cousin. Sort of.’ I move away from him.

      He huffs out a sigh, folding his arms. ‘So, it’s just going to be a party with all your rich Raven friends tonight?’

      My rich Raven friends? How dare he. ‘They’re not my friends.’

      ‘No? Not fancy enough for you?’

      I don’t say anything. First, because I need to control myself. And second, because he couldn’t be more wrong. I have no friends. How could I? My mind shies away from the recollection of small hands grasping, needle-sharp teeth biting, blood trickling from a graze on my knee. These are not fun memories. I blink back tears.

      ‘Sorry,’ he mutters.

      Oh no. That’s the last thing I need. Pretty boy vampire pity. No thank you. I turn away, staring into the endless night. The landscape flashes past, dark humps of trees, the occasional building. I wonder how far we are from the nearest Safe Zone.

      Safe Zones were set up two years after the Rising, during the Famine. Humans were dying, everywhere. And vampires realised that, if they wanted to feed, they had to take care of their food. So the four families got together and created the Safe Zones. Vampires were forbidden from hunting in them, their borders guarded, sun and wind powering silver lights to bind them in glittering strands of safety, keeping out the night, so that humans could live how they used to. I’ve never visited one. But I’m desperate to.

      On impulse I lean forward, tapping on the glass partition. It slides down, the driver glancing back at me. ‘My lady?’ he says.

      ‘How far is the Safe Zone?’ I ask.

      ‘About a twenty-minute drive,’ he says.

      ‘Really?’ I bite my lip. ‘Is it along this road? Can we go there, on the way?’

      The driver shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry, my lady. I’m under strict instructions from your parents. Perhaps you should speak with them.’

      I sit back, disappointed. Something makes me glance at Kyle. He’s looking at me, frowning. I return the frown, then turn away.

      We reach the outskirts of Dark Haven, the closest town to our estate. It was a human town once, before the Red Rising when the great families came to power. The shops are decorated for Halloween, the streets full of people, some already in costume despite the fact it’s still weeks away, everything painted silver and grey by the moon.

      I spot a group of people dressed in black moving through the crowd, walking in formation. As we get closer, I realise they’re Raven guards, moonlight catching the silver details on their uniforms. I sigh. Does my mother not think… My mouth drops open as I spot another group of guards, marching in the opposite direction. What the hell? Have my parents actually sent a battalion of guards to watch out for me? Even by their standards this seems excessive. I turn to see yet another group of guards on the other side of the road, moving quickly through the crowds. And I realise Kyle is still staring at me. His arm has returned to the back of the seat, his fingers tapping on the leather behind me.

      Already this night seems far too long.

      As we turn the corner we pass a building I recognise. It’s a restaurant – well, at least it used to be, an old-fashioned soda place, they called it. I remember being taken there when I was younger, the colours muted by darkness, the smooth surfaces and mirrored wall fascinating.

      Now it’s derelict, the walls half collapsed, beams like blackened shards against the moonlit sky. The damage looks recent, too. I knock on the driver’s partition and he lowers it again. ‘What happened to the restaurant, on the corner there?’

      ‘It burned down, my lady. A few weeks ago.’

      ‘Oh.’ I sit back, frustrated. It’s obvious it burned down. As the car slides past, the crowds parting, I glimpse writing on the wall, scrawled on the soot-stained white paint. It says ‘The North Wind will blow’.

      I’m about to ask what that means when the car slows. We’ve arrived. My stomach drops. We’re pulling up outside a nightclub, the Dome. There’s a queue of waiting patrons, the doors blocked by several huge vampires. They’re Ravenna guards, their silver-grey livery banded with black signifying their status as a branch of the Raven family.

      As we pull up, all eyes turn to us. Vampires tend not to use cars. Petrol is scarce and they’re expensive to maintain, so only the wealthiest families have them. Our sleek black Mercedes is going to turn heads. I practise smiling, but my lips are dry and stick to my teeth. I consider telling the driver to keep going, to take me away from here, safe behind metal and smoked glass.

      The car door on my side opens. Kyle is standing there, his hand out.

      ‘Get out,’ he hisses.

      I stare at him. He widens his eyes at me.

      Right. Pull yourself together, Emelia. The waiting line of people are craning their heads and chattering excitedly, some of them holding up their phones. But when I take Kyle’s hand and step from the car, their tone changes from excited to questioning.

      My stomach sinks even further.

