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    Rainbow sparks soared through the billowing drapes of the kiosks. 
 
    The patrons of the marketplace hopped over little leprechauns with parcels tied to their backs—those mischievous critters made deliveries throughout the city.  
 
    Ivy Skylar shivered as a leprechaun scurried between her heeled boots. She detested the menacing short folk.  
 
    Ivy wandered into a bright blue kiosk and browsed the merchandise. As her white eyes scanned the items, lingering over bottled bear blood, she tucked a stray white curl behind her pointed ear. 
 
    “Ivy Skylar.” The familiar merchant emerged from the silk drapes. “Just what are you doing snooping around the marketplace?” 
 
    She looked up and met the golden eyes of the shopkeeper across the table.  
 
    His name was River Ridge; he was three years above her at school. His skin was a light shade of rose-pink and his hair was midnight blue. But like all Fae, his teeth were pointed and yellow-tinged.   
 
    “I can shop where I want,” she said and fiddled with an enchanted rock on a table. The label on the rock claimed the object to contain the blood and heart of a turtle, useful for energy bursts.  
 
    “Does your father know you’re out here with the commoners?” he asked as he studied her oval face.  
 
    Ivy shrugged.  
 
    She rarely visited the Fae markets. They were cheap and sweaty, but smelled of spice and had a rich atmosphere that clung to her taste buds and wafted up her nostrils.  
 
    As a Vampire—or, as the Fae would call her, a dark elf—her presence in the markets wasn’t exactly commonplace. Her father preferred that she shop in the boutique village on the other side of the city, but Ivy loved the markets.  
 
    He would have a fit if he knew she was there, but she was a teenager after all. He couldn’t expect her to not rebel from time to time, could he?  
 
    River tutted and pushed himself from the periwinkle desk. “I have great products for you, little Vampire.” 
 
    Ivy’s black eyebrows knitted together as he reached under the table. For a Fae, River was nice enough, but she was no fool. Vampires had to be cautious around the Fae; they were natural enemies of sorts. The Fae couldn’t accept the abilities of the Vampires—their power to steal Fae magic, that is.  
 
    He settled two items on the table and lifted a glittering white vial. “This one is new,” he said. 
 
    It was toothpaste, and the inscription read ‘Fang Whitening Edition: Dazzle Your Prey.’  
 
    She wondered why Fae made fang-whitening products for Vampires, but couldn’t whiten their own discoloured teeth.  
 
    “I’ll take it.” She picked up the second item; a crystal flask filled with a sludgy pink substance. “What’s this?”  
 
    “Sunscreen,” he said and bagged the toothpaste. “Made exclusively for Vampires. It lasts a full eighteen hours, and you won’t contract sunburn at all while you’re wearing it.” 
 
    “Why’s it pink?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he grinned. “It will lighten once applied. We wouldn’t dare rob you Vampires of your snowy skin.” 
 
    Ivy made a face and tossed the flask onto the table. “Ring it up.” 
 
    River bagged the items and calculated the total price.  
 
    While she waited, Ivy looked at his pink skin and then her own fair complexion. The Fae and Vampires were cousins in a way, but sometimes she wondered what they had in common. 
 
    Fae came in all shades and colours, and were natural conjurers of magic, summoning power from the earth itself. Vampires, on the other hand, were pale-skinned, silver-haired, and blue-eyed; they were magical thieves, stealing energy from Fae enchantments, and wielding it as their own.  
 
    River rattled a brown parcel in her face.  
 
    “What do I owe you?” she asked, fishing out money from the pocket in her jeans.  
 
    “Two shingles and one chunk.” He smiled toothily.  
 
    Ivy raised her eyebrows in mild surprise.  
 
    In the boutique part of the city, she would be paying four times as much for the same products. She pulled out a cluster of currency from her pocket and fingered through them with her sharp black nail.  
 
    Lumps of golden nuggets covered her palm, but no copper chunks or silver shingles—a drawback of being rich.  
 
    With a shrug, she picked a golden nugget and gave it to him. “Consider it a tip.” 
 
    River chuckled and pocketed the nugget. He should’ve put it in the money tin. Ivy shot him a questioning smirk. He only winked and pressed his index finger against his lips.  
 
    “I won’t tell anyone I saw you here, if you pretend you didn’t see that.” 
 
    “Deal,” she said without hesitation.  
 
    She hovered for a moment before she turned and walked out of the kiosk.  
 
    “Goodbye, little Vampire,” he sang in mocking melody.  
 
    She scowled and kept walking, but raised her hand and wiggled her fingers in a farewell gesture. 
 
    The spicy heat struck her before she’d stepped onto the flattened dirt.  
 
    The crowded alley scorched under the summer sunrays.  
 
    Ivy squinted through the glare of the sun. All three species of the Arcane creatures fluttered around, called out to their friends and family, laughed merrily, and conducted shady business behind kiosk drapes.  
 
    Vampires clustered together, and applied sunscreen. Fae danced in the street, and summoned fire from the cracked soil.  
 
    Videer hid beneath their obscure cloaks and watched the shoppers from the shadows. All in all, it was a much livelier place than the posh and luxurious shops in the centre of Verato City. 
 
    Ivy adjusted the parcel under her arm and trudged through the fluttering crowd. Making sure to avoid stepping on a grumpy leprechaun, her gaze locked onto the smoothed soil beneath her— 
 
    “Oomph!”  
 
    Ivy’s world tilted as she flew backwards. The collision jolted through her as she landed on the hard earth.  
 
    Ivy grunted and pushed herself up from the dirt. Sitting on her bum, she squinted up at the pillar she had collided with. The yellow glow of the sun softened as a looming black figure stepped into her sight.  
 
    She blinked, and the blurred image cleared. It was a cloaked Videer Knight. 
 
    The Knight lifted his gloved hand and pulled down his hood. A curious expression was revealed, etched into the bronzed skin of a striking face. Coal-black hair fell over his forehead above eyes as dark as pools of tar.  
 
    The Knight titled his head to the side and smirked down at her.  
 
    “Are you all right down there?” Amusement slicked his haughty tone.  
 
    He crouched down to scoop up her parcel.  
 
    Ivy scrambled to her feet, and snatched the parcel from him.  
 
    As she tucked her silver hair behind her pointed ear, she said, “You should watch where you’re going in future.”  
 
    A twang of annoyance twisted inside of her. He hadn’t moved out of her way, and, instead, continued to stand in front of her, blocking her path.  
 
    “Excuse me,” she said crossly. 
 
    A grin swept across his pink lips. He stepped to the side. As he moved, his cloak billowed around him, parting in the middle—she caught a glimpse of the weapons strapped to his body.  
 
    Videer Knights always put her on edge because of those very weapons—bottled holy oil, matches of hell fire, iron swords, silver bullets.  
 
    The Videer’s weapons could bring her to her knees, sizzling and screaming, in a matter of seconds.  
 
    Without another word, Ivy stalked past him and melted into the crowd. Ahead, she spotted Adriana Adberry, her best friend, poring over a bouquet of books.  
 
    Addie’s sleek white hair, tied with a black ribbon at the nape of her neck, roped down her back to the curve of her stiff spine. The kiosk Addie stood at sold Foundling products—human products. Such things were forbidden by their parents. 
 
    Ivy quickly dashed to her life-long friend and looked around with wide crystal-blue eyes.  
 
    “Addie,” she whispered. “You can’t be here. If someone sees…” 
 
    Her raspy voice trailed off when she realised Adriana wasn’t listening to her. She was far too absorbed in a black book from the Foundling world.  
 
    Ivy assessed her profile, seeing the interest spark in her almond-shaped eyes, her thin lips silently mouthing the words she read, and her angular cheekbones blushing a tinge of excitement.  
 
    Ivy didn’t understand Addie’s fascination with Foundlings. Their own world, the cloaked world, was their home. It didn’t achieve anything to pine after places one can never visit. 
 
    “Addie!” Ivy said impatiently. “Put it down.” 
 
    A graceful sigh came from Addie as she licked her fingertip and flicked the page. “If someone does see us in the marketplace, we’re doomed, so what’s the harm in snooping around this particular kiosk?” 
 
    Impatience seeped from her pores, but, as always, Addie paid her protests no attention. Raising her button-nose, Ivy narrowed her sharp eyes and slewed them around the marketplace.  
 
    Videer Knights, identifiable by their black cloaks, slipped from stall to stall, observing the patrons and merchants. An orange Fae toddler toyed with a trapped leprechaun in a ditch a few kiosks up the lane. Ivy thought the child to be awfully brave. Leprechauns had quite the temper. 
 
    A shadow swept between two stalls. Ivy slitted her eyes to better see the silhouette in the muddy laneway. His head poked out from the drapes. Beads of sweat rolled down his wrinkled forehead and dripped into his shifting eyes. As his skin was a light brown, and his hair greying, he could only be a Videer. Fae only came in the colours of the rainbow, and Vampires were as pale as the moon.  
 
    Ivy couldn’t imagine why an uncloaked Videer would need to hide behind drapes.  
 
    Ivy winced.  
 
    A merchant had appeared from nowhere and leaned into her personal bubble. The Fae peered into her eyes, nose-to-nose, and crooned, “My dear, your eyes are almost completely blue.” 
 
    Ivy blinked a few times, then crossed them to focus on her soft-edged nose. Addie glanced at her before she nodded—her irises were seeping into her black pupils, revealing her hunger.  
 
    “I know just what you need,” said the merchant before she slinked back into the kiosk.  
 
    Ivy rolled her eyes. Though, now that she thought about blood, she noticed the course dryness of her tongue within her parched mouth.  
 
    The yellow Fae reappeared and handed her a silver chalice.  
 
    “Drink,” she urged, and pushed it into her hands. Ivy’s slender fingers wrapped around the cold callused metal.  
 
    “What is it?” There was caution in her tone, matched as she eyed the crimson blood within the chalice, as though expecting it to bubble and boil like a deadly potion.  
 
    “Gnome’s blood,” said the merchant. “I drained it myself.” 
 
    Satisfied, Ivy clutched the chalice with both hands and brought the rim to her lips. She hesitated for a mere second before she guzzled it down. Once the chalice was drained dry, she offered it back to the Fae and licked her lips.  
 
    Ivy savoured the unique flavour for moment. It was smooth, bitter, yet with a hint of tartness.  
 
    “I like it,” she decided. “I’ll buy what you have of it.” 
 
    The vender was pleased. She took the chalice and went into the back of the kiosk to fill a flask. As she disappeared through the dangling drapes, Ivy craned her neck and looked over her shoulder at the laneway between stalls.  
 
    The uncloaked Videer remained hidden behind shimmering curtains, peering around the fabric. He was suspicious, Ivy observed, in the way his eyes darted from Fae to Vampire.  
 
    It wasn’t often that Videer moseyed around the city without their cloaks. Something about it churned Ivy’s tummy and raked over her skin like claws.  
 
    “Well, then,” began Addie, nose still buried in the book. “If you can buy blood from the Foundling stall, I can purchase this novel.” 
 
    Snorting, Ivy nudged her friend on the arm. But it was half-hearted.  
 
    Ivy’s focus was still on the strange Videer in the lane. His fingers, wrinkled and bony, wrapped around the edge of the curtain. He parted it, slowly, and stepped out from its refuge.  
 
    Ivy’s intent gaze traced every movement and regarded his torn jeans and tattered t-shirt. He didn’t look like any Videer she’d ever seen.  
 
    Unless …  
 
    Ivy’s breath hitched. 
 
    “Addie,” she said, backing into the merchandise table. “Look.” 
 
    Addie followed her horrified, stunned stare to the scruffy man. He slinked out of the curtains and into the busy lane. The air appeared to contort around him—it blurred in a black circle like a tangled wreath, shivering in the wind.  
 
    Addie gasped.  
 
    Her hand clutched Ivy’s wrist as she stumbled into the table. Ivy’s suspicions were correct. He was one of them, a terrorist, a rebel. A disease of the cloaked world. An exiled cousin of the Videer, one that could kill any Vampire with a mere bite… 
 
    Ivy was too late to warn the patrons, too late to alert the Knights.  
 
    Still, her hand shot outwards as she pointed her trembling finger at the shabby man—her black fingernail shaking and growing--as a dreadful word that was feared across their world shouted from her mouth and tore throughout the marketplace: 
 
    “SHIFTER!” 
 
      
 
    Mayhem erupted. 
 
    Fear and panic struck everyone.  
 
    Videer-Knights whipped out their swords and daggers, parents grabbed their children from the mud and hid in the kiosks. But the dishevelled man—the Shifter—had already transformed. His hands snapped, curved, and stretched into long claws, the length of Ivy’s arms; his head caved in on itself, sinking down into its neck where it disappeared completely; his body grew, shattered, and reached up to the top of the kiosks. Black pits cut into its chest, and a hole sunk into its gut. Skin melted from the black bones of the creature, until all that was left was a gigantic monster.  
 
    Not a Shifter, observed Ivy, but a demon from the darkest of nightmares. Addie tackled Ivy to the soil just as the creature roared a savage sound.  
 
    The kiosks rattled from the force of the thunderous howl. Ivy curled into a ball, Addie on top of her. They lay in a trembling heap, hoping to be spared.  
 
    Their powers were no match against a Shifter. Especially the ones who had changed—advanced into the great beasts they were today.  
 
    The beasts that could take on any form, like the Videer could, but with the venom in their bodies to kill Vampires.  
 
    They were the greatest threat.  
 
    “EVERYONE, GET DOWN!” bellowed a Knight. An army of Knights appeared in the centre of the lane. They whipped off their cloaks, wielded their weapons and charged at the monster.  
 
    A dozen Knights circled the creature.  
 
    Its claws lashed out, tearing stalls from the ground. The warriors dodged the attacks. A red-headed Knight, twirling two golden daggers in her hands, charged at the beast.  
 
    She dropped to her knees and skidded over the dirt just in time—the beast’s spiked, skeletal tail swung out at her.  
 
    Distracted, the beast didn’t defend itself from the two Knights behind it. They lassoed a barbed black rope at its neck, and used it as leverage to climb up the towering back.  
 
    Ivy could run.  
 
    It was a dreadful thought to have, but she could flee if she wanted.  
 
    Her speed and agility was enviable. But that would mean leaving Addie behind—she wasn’t half as quick as Ivy. Stronger, yes; vastly more powerful, definitely. But not fast enough to flee without injury.  
 
    Ivy had to stay.  
 
    “Vampires! Come!” 
 
    Ivy, panting, craned her neck to look into the kiosk. The merchant crouched beside the curtained table, stretching her hand out.  
 
    “In here! Quickly, quickly!”  
 
    Addie lunged off Ivy’s body, clasping her hand onto the merchant’s.  
 
    The Fae pulled her behind the table to fickle safety.  
 
    “Ivy!” hollered Addie. “Come on!”  
 
    Ivy reached out for Addie’s extended hand, desperate to hide behind the table. But their fingers never touched.  
 
    A stall exploded opposite—the beast’s tail whipped through it.  
 
    The debris hurled Ivy’s way. The impact sent her spiralling through the kiosk amidst the rubble. Pieces of pillars and singed drapes spiralled through the air with her, and crashed into the solid wooden wall at the back of the stall.  
 
    Ivy gasped, then choked on her air. In the rubble, dust raining down on her, Ivy was still.  
 
    A scream tore out, sounding vaguely like her name, but all Ivy heard was a ringing sound piercing her buzzing ears. Blood oozed from cuts all over her head and face, leaking into her hooded, dazed eyes.  
 
    Buried beneath a mound of rubble, Ivy wheezed and lay limp. Her torso threatened to cave in as stone and wood crushed her. Her mangled arm twisted around a broken chair, and her face ached dully against the remains of broken vials.   
 
    “Ivy! I’m coming!”  
 
    Fleetingly, Ivy recognised the voice to be Addie’s. Even distressed, she sounded ever-so graceful, so poised.  
 
    The Shifter’s roar ripped out. Its thunderous boom drowned out terrified cries and Ivy’s panicked whimpers. Growls rumbled the soil beneath her, vibrating the debris crushing her. Each movement, slip of wooden slabs, crushed Ivy’s ribs just that little bit more.  
 
    Addie and the merchant tore wood and stone from her body, unearthing her from the wreckage. After a blur of red curtains flittered in her hazy eyes, Addie’s face came into view.  
 
    Addie heaved chunks of wood and broken furniture from her bruised body.  
 
    “Ow,” she groaned, and dragged herself out of the rubble.  
 
    The merchant gently lifted Ivy’s battered arm.  
 
    Ivy felt the healing energy flow through her, knitting her cuts shut, snapping her bones into place. She jerked and thrashed from the pain, but gritted her teeth and listened to Addie's soothing hushes. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” assured the Fae.  
 
    Addie and the merchant grabbed her arms and heaved her up. They lurched over to the only table left standing and ducked behind it, shielding themselves from the chaos. 
 
    Crimson sprayed up in the air.  
 
    Ivy didn’t know if it was Videer blood or the Shifter’s. It wasn't until a chunk of grey flesh, bigger than her head, slammed into the neighbouring kiosk that she knew.  
 
    Peering over the crushed table, she dazedly gazed out onto the lane. The Shifter, brought to its knees, howled a haunting sound as Knights swarmed it. Swords glinted and danced around the beast, flows of blood spraying in their wake.  
 
    River Ridge came sprinting down the lane.  
 
    He ducked as a Knight went spinning over him. The body landed limply on the soil, flattening a leprechaun on impact. River, stretching out his pink hands, closed his eyes and mouthed silent words.  
 
    Whips of black magic lashed around him and shook the ground.  
 
    Craters formed, soil caved in on itself, cracking all the way up the lane to the fight. Videer jumped back, throwing themselves away from the parting earth just in time.  
 
    The ground crumbled beneath the beast and swallowed him whole.  
 
    Knights circled the trench and propelled dagger after dagger downwards. River ran forward, five Fae shadowing him, and all ejected bursts of magic from their palms into the ditch.  
 
    Ducking, Ivy threw her hands over head as an explosion of gunk soared up and sprayed all over the marketplace. Her foetal position didn’t help—the slap of the goo splashed down on her, saturating her in blood and guts.  
 
    Through the ringing of her ears, Ivy heard the sudden silence wash over the marketplace. No screams, no cries of horror or pain. There was only a quiet aftershock, broken by faint gasps, and the crackle and pop of the boiling trench.  
 
    Addie and Ivy climbed to their feet and looked out onto the lane. It was submerged in a cloud of smoke, from both the explosions and magic. Sparks tinkled in the fog, and ash swayed down to the blood-coated soil.  
 
    Breathing a heavy sigh of relief, Ivy dug her black fingernails into the broken table and hunched over.  
 
    “That was close,” whispered Addie in a raspy voice. 
 
    The merchant turned to Ivy. “That'll be two golden nuggets for healing you,” she said. “Do you still want to buy the gnome blood?” 
 
    Ivy blinked stupidly at her. A whisper of a laugh leaked from her cut lips, a high-pitched, bitter sound.  
 
    Bloody Fae and their greedy paws. 
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    Her drenched boots squelched as she crept down the corridor. Ivy wasn’t the stealthiest Vampire—in fact, she was what her mother always called her; ‘A cyclops in a Keeper’s library’—and that was proven in her loud tip-toeing through the hallways of her home. Each step she took, the soles of her shoes sploshed, splashed, and squeaked, leaving a trail of muddy and bloody footprints from the front door to the second-floor corridor in the east wing.  
 
    “My, my,” came a familiar voice.  
 
    Ivy froze, her hands balling into fists as she squeezed her eyes shut and cursed herself.  
 
    “What is my rebellious sister up to now?” 
 
    Slowly, Ivy turned on the balls of her feet.  
 
    Felix, her older brother, leaned against the marble pillar beside his bedroom door. Damp silver hair drooped over his forehead, telling her that he’d just bathed, and his deep blue eyes flashed with malice. His legs were crossed at the ankles, and a brilliant grin swept across his face—he did love catching her in the act of whatever mischief she got up to.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said, and cleared her throat haughtily. “Just going to my room.” 
 
    “Covered in blood,” he noted. His gaze dragged from her unity clothes to her silver, roping strands. “Do you have bits of brain in your hair? Though, it does look a bit like heart.” 
 
    Ivy shrugged and looked up at the ceiling, unable to withstand his knowing stare any longer.  
 
    He glanced at the parcel tucked under her arm.  
 
    “Shopping?” he asked casually, and swerved his gaze to the long intestine draped over her shoulder. “Or hunting?” 
 
    “Um,” said Ivy. “Both. I went shopping … Then I went hunting. Hence the blood.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I’m sure you won’t mind me telling father.” Felix paused as her eyes widened to the size of saucers. “I suppose you do mind after all.” 
 
    Ivy sneered at him. “Can I help you with something? Or can I go to my room now?” 
 
    Felix laughed and pushed himself from the pillar. “Father wants us down for lunch,” he said. “Ta-ta.” 
 
    Ivy flipped him off the moment he turned his back on her.  
 
    “I saw that,” he called over his shoulder before disappearing into his bedroom. 
 
    Muttering profanities under her breath, Ivy stomped down the hallway to her bedroom. She shoved through the door and ran to the en-suite. 
 
    The moment the engraved door swung open, she was hit with the fresh aroma of shampoo, scented candles, and traces of the blood she’d had the night before in the bathtub.  
 
    As she entered, Foxy, her pet Kitsune, darted through the doorway and made its escape into the bedroom. Foxy was a miniature fox with three fluffy tails and a talent for breathing fire on Felix’s favoured possessions.  
 
    Ivy shrugged and let the fiery critter roam free.  
 
      
 
    The dining room at the Skylar château was Ivy’s favourite room in the entire building. The beige walls featured golden-framed artwork and delicate drawings of picturesque landscapes. Marble sculptures were placed around the room, and a line of servants stood on either side of the double doors. Most importantly, however, it was where she spent the most time with her family, all of whom she adored, except perhaps Felix.  
 
    Edmund, her father, sat at the head of the table, beside Eveline, her mother. Felix and Ivy sat opposite, halfway down the carved granite table, stirring their bowls of serpent soup.  
 
    The Arcane Chronicle was grasped loosely in Edmund’s hand, curled at the base. The parchment news scroll was never longer than eleven inches.  
 