      Heir to half the planet, and these people don’t even know who I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          UNDER THE DOME

        

      

    

    
      The guards hold the club doors open. At least they seem to recognise me. I realise that, maybe, this is going to be even more difficult than I thought. I lift my chin as I walk past the waiting line of people, clutching Kyle’s hand as though it’s stopping me from floating away. My legs feel as though they don’t belong to me, my stomach an endless sea of rolling waves. I’ve never been anywhere without at least one of my parents. I’ve never been to a nightclub, either. And now I’m about to do both with someone who’s basically a stranger. But if I want my plan to work, I have to get used to being alone. To being out in the world. Things will be different when I’m living with humans. There will be no guards, no Raven emblems, nothing to tie me to who I was. So I fight the urge to pull away, to run back to the safety of the car. As we enter the club the guards bow their heads, saying, ‘My lady.’

      The doors close behind us, leaving us in a dark hallway. Kyle lets go of my hand, his lip curled. I rub my palm on my skirt.

      ‘Come on,’ he says, impatient.

      All at once, I’m angry. Who in darkness does he think he is? ‘Just a minute,’ I snap.

      He sighs. ‘Do you think I want to be here, either?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I know you don’t like me. I also don’t care. But we can’t stand in here all night. So let’s just get it over with.’

      My mouth opens, then closes. But before I can think of anything smart to say, Kyle opens another door, going through. I blink, then follow him into the nightclub.

      Candles flicker at intervals along the walls, gold and black garlands hanging from their metal sconces. There’s a large chandelier set high in the glittering domed roof, candlelight sparking from the mirror fragments embedded in the dark curves. People are everywhere, swaying on the dance floor, packed into lush red leather booths at the edges of the room.

      ‘Well, if it isn’t the heir to Raven.’ I turn to see a blonde vampire approaching. She’s dressed in silver, tattered lace wrapped tight around her lean form. I vaguely recognise her.

      ‘Stella?’ It’s a shot in the dark, but hits true. She smiles, her green eyes lighting up.

      ‘You remembered! I’m so glad you could come. We don’t see you that often. Still, I suppose that’s not surprising.’ Her head tilts to one side, the green eyes less warm, more calculating.

      Oh, so this is how it’s going to be, is it? ‘I don’t go to many things. I choose my parties carefully.’ I smile, not showing my teeth. Kyle coughs, though it sounds more like a laugh.

      Stella narrows her eyes. ‘Well, we’re honoured you decided to come to this one. You and your… friend.’ Her gaze flicks to Kyle, then back to me. ‘Let me greet you properly, cousin.’

      She takes me in her arms, cold and hard, her hug crushing. I can’t breathe, and my legs buckle. Her face is buried in my hair, her nose moving across my neck, sniffing me. This is beyond the pale, even for family. ‘Stop,’ I gasp.

      ‘Let her go, please.’ The words are polite, softly spoken, but I feel Stella flinch, her grasp loosening. I take a deep breath, the muscles around my ribs protesting. Kyle has a hand at the back of my waist, the other still on Stella’s shoulder. She’s glaring at him.

      ‘How dare you!’

      ‘You were hurting her. Perhaps you forget?’

      I’m still trying to catch my breath. Bitch. She did that on purpose. I shoot her a glare. ‘Nice to see you again, Stella.’

      ‘Sure, it’s been a blast.’ She curls her lip, then turns away.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Kyle is close to me, his voice low.

      ‘What do you care? I’m fine.’ I’m not fine. I’m furious. Stella and her friends are all staring at us. Kyle angles his body so they can’t see me anymore. I can smell his violet scent, remember how his body felt against mine in the dark hallway. He’s even more flawless close up, silver eyes a shimmer between dark lashes.

      ‘I care,’ he breathes, ‘because it’s my job. So don’t give them the satisfaction.’ He inclines his head slightly, eyes darting to one side.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’re Emelia Raven. You’re royalty. The heir to⁠—’

      ‘I don’t need you to tell me what I am,’ I hiss.

      ‘Good.’ He grins, a flash of brightness in the dim light. He has dimples. Of course he does. ‘So start acting like it. I know this is a drag, you don’t want to be here⁠—’

      ‘You don’t know anything,’ I grind out the word, ‘about me.’

      ‘I know what I see,’ he says. ‘So, we have a choice here.’

      ‘We do?’ Part of me, despite the fact I can’t stand him, feels drawn in. Beneath his violet vampire smell is something else, a fresh scent like green leaves. I consider holding my breath. Damn.

      ‘Yeah. You can smile, pretend you’re enjoying yourself, and forget about them—’ he grabs a glass from a passing waiter with a tray, giving it to me ‘—or we call the car and go home.’