    There wasn’t much to report in the cloaked world, other than the occasional Shifter attack … 
 
    Edmund asked, “Ivy, have you seen the paper today?”  
 
    Resting her chin on the heel of her hand, Ivy yawned. “Not yet. Why?”  
 
    Edmund handed Felix the Chronicle and sipped from his copper mug of espresso blood. “The Ichor Academy in the Southern Lands was incinerated yesterday.” 
 
    Studying the paper, Felix read aloud, “The cause of the fire is unknown at this stage. Until the Ichor Academy of Magical Beings is rebuilt, the school grounds will remain closed to the student body and faculty.” 
 
    “Where will the students go?” asked Ivy. “To our school?” 
 
    “I would imagine the students will be sent to their nearest operating academy,” said Eveline. She made to continue, but the French double doors to the dining room swung open, revealing Prince Samael and Queen Anouk.  
 
    “—their entire species should’ve been slaughtered,” said Samael indifferently to his mother. “Not cursed and banished.” 
 
    Everyone at the table stood at the entry of royalty. Unfortunately for Ivy, the Vampire monarchy were close with her own family. Their almost daily drop-ins grew weary.  
 
    “Sit, sit,” dismissed Queen Anouk. “We are merely stopping by for a few minutes.” 
 
    Ivy was the first to drop into her seat and resume eating, keeping her narrowed eyes on Prince Samael.  
 
    He seated himself beside Felix, unsurprisingly—they were as thick as troll thieves. Ivy met the prince’s hardened eyes, and as always, couldn’t resist the shiver that ran down her spine.  
 
    The prince was feminine in appearance, with a soft angular jawline, and a fine nose above his bowed lips. He was easy on the eyes, Ivy knew, but his gentle beauty was shattered the moment he opened his mouth. When it came to Samael Valac, Ivy was not conflicted in her opinion.  
 
    He was a horrible, dangerous, blood-thirsty, and cruel prince. 
 
    Wrenching her gaze from Samael’s unrelenting white eyes, Ivy pulled her glass of blood closer to her and listened to Anouk rattle on. 
 
    “Did you hear?” she said. “There was an attack on the Fae markets this morning.” Her posture stiffened as a servant filled her champagne flute with blood, as if she loathed their presence entirely. “Dreadful business, isn’t it?” 
 
    Eveline drummed her fingernails on the table, exuding poise and an air of importance. “It wasn’t reported in the Chronicle. This is the first we have heard a whisper of such an attack on our city.” 
 
    Ivy shrunk in her chair—Felix’s calculative gaze pierced into her flushed face. She could almost hear his mind connecting the pieces. 
 
    Samael said, “A Shifter somehow managed to slip into the city through the glittergates. It took the form of a skeletal creature, I’m told.” 
 
    “So it is true,” said Edmund. “The Shifters have managed to control their changes—exceeding their limitations to just wolves.” 
 
    Samael nodded. “They have evolved, it seems.” 
 
    Eveline placed her hand on her heart. “Was anybody hurt?”  
 
    “One Fae died in the wreckage,” said Samael. His sharp blue eyes fixed on Ivy’s pink face. Then, he glanced a Felix—the iciness of his eyes softened for just a moment. “And two Videer-Knights,” he said. “Fortunately, none of our own were harmed. The Shifter fell into a nearby crater, which allowed the Knights to kill him. Quite the mess, I’m told.” 
 
    “That explains the blood and guts,” said Felix, and he gestured to his stiff sister. 
 
    Ivy’s eyes widened and swerved to his stare. 
 
    “What?” Eveline frowned at her son curiously. “What blood and guts?” 
 
    “Oh, pardon me,” said Felix with a malicious smirk on his lips. “I am referring to the blood and guts that Ivy wore this morning. Do you remember, Ivy? When you were sneaking to your bedroom, covered in it?” 
 
    Ivy’s eyes, ablaze with fury, burned into Felix’s calm gaze. Foxy must have destroyed something in his bedroom, or urinated on his rug.  
 
    Ivy knew revenge when she saw it. 
 
    “You don’t remember?” prompted Felix. “You were carrying a brown parcel with you. One from the Fae markets, as it happens.” 
 
    Through gritted teeth, she hissed, “Traitor.” 
 
    The slam of Edmund’s copper mug on the granite table jolted throughout the dining room. Ivy bowed her head, awaiting the inevitable.  
 
    With contained anger, Edmund slowly said, “You went to the Fae markets, Ivy?” Each enunciation of the words he spoke were slicked with hope—he hoped she would tell him that Felix was a liar, and that she’d never been to the Fae markets a day in her life. 
 
    But Ivy didn’t lie. “Yes, dad. I did.” 
 
    “And you were there when the attack struck?” 
 
    “Yes, dad.” 
 
    Silence washed over the table.  
 
    The penetrative scald of Edmund stare seared into her face, but she kept her venomous eyes on Felix. If she’d had any Fae magic in store within her body, she would have expelled it right in his smug face. Alas, she hadn’t purchased any Fae magic that day at the markets, what with the Shifter attacking and all.  
 
    Eveline spoke in her rarely used motherly tone, “Are you all right, dear? Were you injured?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” she whispered.  
 
    Ivy briefly considered telling her parents just how close to the Shifter she had been, but that would only provoke her father further. 
 
    “I hid in a kiosk when it happened.” It was half true, wasn’t it? 
 
    Samael asked, “You mightn’t be strong, but you are fast, Ivy. I’ve seen you hunt. Why didn’t you run?”  
 
    Licking her lips nervously, Ivy kept her stare on Edmund. “I couldn’t leave Addie.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Edmund. “And I suppose it was Adriana’s idea to venture to the Fae markets in the first place?” 
 
    It wasn’t. Not at all. Ivy practically dragged Addie down to the markets that morning.  
 
    Ivy didn’t admit that, of course. 
 
    Edmund sighed wearily, pinching the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “In that case, my concerns of your wellbeing have vanished, and all I am left with is disappointment and outrage at your insolence.” His voice was tired, thick with frustration. “You are aware of the rules of my household, Ivy. You know better than to frolic around in the markets, among those despicable Fae. Yet, even with that knowledge, you directly disobeyed me, and put yourself at risk—” 
 
    Bristled, Ivy interrupted, “It’s not like I knew there would be an attack, dad. Last time I checked, there wasn’t a Shifter Forecast in the Chronicle.” 
 
    Edmund smacked his hand down on the table. “Hush, Ivy!”  
 
    His shout silenced her. Biting the inside of her cheeks, Ivy met his cold stare but said not a word.  
 
    “This is one of the many reasons I forbid you from the markets,” he said. “Not only are the markets next to the gates into the city, you are far too naïve to manage yourself around the Fae. Tell me, Ivy, what are Shifters?” 
 
    “They’re Arcane,” she said, frowning. “Cousins of the Videer. Banished from our world a long time ago.” 
 
    “And how do they pose to our kind?” 
 
    “They’re skilled and trained in combat. And …” 
 
    “And?” pressed Edmund. 
 
    “And,” she said with a sigh. “They have venom that’s a threat to us. If bitten, we could die or become very ill.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” added Felix, “they can apparently mutate into any creature they wish, it appears. That makes them all the more dangerous, does it not? After all, they can pass as Videer now.” 
 
    “Excellent point,” said Samael.  
 
    There was a small smile on his lips, one that he tried to suppress, as he looked at Felix. Ivy wanted to stick a gnome up his nostril.  
 
    “Which reminds he,” he added, “if you’re to go down there, to the markets, perhaps you should take a companion—just in case.” 
 
    Felix blushed.  
 
    Heaving a weary sigh, Ivy slumped in her chair. “Get a room.” 
 
    “Ivy,” warned Edmund. “You do not seem to grasp the severity of your actions.”  
 
    Ivy shifted in her seat, resisting the urge to lunge across the table and smack the smirk off Felix’s face. Samael was no better. While he didn’t smirk at her, his heated stare burned with unjust anger. He had no right, in her opinion, to have any opinion on what she did in her spare time. He only hated her because Felix picked on her sometimes. 
 
    Eventually, Edmund spoke: “Go to your room and stay there until we depart tomorrow morning. I want whatever you purchased today to be given to the servants before nightfall.” 
 
    The legs of her chair scraped against the smooth marble floors as she stood. But, she didn’t leave immediately. Ivy performed polite curtseys, perhaps exaggerated, for the monarchs at the table.  
 
    Plucking a dead pixie from the snack bowl, Ivy smiled falsely and flicked it at Felix’s arrogant face. He was allergic to pixies.  
 
    “Goodnight,” she said and stormed out of the dining room. The doors slammed shut behind her, but not before Felix’s furious voice billowed after her. He would retaliate. He always did, as did she. It was a toxic cycle.  
 
    One time, a few months ago, she’d woken up with chunks of Pegasus Paste in her hair after she’d put cockroach essence in his expensive whiskey blood bottle. Her hairdresser had to chop all her hair off to chin length—an awful bob that still haunted her dreams.  
 
    She hoped he didn’t chop them off again. Because in the morning, they’d go to the Academy … and there, there would be no parents to shield her from her brother. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sunlight danced across the calm waters of the Fae Lake. Blinding glints shone from the reflective surface and washed over the excitable crowd on the pebbled shore. Every Arcane under the age of twenty carried luggage with them, prepared to embark on their day-long journey to The Arcane Academy.  
 
    Fae magic was unlike any other in the world, and Ivy was grateful for that. It was their natural trickery and manipulation of the elements that allowed their transportation.  
 
    The Fae warped time and space to create glittergates, which led all around the world to cities and villages. Glittergates got their name by their appearance: An oval-shaped shimmer a few inches above ground.  
 
    The glittergate on the Fae shore just outside of Verato City wasn’t glittering yet; it was only ever active at the beginning and end of the school year. 
 
    “Now, dear, are you sure you have packed everything?” Eveline fretted, adjusting the cashmere shawl draped over Ivy’s shoulders. “Gold, sunscreen, schoolbooks, socks? Blood for the trip?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ivy droned, watching as the Valac family said their farewells to Samael. “I packed everything, mum. Just like last year, and the seven years before that.” 
 
    “Do not sass your mother, young lady,” Edmund Skylar scolded in his sharp voice. Ivy clamped her mouth shut instantly. “I expect you to be on your best behaviour, is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, dad.” 
 
    “No more frolicking around the forest with that friend of yours.” 
 
    “Yes, dad.” 
 
    “Miss Adriana is a distraction to your studies and a bad influence. I want you to focus your full attention and ambition on your studies this year.” 
 
    “Yes, dad.” 
 
    “When I receive your school report, I expect it to tell me that you’ve spent all your time with either your mentor or study group. You have a lot of catching up to do, so you must work harder than anyone else to harness your magic.” 
 
    “Yes, dad.”  
 
    “And don’t think I won’t hear about any nonsense you get up to. I am the Governor of that school, young lady, so I will know of every move you make before you even make it—” 
 
    “Eddie,” interrupted Eveline affectionately, placing her hand on her husband’s arm. “I think Ivy understands. Don’t you dear?” 
 
    “Yes, mum,” yawned Ivy.  
 
    She was barely able to pay attention to her parents. She was much too focused on keeping a wary eye on Samael Valac as he and Felix chatted with an ethereal-looking Fae. She had bright purple hair, light orange skin, and blue eyes that glowed spectacularly. Her teeth were pointed and almost yellow, adding a frightening edge to her beauty.  
 
    The familiar high-pitched whistle pierced through the winter air, alerting everyone that the glittergate was seconds from opening. Everyone whipped their heads toward the rickety boardwalk and eyed the shimmery portal.  
 
    The air above the boardwalk began to glitter, but if one looked close enough, they would see that the illusion was space pulling, twisting and tugging around itself.  
 
    A red-headed woman slunk out of the glittergate. Her crimson eyes locked onto the cluster of waiting people. She swiftly raised her hand and snapped her fingers impatiently. All students grabbed their suitcases and duffel bags before saying final goodbyes to their parents. 
 
    She clicked her fingers again. “Come, children!” They were apparently taking too long for her liking, but she was a notoriously mean faculty member at the school. The dreaded Houseparent Mabel, head of the Fae student body at the Academy. 
 
    Ivy threw herself at both of her parents for one last hug before she pulled the strap of her leather duffel bag over her shoulder.  
 
    “Love you,” she mumbled before rushing off toward the boardwalk.  
 
    They all had to trudge through the shallow, foamy waters on the shore to reach the boardwalk, and most of them complained under their breaths about their shoes getting wet. Ivy was one of them.  
 
    They reached the Houseparent who ushered them through the glittery slab of air. Ivy had somehow ended up last. She waited for the other students to pass through.  
 
    Eventually, she was left with Houseparent Mabel on the boardwalk, but the Fae had become irritated and shoved Ivy through the glittergate before following.  
 
    There weren’t any words to describe the sensation that washed over her. Ivy felt as though she was pushed through white-hot fire, but doused with a bucket full of icy water at the same time. She felt stretched and shrunk; torn apart and compressed.  
 
    But as quickly as those uncomfortable conflicting sensations came over her, she was stepping out the other side into an open field just outside the Blood Forest. She grunted as Houseparent Mabel slammed right into her back. They both stumbled forward. Nobody noticed; everyone was too busy laughing at a young Videer boy who vomited on the grass. Some reacted worse to glittergates than others. Videer had the most trouble with it.  
 
    Houseparent Mabel stalked off through the crowd to find the other teachers scattered around the grassy landscape.  
 
    About five hundred pupils loitered around the grassy fields on the outskirts of the Blood Forest. Every few seconds, more arrived from thin shimmering air. They couldn’t transport right onto the grounds of the Academy, due to the strength of the wards.  
 
    Ivy hauled her bag over her shoulder and searched through the crowd for Addie. She spotted her brother and his posse ahead, and a few familiar-faced Fae—including River Ridge. He waved as he passed her. He was nice, she thought, for a Fae. 
 
    Addie had travelled by the same glittergate as Ivy, so couldn’t have wandered off too far.  
 
    Yelps echoed. The ground began to quake beneath them. A large crack appeared right in the centre before it crumbled and separated, becoming a gaping hole. The earth rolled to form dirt steps deeper down into the hole, leading to a cave.  
 
    As the students trudged down the steps, the air thinned, and the temperature dropped.  
 
    Ivy squinted as she stepped off the last step—the sparkly walls of the cave winked at her, the light of the bright blue river reflecting off the crystallised rocks. The only source of light in the cave was the subterranean river that gently flowed beneath the Blood Forest, and into the bowels of the Academy.  
 
    Students ducked and dodged around ribbed rock pillars on the rough shore, hiking their way to the white canoes that floated on the river. The canoes were pulled by a swarm of Abia—enormous eels with a furious instinct to protect children from harm. Great protectors, slow swimmers.  
 
    “Ivy!” It was Addie, hollering over the chatter of the crowd. Strangely, her voice still possessed its haughty undertones, even as she bellowed across the glowing-blue cave. “Ivy, over here!”  
 
    It took her a few seconds to locate the source of the shouts, but when she did, she couldn’t suppress the grin that spread across her face. Ivy simply lit up at the sight of Addie standing gracefully atop a pearly white canoe ahead. Gripping her luggage tightly, Ivy pushed through the traffic of Arcane toward the carriage Addie had indiscreetly claimed for the journey.  
 
    Ivy dumped her luggage in the canoe, beside a sleeping Vampire she didn’t recognise. Addie and Ivy shared an exasperated look and sat down across from each other quietly. It was almost impossible to horde an entire canoe to just two people, but each year Addie tried. 
 
    The Abia splashed their tails before the canoes trembled and began to move.  
 
    Ivy watched as the sleeping girl in the canoe garbled something unintelligible and shifted atop her canvas bag. She had sleek chin-length hair, a square jaw, and sharp cheekbones. All in all, she was beautiful, but in a ‘don’t-mess-with-me’ way.  
 
    Addie leaned forward. “Did you see the Chronicle this morning?”  
 
    Arching her brow, Ivy made herself comfortable on the plush pillows and blankets. “I saw the Chronicle yesterday.” 
 
    “Here,” said Addie, pulling a beige scroll from her cardigan pocket. “Look.” 
 
    Ivy unfurled the translucent paper and swept her curious gaze over the articles. Her eyes lingered over the article, ‘How Fae and Videer Banded Together: A Tale of Two Species’. The piece at the base of the scroll caught her attention after a swift scan.  
 
      
 
    “THE MYSTERIOUS DISAPPEARANCE OF LINDA LAUNDELLE 
 
    At 11:34PM on Saturday night, Linda Laundelle, a Vampire from the Stonehenge Village and author of ‘How to Tame Your Kitsune, and Other Fire-Prone Creatures’, was reported missing by authorities. 
 
    The disappearance of Linda Laundelle was first noticed when her presence was required at a Committee Summit in the Southern Lands. Linda Laundelle failed to show at the Summit, where she holds a seat on the Education Council. Upon investigation, Laundelle’s home was found ransacked, and her personal Knight discovered dead in the kitchens. 
 
    Authorities are treating this case as a kidnapping and urge anyone to come forward should they have any relevant information.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy’s fingers released the bottom of the scroll, causing it curl up again. “A kidnapping?” she echoed, handing the Chronicle back to Addie. “Who would want to kidnap her?” 
 
     “A Shifter.” Addie stuffed the scroll into her suitcase and glanced up at Ivy’s bemused expression. She explained, “Don’t you think it’s strange that a Shifter gets into Verato the same day Linda Laundelle goes missing, and only one day after the Ichor school is burned to the ground?” 
 
    “I guess,” said Ivy. Although, her uncertain tone gave her away. “But the Shifter who attacked the markets wasn’t organised, Addie. If it was a part of bigger group, it would’ve attacked in a group, right?” 
 
    “Shifters destroyed Ichor.”  
 
    Ivy flinched and looked over her shoulder at the girl who spoke. The unfamiliar Vampire rubbed her tired eyes and sat up straight.  
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” she said, “but some of us don’t believe that is was an accident.” 
 
    Addie and Ivy simply stared at the stranger.  
 
    After a pause, Ivy smiled. “I’m Ivy,” she said. “That’s Addie.” 
 
    “Penelope Prince,” she said sleepily. “Call me Penny.” 
 
    “So, you’re from Ichor, then?” asked Addie, her angular cheekbones burning pink. Ivy knew that blush all too well—Addie had a thing for tough girls.  
 
    “I am,” she said through a stifled yawn. “A few Fae in my village said they felt Shifters nearby.” 
 
    “Felt them?” repeated Ivy, her nose crinkled in confusion. “How can you feel a Shifter’s presence?” 
 
    “They meant that there was an energy shift,” she said. “Our village is right next to the Ichor grounds, so they realised quickly that the magic had been tampered with in the soil. They knew it.” 
 
    Addie’s brows shot up to her hairline. “A ward breach?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” she replied, nodding.  
 
    “Rumours rot the brain,” said Ivy, reciting one of her mother’s mottos. “And the Chronicle didn’t say anything about a ward breach.” 
 
    Penny didn’t argue, whether because she was tired or just didn’t care. She shrugged and lounged back against her luggage.  
 
    Addie smiled at her bashfully, a rare sight. 
 
    “Are you Addie as in Adriana Adberry?” asked Penny. Addie nodded. “I’ve heard about you. Your spirit magic is metamorphosis, isn’t it?” 
 
    Beaming proudly, Addie said, “It is. How’d you know?” 
 
    “It’s in the spirit magic textbook,” she said. “The Adberrys can all perform metamorphosis. It’s rare magic.” 
 
    “Rare, and challenging to master,” agreed Addie. “Last year I tried to turn into a duck …” 
 
    Ivy grinned fondly at the memory. “She was stuck like that for weeks. The Shaman locked her in pen in the sickbay the whole time.” 
 
    “What’s your power?” asked Penny.  
 
    “I’m a Skylar,” said Ivy. “My magic is creature mind control.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to be mind control,” corrected Addie. “But she’s more partial to flooding the school every other day.” 
 
    “She’s exaggerating,” huffed Ivy. “That was one time, and it was only the classroom, not the whole school. Besides, it’s only water.” 
 
    Penny and Addie shared an amused look, at which Ivy scowled and folded her arms over her chest.  
 
    “What’s yours, then?” asked Ivy crossly.  
 
    The humour fell from Penny’s face, much to Ivy’s delight. “Clairvoyance,” she said. “I’m not so good at it. A pretty pointless spirit power to have.” 
 
    Addie leaned forward. “Why would you think it’s pointless? Predictions and fortune telling are old magic. They’re wonderful.” 
 
    “Because of the Seers,” she said, shrugging. “Even if I mastered my magic, and all my predictions came true, I would pale in comparison to the Seers.” 
 
    Ivy hummed in agreement.  
 
    The Seers were unbeatable, untouchable. A very rare sub-species of the Videer, born with the divine sight.  
 
    Though, they rarely shared their prophecies with the rest of the Arcane, and never left their crypts.  
 
    Seers were as mysterious as their predictions were.
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    Before they knew it, the canoes had stopped at the end of the river. The water ahead disappeared, and fell downwards in a deathly waterfall. Addie, Penny and Ivy climbed out of the rocking canoe onto the gravelly shore, carting their luggage with them. The shift in atmosphere hit them immediately.  
 
    Excitement buzzed from each student who called out for their friends, shouted greetings to those they hadn’t seen over the break, and fancied about with their crushes.  
 
    Some linked arms as they whispered and giggled; others patted one another on the back by means of greeting; resident creatures plagued every dark corner of the cave, with ghouls skulking around and tending to the tired Abia, and Imps flying away with luggage ten times their size; and Knights stood in the unlit spots against the wall, watching the lively commotion seep through the cave. 
 
    Lit candles protruded from their brass holders that were bolted to the stone walls, flooding the arrivals in glittering light that echoed off the crystallised walls. The air had a unique flavour of damp stones, candlewax, and dirt. It didn’t sound very pleasant, but when combined they created a rich, earthy aroma.  
 
    The Knights wore black cloaks that swayed and rustled. Their hoods were pulled over their heads, and hid their faces—all that could be seen were their lips, chins and necks. But Ivy didn’t have to see the Videer to know that they were fully armed with magical weapons.  
 