      I stare at him.

      ‘Make your choice. I have a job to do, and so do you. But we can’t do it if you’re going to spend the evening hiding in a corner.’

      My mouth drops open in outrage. The drink is cold against my fingers, bubbles in the liquid popping like tiny sparks. I don’t want to go home, I realise. Despite the fact I didn’t want to come here, going home feels, somehow, like failure. I take a sip, cool sting at my throat, warmth spreading in my stomach. Then I smile. It’s forced, at first. I grit my teeth. I’m not sure who I’m angry with anymore. I take another sip. More bubbles, more warmth. Screw them. I’m Emelia Raven. I’m⁠—

      ‘I think we should dance.’

      My heart sinks.

      Vampires, as in everything else they do, are beautiful when they dance. Their movements flow, their bodies undulating like serpents. There’s a legend of a woman, Salome, who danced for a king long ago. Allegedly she was from one of the original families, of the Scorpion line. She did end up taking someone’s head, if I remember right, so there might be something to the story. The dance floor here is no different, vampires swaying and twisting to the beat, human blood dancers dressed to thrill, necks and inner thighs and wrists exposed, the veins over their hearts highlighted with glitter, an invitation to drink. They’re beautiful too, their exposed flesh taut and muscled.

      And then there’s me. ‘Dance? I’d rather sit down.’ I scan the packed booths doubtfully.

      Kyle shakes his head. ‘No. If I have to be here, we can at least try and have fun. We dance, we have a drink, and then we go. Or are you scared?’ He says it like a challenge, scornfully, but something else flickers in his silver eyes.

      Is he insane? I am raging. I down the rest of my drink. I shrug his hand off my arm and follow him into the writhing throng.

      The music is fast, a human song from before the Rising. Stella is still watching me, whispering to her friends, all of them laughing. Screw them. I start to dance, trying to twist my body the way vampires do, my anger fading as the songs change, enjoying the strangeness of dancing in a crowd, rather than alone in the library at home. Then the beat slows. Vampires start swaying, some moving fast, in a blur, as though listening to music no one else can hear, while others are wrapped around each other. Blood dancers move through the crowd, trailing scented wrists past potential customers. A slender dark-skinned woman is pulled into a vampire’s embrace, his fangs dropping as his mouth closes on her neck. Kyle moves closer, leaning in. I hold my breath.

      ‘Ready for a drink?’

      I nod, annoyed that I’m disappointed, that part of me wanted him to pull me close. What the hell is wrong with me? It must just be a reaction to being out alone, to being vulnerable. Because I can’t stand him. Yet I shiver when he takes my hand, pulling me through the crowd towards the bar area.

      I stop walking.

      He doesn’t.

      Oh gods. In several cages behind the long leather bar, there are humans. Men, women, all different sizes and colours. Mostly naked, other than scraps of fabric covering their most private areas. Their skin glistens in the candlelight, their eyes staring dreamily into the distance. I’ve never seen anything like this.

      Kyle leans on the polished wooden counter. I swallow, then go to stand next to him, trying to act as though this is all normal. But inside I’m shaking. I dart a glance at the caged humans, my heart pounding. Our Raven blood dancers, lithe and healthy, many from families who’ve worked for us for generations, seem a long way from these humans curled up behind metal bars. I wonder what they’ve done to be punished so.

      One of the cages swings out, the young man inside sliding his arm through a metal hole. A vampire grabs it, biting down hard. Blood spatters onto the bar, close to us. I try not to flinch. The boy pulls his arm back, his cage rattling. The vampire lets go, gesturing and shouting. There’s blood on his mouth, and I smell sweat and violets. A huge vampire, twining tattoos along both exposed muscular arms, stands up from behind the bar. He gives something to the caged boy then turns to the customer, swinging out another cage with an older man in it, whose arm slides through the hole in the bars. The boy in the cage puts whatever the huge vampire gave him in his mouth, his eyes closing as he swallows.

      ‘Ira!’ calls Kyle.

      The huge vampire turns. He grins, a curving scar up his cheek carving a white line in one dark eyebrow as he reaches to clasp Kyle’s hand. ‘Kyle! You made it out of the pits, then?’ His glacier-blue eyes come to rest on me. They widen, then flick back to Kyle. ‘Who is this you bring me?’

      Kyle laughs. ‘She’s not for you. This is Emelia Raven.’ At this the dark eyebrows go way up, and Ira’s expression changes from avid to respectful.