    Four skeletal brown creatures fluttered over to them. Their thin and long wings buzzed through the loud chatter. Their teeth were pointed and sharp, their noses crooked and hooked, and their hands were half the size of their entire bodies. Twisted, ribbed horns spiralled out of their tiny skulls, and they resembled pixies in some ways, but were far more severe in their demeanours. The Imps were servants at the Academy, along with the ghouls. Their wings were much stronger than those of Pixies, their fingers much nimbler, and they were easier to control. 
 
    Pixies only obeyed the Fae. Imps obeyed anything that could eat them, which was just about every Arcane creature there was—Vampires, Fae, Videer and Shifters. 
 
     The girls handed the flying creatures their luggage. Locking arms with each other, Addie and Ivy set off through the crowd and shadowed their fellow students to the muddy steps ahead. Penny trailed closely behind, gazing around in a mixture of amazement and dismay.  
 
    As they climbed the packed dirt steps, Addie babbled on about the classes available that year: “Did you get the curriculum set? They put ‘The Technology of Foundlings’ and ‘How to Bond with Your Familiar’ on at the same time. I’d hoped to study both, but I suppose I must choose the Foundling class. Are you picking it?” 
 
    Ivy sighed, hiking up the steps. “Mum and dad would have a fit if I chose that subject. You know how they are.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, they’re just like every other Vampire except us,” Addie mumbled. “Even my parents would frenzy if they knew I chose to study Foundlings.” 
 
    Ivy observed her with a studious side-glance. “You didn’t tell your parents?” 
 
    Addie shook her head guiltily as they reached the top of the stairs. Then, they marched through the curtain of leaves, branches and vines into the woodlands. The mingled mob of students trekked through the shrubbery, and weaved through the trees until they reached the stone pathway. The beauty of the landscape never failed to impress Ivy.  
 
    The opening of the tunnel led directly into the thick forestry that circled the school grounds. Over the chatter of the students the birds could be heard singing, oblivious to the predators seeping into the territory. The cobblestone path led straight through the woodland to the looming wrought iron gates ahead with metal letters bolted onto the spikes atop the rusted gate: 
 
    ‘THE ARCANE ACADEMY. ‘ 
 
    The crowd poured into the school grounds. Trees flanked the wide cobblestone path and concealed the neglected cabins on the left. The Shifters used to live there, before the war. Now, the Imps burrowed near the cabins. The trail from the main path to the cabins was completely overgrown.  
 
    To the right was a flowery walkway that disappeared between trees. Ivy pointed to the path. “That leads to where the Fae live; the grottos and lake. A lot of weird things live in the lake, so it’s good to go down there and hunt.”  
 
    “Sometimes,” added Addie, “the Fae host parties on the shore, but it’s best to keep your wits about you at them.” 
 
    “It’s the same at Ichor,” said Penny. “Though, the Fae lived by a waterfall instead. I’ll miss that sound … Waterfalls are so peaceful.” 
 
    As they trekked further up the walkway, the school came into view. The Arcane Academy was a white manor-house, covered in snowy moss and pale vines.  
 
    The white-stone structure reached from one edge of the forest to the other, loomed high above, and was fringed by two towers.  
 
    The cobblestone winded up to the steps that led to towering wooden doors, heavy and slabbed with iron. On each side of the wooden doors were two symbols; that of the Vampires and Videer. Those were the species that resided within the school manor. The Videer slept, studied and worked in their mysterious crypts beneath the school in the east wing; and the Vampires lived in the den which was the top four levels of the west wing.  
 
    The doors were already open wide upon arrival, allowing the steady stream of students to enter the main foyer. 
 
    Penny exhaled in awe, lips moving to form a silent ‘wow’.  
 
    The foyer wasn’t all that impressive to Ivy and Addie. The walls inside the foyer were high, at least three levels up, and the roof was a pointed glass skylight, allowing the bright glow of the moonlight to pour inside.  
 
    Statues and carved images decorated every inch of the papered walls, and thick ribbed pillars stood in all four corners to support the high ceiling above.  
 
    The moonlight and candles pasted an orange glow onto the mahogany wood. Red carpet, aged and musky, coated the wooden floors, veering off into attached corridors. Two curved staircases were opposite one another, and joined at the first level.  
 
    Ahead, decayed wooden doors stood, decked with rusted slabs of metal. Those doors were used daily; they opened into the Assembly Hall where the students and teachers gathered for their meals and announcements.  
 
    “Different to Ichor?” Addie asked, side-eyeing the dazed Penny. 
 
    Mutely, Penny nodded and gazed around in wonder. “Ichor’s smaller … much smaller. And more of a fortress than a home.” 
 
    The flowing crowd pushed the girls into the Assembly Hall where they all fell silent. Instructors and Houseparents stood atop the cathedral altar at the farther end of the Hall, patiently awaiting the arrival of all students. No tables or chairs furnished the Hall in that moment, but Ivy knew that they would appear come morning.  
 
    Unlike everywhere else in the manor, the floors were sleek black slabs of wood, shiny from their frequent polishes. The walls were white with metal symbols of the Arcane bolted onto them, and the ceiling was painted in a biased reimagining of the Shifter Battle.  
 
    Vampires formed a lazy line in front of their stern Houseparent. As always, the Fae giggled, sniggered, whispered and cackled as they skipped into the Hall. They danced in like a fluid rainbow; colours of the day poured in, but each Fae wore the sharpest and yellowest set of teeth. Finally, the familiar, almost satisfying, sound of the Videer marched into the Hall.  
 
    Not even the sculpted wooden pillars around the room stood as tall, firm and straight as the Videer. They were the most disciplined, stoic, and refined of all species in the Arcane. Addie had once said that the Videer were born with sticks up their bums. In truth, Ivy wouldn’t be too surprised if that was the case. How else could they have such stiff and perfect posture?  
 
    The Videer stopped to the left of the Vampires, clad in cloaks of black, red and brown: Black for the student Knights, red for the trainee Seers, and brown for the aspiring Keepers of the Crypts. 
 
    Principal Caesar appeared on the podium. He clasped his hands behind his back. “Silence, the lot of you!”  
 
    Everyone went still. He dragged his tedious gaze over the body of students. The students were so quiet, all that could be heard were muffled coughs and shoes scuffing on the floors.  
 
    “Greetings,” he said, but his tone was hardly welcoming at all. He didn’t want to be there. In fact, Ivy wondered if he wanted to be anywhere. Sometimes that happened—Vampires lived so long that some eventually chose to end their lives.  
 
    “The rules of your second home are simple,” said the principal. “Even for the dimmest and newest of you. Do not stray from the school grounds without expressed permission from your Houseparents. The Videer crypts are completely off-limits from all Arcane, except the Videer. Anyone caught entering the dungeons will be suspended without hesitation. And no parties.”  
 
    The Principal allowed his stern eyes to linger over the smirking and snickering rainbow of Fae. They were notorious for their rule breaking, especially when it came to prohibited parties on the shore of the lake by their grottos.  
 
    He droned on, “No student is to cross the cliff at the border of the forest, nor are any of you permitted to leave the island. In the exceptionally rare circumstance that a student is granted permission to leave the school grounds, if a Foundling is encountered, no contact will ensue. This is non-negotiable. No Foundling hunting nor baiting will be permitted at the Academy.”  
 
    The Principal shot a stern, warning glance at the group of Vampires. Ivy sighed and shifted her weight from one foot to the other impatiently. 
 
    “Before you head off to your respective chambers for the evening, I have an announcement. This year, we will be joined by three dozen students from Ichor. I expect you all to make our guests feel welcome for the school year, and assist them whenever need be.” 
 
    A ripple of snickers rolled over the Fae. If the Fae were helpful in any way to the new students, Ivy made a mental promise to herself to dunk her head in a bucket of Pegasus pee. 
 
    “Prohibited items at the Academy are as follows: Foundlings, alcoholic substances, Class A weapons unless carried by Videer, and Class B weapons unless used for Combat Class.” He paused and raised his hand to check the time on his watch. Sighing tiredly, he dismissed the students with a lazy flick of the wrist. “To know all prohibited items and rules, please see the notice boards in your chambers. Off with you.” 
 
    Chatter immediately erupted in the Assembly Hall as the students left.  
 
    * * * 
 
    The Vampires reached the highest floor in the west wing. Traffic came to a halt at the landing, where the entrance to the den stood in the form of a thick wooden door. Beside mouldy hinges, bolted to the wall, was a large ruby-encrusted goblet. A constant stream of blood spilled down the wall and into the goblet. The blood overfilled the goblet and poured over the rim to the enclosed stone basin, where it pooled and slinked back up the wall. A never-ending stream of blood collected over the centuries.  
 
    A senior, Darren Clark, raised his wrist to his lips and bit into his own skin. Blood instantly oozed out of the wound, and he squeezed his wrist over the goblet. The rubies on the ornament hissed and glowed in the dim lobby. Squeaky groans and clinking sounds echoed out as the door unlocked itself. Only Vampires could open the door by offering their blood to prove their species type.  
 
    The moment the door opened fully, the students poured inside. The high ceilings of the hauntingly beautiful Vampire den washed over Ivy. It was familiar, a second home to her. Silver and black draped over the room in coloured couches, silk seats, a carved blackwood bar, study desks, and polished fireplaces. Many students trooped to the left of the den, perching themselves around the crackling fireplaces; others bustled to the cocktail bar in pursuit of infused blood snacks; some climbed the spiral staircase to retire for the night in their shared dormitories.  
 
    Addie and Penny wandered to the collection of tufted leather sofas by the iron-barred windows. A parade of Vampires lined up at the message board against the wall on the far left, reading the latest announcements, changes to the rules, and posted timetables.  
 
    Ivy went to the cocktail bar where a Ghoul served. He had been the bartender in the den since long before Ivy had ever first attended the Academy. Fleetingly, she wondered if Samael Valac could control the ghoul with his blood-powers. After all, his spirit magic was the ability to control the dead, and, even resurrect them—only small creatures, of course; not people.  
 
    Slumped over the bar, Ivy waited for the ghoul to approach her. She drummed her naturally black nails on the bar, and heaved a heavy sigh. She winced. 
 
    Sharp fingernails had grazed her bare shoulder. The sting of the scratch nipped her skin, deep enough to draw blood. Before she could determine whether it was an accident or not, Samael Valac barged into her, causing her to tumble into the bar.  
 
    Scowling, Ivy met his cold eyes as he moved to stand beside her; he was taking her spot as next-in-line.  
 
    She didn’t argue—It would only provoke him, and she knew her place in the hierarchy. She glanced at his fingernails and saw that they were not extended or sharpened, but there was a slight stain of blood on his index finger.  
 
    Samael placed his forearm on the bar as his cold eyes scanned her black dress.  
 
    Ivy scowled at him. The ghoul approached, grunted and swayed on the spot as he watched Ivy. She knew instinctively that he was awaiting her drink order, but Samael had other plans.  
 
    “One tumbler of espresso blood and one strawberry,” ordered Samael.  
 
    The ghoul grumbled incoherently and staggered away. Ivy stifled a yawn as she watched the rotten creature rummage through the stash of blood in the fridges.  
 
    “I doubt you could have acquired that dress at the boutique shops in the city,” Samael commented, glancing down at the lace hem of the little black dress. “Where did you purchase it?” 
 
    Ivy’s hand pulled at the hem of her dress; she knew he was referring to the length. She had purchased the dress at the marketplace, and it came mid-way down her thighs.  
 
    Samael waited patiently for a reply, his index finger grazing lightly against her shoulder, where she had felt a scratch before he barged into her. The strap of her dress fell off her shoulder.  
 
    Ivy whacked his hand away and glared scathingly at him. “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    Samael was unfazed.  
 
    She noticed his finger still had blood on it. He shifted the shoulder strap back into place. 
 
     Ivy frowned at him as the ghoul returned with his drinks. It placed the beverages on a tray.  
 
    The bar beast had spilled some blood in the process, but that was expected given the creature’s shakiness and overall lack of coordination. It was dead, after all. Samael kept his eyes on Ivy’s as he removed the tray from the bar, his curious stare freezing her in place. It wasn’t a stare filled with disdain, like she was used to. It was calculating. As though he was puzzling pieces together in his mind.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to take it?” asked Samael coldly. 
 
    “Take what?” 
 
    “The strawberry blood,” he said, and glanced pointedly at the copper mug on his tray. “Isn’t that what you were going to order?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said slowly, eyeing him suspiciously.  
 
    He said nothing else and patiently waited for her to take the drink. She did, and he didn’t stop her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she mumbled reluctantly. He only stared at her in response.  
 
    Ivy went to leave, but Samael stepped in front of her and blocked her path.   
 
    “You have blood on your shoulder,” was all he said before he swiftly disappeared into the crowd. The moment he’d gone, Harriot Rosado — bully extraordinaire — emerged out of nowhere and slammed her shoulder into Ivy’s. Apparently, her shoulder was quite popular that night. 
 
    Ivy stuck out her tongue at the back of the girl’s head. Hesitantly, she stretched her arm around her neck and dabbed at her shoulder skin. Samael was right, there was blood. Ivy inspected the blood on her fingertips curiously before she wiped it on the back of Harriot’s cream blouse lightly. Harriet didn’t feel it. Ivy smirked proudly.  
 
    She took a swig of her strawberry blood before she made her way through the den.  
 
    “Ivy!” called Addie. She and Penny sat on the white leather couches by a simmering fireplace.  
 
    Ivy smiled and went over to the couches. Penny sat beside Addie, and they both noticed the fresh stains on her shoulder as she approached. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Addie, eying the red smear.  
 
    “Samael happened,” Ivy grumbled, plopping down on the armchair beside them. “He bumped into me. Must’ve cut my shoulder on something.” 
 
    “Samael Valac,” repeated Penelope breathlessly. “As in, our prince?” 
 
    Ivy smiled wryly. “Our very own textbook, dark prince, slash major ass-wipe.” 
 
    “I forgot he went here,” said Penny thoughtfully. 
 
     “He hates everyone,” said Addie stiffly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he hated his own mother.” She paused, looking a little regretful and nervous. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.” 
 
    Penelope laughed. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
    Ivy took a hefty gulp of strawberry blood, getting droplets and smears of it on her lips. “Do you know what dorm room you’re in?”   
 
    Penelope pulled out a piece of translucent, crisp paper from her trouser pocket and unfolded it. “Level three, Room A9, Bed 3.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s our dorm,” beamed Ivy, the strawberry blood staining her now-pink teeth and fangs. “Roomies!”  
 
    A spark gleamed in Penny’s eyes as she clapped her hands together. Addie warned, “Ivy snores. It’s quite irritating. Not to mention, she sometimes drinks her own blood in her sleep—just lays there and sucks it from her thumb.” 
 
    “That was one time.” Ivy rolled her eyes and guzzled the rest of the strawberry blood. “Come on, Penny, we’ll show you the dorm.” 
 
    Penelope and Addie followed Ivy to the spiralling stone staircase in the corner. They climbed the steps to the upper levels where the dorms were. Ivy’s dorm had been the same since she’d started her schooling at the academy, so she didn’t hesitate before she set off down the corridor, took one left, two rights, and a sharp turn at the fourth door on the left.  
 
    She pushed through the black door and entered the dorm that Addie and her had shared since the beginning of their schooling. Their names were written in red calligraphy on their bedheads, as was Penelope’s on the new bed.  
 
    “Wow,” breathed Penny, gazing around. “This is …” 
 
    Her sentence trailed off, but Ivy didn’t need her to finish it. The room was splendid. Ivy had spent years adding her own flair to it. The once plain white walls were now a light shade of pastel pink, white fluffy blankets were draped over purple chaise lounges, the drapes were cream, and the bed frames were pure marble.  
 
    Penny’s bed, however, was a ghastly brown. Ivy made a mental note to have it replaced. The dormitory had two windows, and one of them had a window seat, cushioned with thick blankets and feathery pillows.  
 
    “That’s Ivy’s,” warned Addie. She pointed at the window seat. “If you want to live, don’t touch it. She might not look like much, but she bites … Trust me.” 
 
    Penelope laughed.  
 
    “And that,” said Ivy, indicating to the white jewelled door between Addie’s bed and the horrid brown one, “is the bathroom. We share it with the dorm next door, but it’s not so bad. A couple of bathtubs, showers and cubicles.” 
 
    Addie herded Penelope over to the door, which led to their communal bathroom. While she showed Penelope the inside, Ivy trotted over to the window, and bypassed her own four-poster bed, adorned with silk drapes and lush blankets.  
 
    When she reached the window, she scrambled up onto the seat and made herself comfortable to enjoy the view.  
 
    Like each year prior at the school, the window seat gave a prime view of the woods on the school grounds, the glowing moon, and the Fae grottos.  
 
    The grottos bordered the lake on the grounds, and even from the window she could see a few of the colourful students splashing in the cold water. A part of her almost wished she was a Fae for a moment—they seemed to have much more fun than the Vampires. Not only that, they were so carefree and wild. They got to live within nature, whereas she had to look out upon it through a window. She adored nature, and everything it offered. 
 
    Raking her gaze over the lush landscape and greenery, Ivy observed the beautiful forestry ahead.  
 
    She could almost smell the allure of dirt, trees and branches through the window. She could look through that window all night, but sleep was calling her. Her eyelids were heavy, and her mind was beginning to relax. Before she moved away from the window to retire for the night, something caught her attention.  
 
    Narrowing her eyes, Ivy leaned closer to the window and peered out at the trees. She couldn’t be sure, but there seemed to be something there, hidden in the shadows between the thick trees.  
 
    Tilting her head, as though it would aid her vision, Ivy watched the space where she had seen movement. A light gasp escaped her as two small glowing orbs flickered between the shadows of the trees. The orbs were yellow from what she could tell, almost like a pair of eyes staring right at her— 
 
    Ivy inhaled sharply and scrambled away from the window.  
 
    She raced over to the line of candles flickering on the walls and blew great big puffs of air at the flames. Once all the candles were extinguished, she ran back to the window and frantically searched the forest border for the glowing orbs. With the dormitory dark, her sight would be enhanced. Vampires could always see better in the dark; they were moon children, after all.  
 
    But as she gazed out onto the woods, she realised that the little spheres of light were gone.  
 
    Chewing her bottom lip thoughtfully, Ivy lingered by the window for a while, and waited for another set of spheres to appear in shadows of the forest. But no such thing happened. Nothing at all happened.  
 
    Perhaps what she had seen had merely been a trick of the moonlight? Maybe she was simply tired, stressed, and a little unnerved by the Shifter attack? It made sense to her.  
 
    Even more likely, it was possible that it was merely a bunch of Fae getting up to mischief in the woodlands, thus she only saw traces of their magic.  
 
    Ultimately, she decided that she had an overactive imagination that day and retired to bed. Penelope and Addie re-emerged from the bathroom and went about preparations for bed, too.  
 
    They all needed good night’s sleep before they tackled their gruelling year at the Arcane Academy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4 
 
      
 
    Each staircase in the old English manor ended at a landing where corridors met and another staircase began. The banisters were crafted from solid blackwood, sculpted centuries ago, and reeked of rich varnish and musk. The carpets were red and patterned with the golden threaded symbols of the individual Arcane, and smelled faintly of musky smoke and traces of dirt.  
 
    The clacks of Ivy’s shiny T-bar heels were muffled by the runner rugs as she pranced down the stairs. The hallways and landings were swamped with students congregating in chattering clusters. Penny and Addie had gone down to breakfast early, but Ivy, being the lazy vampire she was, slept in as late as possible. Using the bannister for support, she skipped down the steps and hummed to herself.  
 
    The hem of her black dress swayed, and the strap of her satchel hung over her shoulder, touching the white collar poking out from the neck of her dress. As she jumped onto the landing, and spun on her on heels, Ivy’s merry expression hardened abruptly. She’d come face-to-face with the Academy’s resident shrew, Harriet Rosado.  
 
    Ivy stepped to the side, but Harriet mirrored her movements. Again, Ivy side-stepped, and, again, Harriet blocked her path.  
 
    “Can I do something for you?” asked Ivy curtly.  
 
    White eyes as hard as marble spheres bore into Ivy’s lazy gaze. Slowly, Harriet lifted her hand, palm upwards, to between their faces.  
 
    “You’re so weird—” Ivy’s words were cut off as Harriet suddenly blew a big puff of air at her palm. Blue smoke billowed right into Ivy’s face.  
 
    Sputtering and coughing, Ivy stumbled back and furiously waved her hands in front of her face. The smoke cleared, but it was too late.  
 
    Ivy shrieked, “What the heavens is the matter with you!”  
 
    “You ruined my blouse with your stinking blood last night,” sneered Harriet. “I know it was you. Payback’s sweet, isn’t it?” As an afterthought, she smirked and added, “Or, is it blue?”  
 
    Harriet swept away down a corridor without another word.  
 
    Shrilly, Ivy cursed profanities after the hag. It didn’t help. Ivy looked down at her hands and dress—blue powder coated her from head to toe. She knew this magic. In a matter of minutes, her skin would be stained midnight blue for weeks.  
 
    “Damnit,” cursed Ivy, balling her hands into fists. A few onlookers sniggered and giggled at her expense, but they were Fae, so it was expected. Amidst the Fae, Ivy spotted a familiar face; River Ridge. He was somewhat of an ally. 
 
    “Hey, you!” shouted Ivy, scrambling over to him.  
 
    Grinning deviously, River folded his arms over his chest and patiently assessed her. The two Fae boys with him whispered to each other, clearly discussing Ivy. “What can I do for you, Vampire?” 
 
    “You can tell me where Felix is,” she sniffed, her nose bluer than River’s hair. “You had combat class with him this morning, right? Do you know where he went after?” 
 
    Cocking his head to the side, River chuckled lightly. “You’re hoping he will magic your blues away?” 
 
    The Fae with him roared with laughter. Ivy sighed. “Yeah, good one. Tell me where is.” 
 
    “Last time I saw him, he was loitering around the second floor,” said River, not unkindly. “Near the lavatories.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Ivy made to leave, but River called out after her. “Why don’t you remove the magic yourself?”  
 
    “I can’t,” she said, eyeing at him over her shoulder. “I don’t have any Fae magic on me at the moment.” 
 
    “You’re late to the party,” he smirked. “Most Vampires have been draining our magic from the school grounds all morning. There are dozens of them down at the grottos as we speak. You best be careful.” 
 
    Ivy nodded before she sprinted away to find Felix. She didn’t have long before the magic took root in her skin and hair. And, while River had pointed her in the right direction, Ivy knew that he could reverse the magic himself. Yet, he didn’t. Even the kind Fae were wicked that way.  
 
    Ivy found Felix in the very spot River had said. Felix, Samael and Noah Starlight lurked outside of the lavatory, stealing Fae magic from the singing flowers on a shelf.  
 
    Felix caught her scent and glanced down the corridor. It was then that she remembered they were in a fight-phase of their volatile relationship.  
 
    Felix stepped back from the shelf and faced her. “Why is it that you are covered in some foreign substance every time I see you?” 
 
    Samael and Noah traced his gaze, and Noah made no attempt to stop the guffaw of laughter that rumbled through him. 
 
    Samael remained indifferent, as usual.  
 
    “Felix,” she hastily pleaded. “Pretty please, with pixies on top, reverse this.” Her navy hands gestured to the powder varnishing her entire body. “I’ll do anyth—”  
 
    Swiftly, Felix closed the distance between them and placed his hands on her sapphire hair. As the magic was on her, a Vampire, Felix couldn’t drain it, but he could push it out. It trickled down her body like wax down a candle, and pooled onto the red runner rug beneath them.  
 
    “Who did this to you?” he asked, overpowering the magic.  
 
    “Harriot,” she mumbled, feeling his stolen magic rain down over her. “I smeared blood on her back yesterday. She got me back.” 
 
    Blue stained the carpet in a circular puddle. Not a drop remained on her body. Both she and Felix stepped out of the pool and watched it seep into the fabric of the rug.  
 
    “I’ll sort it out,” said Felix, pinching her ivory nose.  
 
    Suspiciously, Ivy narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s the price?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    Ivy hummed sceptically. 
 
    “Honestly,” laughed Felix. “I don’t like anyone else messing with you. That’s my job.” 
 
    “Great,” she beamed, turning her back on him. As she pranced down the corridor, she called out over her shoulder, “Thanks a bunch, butt-face!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The second she entered the Assembly Hall, a bright burst of brilliant ambiance enveloped her.  
 
    Circular metal tables, and their attached metal benches, littered the area. The tables were covered in colourful mounds of foods for all other species but the Vampires, who fed on blood and hearts. The splendid scent of blood wafted in the air, mingled with the fresh aroma of fruits and juices, toasts and jams, yoghurts and chocolate milks.  
 
    Cloaked Videer Knights loitered between the pot plants, watching the students interact with one another. The teachers and Principal ate at the only square table in the room, positioned in the centre, surrounded by the boisterous and excited students.  
 
    Ivy joined Addie and Penny at their table.  
 
    “You’re cutting it close,” observed Addie as Ivy dropped onto the bench. “Breakfast is almost over.” 
 
    “But I made it, didn’t I?” retorted Ivy, pouring herself a generous serving of espresso blood.  
 
    “I told you,” said Addie to Penny. “She sleeps almost as much as the Fae.” 
 
    Ivy rolled her eyes and sipped the warm blood. Penny said, “You missed the announcement.” 
 
    Ivy spoke into her mug. “What announcement?” 
 
    “The Sanatorium in the Apricot Alps was raided,” she explained.  
 
    “By …?” 
 
    “Shifters,” said Addie gravely. “At least a dozen of them attacked the Sanatorium. Killed the Shaman and Knights.” 
 
    Horror swarmed in her white eyes as she gaped at Addie. “How … How did that many of them get in?” 
 
    “That,” said Addie bitterly, “is a good question. It’s not as if there was only one Shifter slipping through the glittergates. There were too many of them to enter unnoticed. They must’ve had help.” 
 
    “Why did they attack?” 
 
    “Why do they do any of the dreadful things they do?” Addie placed her cup on the table. “All that the authorities know right now is that a patient was kidnapped. Canyon Clover, they said. He’s a Vampire, like Laundelle. Whether he was taken as a hostage or leverage …” Addie finished with a light shrug.  
 
    “Something needs to be done,” said Penny. “They’re attacking more often, and nothing has changed—” 
 
    A wretched croak tore through the Assembly Hall. The chatter softened as everyone fell silent and looked around for the source of the odd noise.  
 
    Ivy’s gaze locked onto Harriet Rosado. Her body trembled on the bench, two tables down. Ivy cringed as Harriet released another dry retch. Her body heaved, her head lurched forward, and a stream of stomach bile poured from her lips. The vomit splashed onto the table as her friends scrambled back.  
 
    Ivy watched in disgusted fascination, like every other person in the Assembly Hall. “Yuck,” she whispered, repressing a shudder.  
 
    Harriet, bowed over the table, clutched her churning tummy and wheezed. But it wasn’t over for her yet. The stomach pile blackened and hardened; stray strands of what appeared to be straw seeped out of her open mouth. Each black strand was coated in slime, either from her stomach or magic, Ivy didn’t know. Tremors rippled down Harriet’s back as she violently jerked and expelled an object that others retching themselves.  
 
    Even Ivy grimaced and shuddered at the sight.  
 
    A giant hairball plopped onto the table from Harriet’s soaked lips, dripping stomach acid and black sludge.  
 
    Shivering in disgust, Ivy turned her face away from the grotesque scene. Broken bursts of laughter rippled over the students. Some erupted into outright laughing fits. The teachers merely observed and continued to eat. Ivy, however, cringed from the sound.  
 
    But, as she looked away, she noticed a dispersing trail of black smoke, leading from under Harriet’s seat to the entrance of the Hall. 
 
    Ivy looked up at Harriet again.  
 
    The hag delicately pulled ropes of her from her mouth. Twisting in her seat, Ivy’s gaze traced the vapour to the grand double doors.  
 
    Leaning against the door frame, Felix smiled as he admired his handiwork—Harriet pulling never-ending strands of hair from her throat. Slowly, his eyes swerved to Ivy, and locked onto her questioning gaze.  
 
    He winked smugly, turned, and left. 
 
    Ivy snatched her satchel and darted out of the Hall after Felix, leaving Addie and Penny to giggle at Harriet.  
 
      
 
    Ivy caught up with Felix on the first-floor landing.  
 
    “Hey!” she hollered, taking two steps at a time. “Wait up!”  
 
    Felix waited patiently, hands in his pockets, and stifled a yawn. “Enjoy the show?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said before she shook her head and frowned. “I mean, no … It was a bit extreme.” 
 
    “Extreme?” he echoed, baffled. “What is this strange word you use? I do not know the meaning of it.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Ivy sighed. “Thanks for sticking up for me. I appreciate it, and, yeah, she deserved that, but … I’ve only ever seen that magic once before, and it was a Fae who cast it. Where did you get enough magic to do that?” 
 
    “Around,” he replied, glancing at the walls and staircases. “Fae magic is everywhere. It’s in the curtains, the rugs that pull out from under your feet, the shelves that dance around every day. You should drain some before it’s all gone.”  
 
    “No, thanks,” she said snootily. “I’m not in the business of stealing Fae magic.” 
 
    Felix threw his head back and barked a derisive laugh. “Not in the business? You’re a Vampire, Ivy. It’s your right to take their magic.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she snipped. “Just because you can take something, doesn’t mean you should. What do you even need that much magic for anyways?” 
 
    Felix pinched her nose and smirked. She whacked his hand away. “Nosy, nosy,” he said before he disappeared up the second flight of stairs.  
 
    The brass bell in the tower clanged out. The near-deafening sound vibrated off the walls.  
 
    Ivy groaned and spun on her heels.  
 
    She had a meeting with her mentor. 
 
      
 
    The crooked cellar stairs, made of rough and uneven slabs of stone, led to the basements. Not many classes took place down in the cellar, but all teachers had their offices down there, and the sickbay was somewhere in the maze. It made for a spooky labyrinth of hallways and dead ends, Ivy realised as she jogged down a dim, narrow passageway. An alien sensation twisted in her gut as she scrambled onto a connected corridor. It was so strange, she mused, for a part of the bustling Academy to be so … abandoned. That’s how it felt, at least. Abandoned and desolate, void of any tardy students and proudly marching teachers. 
 
    Picking up the pace, Ivy broke out into a run as her gaze raked over the doors she passed. Already, she was late—wholly her fault, considering she’d indulged in a quick toilet trip after the bell had rung. That time of the month, and all. You know how it is. 
 
    Long pale hair whipped as she puckered her lips in annoyance, hurriedly veering left onto an attached corridor— 
 
    Ivy was knocked off her feet. With a thud, she landed on the stone ground in a heap. Her body thumped loudly upon impact, and books spilled out of her bag.  
 
    “Ow,” she groaned, groggily sitting up.  
 
    As she he rubbed her head, her white eyes slewed up at the solid object she had collided with.  
 
    A striking tanned man stood in front of her, his head tilted to the side curiously and a smirk on his lips as he observed her with clear amusement. Shadows showed on his cheeks, above his chiselled jaw.  
 
    Tight-fitted combat attire hugged his body, and weapons were strapped to his thighs and waist. A sword strap ran diagonally over his defined chest, a belt hung loosely on his hips with various types of daggers secured within it, smooth and jagged, long and short.  
 
    Immediately, she recognised him to be the Videer she’d run into at the marketplace.  
 
    He smirked down at her, his right hand gently clasped onto the handle of a forked dagger dangling from his belt.  
 
    “Are you always this clumsy?” he asked silkily. “Or is this your way of flirting with me?” 
 
    Ivy simply gawked up at the student Knight. Her narrowed eyes smouldered with outrage and bafflement. Videer weren’t exactly known for their humour, or talkative nature.  
 
    Additionally, he had failed to help her gather her belongings, which caused her white eyes to almost glow with indignation. He wasn’t much of a gentleman, she decided.  
 
    Ivy snatched her textbooks and fountain pens and rammed them aggressively into her bag. Quickly scrambling to her feet, she swung her bag strap over her shoulder and hmphed haughtily. Her upturned nose raised in the air as she barged by the Videer. As she stomped down the corridor, the sound of his light chuckle reached her.  
 
    Glancing over her shoulder to scowl pointedly at him, Ivy faltered. He was no longer there. She scowled at the spot he had stood in moments before. A pensive hum shook her vocal cords as she journeyed further into the labyrinth of corridors.  
 
      
 
    The classroom door was already open when she arrived, so she slinked through the gap stealthily and eyed the room before making her presence known. The coach sat on the corner of the only table in the otherwise empty classroom, reading a folded copy of the Chronicle, and a steaming Moscow mule mug of plain old blood was placed beside him.  
 
    “You’re late,” Coach Aldon said without taking his eyes off the newspaper.  
 
    “Sorry, Coach,” Ivy mumbled, and walked into the classroom. “I got lost.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for an excuse, Ivory.” He tossed the newspaper onto the table before he retrieved his mug of blood. Ivy’s fangs slowly extended at the sweet scent of the blood he drank. “You can put your bag down and close the door.” 
 
    Ivy nodded as her tongue fiddled with the sharp tip of her left fang. She did as he instructed, and kicked her foot back to slam the door shut whilst dropping her bag to the floor.  
 
    “Stand in the centre of the room,” ordered Coach Aldon.  
 
    Se shuffled to the middle of the room. Her tongue still distractedly danced over her fangs, and moved from one to the other as her gaze rested on the mug of tempting blood.  
 
    “Have you fed this morning?” Coach Aldon asked.  
 
    “I had one mug of espresso blood.” 
 
    “I see,” Coach Aldon said thoughtfully, placing the mug down on the table. “I have gone over your file.” 
 
    Ivy nodded lazily, her fangs finally receding back into her gums. Only traces of the blood lingered in the air, but not much. He must have finished the entire mug.  
 
    “It is unusual for a Vampire your age to not have any success in summoning spirit magic,” observed Coach Aldon, his tone and gaze pensive. “Are you able to drain Fae magic?” 
 
    “I have no issues with that. It’s easy. But, with my spirit magic … It’s like trying to grab air.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    Ivy bit her lip and glanced up at the ceiling. “I don’t feel it. I can’t touch the magic within me, because it feels like it isn’t even there, sir.” 
 
    Coach Aldon smiled softly. “I’m sure you’re merely a late bloomer, Ivory. Your magic is inside of you. It’s inherent, in your blood, but dormant.” 
 
    “How do we … wake it up?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “I have methods,” he said. “In this case, I think we should jump straight to the most effective method.” 
 
    “And that would be …?”  
 
    “A blood ban,” he said bluntly. Ivy blinked at him. “Don’t worry, it isn’t permanent. We can’t have you wasting away, now, can we?” 
 
    “When you say blood ban,” hesitated Ivy. “Do you mean rations—” 
 
    “No blood,” he interrupted. “At all. Not a lick or a drop of it. We’ll see how your dormant magic responds.” 
 
    Lips parting in horror, Ivy merely gaped at the torturer in disguise. She decided she didn’t like him, not at all.  
 
    “Good,” he said, clapping his hands together. “I will write to your father about our planned methods. He has requested constant updates on the progress of your training.” He added, “Your father isn’t too pleased that you’re last in your class, you know.” 
 
    She wasn’t surprised. Felix raked in top grades, while Ivy struggled to scrape by with a mere pass.  
 
    “You are dismissed,” he said, and strolled back over the table before he perched himself on the edge.  
 
    “Already?” Ivy frowned, and observed him curiously.  
 
    “You were late, and I have another student to train in a few minutes. My time is precious.” — Ivy hung her head in shame, and her poker-straight hair fell down the side of her blushing face. — “Consider today’s session as your introduction.”  
 
    Just as she reached her bag by the wall, the door to her right swung open and almost whacked the side of her body.  
 
    Snatching her bag from the floor, she swung it over her shoulder and turned to face the door. Samael Valac stood in the threshold, his cool gaze instantly boring into her eyes. He was obviously the student Coach Aldon was to meet after her lesson.  
 
    Grateful for the presence of a faculty member, Ivy took comfort in the knowledge that he wouldn’t tease her with Coach Aldon there. She stuck out her tongue at Samael before barging past him and into the labyrinth of corridors.  
 
    She almost felt his hateful intentions radiate from his pores and follow her down into the maze of halls and passageways.  
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    “It’s coming.” 
 
    Pulling the quilt over her head, Ivy tried to tune out the murmurs. 
 
    “When the sun is at its farthest.” 
 
    Ivy grumbled under her breath and buried her head beneath a pillow. 
 
    “The hunted will be become the hunters.” 
 
    Ivy smacked her pillow in frustration and rolled onto her back.  
 
    “The hybrid they seek at the solstice—” 
 
    Ivy had had enough. She sat up in the bed, snatched her pillow, and hurled it across the room. It whacked Penny’s face, but the sleep-talker didn’t flinch. Penny still spoke in her sleep, though the words were now muffled by the pillow.  
 
    Looking over at Addie on the third bed, Ivy saw that she was, too, fast asleep. How anyone could submerge themselves in a deep slumber with Penny rambling nonsense was beyond Ivy.  
 
    She hadn’t had more than three decent nights’ sleeps since they’d arrived at the Academy, weeks ago.  
 
    Flinging the quilt off her body, Ivy huffily climbed out bed. She went downstairs to the den.  
 
    As it was the middle of the night, the den was relatively quiet. Only a dozen or so Vampires loitered around, mostly by the crackling fireplaces. Samael Valac pored over an old tome at the bar, settled on a rickety stool, and a steaming mug of plain blood beside him. Ivy could smell it, the bland coppery aroma. 
 
    She trotted over to the bar and ordered herself a caffeinated drink.  
 
    Samael, not looking up from the crisp pages of the tome, drawled, “Aren’t you on a blood ban?” 
 
    Settling herself on the stool beside him, Ivy greedily took the mug of blood that the ghoul handed to her. “I am,” she said indifferently. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    Samael turned the page gently and ignored her retort. “Aren’t you a cranky night dweller,” he observed nonchalantly.  
 
    “I can’t get any rest around here,” she mumbled into her mug. “Penny won’t stop talking in her sleep. It’s infuriating.” 
 
    “She is a clairvoyant, yes?” he asked, forgetting the tome in favour of his drink. “Perhaps she is having visions.” 
 
    “I doubt it. She isn’t very good.” Ivy sipped the strawberry blood before adding, “Yesterday, in class, she tried to enter a gnome’s dream.” 
 
    “She wasn’t successful?” 
 
    “The gnome’s in a coma, now,” she said, shrugging. “Penny doesn’t know what went wrong.” 
 
    “You two must get along well,” he commented coolly. “Rumour has it that in that very lesson, you flooded the entire classroom.” 
 
    “That was an accident,” sniffed Ivy. 
 
    “It always is.” 
 
    “I was distracted, all right?” 
 
    “By what?”  
 
    Ivy rested her chin on the palm of her hand, her elbow pressing into the wooden bar. It wasn’t often she interacted with Samael in such a casual manner. Not since they were children, at least. Ivy wondered if his neutral attitude was due to the absence of his buddies.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted wearily. “Everything. The Shifter attacks, my blood ban, sleep deprivation.” 
 
    “The attack on the marketplace that you witnessed?” 
 
    “And the one on the Sanatorium, and Linda Laundelle, and Ichor—” 
 
    She had his full attention now; he twisted around to face her, one foot resting on the floor, the other supported by the footrest on the stool. His fingers drummed on the pages of the tome as he rested his arm on the bar.  
 
    “Ichor?” he echoed interestedly. 
 
    Suspiciously, Ivy observed his sharp silvery eyes. “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Ichor hasn’t been reported as attacked,” he replied coldly. “The Chronicle merely informed that it was destroyed in a fire.” 
 
    Ivy had heard differently from Penny, but she didn’t tell him that. She took credit for it.  
 
    “I’m not that gullible,” she lied effortlessly. “It happened around the same time of the other attacks, and Laundelle’s kidnapping. Put the pieces together, and you’ve got a cover-up.” 
 
    He smirked deviously at her, a rare sight that stirred nostalgia in the pit of her stomach. When they were friends, back in their childhoods, she had known that smirk all too well. It was a sign of his secrets.  
 
    “You know something,” she said.  
 
    “Do I?” His smirk remained intact as he lifted his mug and sipped the bitter liquid.  
 
    “It wasn’t an accident, was it?” she realised, eyes widening. “Ichor was attacked before it was destroyed.” 
 
    Slowly, Samael’s intense eyes shifted to look over her shoulder. She traced his gaze to the door where Felix entered, covered in black blood, a chunk of shiny silver hair dangling in his loose grip.  
 
    “Hunting Banshees?” asked Ivy, though she already knew the answer.  
 
    Black blood and silver hair could only mean that he’d killed a Banshee. Vampires only ever required Banshee hair to store Fae magic—more than what the body could carry, more than Ivy could imagine. 
 
    “Mind your business,” said Felix. “And get lost.” 
 
    Nose crinkled in indignation, Ivy slipped off the stool and snatched her mug of blood.  
 
    She guzzled it down, slammed the mug on the bar, and stomped out of the den, back to the dorms. Déjà vu tugged her mind. Felix and Samael had always excluded her when they were kids, too. It was one of the many reasons she loathed the prince.  
 
    He always took Felix from her. 
 
    * 
 
    The library was faintly lit as it normally was in the wee hours of the night. Gas lanterns, candlesticks and fireplaces highlighted the brown tones in the wooden walls and floors.  
 
    Dust littered the air, born from the many untouched tomes on the shelves. The timber balconies above looked down onto the strict rows of desks; and dark wooden pillars flanked the library, vandalised by students who had etched their names into the wood.  
 
    It was perhaps Ivy’s favourite place in the entire Academy—not because she liked to read, which she didn’t, but because it was a sanctuary of sorts for her.  
 
    Ivy bit her lip as her round, white eyes drank in the vast collection of grimy leather-bound books on the shelves.  
 
    An old mouldy tome on the third highest shelf caught her attention, ‘Spirit Magic for Novices: Mind Control Edition.’  
 
    Ivy grunted as she stretched up, and brushed her fingertips against the spine of the hardback. Biting her lip, her brows furrowed as she tried to reach the book.  
 
    After a few muttered curses, she decided to climb up the shelf. She was, after all, very sprightly. But before she could, her entire body froze. A warm puff of air brushed through her hair and tickled her pointed ear.  
 
    An olive-skinned hand appeared above her; the long fingers brushed over hers and clutched the peeling spine of the book effortlessly.  
 
    With the book, the hand disappeared behind her. But Ivy could feel his breath disturb her hair. She dropped to her feet and spun around to face the unexpected arrival.  
 
    Pools of black swarmed her vision. The obsidian eyes stared back at her with a flash of amusement. Ever so slowly, his pink lips twisted into a smirk as his black eyes bore into her questioning white eyes. It was the same Videer from the cellar corridors and marketplace.  
 
    He was fast becoming a nuisance.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said. He handed her the book as his lips spread into a brilliant grin.  
 
    “I didn’t say thanks,” Ivy retorted as she plucked the heavy tome from his hand. “And I’m not going to.” 
 
    “Hardly surprising,” he said, the grin still plastered onto his handsome face. “Vampires aren’t known for their manners. Case and point, you have run into me twice now, have yet to apologise even once, yet here I am, assisting you without the due gratitude.” 
 
    Ivy scowled and hugged the book to her chest. “I don’t want to extend any niceties to you. You have caused me to fall over twice now, but you haven’t apologised. Not once.” 
 
    Chuckling, he stepped back and stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets. “You ran into me, not the other way around. Besides, it was much more entertaining to watch you huff and puff than to help you up.” 
 
    Ivy muttered under her breath and shoved by him. 
 
    Stomping over to the desk against the window, Ivy flicked her hair over her shoulder and slammed down the heavy dome. Dust particles instantly wafted up her nostrils; she sneezed.  
 
    Pretending that it didn’t happen, she seated herself prissily and delicately opened the old, beige, crinkled tome.  
 
    The sound of the chair across from her scraping on the tiled floor caused the hair on her arms to stand up. She always hated that noise. It was like nails on a chalkboard, someone slurping their blood, or the screams of a Banshee.  
 
    It grated on her. What was more irritating, however, was that the Videer sat across from her at the table, and simply stared at her. Ivy didn’t glance up at him to check if he was looking at her or not; she could feel his eyes sear into her face.  
 