      ‘Raven? Is that so?’

      I nod, still shaken. ‘Yes.’

      ‘But you are – forgive me⁠—’

      ‘I’m the heir.’ Yeah, I know I don’t want to be. But still… I hold his gaze, daring him to challenge me, to say what I really am. Useless. Human.

      Ira blinks. ‘Of course,’ he says. ‘Tell me, do you like wine?’

      ‘Yes, I do.’ Though I usually drink alone. Ira bends down under the bar. I hear clinking and rummaging. The cage closest to me holds the young man who refused the vampire. He’s watching me. I meet his gaze, then wish I hadn’t. His eyes are dark brown and filled with endless pain. There are puncture wounds on his neck, scratches under the hair on his chest, blood running from the wound in his arm. His genitals are barely covered with a suede loincloth. He holds my gaze briefly before looking down.

      Ira emerges, a dusty bottle in one hand and a glass in the other. He opens the bottle and pours the wine. It’s dark red, like old blood, the candlelight waking ruby glints in its depths. I pick up the glass and take a sip. It’s sour at first, then I taste the sweetness of grapes, the heat of the sun. ‘It’s very good. Thank you.’

      Ira visibly relaxes. ‘I’m pleased,’ he says. ‘Raven is always welcome here.’

      Well, we would be, I think. This is our realm, after all. I drink more, finding I need it.

      ‘What can I get you?’ Ira turns to Kyle, indicating the caged humans. ‘We have all blood types, plus these two—’ he points to a stocky man who is staring and laughing, and an older woman, her blue eyes glazed ‘—have a little extra added, if you know what I mean.’ He tops up my glass, looking expectantly at Kyle. ‘We have blood dancers, too, if you prefer,’ he continues. ‘The Ravenna group brought their own, plus there’s a few regulars. They cost a bit more, but free range always costs extra.’ He nods conspiratorially. I avoid looking at the cages.

      ‘Yeah. I might have something later. What do we owe you?’ Kyle nods towards my wine. Ira steps back, hands up, looking scandalised.

      ‘Nothing, nothing at all. It’s an honour to see you here, really it is. Let me know if you need anything else.’ He leans in close, jerking his head towards a darkened corridor to the left of the bar. ‘There are human facilities down there, if you have need. And we’re well guarded tonight, my lady – you need have no fear of any unrest in here.’

      ‘Unrest?’

      Ira seems about to say something more, but Kyle beats him to it. ‘She’s with me, Ira – what more protection could she need?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          FEELS LIKE FLYING

        

      

    

    
      Ira raises one scarred eyebrow, then his expression relaxes into a grin. There’s something else in his icy gaze, though, when it flicks briefly to me. ‘Of course. I mean no disrespect.’

      Kyle laughs, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘None taken, old friend. I know we have nothing to worry about.’

      Kyle can speak for himself. My brows draw together and I open my mouth.

      But Ira is already gone, moving along to another customer. Kyle leans over the bar, reaching for the bottle of wine. ‘What?’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘Seems a shame to open the bottle and not drink it all.’

      I’m not that easily distracted. ‘What did Ira mean, about unrest?’

      Kyle tops up my glass. ‘Do you really think your parents would send you anywhere dangerous?’ His voice is heavy with scorn.

      ‘No, but⁠—’

      ‘And,’ he leans in closer, a glint in his silver eyes, ‘don’t you think I’d look after you? It’s what I’m paid to do, after all.’

      I narrow my eyes. ‘Stop.’

      ‘Stop what?’

      ‘Treating me like an idiot.’

      ‘Fine,’ he says. ‘I’ll stop treating you like one when you stop acting like one.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Look around,’ he says, still close to me. ‘What do you see?’

      I glance around the bar. People are dancing, blood dancers plying their trade. It’s dark, and the air smells of violets and perfume. ‘I see people having a good time. And I don’t know what your problem is.’

      ‘People having a good time? Or just vampires?’

      I look around again. A woman is pressed against one wall, a vampire drinking from her throat. Her eyes are wide, staring at the ceiling, even as she caresses his back. A young man, clad only in tight black trousers, is bent back over a table. Stella and several of her friends are feeding from him at the same time, along his outstretched arms, another girl bent over his stomach, giggling, her mouth red with blood. He’s not laughing.

      There are also a lot of Ravenna guards, stationed around the perimeter of the room.

      ‘Do you see?’ Kyle’s voice is close to my ear.