    With her gaze glued to the pages she gingerly made her way through, Ivy sighed quietly before she asked, “Can I help you with something?”  
 
    “Doubtful,” he replied instantly. Ivy thought his rather smooth, almost as if coated in caramel.  
 
    “Then go away,” she sniffed. “This table’s taken.” 
 
    “You can’t reserve an entire table for yourself,” he said. She didn’t need to look at him to know he was either grinning or smirking at her. She could hear it in his tone.  
 
    “I’m sure there are other places for you to sit, and other Vampires for you to annoy,” she said, delicately tracing her index finger down the list of chapters on the content page. “I’m busy.” 
 
    “I can see that,” the Videer chuckled. “Mind control spirit magic, I see. Quite spectacular magic. You must be a Balthasar, a Valac, or a Skylar. My shingles are on Skylar.”  
 
    Ivy looked up at him from beneath her lashes. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Well, the Valacs and Balthasars don’t have any teenage girls in their bloodlines,” he said as though it was obvious.  
 
    And it was.  
 
    She immediately blushed, and he grinned as he reclined leisurely in his chair. An arrogant, yet casual demeanour surrounded him. He was rather intriguing, she decided.  
 
    “Yet, that’s not what gave you away,” he continued.  
 
    She quirked her brow questioningly.   
 
    “You’re a bit of a princess. You have to be a Skylar.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me.” Ivy scoffed, ignoring the book and focusing her vexed attention on the man across from her.  
 
    “That is true,” he nodded, his grin fading into a smirk. “But both times I have met you today, you’ve only exuded snootiness. I would correlate that with the Skylar family, given that they’re the only family with mind control spirit magic and a daughter spoilt enough to be as you are. The Balthasars and Valacs are far too strict to spoil their offspring.” 
 
    Her slitted eyes narrowed up at him. “Spoilt?”  
 
    “Precisely,” he smirked unashamedly. “I’m right, aren’t I? You’re a Skylar.”  
 
    Eyeing him curiously, she asked, “Who are you?”  
 
    “Forgive me, where are my manners,” he said with mock shock. “I’m Domenic Marroc, and you must be Ivory Skylar.” Ivy nodded. “A pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Ivy plastered a false smile onto her pretty features. “The pleasure’s all yours.”  
 
    He chuckled. “Still having troubles with your spirit magic, I presume.” 
 
    “You know a bit too much about me.” She returned her attention to the book laid out in front of her. “It’s kind of creepy.” 
 
    “We know about all Arcane, and what they’re up to,” Domenic said, his lip quirked at the corner. “It’s in the job description.” 
 
    A thought struck through her at what he said, and her eyes lit up spectacularly. Ivy pressed her elbows into the open book and leaned over the table as a sly smile twisted her lips.  
 
    “What do you know about the Shifters?” she whispered sneakily. “Specifically, the attack on Linda Laundelle and the Ichor Institute.” 
 
    “Ah,” Domenic laughed lightly. His hands rested on the arms of the chair, and his neat fingernails drummed on the wood as he considered her. “Aren’t you a nosy little Vampire.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. They both knew it, so she remained quiet and hoped he would answer her prying query. But after a few seconds passed, she realised he wasn’t going to give her the information she wanted, so she slumped in her seat with an air of defeat.  
 
    “What about the Shifter in the marketplace?” she asked, studying his unreadable coal eyes. “I saw you there.”  
 
    Humming, Domenic reclined in the chair and made himself comfortable.  
 
    “Fine. Don’t tell me.”  
 
    He winked and replied, “I won’t.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Ivy’s slender fingers carefully turned the page in the book as she slowly searched for Chapter 12. According to the content page, that chapter offered details and advise on latent magic.  
 
    Domenic picked invisible lint on his black combat sweater. It was tight-fitted, and she struggled to not let her eyes wander to the definition it showed. “Do you come here often?” 
 
    She glared at him. “Is that a serious question? That was beyond pitiful.” 
 
    “Just trying to make conversation.” 
 
    She glanced down at the book and flicked the page. “Why? Videer aren’t known for making friends, especially not with Vampires.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ve never fed into that rift between our species.” Briefly, she looked up at him and noticed that he was still picking lint from sweater.  
 
    “You have a lot of Vampire friends, then?” she asked sarcastically.  
 
    “Not yet, but I’m in the market for one,” he said. “Every group needs a token Vampire. Interested?”  
 
    “Honestly? I wouldn’t be interested even if I was the last Vampire in all of the cloaked world,” she sassed smartly. With a glance up at him, she saw that he observed her quietly. “How come I haven’t seen you around?”  
 
    “Oh, you know us,” shrugged Domenic casually. “We keep to our own. That, and I’m from the dearly departed Ichor.” 
 
    Ivy’s cheeks flushed as she cleared her throat. Really, she should’ve guessed that he was from Ichor. “So, what brings you to the library? Just out to harass unsuspecting Vampires?” 
 
    “Unsuspecting,” he echoed with amusement. “I think we both know you’re not as sweet and naïve as you like to pretend. And, if you must know, I was headed to the water nymph section.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “I have an assignment on their nonbinary biological makeup,” he explained and inspected his neat fingernails. “It’s almost finished, but I feel like it’s missing that certain … je ne sais quoi.” 
 
    “And here I always thought the crypts had the best and most mysterious libraries in the Northern Hemisphere.” 
 
    “Indeed, they do. Perhaps I hoped for a diamond in the rough up here with the commoners. Perhaps I found one.” 
 
    Ivy averted her eyes to the book she had barely read. 
 
    “So, your spirit magic,” began Domenic, stifling a yawn. “Dormant, I take it?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said, her lips smacking together at the ‘p’. “My mentor put me on a blood ban.” 
 
    Domenic raised his perfect brows. “That can’t be safe. Especially for a young Vampire.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” she agreed. “But he hopes the hunger will amplify my emotions and awaken my magic.” 
 
    “Who’s your mentor?”  
 
    “Coach Aldon.” 
 
    “He’s talented, and has a notable success rate. I don’t believe he’ll allow you to reach a bloodlust state, so you needn’t worry.  
 
    “You better hope not,” Ivy smirked, wiggling her brows. “Videer are the only species in this school whose blood I can drink. If I get into a frenzy, it won’t be good for you. You might be unlucky enough to become my dinner.” 
 
    “I think I could I take you,” he replied arrogantly.  
 
    “I dunno,” she sang. “I’m pretty fast.” 
 
    Domenic clasped his hands behind his head and snickered. While they jested, they both knew Domenic would triumph in a fight between them. Videer were trained their whole lives to fight other beings, and had weaponry that would bring her to her knees in a matter of seconds.  
 
    And Ivy never bothered with Combat Class after it became optional.  
 
    Faint cackling echoed out and reached the two sitting at the table. The pair turned their gazes to the window as the cackles continued. Clearly, it came from outside on the grounds.  
 
    “That’s my cue.” Domenic sighed, pushing himself from the table. “Someone’s got to keep an eye on those Fae. Always up to no good at night.” He paused, and added, as an afterthought, “They’re never up to any good, day or night.” 
 
    Nodding slightly, Ivy’s face fell at his announced departure. She had surprisingly enjoyed his brief company. But, as a Videer he had duties to attend to. One of those duties was frequent patrols around the Academy grounds.  
 
    The students really couldn’t be trusted to behave.  
 
    “It was nice meeting you,” Ivy smiled genuinely. He flashed her a wide grin, and a light blush crept up her stark white cheeks.  
 
    He stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets. “I thought the pleasure was all mine?”  
 
    “Maybe,” she mumbled. “Maybe not.” 
 
    Domenic’s grin widened even further, and revealed an enviable set of straight, pearly-white teeth, that contrasted flatteringly with his deep olive complexion.  
 
    Ivy’s gaze followed him as he strolled around the table and approached her. But the moment his hand reached out and tousled her combed hair, her face contorted into a scowl.  
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself,” he teased before he disappeared into the maze of shelves.  
 
    Straightening out her disheveled hair, Ivy’s scowl softened, replaced by a blissfully tranquil smile. Perhaps Videer weren’t so dull and stiff after all. And maybe, just maybe, her school year wouldn’t be as awful as she had first anticipated.  
 
    * 
 
    Ivy stomped down the stairs until she reached the foyer.  
 
    Her heels clacked against the wooden ground as she scurried to the opposite staircase. Her throat buzzed with the Fae tune she hummed atrociously.  
 
    Felix had always said she sounds like a throat-clipped siren when she sings, but Ivy enjoyed the toneless disaster regardless.  
 
    Her foot froze on the first step. The hairs on the back of her neck rose as her whole body stiffened. A deep threatening growl thundered through the foyer.  
 
    Eyes swarmed with panic, Ivy turned to face the empty atrium. Slowly, she scanned the area. She took a few steps to the side to peek around a corner into another corridor, but saw nothing. Only darkness lived there, and the shadows that stretched up the walls. 
 
    “Hello?” she croaked.  
 
    A soft patter replied, akin to a dog trotting. The gentle thuds, ever so quiet, seemed to draw nearer. Goosebumps prickled her skin as a shudder rippled down her stiff spine. Ivy slinked closer to the corridor and peered into the shadows. The candles bolted to the walls were all extinguished, she realised.  
 
    “Is anybody there?” Her whisper shook as much as her trembling hand pressed flat against the wall. 
 
    The patter stopped. The shadows drowned the passageway. A savage growl rumbled out. Ivy inhaled sharply, and backed up into the foyer, eyes wide, lips parted.  
 
    Replacing the feral snarl was her own erratic heartbeat, thudding against her chest, pounding in her ears. Adrenaline coursed through her veins and coiled in the depths of her stomach. Her alarmed gaze darted around as her fangs extended instinctively.  
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked and retreated farther. The bannister of the staircase dug into her back.  
 
    Again, the strange pitter-patter drummed against the wooden floorboards of the manor. It sounded like someone approaching, or something. The sound came from the doors.  
 
    She clutched onto the bannister and dug her sharpened nails into the wood. The thuds neared her, intruding on the hushed silence of the foyer.  
 
    Ivy gazed at the open doors.  
 
    The noise had come from the corridor moments ago, but now— 
 
    A horde of students burst through the doors. Twenty of them, at least, babbled merrily, caked in dirt. Ivy blinked before she released a breath caught in her throat. 
 
    Penny and Addie were among the crowd. They spotted her at the base of the staircase and waved. 
 
    “Ivy!” shouted Penny.  
 
    Ivy simply stared at her, in a state of mild shock. She remained rooted to the bottom of the staircase.  
 
    Blinking stupidly, she watched as several Vampires poured into the main building from the school grounds.  
 
    Ivy dragged her gaze to Penny’s hand as they approached her. It was entwined with Penny’s.   
 
    “Are you ok?” asked Addie as she waved her hand in front of Ivy’s wide eyes. “You look like you’ve seen a Dybbuk.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she breathed, albeit, a little shakily. “I thought … I thought I heard something.” 
 
    Addie’s fingers untangled from Penny’s. “What did you hear?”  
 
    Ivy shook her head. “Nothing. It was nothing. I’m just hungry and tired, that’s all. Imagining things.” 
 
    “Well, ok, then,” Penny beamed, and clapped her hands together. “Off we go!”  
 
    The newbie shooed Ivy and Addie up the steps. Ivy realised that their new friend was a little on the bossy side. But she could be, too, at times, so it wasn’t a problem. 
 
    “Where were you?” Ivy asked as she hiked up the steps. Penny trudged beside her and Addie led the way.  
 
    “Art class,” said Addie. 
 
     “At three in the morning?”  
 
    “It started at ten o’clock and went for ages. We were sketching the night sky and the lake,” said Penny. She wiggled her charcoal-stained fingers to emphasise her point. “The Fae kept interrupting us, though.” 
 
    “How?”   
 
    “Manipulating the weeds to wrap around our legs when we were distracted,” Addie drawled. “Whenever we stood up, we fell. Instructor Bumblesworth tumbled into the lake, poor thing. He already has enough trouble controlling the class. That won’t help.” 
 
    Penny added, “A few of the Fae summoned swamp-toads onto the shore. They jumped all over us. I have toad slime all over my art book, thanks to that lot.” 
 
    Ivy scrunched up her face in disgust, and eloquently said, “Ick.” 
 
    “How was your day?” Penny asked excitedly. “I haven’t seen you around. You weren’t at lunch, either. Do you normally skip lunch? I missed dinner, though. Were you there? I got lost. And then my Combat class ran a little late. I won three out of twelve fights. Not too shabby.”  
 
    “I slept most of the day,” she replied bitterly.  
 
    It was due to Penny’s night whispers that Ivy had to waste her days sleeping.  
 
    “And the blood ban makes it a little difficult to be at dinner, around all that blood.”  
 
    Addie glanced over her shoulder and offered her a pitying smile.  
 
    Ivy sighed and trudged across the landing when she abruptly perked up.  
 
    “I almost forgot!” she said. “Guess who I met today!” 
 
    Both girls gasped in perfect unison, their excitement and intrigue piqued. “Who?” 
 
    “A Videer,” she smiled slyly. 
 
    “A Videer? Really?” asked Addie. Her brows arched, but her lips pursed into a crinkled line of disapproval.  
 
    “I met him in the library,” she said as they reached the top of the staircase.  
 
    They made their way across the foyer toward the thick, metal door to the den.  
 
    “Well, we’ve met a couple of times, but today we talked. He’s funny… for a Videer, at least. A bit rude, but … in a fun way.” 
 
    “I’d rather lick toad slime than talk to a Videer,” said Addie.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, Ivy stopped at the door, right beside the bloody fountain and goblet.  
 
    She bit into her wrist, and tasted the bland flavour of her bitter blood.  
 
    Holding out her hand, she let droplets of blood trickle into the overflowing goblet.  
 
    The moment the beads of blood landed in the goblet, the door clinked and clanged and swung open to reveal a relatively quiet, warm and cosy den.  
 
    Ivy mentally prepared herself for a night of enduring Penny’s sleepy ramblings. 
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    Routine at the Academy had killed the magical atmosphere in a matter of weeks. Joyous students had dejected, teachers had begun handing out detention slips like sweets, and even the Fae had settled into day-to-day monotony. Ivy wasn’t ashamed to admit that she was struggling.  
 
    Every Sunday morning, she had to meet with her mentor. Aldon would check her eyes for signs of hunger and reiterate the same old spiel of concentration. Then, she had her Spirit Magic lesson with Addie and Penny, where she had fallen into a pattern of either flooding the classroom or setting it alight.  
 
    Either way, her teacher issued her detention slips. One more, and she would be forced to scrub the pebbles on the shore of the lake clean of toad slime.  
 
    Five times a week, she went to her Familiars class without her familiar. The teacher substituted Foxy with a rat, but the results were the same—it just wouldn’t respond to her. Geography, Ivy found to be easy, but she had an advantage with her annual vacations around The cloaked world. 
 
     And, as Ivy was fluent in Latin, that class, too, was an easy pass. But then came the dreadfully dull Arcane History every Friday and Saturday morning; a class shared by all Vampires and Fae, from eighth years to tenth years.  
 
    That particular Friday morning, Houseparent Rowena surprised them with a pop quiz. 
 
    Ivy’s petite frame was barely visible behind the barricade of books and tomes that were propped up around her. She only had a small space at the table in the classroom to place her glittery purple notepad on and a couple of purple-ink fountain pens. Her brow furrowed and unfurrowed constantly as she attempted to understand the complexity of her teacher’s scribblings on the chalkboard. 
 
    The Arcane History lesson dragged by in a display of torture. The oppressor moonlighting as a teacher, Houseparent Rowena, was a stern and strict woman, whose severe and beady eyes raked over the quiet students observantly. No doubt she was checking for any signs of a student cheating on their surprise test.  
 
    Ivy cheated. Frequently, she stretched out her tired arms above her head, leaned back in her chair, and used the angle to peer around the propped-up books. The student seated to her right was the intelligent Samael Valac. Whilst she disliked him, Ivy saw the silver lining, and didn’t hesitate to sneak a peek at his answers. Several peeks, actually.  
 
    Ivy didn’t always cheat on her tests or assignments, but the lack of blood she had drank over the past few weeks had certainly taken its toll on her; emotionally, physically and mentally. She found that she now struggled with the simplest of classes, including the notoriously easy Health Class. 
 
    Chewing on the end of her fountain pen, Ivy glanced up at the old grandfather clock beside the chalkboard. Her eyebrows shot up her forehead at what she saw; 10.08am. She was only two hours into the lesson, but it felt like she had been there for the whole day.  
 
    “Pens down in sixty seconds,” Houseparent Rowena announced from the front of the classroom; her voice was almost as uninviting as her white, stern eyes.  
 
    A ripple of panic struck through the classroom, but Ivy wasn’t worried. She only had one more question to answer; ‘Describe the problematic purpose of Changelings.’  
 
    With another crane of the neck and stretch of the limbs, she looked over the barricade of tomes on her desk and squinted her eyes at Samael’s test paper. He tossed his pen down on his table once he had finished the test, and reclined in his chair. Slowly, his head turned to the side, and his cold eyes locked onto Ivy instantly.  
 
    Busted.  
 
    Blinking at him innocently, Ivy awaited the inevitable declaration to the teacher that she was cheating. She waited for his hand to raise, and his aristocratic voice to inform Houseparent Rowena that Ivy was copying his answers. But no such thing happened. He merely stared at her.  
 
    Testing the waters, she chanced another glance at the test in front of him. She spotted the answer and scribbled it down onto her own test.  
 
    ‘Changelings are Fae children used to replace human children in the Foundling world. They are dangerous, as Foundlings aren’t equipped to manage the bursts of magic or trickery that a Fae child would emit. Additionally, the use of Changelings means that a Foundling child has been taken by the Fae. Sometimes, these children are raised as Fae, but only they know why. Mostly, however, the children are used as sacrifices to the Fae Goddess for tribute. Changelings will return home when they reach 12 years old. Their urge to hibernate will draw them to their own kind. They never leave their species again.’ 
 
    Ivy threw down her pen just in time. The teacher snapped her fingers and declared the end of the test.  
 
    They all handed in their test papers at the front of the classroom and then returned to their assigned seats. Addie and Penny sat at the table in front of Ivy, and she noticed that they stealthily held hands under the table. Ivy puckered her lips in annoyance.  
 
    Rowena’s stern gaze swept over the tired students before she lounged against the edge of the desk. “Now,” she began, and clasped her hands together. “We will be focusing on the Shifter Revolt for the next few weeks.” 
 
    The younger students perked up at the news; they were clearly eager to learn what they could about those who orchestrated the Revolt—the Shifters.  
 
    Houseparent Rowena studied the students. “Who can tell me when the Shifters were first banished?” Addie’s hand shot up like lightning. “Miss Adberry,” the teacher allowed just as a Bodach floated through the classroom.  
 
    The ghostly spirit drifted through the front row of students. They sneezed repeatedly until it disappeared through the other wall. 
 
    Addie watched the Bodach melt into the red-painted wall before she answered, “Shifters, or cursed Videer, were banished over a century ago. The one hundred and fortieth anniversary of their exile is on the twenty-second of December this year.” 
 
    “Very good,” the teacher said. Addie beamed proudly at the rare praise from their Houseparent. “And the reason for their banishment?”  
 
    Again, Addie’s hand stretched out. But, Houseparent Rowena ignored the outstretched arm and looked around at the other students. No one else volunteered.  
 
    “Miss Skylar,” the teacher addressed; her eyes narrowed as Ivy tried to hide behind her books. “Answer the question.” 
 
    Huffing in annoyance, Ivy sat up straight and ignored the eyes of all other students on her. “They were banished because they tried to kill the Fae and Vampire monarchs.” 
 
    “Sufficient,” the teacher said sternly. “But lacking. Prince Samael, do you care to elaborate on Miss Skylar’s mediocre response?”  
 
    “If I must,” he drawled coolly. “A band of rogue Videer formed a revolt in secret. They attempted to recruit other Videer, but their brethren rejected the alliance and the revolt. The revolt attacked a Committee Summit, and were defeated. The surviving rebels were cursed by the Fae and banished.” 
 
    Rowena nodded approvingly. “Who can tell me why they attacked and formed a rebellion?” 
 
    Penny answered, “One of their Seers foretold a prophecy. According to the prophecy, a prince of our world would wage war on the Foundlings and the other species in our world. No other Videer Seer could predict this future, so not all Videer Knights believed in starting a revolt to stop something that they didn’t think would happen.” 
 
    Rowena continued to fire question after question at random students, and Ivy began to zone out. It was increasingly difficult to pay attention when all she could think about was big fat jugs of blood.  
 
    Addie twisted in her seat and gripped the edge of Ivy’s desk. “The Fae are having a party by the grottos on Saturday,” she whispered. “Do you want to go?” 
 
    Ivy shot her a bemused look. “Is that a serious question? Obviously, I want to go.” 
 
    “Great,” beamed Addie. “You, me and Penny it is.” 
 
    Ivy’s face hardened. She nodded stiffly before Addie turned back around in her chair.  
 
    Samael tilted toward her and whispered, “Not a supporter of the new girl, I see.” 
 
    Ivy snubbed him and pretended to listen to the teacher.  
 
    It wasn’t that she disliked Penny. In fact, she quite liked her. But with the blossoming romance between Addie and Penny, Ivy felt … left behind. It had always been Addie and Ivy. Always. And now, Ivy had to share. It wasn’t something she was used to.  
 
    Rowena’s rambles cut into her thoughts. “They are skilled in Videer combat, and the curse allows them to transform into any beast they have encountered in their lives. Miss Skylar, how does one protect themselves from a Shifter attack?”  
 
    Ivy sighed and fiddled with the corner of her notebook. “Run away,” she said. She shrunk in her seat as her brother shot an amused look. Felix wouldn’t run. He wouldn’t run from anything, not even a Shifter. But she would.  
 
    “Correct, Miss Skylar,” Rowena nodded. “Fleeing an attack from a Shifter is the only sure way to protect oneself. Particularly those of you who aren’t proficient in battle.”  
 
    The teacher glanced at the clock on the wall before addressing the class. “That is all for today. No homework. Class dismissed.” 
 
    Chairs scraped across the wooden floors as the students gathered their belongings. Ivy glanced up as Addie helped her gather the books that wouldn’t fit in her bag.  
 
    “That was an interesting lesson,” said Addie as Penny joined them. “We rarely get the opportunity to learn about Shifters. It’s fascinating.” 
 
    “It was different,” Ivy agreed. “But I think I’ll have nightmares for a week.” 
 
    Addie laughed as she handed her the rest of her books, and they quickly followed the line of students of out of the classroom. The hallways and staircases were quiet. Only the occasional Badoch was heard groaning from empty classrooms, trapped between the living world and the afterlife. When the group of Vampires reached the atrium, three Imps were sweeping the floor with wicker brooms six times their size.  
 
    They hovered in the air, and their fluttering skeletal wings held them up as they performed their mundane duties. The students paid them no attention, and only ducked underneath them to reach the Assembly Hall.  
 
    One particularly grumpy Imp tried to swat Ivy and Addie with the broom as they passed.  
 
    They were rude little creatures. 
 
      
 
    Inside the Assembly Hall, it was empty, save for a dozen students. The candlelight flickered against the walls and lit the room; the tables held a variety of fresh fruits, breads, bloods, and beverages. As class schedules ran through the nights and days, there had to be a constant replenished supply of nourishment in the Assembly Hall at all hours. Penny led them to a table where River Ridge sat alone. Ivy shot River a questioning look, to which he only smirked.  
 
    “Hey,” greeted Penny happily. “Girls, this is Ri—” 
 
    “River Ridge,” interrupted Ivy. “Do you two know each other?” 
 
    Ivy only knew the Fae from her visits to the marketplace in Verato City, and from around school, but she knew enough to be suspicious of him—Fae were never up to any good.  
 
    They were like the Vampires in that respect, but far sneakier and charming. They even had seductive powers, able to manipulate people into doing their biddings without remembering when the glamour wore off. That only applied to Foundlings, of course, but it was dark sign of their true nature.  
 
    “I got lost in the woods last week,” said Penny as she eyed Ivy curiously. “He helped me find my way back.” 
 
    River lifted his rose-pink hand, which clutched a green apple loosely, and he took a big, crunchy bite of it. As he chewed the fruit, he grinned and said, “There’s a Fae party down at the lake tomorrow. Are you coming?” 
 
    He looked between Addie and Ivy expectantly. Ivy nodded as Addie helped herself to a mug of blood.  
 
    “Why were you in the Blood Forest alone?” asked Addie as she poured sugar into her mug.  
 
    “I went after Geography,” she said. “I just wanted to have a look around and hunt. The woods at Ichor aren’t as fruitful as the ones here.” 
 
    River tossed the apple core onto the table. “I told her. New students need to be careful in those woods. All sorts of mean creatures out there are just waiting for someone who doesn’t know the landscape to wander on in.” 
 
    “He’s right,” agreed Ivy. “It’s not safe out there.” 
 
    Penny scoffed. “It’s not like anything can kill me.” 
 
    “True,” smirked Addie deviously. “But that shouldn’t suggest that they can’t have fun with you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    River chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “Let’s just say you’re lucky that I came across you before any other Fae—They mightn’t have been as gracious as I was, and the woods here aren’t as tame as those at Ichor.” 
 
    Penny went to respond. But, before she could, a terrifying, shrill shriek ripped through the Assembly Hall. Penny paled instantly and stiffened in her chair as horror morphed her features. It carried in from the grounds outside. But nobody in the Assembly Hall even flinched, other than Penny. They continued to eat, chat and drink. Eventually the agonised shrieks stopped. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked Penny erratically. She was bewildered to see the few students in the Hall continue to sip from their copper mugs and help themselves to snacks as if nothing had even happened.  
 
    “That’s exactly why you shouldn’t go into the Blood Forest alone,” said River. He dabbed a napkin at his lips lazily before he stifled a yawn. 
 
    The look of alarm on Penny’s stark white face was rather amusing. Ivy couldn’t help but giggle at her expense. “It’s only a Banshee—don’t lose your fangs over it.” 
 
    “Sounds like some Vampires got their hands on one,” leered River. “Out to steal our magic as always.” 
 
    Ivy glanced at the clock made of leaves and branches on the wall. The snake in the clock wrapped around the number eleven.  
 
    “It’s late,” she said and rose from her chair. “I have to go to the library. I’ll see you back at the dorm.” 
 
    The girls waved their goodbyes and River inclined his head. Ivy grabbed her bag and walked out of the Assembly Hall, but as she made her way, she passed the ‘popular’ table where her brother and Samael sat. Strangely, Noah wasn’t at the table, but he’d been in Arcane History with them. Maybe he was the one out in the woods, hunting Banshees, she wondered.  
 
    Now that she thought about it, Felix had been hunting Banshees regularly. It wasn’t a favourite sport of his, so why he would hunt them so often was curious to Ivy.  
 
    Samael stared at her and made no move to hide it, but Felix looked straight at the table she had just been at. She glanced over her shoulder and saw River stare right back at her brother with a challenging glint in his amber eyes. The two held their fierce gazes. Ivy noticed her brother’s jaw tightened. He only did that when supressing the urge to rip rooms to shreds.  
 
    She decided their dislike for one another, while odd, wasn’t her problem, and left without a backwards glance. 
 
    * 
 
    Ivy slumped over the desk in the library. The side of her relaxed face was squished against the delicate pages of a rare tome. Drool trickled out of her parted lips, and her snores rippled out through the quiet aisles. The moonlight reflected off the sheer paleness of the sleeping Vampire bowed over the desk. Anything but a pretty sleeper, Ivy murmured and snored loudly, and her assignments went ignored. Frequently, her nose crinkled and her brows furrowed, her feet fidgeted and her fangs extended. Images of overflowing pitchers of blood invaded her dreams, and stirred her hunger.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ivy sat on a fluffy turquoise rug, in the opulent splendour of beauty that was her bedroom at the Skylar château. Foxy, her rebellious familiar, rolled around on the rug next to her folded legs.  
 
    Ivy gripped onto a massive golden jug of strawberry blood and chugged it down, stopping only to burp or hiccup. She was so absorbed with the metallic and fruity flavour of the liquid that she didn’t notice it dribble down her chin, chest, torso, and onto the rug beneath her. Glugs and gulps chugged out, but she didn’t mind and drank until her heart — or hunger — was content.   
 
    Strangely, her bedroom began to darken. The lights dimmed and nightfall swiftly arrived. No longer did the sun brighten her bedroom, but the moonlight instead. The moon was visible through the double glass doors in her room, which led to the private, marble balcony outside. She had a sudden urge to go out there.  
 
    She dropped the half-empty jug of blood onto the rug, and found herself standing.  
 
    Foxy was nowhere to be seen and the jugs of blood had disappeared. She didn’t notice, and ambled over to the glass doors across the room. When she reached the doors, her hands automatically gripped both handles and she dreamily pulled them open to reveal the balcony.  
 
    But there was no balcony—there was only a forest, much like the one which surrounded the Academy grounds: The Blood Forest. 
 
    Ivy saw them before she even felt the soil between her toes. Two piercing yellow eyes appeared in the shadow of the trees. Their glow captivated her instantly. They drew her in, silently calling to her. She strolled closer to the yellow eyes, in somewhat of a trance; her legs tugged nearer, not of her own accord.  
 
    A brewing pit of dread coiled in the pit of her tummy. She drew nearer the eyes, but no matter how far she walked, she never quite reached the lemon spheres. They seemed to retreat with every step she took. Until, she could no longer see them at all. Ivy looked around. Trees stood tall, leaves hung from stiff branches. She was in a clearing, a field she hadn’t seen before. Ivy was stranded in the middle of the woods.  
 
    She froze. The hairs on her arms prickled. The winds carried a savage howl to her. The eyes reappeared. They sped closer to the field. It was coming for her; the beast, bounding, snarling, drooling.  
 
    Ivy shrieked. She couldn’t move—she couldn’t run. The soil sucked in her feet and toes. She could only stand there and scream. The sounds of heavy paws bounding on the grass replaced the noise of the howl. A massive, huge, terrifying, monstrous wolf came into view.  
 
    It charged at her. Saliva seeped from its pointed teeth. Blood stained its skeletal and skinless body. Flesh and guts tangled around its bones. Its yellow eyes gleamed with murderous fury.  
 
    It lunged at her. Sharp claws reached out, ready to tear her apart—  
 
      
 
    A hand gripped her shoulder and shook her harshly.  
 
    A sharp cry tore through her, and she frantically scrambled off the chair. Ivy landed on the floor with a grunt, her chest heaving with exertion. Adrenaline pumped through her icy veins, and pure terror shone in her glassy, white eyes. Reality crashed down on her. Trees became shelves, leaves became books. 
 
    “Must’ve been some dream.”  
 
    Ivy yelped. She sprung to her feet and whipped around. The intruder stood behind her toppled chair; hands in his pockets, eyebrows raised, lips quirked at the corner.  
 
    “Bloody night!” Ivy shrilled, and leaned back against the desk. She placed hand on her pounding heart. “You scared the hell out of me, Domenic!”  
 
    “Apologies,” he laughed. “I suspected you were having an unpleasant dream. You were groaning and squirming around. Perhaps I should’ve woken you another way.” 
 
    Rubbing her shaky hands over her puffy face, Ivy ignored his insincere apology. She suspected that he gained great amusement from her theatrics.  
 
    Ivy sighed, and dropped her hands to her sides. “Looking for more books that you could easily find in the crypts?”  
 
    Domenic grinned and reclined against the bookshelf behind him. He crossed his ankles together and employed a relaxed stance. “Actually, I was hoping to see you. Did you know you snore?” 
 
    “Yeah, so I’ve heard,” Ivy said.  
 
    She grabbed her bag and turned her back on him. She gathered all her school books and supplies, and stuffed them into her bag. Domenic pushed himself from the shelf and helped her, but sneaked a peek at her collection of library books as he did so.  
 
    “I wasn’t aware that Vampires could do that, you know,” he said interestedly, and handed her a notepad. “Snoring seem so … normal.” Ivy glanced up at him from beneath her long lashes, and gave him a questioning look. “No offence,” he added with a charming wink.  
 
    “None taken,” she lied, and zipped up her bag. She swung it over her shoulder and met his studious gaze. “Why were you looking for me?”  
 
    “I wasn’t,” he said. “I was only hoping to encounter you, but I wasn’t necessarily seeking you out.” 
 
    “You came to the same spot of the library where you saw me last week, and had the intention of seeing me,” smirked Ivy. “That’s actively looking for me.” 
 
    His lips spread into a devilish grin. “I’ve been found out. Unfortunately, it seems you are leaving me all alone here, after I spent all that time and effort accidentally encountering you.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Ivy pointed out. “Why?” 
 
    “Maybe I enjoyed your company,” Domenic shrugged. “Or I wanted to see you again. Only the Gods know why.” 
 
    “Why wait weeks, then?” she asked lightly. She hoped her genuine curiosity didn’t betray her. She had made a point of visiting the same spot in the library each night in hopes of seeing Domenic again, but she didn’t want him to know that. She didn’t know him well, but she suspected that if his head got any bigger, he wouldn’t be able to fit through a doorway.  
 
    “A test of my will power,” he smirked. “I failed.” 
 
    A small smile graced her pink lips and a blush crept up her cheeks. Flickering her gaze, she glanced at the window and she saw that nightfall was well and truly upon them. As she had a spirit magic lesson at the crack of dawn, she needed a proper sleep in a proper bed, not a library desk.   
 
    “I have to go,” she admitted sadly. “Walk me to the den?”  
 
    Fleetingly, his jaw clenched as though he would prefer to deny her request. The expression was gone before she could be sure. Approaching her, he smirked, took her bag and draped it over his shoulder. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    They made their way through the rows of shelves in the library.  
 
    “What was your dream about?”  
 
    “Nothing nice.” A jug of scrumptious blood flashed in her mind. “Well,” she added, “it started off nice, but it turned into a nightmare.” 
 
    “Care to enlighten me?” asked Domenic as they exited the library labyrinth and entered the cold corridors.  
 
    “I was dreaming about blood.”  
 
    “As you do,” he smirked, and glanced down at her as they strolled through the corridors. They passed two Fae snogging in an alcove, but didn’t pay them any mind.  
 
    Ivy elaborated, “I was drinking this huge jug of blood. My favourite flavour, strawberry.” Domenic hummed neutrally, but his nose briefly scrunched up in disgust. “My Familiar was with me. We were in my bedroom.” 
 
    “What is your Familiar?”  
 
    “She’s a Kitsune,” she said. “A miniature fox with three tails and breathes fire.”  
 
    “I know what a Kitsune is, thank you,” Domenic laughed as they descended the stairs to the main foyer. They veered left and stepped up the opposite staircases that led to the west wing.  
 
    “She’s not very friendly,” said Ivy. “She attacks everyone else’s Familiars. A few years ago, she almost burned down the dorms because she saw a purple cat. She didn’t like that at all. That’s why I don’t have her with me. It makes my Bonding with Your Familiar classes a bit weird. The teacher always gives me a replacement Familiar, usually a swamp-toad or a pixie. It kind of defeats the purpose, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I do,” he nodded. “And she is the reason for your troubled sleep?” 
 
    “I wish,” she scoffed. “So, I was dreaming about that, and then I went to the balcony in my bedroom. But when I went out onto the balcony it turned into a forest. I saw something.” 
 
    “Trees?”  
 
    “No,” she laughed. He flashed her a grin. “I saw eyes. Big, yellow eyes. I think it was a Shifter. But, in the form of a Shifter. Only, the body … It didn’t have any skin or fur. I could see its bones and guts and blood. Then, it came after me,” she finished lamely. “That’s when you woke me up.” 
 
    They climbed the stream of U-shaped staircases, separated by the wide landings. “It was only a dream, a manifestation of your subconscious. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve recently been discussing the rebellion. Learning about them in class, perhaps.” 
 
    She nodded. “We had a lesson on them in Vampire History.” 
 
    “Well, there you have it.” 
 
    Though his explanation was perfectly logical, Ivy chewed her bottom lip unsurely. They reached the top of the staircase and entered the den foyer. A thought struck her as he handed her the leather bag.  
 
    “There’s something else,” she said. “The first night back at school, I was in my dorm. There’s this window that looks directly onto the forest border, near the Fae grottos. I … I could’ve sworn I saw something that night.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side and leaned against the bannister. “What did you see?”  
 
    “Two eyes. The same eyes from my dream. I didn’t think much of it, because when I turned off the lights and went back to the window they were gone. And last week … I thought I heard a growl in the main foyer. I forgot about it, and nothing else happened. But now, with the dream and—” 
 
    “I’ll stop you right there,” Domenic said, and stepped toward her.  
 
    She looked up at him unsurely, and waited for the accusations of her insanity.  
 
    “If there were any Shifters lurking around the grounds, the Videer would know about it. Not only are we heavily Knighted, the wards are impenetrable. You probably saw a few Fae mucking around in the forest. You know what they’re like. I wouldn’t be surprised if they tricked the light to scare you. And given everything you’ve been studying about Shifters, and what you think you saw, your mind has subconsciously merged it together and created a nightmare.” He smiled reassuringly at her. A wave of relief washed over her muscles; he didn’t think she was daft. “There’s no need to be worried, Sky.” Her stomach flipped. “The Academy is safe. You are safe.” 
 
    “Sky?” she repeated. Flutters swirled around her tummy. “No one’s ever called me that before.” 
 
    Domenic smirked. “Ivory is the colour of your skin. Ivy is a poisonous weed of nature. But the sky is eternal, bright and dark, warm and stormy, precarious, yet beautiful.” Ivy’s face burned red and she smiled awkwardly. He stepped closer and whispered silkily, “Not to mention the obvious. Your last name is Skylar.”  
 
    Ivy slitted her eyes. The flush drained from her cheeks like water down sink.  
 
    Domenic laughed and raised his hand to cup her pink cheek. His tone softened as he said, “Blood starvation can have these kinds of side-effects. I guarantee you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Promise?”  
 
    “I swear on my vows,” he replied, dropping his hand to his side. Her cheek tingled. She glanced down at his hand and deflated. Ink stained his thumb. A cringe assaulted her—she’d been walking around with glittery purple ink on her face.  
 
    Through the embarrassment, she couldn’t deny that he had reassured her. After all, he was a Videer, and consequently possessed insider knowledge that she did not. His words were worth their weight in blood.  
 
    Faint footsteps thudded down the adjacent corridor, and neared the pair in the lobby. Ivy took a step back from the Videer; she knew how her company would appear to any other Vampire that would see.  
 
    Videer were openly disliked among the Vampires, and she didn’t wish to endure any backlash for befriending one. Domenic noticed her slight retreat, and his eyes darkened ever so slightly. 
 
    “I should go,” she said with a tight smile. “I’ll see you around.”  
 
    Domenic nodded once and watched her scurry through the lobby toward the chamber door, where she disappeared into the den.  
 
      
 
    Hiking up the iron spiral staircase, Ivy smiled sweetly to herself. Who knew that a boy could make someone feel so light and giddy? Ivy hadn’t. For the first time in her life, she felt a pleasant fluttering sensation in the pit of her stomach. It wasn’t nerves, that much she knew. It was butterflies. Not real butterflies, of course, but the kind that makes one want to dance and burst out in song. The nice kind. 
 
    Ivy reached the second exit on the spiral stairs. Hand on the metal railing, she swung merrily around the exit, into the landing. But she stopped in her tracks, between the staircase and pillar, as she heard Felix’s hushed voice slither out. 
 
    “I caught three,” he said. “The second one was balding, so there isn’t much hair. The other two lots should make up for that.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” replied a sharp voice. Ivy would recognise the cold indifference anywhere. She would distinguish the iciness from the winter winds in the Alps. It was Samael. “We need a hundred times more than what we’ve collected thus far. Not to mention—” 
 
    He stopped speaking. Ivy bit her lip and pressed her back against the pillar. Footsteps approached, gently thudding closer to her.  
 
    “Ivy,” sang Felix, his voice louder and closer than before. “I can smell you, little sis.” 
 
    Cursing inwardly, Ivy scowled and slunk around the wooden column. “Hey,” she greeted casually. Or, at least she tried to be casual, but failed.  
 
    Behind Felix, Samael stared stonily at her, holding drapes of Banshee hair in his hand.  
 
    “What’s that for?” she asked, inclining her head at the Banshee hair. 
 
    “It’s for a lovely pair of silver curtains,” said Felix with a soft smile. 
 
    “Curtains?” repeated curiously. 
 
    “Yes. We’ve taken up weaving as a practical hobby. Didn’t you know?” 
 
    Ivy shot him a blank look. “Ha. Ha,” she droned dully.  
 
    “Goodnight,” hinted Felix, stepping to the side. Ivy sneered at him before she stormed down the corridor. She made extra sure to sniff haughtily as she passed Samael.  
 
    Whatever they were up to was certainly not her problem or business. Yet, that didn’t stop Ivy pondering great theories as she went to her dorm.  
 
    Collecting that much Banshee hair wasn’t normal. Only a few strands were required to store great amounts of magic. So far, she’d seen thousands upon thousands of strands in Felix’s and Samael’s possession.  
 
    That was enough Banshee hair to store all the Fae magic at the Academy, including the wards, forest, crypts, and lake, and then some. What on earth were they up to? 
 
    All thoughts of the Banshee hair evaporated as she entered the dorm. Welcoming her, was Penny’s incessant sleep talking.  
 
    “Bloody night,” grumbled Ivy. She snatched a sock from her nightstand.  
 
    Ivy stomped over to Penny and stuffed the sock in her mouth, muffling her mumbling voice. It wasn’t like Penny could suffocate or anything. Vampires could only die by decapitation. And Ivy needed sleep.  
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    It had been a busy Saturday for Ivy at the Academy, and she found herself yearning for the night to come. At sunset, the Fae party would begin on the shore of the lake. It was a much-needed break after the stressful day she’d had.  
 
    Houseparent Rowena had given the class of Arcane History another pop quiz. Ivy wondered if she got some sick satisfaction from watching her squirm. Thankfully, Samael had let Ivy copy his answers again. For a butthead, he could be amiable at times.  
 
    Health class followed Arcane History, shared with the older students again. She’d partnered up with Addie and Penny for their task—dissecting a dead Siren. Grisly business, it was. By the time they’d cut into stomach, Ivy puked onto the Siren’s head. They’d been docked marks for that, much to Addie’s fury. Felix, of course, didn’t miss the opportunity to tease her. 
 
    After that dreadful two-hour lesson, Ivy had gone to Politics; the cause for her sullenness that day. It had started when Ivy slumped over her textbook, ‘An Arcane’s Arrangement’, and fiddled with the curling corner of the page.  
 
    “Miss Rosado,” the Instructor had said. “Tell us Concord Allman’s expressed views on Foundlings.”  
 
    “Allman said that Foundlings, officially known as humans, are improperly named. He claims that to use a term derivative of ‘humanoid’ only increases our emotional response to them, because we, the Arcane, are humanoids. Allman explains that the term ‘human’ should only be used to describe the species in the Arcane, and not Foundlings, because they are our prey.” 
 
    Addie raised her hand. “The problem with Allman’s claims is that the Arcane are the ones who named the Foundlings. Our kind were around before the Foundlings, and as such, we named them. Before the Foundlings came into existence, the Arcane fought against and fed on each other. Vampires fed on Videer, Fae ate Vampires, and Videer were aligned with the Fae. But now that we have humans, we’ve united and use them as our food source.”  
 
    Instructor Wart wagged her chubby, red finger in Addie’s direction approvingly. “Excellent point, Miss Adberry. Concord Allman believes that Foundlings are not like the Arcane species, yet we are the ones who named them. He wishes for the term to change.” 
 
     Jasmine Waters, a bubbly Fae, raised her orange arm in the air. But her violet eyes gleamed with a glint of malicious intent, her pointed teeth revealed by her feral grin.  
 
    “Miss Waters,” Instructor Wart permitted. 
 
    “I don’t know why we can’t just kill them all,” Jasmine said, earning a few chuckles and cackles from the other students. “I mean, they do it with their own food, don’t they? Foundlings farm pigs, cows, chickens, and sheep. They breed them, line them up, and slaughter them. So, why can’t we do it to them?” 
 