      ‘But they’re⁠—’

      ‘They’re what?’ I swear his lips touch my ear, shivers running down my spine. Stella glances over and smirks, nudging her friend. I glare at her. I’ve heard about her exploits, what she does with her guards. She has no call to judge me.

      ‘No one would dare try anything while I’m here,’ I say, sounding more confident than I feel. ‘The guards would take them out instantly. It’s why there are so many here.’ But I’m aware, all of a sudden, of the world beyond, a vast unknown darkness. My parents’ realm. I long for the light.

      ‘Get over yourself. Nobody knows who you are, except for those pampered idiots over there. No, the guards are here because it’s almost Halloween.’

      Get over myself? I pull away, folding my arms. ‘Fine. Tell me what’s so significant about Halloween.’

      ‘It’s a sensitive time for humans.’

      ‘Because…?’

      ‘It’s the anniversary of the Red Rising.’

      Well, yeah. That’s another reason we like to celebrate Halloween. I don’t get the connection, though.

      ‘So, there’s always the chance they might try something,’ he says.

      ‘Humans might?’ He must be joking. I know how weak we are.

      ‘Yeah.’ A line appears between his dark brows. ‘So there are extra guards, just in case.’

      ‘In case of a… human uprising.’ I find this difficult to believe. ‘Are you messing with me?’ He has to be, surely.

      ‘I swear on moon and darkness, I’m not.’ He’s still frowning, though. ‘Look around, Emelia. Why is it so hard to believe that humans might not be happy?’

      ‘But it’s just⁠—’

      ‘How things are? Is that what you were about to say?’ His voice is hard, his expression tight. I don’t know why he’s so angry. He’s being completely ridiculous. I don’t know what else to say, though, so I watch the room instead, the ebb and flow of the crowd.

      After a few minutes, Kyle speaks again. ‘So, I guess we should dance again. Or something.’ He sounds about as enthusiastic as I feel. All at once I’m tired of it, of him, of the evening, the way it’s anything but a good time. I’m sick of feeling like a burden, somebody else’s problem. It’s exactly why I don’t want to be Raven, and why I’m planning to run away. And I’m sick of Kyle’s attitude.

      I finish my wine, putting the glass down. ‘Why don’t you like me?’

      ‘Why don’t you like me?’

      God and darkness, he is the most irritating person I have ever met. I hold back my temper, with an effort. ‘I asked you first. And you’ve been rude to me since we met.’

      He shrugs. ‘I never said I don’t like you. I don’t like what you stand for, though.’

      ‘Oh, and what’s⁠—’

      ‘Here’s a fresh one.’ A hand grabs my arm, a voice harsh in my ear. Before I can protest I’m pulled into an iron embrace, cool breath on my neck. Then, just as suddenly, I’m free, spinning across the room. ‘Anti-feed! Hey, what sort of establishment is th⁠—’

      There’s a crash. Kyle’s hand is around another vampire’s throat, slamming him into a table. People are turning to look, and I realise I’m alone in the middle of the dance floor. My heart is pounding. Someone, probably Stella, laughs. Heat rises in my neck, my cheeks.

      ‘Keep your hands to yourself. She is not for feeding!’ Kyle sounds furious. I’m furious too. How dare someone lay hands on me. I step forward but Kyle motions me back with his free arm.

      ‘Who says?’ The other vampire sneers, pushing against Kyle, who slams him back again, muscles flexing under his leather jacket.

      ‘Raven says, that’s who!’ he snarls in the other vampire’s face, shoving him one more time. His head hits the table with a cracking sound and I wince. ‘As do I.’

      The vampire raises both hands, the skin of his neck cracked and reddened where Kyle is holding him.

      ‘So we’re fine?’ Kyle’s face is close to the other vampire’s.

      ‘Yes, fine. I want no trouble with Raven.’ The vampire slants his gaze to me. I see the question in his eyes. I put my shoulders back, raising my chin. Kyle lets go of him and, with a whoosh, is in front of me, his shoulders curved forward, so close my nose almost touches the black fabric of his shirt. He sniffs.

      ‘You need to top up.’

      I smell my wrist. The anti-feed is wearing off, the violet scent faint. I reach into my pocket for the little vial, but my hand is trembling too much to open it. The vampire who attacked me is being escorted out, two Ravenna guards helping him on his way. Stella is smirking, and one of her friends rolls her eyes at me.

      ‘C’mon.’ Kyle takes my arm, his grip rough, heading for the hallway leading to the bathrooms. I let him, only because I’m shaking so much. I’m about to open the bathroom door when Kyle
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