    “Because they’re people,” said Ivy, aghast. All gazes darted to her the moment she spoke. She shrunk back into her chair to hide from the critical stares.  
 
    “That may be so,” said Instructor Wart, eyes on Ivy. “However, the primary reason we cannot eradicate the entire Foundling species is due to the Videer. Can anyone tell me why?”  
 
    Addie said, “The Committee can’t pass the Act to farm Foundlings. For an Act to be passed, all three parties need to agree on it. The Vampire monarchs support it, and the Fae monarchs, too. But, the Videer Keepers reject it every time it’s presented in the Summits.” 
 
    Penny agreed, whether out of righteousness or love-goggles, Ivy didn’t know. “The Videer Keepers believe Foundlings are our brethren, and that one day we might all live together, not separately. That’s why they won’t sanction the Act. Because Foundlings are like us, but without magic.”  
 
    Zeke Parker, a Vampire, snorted rudely. “The Arcane are the only worthy on this planet. The humans are not worthy of the name they carry; nor are they worthy of the lives they lead. They are inferior, they are food.” 
 
    “Exactly,” concurred Jasmine Waters, staring at Penny. “Don’t you see how unlike us they are? When a Foundling is bitten by a Fae or Vampire, but left alive, what happens?”  
 
    “They turn,” said Zeke. “But not into one of us. They turn into a frenzied species, void of conscious thought, only thinking of their next meal. Even with our magical touch, they are worthless.” 
 
    “That’s the dumbest excuse I’ve ever heard,” barked Ivy. “If I’m bitten by a Fae, I’m not going to turn into one, am I? And a Fae bitten by a Vampire? Nothing happens. Why should Foundlings be any different?” 
 
    That debate had gone on for the entire lesson, and Ivy was no closer to agreeing with the barbaric views of Jasmine and Zeke.  
 
    Ivy almost admired Foundlings in a sense. She’d learned loads about them from Addie and Penny, who both took The Technology of Foundlings. Foundlings had all sorts of magic; machinery and innovation for starters. How could anyone think them inferior when they were so marvellous?  
 
    But then came her mentor session with Coach Aldon. The session itself wasn’t grim, but Ivy couldn’t shake what she’d seen. She had arrived early to the Coach’s office in the cellar corridors. Without announcing herself, she’d pushed through the heavy door, but stilled in the threshold.  
 
    In the centre of the room stood a swaying, rotten creature. Ivy tried to digest the sight before her. Samael Valac stood with his back to her, Coach Aldon sat on the desk, facing Samael and the strange creature in the middle of the room. The creature appeared to be a female Foundling. But that wasn’t possible. Foundlings couldn’t enter the Academy, let alone stand in the middle of one of the school classrooms. But something was wrong with the Foundling creature. 
 
    “Ivory,” greeted Coach Aldon warmly, sharing a pointed look with Samael. “You’re early.” 
 
    Ivy just gawked at the Foundling-esque creature in the centre of the room. Samael clicked his fingers to catch the attention of the thing. It was rotting, quite literally, and its glassy eyes were focused on Samael. The prince pointed at a cupboard against the wall, and the decomposing creature immediately lurched over to it.  
 
    Ivy watched as the creature sluggishly pulled open the cupboard door, stumbled inside, and closed the door behind itself. A few bangs and dreary moans were heard before it had fallen silent.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Ivy shrilled, her white eyes almost bulging out of her head. “Was … Was that a person?”  
 
    “Of course not,” Aldon laughed, jumping off the desk. “Merely a ghoul used to test Prince Samael’s strengths.” 
 
    Samael slowly turned to face Ivy as she remained in the doorway. His white eyes glinted with malice, and his stoic face was as hard as the walls. A glimmer of colour shimmered in his eyes, and Ivy frowned at him as she tried to decipher it. It almost appeared as though his eyes were silver for a moment, not white.  
 
    “That didn’t look like a ghoul,” Ivy argued, her voice quivering noticeably. She suddenly felt vulnerable under Samael’s intense stare, even if there was a teacher in the room. “That looked like a dead Foundling.” 
 
    “It was fresh,” Aldon smiled, but Samael showed no signs of emotion whatsoever. He merely continued to stare frostily at her. “It’s spirit is trapped in the Blood Forest, wandering for eternity as a Bodach. The Fae Houseparent found it washed up in the lake rocks that passes through the cliffs. It spent too much time in the water for the Fae to consume the flesh, so she offered it to us for Samael’s training.” 
 
    Licking her lips nervously, Ivy kicked her feet against the floor as a shudder clutched her body. She nodded, but wasn’t convinced, and shakily put her bag down on a nearby desk. Ghouls had bubbling, grey skin.  
 
    They looked like they had been boiled before being left out to rot on a hot summer’s day. The creature in the cupboard had none of those features. It was a walking corpse, and she knew it. And, Ivy was absolutely certain that Samael could only control creatures that he’d killed himself, not already dead. Had he killed a Foundling to practice on it?  
 
    “Same time tomorrow, Samael?” Coach Aldon asked. Samael didn’t tear his hard gaze from Ivy, but nodded once in response. “I will see you then.” 
 
    Swallowing thickly, Ivy took a step back as Samael stalked toward her.  
 
    Every muscle in her body tensed, her fangs protruded, and her veins prickled. She almost flinched as he reached her with that familiar cruelty in his eyes, but he barged past her and out the door.  
 
    * 
 
    It was fortunate that Ivy had the Fae party that night to take her mind off things. With the mountainous pile of homework growing on the foot of her bed, her poor grades for Spirit Magic, Samael’s Foundling-ghoul, and her brother’s excessive Banshee-hunting, Ivy welcomed the reprieve. And, she had no intention of sticking to her blood ban. The Videer were beginning to smell scrumptious, and Ivy didn’t trust herself to not spiral into a frenzy.  
 
    At ten past nine, Addie, Ivy and Penny left the manor for the Fae Lake. Ivy wore her nymph-inspired dress, bought at the Fae markets two summers ago. Finally, she had the opportunity to wear it. 
 
    They strode down the cobblestone path, and veered left onto the flowery trail curtained with vines and flanked by trees. The grassy path wound and weaved in pointless circles, forked by fake turns that led far into the forest, and full of shielded ditches, adding an extra thirty minutes to the journey than necessary. First-years were sure to get lost on the path, or end up stuck in a deep ditch.  
 
    “How did you manage that?” asked Addie exasperatedly.  
 
    They ducked under a drooping tree before they hopped over a flowery ditch.  
 
    “It’s not like I meant to kill the dragonfly,” Ivy whined. “Coach Aldon just told me to get into its mind. Next thing I know, its breathing fire everyone and exploding into little pieces all over me. It ruined my favourite black cardigan.”  
 
    “Does that mean it committed suicide?” pondered Penny aloud. “Dragonflies breathe fire … It died by its own fire. Therefore, it killed itself.” 
 
    Ivy grimaced from the pang of pity that struck her gut. She hadn’t intended to kill the poor insect, whether by fire or otherwise.  
 
    “I’m cursed,” complained Ivy, tossing her head back and clenching her fists. She stomped her foot and followed the girls as she moaned, “Whenever I try to use my spirit magic, something dies.” 
 
    “Not always,” corrected Addie as she leapt gracefully over a gnome burrow. The gnome poked its head out of the ditch and shouted something about trespassing at the three Vampires, but they paid the critter no mind. “There was that time, last year,” continued Addie. “You tried to influence your scarab beetle to eat a leaf, but it ended up eating its own leg.” 
 
    Ivy scrunched up her nose and gaped stupidly at Addie.  
 
    Addie shrugged and said, “Well, it didn’t die, did it?” 
 
    They reached the curtain of twisted vines and humming flower petals. Ivy pinched a sparkly white petal between her fingers and yanked it off the stem. Addie and Penny did the same, leaving only two dozen petals on the stems—only two dozen students could gain entry to the party, now.  
 
    The draping vines split down the middle and parted. Through the curtained gap, colour burst. Fae and Vampires danced to ethereal tunes played on flutes; a few Videer let their weapons down, so to speak, and dipped their toes in the purple lake; ghouls lurched across the pebble-stone shore, offering drinks to the partygoers; pixies buzzed in the air, cleaning the litter from the water; the grottos and caves were etched into the stone on the far side of the lake, with slanted wooden doors, lopsided windows, straw porches, flowery table sets, and slimy toadstools.  
 
    “Elves of the darkness!” River appeared from a carved log, carrying a tray of wooden cups filled with glittering pink juice. “Welcome, welcome! Have a drink, or five.” 
 
    Ivy didn’t need telling twice. She greedily snatched an oak cup and brought the rim to her upturned nose. Sniffing the beverage, she narrowed her eyes at the grinning Fae. “What’s in it?”  
 
    “Oh, a little blood here, a dash of pixie essence there,” said River happily. “Just stay away from that.” He pointed his bony finger at the birdbath across the shore, filled with bubbling punch that blew black and gold steam into the air. “A drop of that concoction, and you’ll find yourself in another continent, marrying a tree before the week is out.” 
 
    Ivy noticed that a few first years drank from the dangerous punch.  
 
    Someone should warn them, she mused.  
 
    But the thought dissipated as quickly as it formed, and she tossed back the pink tart liquid in her own cup.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The girls jumped, swayed and twirled on the shore to the upbeat melody of flutes. The song was an earthly Fae tune; a traditional unity song of the Arcane. 
 
    The pink juice had kicked in. Or, maybe that was because Ivy had guzzled down five cups of the pink substance. Peacefully, she closed her eyes, lolled her head back, and hummed. She twirled and dipped with the melody. Penny mostly bobbed from side to side and randomly squatted. It was strange, but Ivy dismissed it as a side-effect of the drink.  
 
    Addie and Ivy clasped their hands together and hopped around in circles. Even a few of the Videer guests had joined the dancing students on the shore. Mostly, though, they watched and laughed and scoffed at the amusing display. The Videer hadn’t touched the beverages or snacks on offer. Their presence sparked the image of Domenic in her mind.  
 
    Ivy hadn’t seen him in a few days, but she suddenly endured a dreadful yearning sensation, not in her tummy, but in her chest. It hurt, she realised, as she rubbed the dip between her breasts, soothing the ache.   
 
    It was just like magic. Maybe it was magic. But the moment she reached for her yearning heart, Ivy saw him. Domenic appeared on the far side of the lake, by the grottos. How peculiar. 
 
    Ivy stopped dancing. Her tranquilly clouded eyes gazed across the purple water at the cloaked figure. His hood was pulled over his head, but she saw his lips and chin. She recognised those features, even over the vast distance separating them.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Addie, slowing her sways and swirls.  
 
    “That’s him,” whispered Ivy. A soft smile graced her lips as she pointed her black fingernail at the cloaked figure. “That’s my Videer.” 
 
    Addie and Penny traced her gaze to the grottos.  
 
    “There’s no one there,” said Penny.  
 
    Cocking her head to the side, Ivy blinked. As her eyes opened, she saw what Penny saw—nothing but grottos and straw furniture. Domenic wasn’t there.  
 
    “No more juice for you!” declared Addie. She and Penny continued to hop on the spot, but Ivy still stared across the calm water. She had been certain that she’d seen him there, above the grottos, across the lake.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” muttered Ivy.  
 
    Penny asked, “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To the toilet,” she lied and left the girls to their dance.  
 
    Ivy wandered up the shore to the grottos. A few toads were perched atop their stools, and some younger Fae students peered out of the lopsided windows. But there were no signs of Domenic anywhere. Ivy climbed up the rocky caves to the forest edge. It was possible that he was in there, somewhere.  
 
    Maybe he’s on duty and stopped to observe the party? Did he see me? Does he like my dress? Not that I care, or anything. Besides, it’s a lovely dress. How could he not like it? 
 
    Ivy’s thoughts spiralled as she reached the visible roots of the trees. What began as doubtful questions had evolved into short daydreams of her and Domenic kissing in the forest. That juice was trouble, that much she gathered as she wandered through the trees.  
 
    On her aimless journey in the Blood Forest, she passed a small stream; sixteen rotted tree trunks; a few gnome burrows, one of which she treaded on; and a wild Pegasus that went running the moment it caught a trace of her scent. Ivy couldn’t blame the creature. Vampires enjoyed hunting Pegasi from time to time. But Ivy was hunting a different creature in the woods—one that turned her legs to jelly and her tummy to bubbling mush.  
 
    Ivy didn’t know how long she’d been searching. But, eventually, she reached a meadow. It seemed familiar, she thought. A tug pulled and twisted at her mind, but she came up short. She couldn’t place the field in her memories, but she had an inkling that she’d been there before. Perhaps she’d passed it by during her hunting trips in the Blood Forest a couple of times.  
 
    The meadow was peculiar, though. It didn’t shimmer emerald green or sing the songs of the birds. Instead, it was doused in darkness. Even the moonlight unable to pierce the looming trees that roofed the field. Creaks groaned from the sturdy trunks of the trees that circled her, lined so closely together that there was no way out. The leaves above hissed in the light breeze, but no wind touched her skin. She could hear the nature whistle, and see the faint slivers of the moonlight above. But, her sense of smell was deprived of the rich soil and freshly blossoming flowers. 
 
    “Ivy,” sang a familiar voice.  
 
    Ivy surveyed the field. No one was there. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air. Only the aroma of nature wafted up her nose.  
 
    “Ivy. Run.”  
 
    Frowning, Ivy stepped further into the clearing. She recognised the voice—It was Penny’s. But the Vampire was nowhere in sight.  
 
    “Ivy, run. Go. It’s coming.”  
 
    What’s coming?  
 
    As if hearing her mental question, Penny’s eerie voice whispered out and brushed through the leaves, “The solstice is coming. Run!” 
 
    A twig snapped.  
 
    Ivy’s muscles tensed and a gasp whispered from her lips. Eyes, widened, were glued straight ahead, alight with horror. She tensed and inhaled sharply. 
 
    A black beast emerged from the shadows. Ivy emitted a shaky breath and squinted at the strange creature. It’s legs, long and thick, slinked forward; its head, bigger than her own, bowed; but its menacing yellow eyes glowered up at her as it neared. Ivy tried to stumble back, but her bare feet were rooted to the soil.  
 
    Ivy’s lips parted in a silent scream. The beast stopped beneath a faint dusting of moonlight. The white glow washed over the darkness, and betrayed what the beast was: The same from her dream.  
 
    Bones outlined the hairless and skinless creature, exposing its bloody, meaty insides and the muscles slapped around its body. The skeletal wolf, towering over her, bared its rows of sharp fangs in a savagely wolfish grin. It was a Shifter. Standing metres away from her, hungry eyes locked onto its target. Its prey. 
 
    Dirt rose and billowed behind the bloody beast. The cloud of brown wafted behind it. Its claws had torn into the soil for leverage. Ivy’s silent scream curdled into an ear-splitting shriek. Her bare feet scrambled beneath her as she frantically scrambled around and sprinted in the opposite direction. The monster panted. Its heavy paws bounded behind her, gaining closer. 
 
    Screaming wildly, Ivy raced into the jagged rows of trees.  
 
    Tears clouded her sight as she leapt over broken trunks and hovels. The skeletal wolf pursued her into the woods, its salivating, snapping jaws chomping out at the air behind her.  
 
    Each time, Ivy cried out, and pushed herself to run faster than she thought possible.  
 
    The noise at the Fae party whispered in the distance. Ivy swerved left and headed straight for it. There were Videer at the party; Videer and Fae and Vampires. Too many of them for one Shifter to challenge and survive.  
 
    But, before she could reach the stream, a gnome jumped from its burrow—the very same one she’d treaded on earlier. It grinned toothily at her before it lassoed a long thorny vine.  
 
    “NO! DON’T!”  
 
    Her screams whirled away in the wind. The gnome guffawed and hurled the vine at her. The Shifter’s teeth caught the ends of whipping white hair.  
 
    Ivy kicked her feet against the soil as she tried to stop and change course. But it was too late. The vine snared around her torso and wrenched her off her feet.  
 
    Her scream ripped out through the forest. Her back crashed onto the soil. A thunderous pounding sensation cracked the base of her skull.  
 
    Ivy frowned.  
 
    Dazed eyes gazed up at the swaying leaves and branches. Fleetingly, she wondered if she’d hit her head on a boulder. It sure felt like it.  
 
    The warmth of the blood seeped into her hair, the hazy shock clouded her vision, and her muscles relaxed on the dirt.  
 
    Dark spots blotted the corners of her sight, spreading slowly, seeping over the night sky.  
 
    “Help,” she rasped. Her breath whispered away in the breeze. “Addie…” 
 
    A black distortion obscured her vision, and she sluggishly gazed up at it.  
 
    It came in and out of focus, moving in blurs. It appeared to be three skinless wolves. Bloody, damp noses lowered to her slack face.  
 
    Closer … closer they came … flooding her vision with darkness … until that’s all that was left. 
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    Laying on her back, arms and legs sprawled out, Ivy slowly opened her eyes. The darkness had gone. Pink took its place.  
 
    River.  
 
    Her hoarse throat caught the name before it could rasp over her dry tongue. The pink fluttered, almost danced above her. Was River moving? Was he calling for help? Was he fighting the Shifter? 
 
    “River,” she whispered throatily. The word didn’t reach her ears. It evaporated in the air that pressed down on her. Ivy blinked again.  
 
    A crease knitted her brows as she gazed up at the pink. Gradually, it morphed, and took shape. It wasn’t River at all. It was curtains, shiny and glittery, just like the drapes above her bed in the dorm.  
 
    “You’re awake!” 
 
    Ivy turned her heavy head to the side.  
 
    Penny and Addie were on the bed beside hers. Both hastily tugged on their t-shirts, their cheeks rosier than the drapes above Ivy. She realised that she was in her own bed at the dorms. How did she get there? 
 
    Pushing herself the mattress, Ivy propped herself up on her elbows and frowned at the pair. Penny grinned excitedly and scurried over to Ivy’s bed, bouncing on the mattress. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Dandy,” she replied bitterly. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “We were hoping you could tell us that,” said Addie disapprovingly. Ivy almost blanched under her stern stare. Addie perched herself on the edge of the bed. “You went to use the bathroom, and you didn’t come back.” 
 
    “Samael found you,” said Penny. “He brought you back to the dorms, and Felix came to the party to tell us.” 
 
    “Did … Did Samael see the wolf?” 
 
    Penny and Addie shared a bewildered look. Leaning forward, Addie placed her hand on Ivy’s forehead to check for a temperature. Ivy assumed she didn’t find one when her hand dropped back to the mattress. 
 
    “What wolf?” asked Penny.  
 
    “The one in the woods. I saw it in the clearing … It attacked me.” Her eyes averted to the duvet as she added, “I almost died.” 
 
    “Ivy,” said Addie with a small smile. “Samael found you in a tree.” 
 
    Penny explained, “He said you were singing and hanging upside down, playing with a nest of Pixies.” 
 
    Addie’s calculative eyes swept over Ivy. “How much of the Fae juice did you have?” 
 
    Gingerly, Ivy reached her fingers back to the base of her skull. Dry, crusted blood matted her dirtied hair together, but there was no pain. No wounds, no evidence.  
 
    Addie smiled. “Samael said that when he found you, you went mad and tried to run away from him. But, you fell and hit your head on a rock.” 
 
    “He used some Fae magic he had on him to heal you,” explained Penny.  
 
    “I wasn’t running from Samael. I was running from a wolf. It … It didn’t have any skin, and I could see its insides.” Ivy grimaced at the memory and fell back onto the mountain of pillows. “It chased me.” 
 
    “You were hallucinating,” said Addie. 
 
    Penny agreed, “There was something in our drinks, Ivy. I saw unicorns prancing on the lake, but everyone knows they’re not real.” She smirked slyly at Addie, and said, “Want to know what Addie saw?” 
 
    Addie lifted her hand to silence her. “Please, can we not divulge my shame.” 
 
    Shifting to sit cross-legged, Penny giggled. “Addie thought that a Videer was a Foundling. Poor Addie. She got thrown into the lake. The weeds tried to drag her down to the bottom. It took four Fae to fish her out.” 
 
    Ivy shook her head and looked at the window seat. “This isn’t the first time I’ve seen that wolf,” she whispered.  
 
    The blush faded from Addie’s sharp cheekbones, and Penny’s smile vanished. 
 
    “I’ve dreamt about it before,” she explained. “It was the exact same. Yellow eyes, no skin, bloody, and really tall, taller than me. That’s got to mean something, right?” 
 
    Penny’s tongue darted over her dry, over-snogged lips. “It was just a dream. Most people have the same nightmare over and over again.” 
 
    “It was a Shifter, yes?” asked Addie. Ivy nodded. “Well, there’s your answer. It’s a nightmare you had because we saw the Shifter attack the marketplace. It didn’t have skin.” A light tremor rippled down Addie’s spine at the memory.  
 
    “What if it wasn’t a dream?” argued Ivy. Her pleading gaze shifted to Penny. “What if it’s because of you that I’m dreaming these things?” 
 
    “Me?” breathed Penny. 
 
    “You’re a clairvoyant. You can enter others’ dreams, can’t you? What if what I’m dreaming about is … like an echo of your dreams?” 
 
    Penny laughed feebly. “Ivy, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m the only other student that’s doing as poorly as you are in spirit magic. I can’t control my own dreams or form predictions, let alone get into anyone else’s head.” 
 
    “But I heard you,” she contended. “In my dream, or hallucination, whatever it was. I heard your voice. You said solstice. If you weren’t in my head, how …” 
 
    Ivy trailed off as Addie’s concerned gaze burned into the side of her face. Penny, too, looked at her as though she’d sprouted rows of Fae fangs.  
 
    “Forget it,” said Ivy. “It was just a dream.” 
 
    * 
 
    Atop the window seat, Ivy sat with her knees bent and a book placed on her lap. Her gaze looked through the barred window to the forestry, and the tome went forgotten.  
 
    She watched a pair of Fae frolic in the woods and dance around a particularly thick oak tree. They taunted a gnome that hid inside the trunk; the gnome frequently stuck his bushy head out of the hole in the bark and berated the Fae. They merely laughed and continued merrily. 
 
    Domenic straddled a chair facing the window in the library. His dark eyes were fixed on the side of Ivy’s pale face. He watched as a small smile would tug at the corner of her pink lips occasionally. He smirked as her nose scrunched up at times, giving her a snooty and indignant appearance. And he remained silent as she stayed lost in her thoughts. It wasn’t until her fingers began to wring and fidget together and her lips set into a thin line that he broke the silence.  
 
    “Something’s troubling you,” he observed. There was a tinge of concern in his tone, but it maintained its uncaring and silky coat. 
 
    It took her a few seconds to realise that he had spoken. Thoughts flittered from her sluggish mind as Domenic came to the forefront. Slowly, Ivy turned her head to the side to meet his gaze, and offered him a sweet, genuine smile.  
 
    He folded his forearms on the back of the chair he straddled. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “Nothing, really,” she smiled, but there was a sadness in her eyes. He saw it.  
 
    “You’re a terrible liar,” he said, and rested his chin atop his forearms. “You can talk to me, Sky.” 
 
    He gazed up at her from beneath his long lashes. Ivy was surprised that she didn’t literally swoon and topple off the window seat. Their gazes stayed locked together as she considered him.  
 
    It was then that she realised she could talk to him—she could trust him. But there were too many tangles worries knotted in her mind. She didn’t know where to begin.  
 
    “I’m scared,” she admitted.  
 
    “About?” 
 
    “When I found out Coach Aldon was my new mentor, I thought I’d get a better handle on my magic. He’s the best. But it hasn’t happened yet, and it’s been months of starvation, practices, research … Nothing’s changed.”  
 
    Ivy intentionally left out the real reasons for her irrational fears, but it didn’t make what she’d said any less true.  
 
    “Like you just said, it’s only been a few months. Give yourself time.” 
 
    “I have,” she sighed. “I’ve been training since I was ten; since in my first year at the Academy. If my powers haven’t come already, they never will. I’ll be a disappointment to my whole family, and a disgrace to the Skylar name. What’s the point in being a Vampire if I don’t get my spirit magic?” She watched the blackness of his irises melt into his dilated pupils. “You know,” she continued, “I don’t have a fiancé yet. Almost everyone else does. Addie and Felix are engaged, Penny and some guy from Ichor, even Harriet Rosado has Noah Starlight. I don’t have anyone, because I’m weak. Powerless.” 
 
    Domenic sighed quietly before he replied, “You’re not a failure if you don’t get married. If anybody thinks you are, they’re not people worth your time. Marriage isn’t everything.”  
 
    “To the Vampires it is,” Ivy smiled sadly. “We need to marry before we’re thirty. Otherwise, we’ll miss the chance to have children. And then what? Our ancestry fades, and our spirit magic is lost forever.” 
 
    “Maybe the fault is with your society, not you,” he suggested softly. “You’re extraordinary in my eyes, and I will think no differently of you if you are unmarried in years to come. Even if your magic doesn’t develop, you’re still a strong woman with great potential. Why do you let others place value on you based on what you can offer as a wife? That’s not right, Sky. Your worth is much more than that. Your worth is your compassion, beliefs, and resilience. It’s the sassy and good person you are.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed and she smiled bitterly.  
 
    Grinning, Domenic straightened himself on the chair. “It could be worse. You could be betrothed to a century-old crackpot.” 
 
    “My mum and dad have an age gap,” she smiled fondly. “Dad’s seventy years older than mum, and they have a good marriage. They love each other.” 
 
    “A rare exception,” he shrugged. “How many married Vampires do you know who are happy with their spouses? Other than your parents.” 
 
    Ivy licked her lips tentatively as her mind churned and attempted to offer him an answer. Her grandparents on both sides had age gaps in their marriages. They were all miserable. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said, arrogantly. “I’m more qualified to marry you than some stranger with spirit magic and fangs.” 
 
    Ivy wiggled her brows. “Is that a proposal?” 
 
    “In your dreams,” he scoffed gracefully, and slipped on his go-to arrogant demeanour. “You might a ten, but I’m an eleven. Besides, it’s not like you could possibly tame a bachelor as coveted as myself.” 
 
    Snorting in amusement, Ivy shifted around on the window seat to face him. Her legs swung over the edge, dangling her feet above the floor.  
 
    “Who’s going to tame the beast you are?” 
 
    “Nobody. My career path won’t allow it.”  
 
    She looked at him questioningly. 
 
    He explained, “I intend on becoming a Keeper when I graduate. I can’t marry.” 
 
    Ivy deflated visibly the moment the words left his pink lips.  
 
    Keepers were Videer who remained in the crypts from the moment they took their vows until the day they died. They never left, not ever. Their duties were to protect and decipher their mysterious scrolls, watch over the Seers, and Gods knew what else. It was a demanding position.  
 
    Keepers couldn’t marry, procreate, or entertain any friendships outside of their ranks. Which meant she would never see him again once he graduated at the end of the year.  
 
    Pools of coal drank in her puckering lips. The white of pearly teeth flashed as he grinned. “Don’t pout. I may change my mind, you know. I’ve always had an interest in becoming a Knight. It’s a second option.” 
 
    Perking up, Ivy couldn’t resist the brilliant smile that spread over her pretty face. Knights were always at Vampire functions, so she had a much better chance of encountering him again.  
 
    “You know,” she began, “maybe you could be my Knight when I graduate. I could talk to my dad about hiring you.” 
 
    He winked. “We’ll see.”  
 
    Haughtily, she replied, “All I heard was a firm ‘yes’.”  
 
    Running his fingers through his thick black hair, he glanced up at her. Ivy’s gaze couldn’t tear away from his hair falling back into place over his forehead. The dusty glow of the moonlight caused his black eyes to shimmer slightly, and she found herself smiling goofily.  
 
    “Being a Knight is my back-up,” he explained. “I’m better at it, the fighting, strategising, hunting.” 
 
    Curiosity glazed over her eyes as she thought. After a pause, she said, “I only ever see you in combat gear.” 
 
    Domenic winked suggestively. “I bet you’re just dying to see me all wrapped up in my crisp, brown cloak, and scrolls tucked under my arm.”  
 
    Ivy scoffed. “As long you’ve got clothes on, I’m happy.” Fidgeting her feet together, Ivy allowed the humour to flitter away before she asked, “Why would it be your second choice? Being a Knight? I mean, if you’re so good at it and you like it that much … Maybe you should be one?”  
 
    “I want to follow in my father’s footsteps,” he said. “Sometimes legacy has a greater significance than fleeting wants. Wants, they’re passing; Legacy is forever.” 
 
    The walls had erected behind the shadows of his eyes, but Ivy prepared herself to dismantle them without so much as breaking a nail. “Your father was a Keeper?” she asked, frowning. “I thought Keepers couldn’t marry.” 
 
    “They can’t. When he was a student, he had a weakness for my mother. I am the result of that weakness.” 
 
    Outrage festered in her white eyes. “And he just abandoned her to be a Keeper? After he got her pregnant?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “My mother died in the Battle of the Revolt. After that, I was raised by her brother. I was only a new-born at the time. My father, Silus, locked himself away in the crypts after her death. He died a few years ago in an accident.” 
 
    “What sort of accident?”  
 
    “The secret sort.”  
 
    She nodded as curiosity gnawed at her brain. But it would be rude to pry, and her nosiness would get her nowhere with a Videer. She said what she should have said seconds ago, “I’m sorry that happened to your parents.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he smiled, and rested his chin on his folded forearms again.  
 
    They fell into a silence. It was comfortable, but tinged with a deeper awkwardness that came with discussing dead relatives. Ivy decided to change the topic.  
 
    “I had a dream,” she said carefully. Watching him, she saw a bemused and patronising expression sweep over his handsome features.  
 
    “We tend to dream when we sleep. It’s not uncommon.” 
 
    Ivy rolled her eyes. “It was weird,” she said. “Something I’ve never dreamt about before.” 
 
    “Was it me?” he asked smugly. “Was I naked? Better yet, were you?” 
 
    “No, no and no,” she droned, but the tug of her lips and tint of her cheeks betrayed her indifference. “It was about a wolf. Have you heard about clairvoyant spirit magic?” 
 
    He shot her an exasperated look, tinged with arrogance.  
 
    “Right,” she said, mildly embarrassed. “Of course you have.” 
 
    “I know all,” he drawled pompously. “And then some.”  
 
    Ivy laughed, which only seemed to further groom his ego.  
 
    He added, “I’m not certain I like that you’re dreaming of animals. Now, let’s get back to your naughty dreams about me—” 
 
    “I don’t have naughty dreams about you.” Her wandering gaze and shameful blush told another tale. She cleared her throat and met his twinkling black eyes, hating how he smirked knowingly at her. “That’s beside the point. In my dream, the wolf was chasing me.” 
 
    “Shocking,” he said. “Did it also look at you? Because, that would be simply outrageous.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said, not unkindly. “Let me finish.” He held up his hands in submission. “I heard my friend Penny — she’s clairvoyant — say something. I think she said solstis.” 
 
    Arching his brow, Domenic parroted her, “Solstice?” 
 
    “Yeah, that. She mentioned solstice.” 
 
    “What did she say?” he asked.  
 
    “Nothing, really. She said that I should run, and that the solstice is coming.” 
 
    “That is strange,” he said pensively. “Did she say anything else?” 
 
    “No. But that’s when I saw the wolf. Only, it wasn’t a real wolf. I think it was a Shifter.” 
 
    A puzzled gleam shimmered in his dark eyes. “You’re certain it was a dream?” 
 
    It was her turn to give him an exasperated look. “I mightn’t be the smartest Vampire, Domenic, but I know what a dream is.” 
 
    He smiled apologetically. “All right. What can I say? That’s the strangest dream I’ve heard of.” He paused before he added, “I take that back. One time, I dreamt that I was stuck in a pond. There were loads of nymphs running around, and I was naked of course—” 
 
    Ivy stopped him, holding up her hand. “I really don’t want to hear that.” A feigned shudder rattled her shoulders before she cleared her throat. “So,” she prompted. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Being naked in a pond with nymphs? Maybe that I have latent fears about—”  
 
    “No,” she snorted. “Solstice.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, solstices are celestial events. It’s when the earth is turned on its axis to face the sun or away. It happens twice a year.” 
 
    Ivy looked like he’d stuck a pixie up her nose—totally stunned with a whisper of brewing annoyance.  
 
    He elaborated, “December solstice has the Earth’s North Pole tilted away from the sun at 23.5 degrees. The Earth’s North Pole is tilted toward the sun at an axis of 23.5 degrees during June solstice.” 
 
    “Oh,” she nodded, nowhere closer to understanding the meaning.  
 
    “You’ve probably heard about it in class, sometime. It’s when Fae magic is at its weakest.” He paused to yawn, then rubbed his hands over his face. “It’s nothing important. Not in the context of your dream.” 
 
    She smiled, reassured. “All right. So, what are doing tomorrow night? I might have time to—” 
 
    Ivy’s body jolted, and her hands slapped against her eardrums. A siren suddenly boomed throughout the Academy. Beneath the protection of her palms, her eardrums pulsed in protest of the sharp sound that assaulted them. Domenic jumped up from the chair, snatched his black sweater and tugged it on. He slung his sword strap over his torso and fasted his weapons belt. 
 
    “Gotta go,” he said before he turned and sprinted out of their corner. 
 
    Not a second later, he raced back into the nook in the library, and stopped in front of her. Swooping down, he planted a soft kissed her forehead.  
 
    The smooth skin of his pink lips lingered for a fleeting moment—a beautiful moment Ivy wished could last forever.  
 
    “Goodbye, Sky,” he whispered, so quietly that she wondered if he’d spoken at all.  
 
    And then he was gone again. 
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    Clutching her books against her chest, Ivy pranced down the corridor. In the pocket of her plaited skirt was a crumpled letter she had awoken to earlier that day, no doubt delivered by the Imps. The letter had come with a parcel, filled with magazines, small vials of rare infused blood, and golden nuggets. The letter and parcel had been addressed to both Ivy and Felix Skylar, but, of course, Ivy kept the parcel items to herself. She wasn’t one for sharing, especially not with her brother.  
 
    On her way to deliver the letter to Felix, Ivy allowed her thoughts to travel. Unlike most her daydreams — which tended to revolve around warm pitchers of blood — Ivy found herself replaying images of Domenic Marroc over and over again.  
 
    One minute, she was recalling how the moonlight reflected in his charcoal eyes, and the next, she couldn’t stop picturing his rosy lips grazing her forehead. One could accurately state that Ivy Skylar had a crush on the Videer she had only known for three months.  
 
    Reaching the door, Ivy didn’t bother knocking, and pushed through it. She slipped through the entrance, and her heels clacked sharply against the hard floor. The room was close to the size of the Assembly Hall, and the walls were lined with all sorts of weapons.  
 
    Everything from duelling swords and daggers to pugil sticks and axes were stuck to the wall, criss-crossing in flawless patterns. Sparring poles protruded from buckets against the walls; tables offered a vast collection of armour; chalk basins littered the room to prevent friction and sweatiness on the students’ hands.  
 
    Pairs of Vampires filled the space, moving around in circles, battling fiercely with nothing more than their bodies used as weaponry. The skilled movements were clear as they spun, ducked and dodged expertly. Two coaches observed and supervised the spars, breaking up some heated fights and shouting instructions frequently.  
 
    Scanning the area, Ivy searched for her brother. She spotted him at the far end by the rows of poles and daggers. In her own little bubble of merriness, Ivy skipped around the fighting pairs and made her way over to her brother.  
 
    As she neared, and he came into view, she noticed his partner. Instinctively, her face twisted into a scowl; Samael Valac. From their stance, she knew she had almost intruded on a battle between them. Ivy pranced around them, jumped up on a table, and perched herself on the edge of it.  
 
    Plastic bottles of hydro-blood, small towels, and broken pieces of weaponry surrounded her on the furniture piece. She tossed her school books onto the table, and they knocked over a few bottles of lidded hydro-blood. She didn’t care, and watched Felix and Samael spar. 
 
    The blonde prince remained stoic and composed, despite the malicious glint in his eyes, and slipped a silver dagger into his belt. It wasn’t a dagger from the collection in the room. It was the Valac family dagger, infused with the blood of its victims over thousands of years. 
 
    The shouts and groans of training students filled the room, accompanied by loud critiques from the coaches. Samael and Felix paid the others no mind, and hadn’t even spared a glance at her. They were too focused.  
 
    Felix’s expression contorted into one of anger as his fist swung out in the direction of the pale and handsome face before him. Samael easily dodged the attack. Felix spun around to hit his comrade with a high kick to the head.  
 
    The attack only barely missed him. Samael’s eyes were alight with excitement, whilst Felix’s showed only vehemence. That was Felix’s downfall—he fought with emotion, not strategy.  
 
    Both Vampires righted themselves and began to walk in a smooth and steady circle. Felix spun around again and raised his leg high in the air. He brought it down and his foot connected strongly with Samael’s chest; he grunted and stumbled backwards. Samael and Felix dove at one another, but the prince swiftly whirled around before they could collide.  
 
    Felix’s attempted blow to the head went unsuccessful as Samael’s fist collided with his back. Felix grunted at the dull pain that exploded in his cracked spine. Both quickly faced each other, and Felix punched Samael in the gut harshly before he jumped forward and brought Samael’s face down to his uprising knee. Blood came the moment the hit connected. But Samael was not to be outdone.  
 
    Before Felix even knew what was happening, he was slammed against a pillar, and the hard wood bruised his pale skin. The back of his head smacked against the rectangular prism, now stained with a smear of blood. 
 
    Felix hurled himself at Samael. Their bodies collided with a crunch and both Vampires fell to the floor and began to wrestle. Their fists swung out, and they punched at one other repeatedly.  
 
    Straddling Felix, Samael yanked a dagger from his belt before he brought it down and stabbed his friend right in the heart.  
 
    Ivy winced on her brother’s behalf as blood poured from the wound onto the wooden slabbed floor.  
 
    Satisfied with his win in the fight, Samael pushed himself from the bloodied figure, and stood. Felix grunted and lazily gripped the handle of the dagger.  
 
    A hiss escaped his clenched teeth as he yanked it out. The wound began to knit shut gradually, and he tossed the dagger onto the floor as he lay there, regaining his strength.  
 
    Lazily, he waved away the approaching Shaman. His pride prevented him from accepting their healing help. That, and he apparently had his own store of Fae magic, as usual, and used it to heal himself.  
 
    Dressed in only black sweatpants, Samael’s chest glistened with a thin layer of perspiration, and his thick white hair hung over his forehead in a tousled heap. He approached Ivy at the table, stopping in front of her legs as he grabbed the towel beside her.  
 
    She kept her wary gaze on him at all times, and waited for Felix to heal. Samael set to swiftly rubbing the towel over the naked parts of his dewy body, his gaze locked with Ivy’s expectantly.  
 
    “What do you want?” asked Samael curtly.  
 
    “None of your business,” she sassed, and glanced at Felix who was crouched over, attempting to stand. He whispered a spell, and the sound of his broken bones snapping back into place immediately followed.  
 
    The days of mandatory Combat Class still haunted Ivy—it just as painful for a bone to be broken as it was when it snapped back into place. 
 
    Samael quirked his brow as he regarded her, and drank generous amounts of blood from his bottle. Her fangs instantly extended from the scent wafting towards her. He removed the rim of the bottle from his glistening lips, screwed the lid back on and placed it onto the table. 
 
    “You haven’t been feeding,” he observed, his gaze fixed on her completely white eyes. “You look ghastly.” 
 
    Ivy scowled.  
 
    How much trouble will I get in if I kick him in the face?  
 
    Instead of succumbing to her desires, she slipped off the table and snubbed the Prince Parasite. Shuffling over to her brother, Ivy pulled out the crumpled piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to him.  
 
    “What’s that?” Felix rasped, his palm and splayed fingers pressed against his torso as his ribs repaired themselves.  
 
    “Dad sent a letter,” she said as he stood straight and took the paper from her grasp. Felix straightened out the crinkled letter before he read it swiftly.  
 
    Samael lingered by the table as his eyes burned into the back of Ivy’s head. She tried her best to ignore him, but the heat of his stare on her had her fangs avoiding retreat. They had a mind of their own.  
 
    It also didn’t help that she could still smell the drop of blood on Samael’s lips, and she was sure he hadn’t licked it away intentionally to toy with her.  
 
    “I can’t tonight,” Felix said, and handed the letter to his affronted sister. “I have plans.” 
 
    Ivy snatched the letter huffily and read it aloud, “I hope you’re both making your mother and I proud, etc. I expect that if you need it, Ivy, Felix will help you train for your upcoming spirit magic test. As Felix has already mastered his powers, and has passed the last three tests with impeccable grades, he is expected to assist you. This is non-negotiable, Felix. You will help your sister practice for this test, and that will begin the night you receive this letter. Ivy, if Felix disobeys me, I trust you will inform me immediately, and appropriate consequences will ensue, blah blah blah. Love you both, Father. P.S. Ivy is my favourite.” 
 
    “It doesn’t say you’re his favourite,” said Felix as he snatched the letter to double-check.  
 
     “He doesn’t have to,” she mocked. “We both know I am.” 
 
    Felix rolled his eyes and stuffed the letter into the pocket of his sweatpants, but didn’t argue. It was probably true—Ivy got away with a lot more than Felix ever could. 
 
    “So,” Ivy urged. “Are you going to help me or not?”  
 
    “Like I said,” he sighed, and rubbed his still-aching jaw. “I have plans.” 
 
    “Then cancel.”  
 
    “I’ve been working on this Fae for weeks. If I cancel—” 
 
    Ivy shuddered theatrically. “Gross. Spare me, please.” 
 
    “What about Sunday night? I can do that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Felix. I don’t need your help anyway.” 
 
    Ivy turned and stomped over to the table to fetch her books. Samael Valac leaned against the table. The intensity of his unreadable eyes traced her every move. She kept her gaze averted from his as she shifted the heavy books in her arms and made to leave.  
 
    Felix stopped her.  
 
    “Fine,” he said defeatedly. “I’ll help you. Tonight, in the forest, ok?”  
 
    A smile tugged at her lips as she nodded, and embraced the burst of hope exploding within her. With Felix’s assistance combined with Coach Aldon’s, she may just succeed in summoning her powers. She needed all the help she could get. 
 
    “Midnight,” Felix said, and pinched her upturned nose playfully. “Don’t be late.” 
 
    Ivy hmphed haughtily and flicked her hair over her shoulder. “I’m never late, Felix. You’re simply early.”  
 
      
 
    The Vampire den was quiet, with only a few senior students sitting at the desks against the walls, working on their essays. The cocktail bar provided a delicious aroma, but Ivy made it her priority to avoid looking at it. Blood bans were a killer, she decided, not to mention a nuisance.  
 
    Thankfully, a distraction came in the form of Addie and Penny, both cuddled up on a leather sofa by a crackling fireplace. Ivy swiftly approached and dropped down onto the rug.  
 
    Penny idly scanned the morning copy of the Chronicle as Addie scribbled down her essay on the properties of sphinx whiskers into her notebook.  
 
    Ivy stretched out her arms and yawned. “Any news on Laundelle?”  
 
    Penny uncoiled the bottom of the scroll and scanned the articles. As her gaze descended to the lower articles, her face hardened, and her brows wrinkled. 
 
    Ivy shifted to sit upright. “What is it? What does it say?” 
 
    Slowly, Penny looked up from the Chronicle. Addie’s notepad slipped from her lap as she, too, became engrossed by Penny’s peculiar behaviour. “Here,” said Penny. She handed the scroll to Ivy and tapped the bottom article, ‘Panic Spreads as Shifters Surface: Paranoia or Pandemic?’. 
 
    Smoothing out the translucent page, Ivy read the exposé aloud.  
 
    ‘As of Saturday morning, a rapid increase of reports regarding Shifter sightings around The cloaked world has been confirmed. The latest of which belongs to the claims of an elderly Fae, who lives alone with her three Kitsunes, and Pixie nest. Self-proclaimed naturalist, Faun Glyn, occupies a hollow in the fields near Stonehenge Village.  
 
    Stonehenge Village is home to Linda Laundelle, currently missing. Laundelle is a Vampire representative on the Committee, who has, since late June, been unaccounted for. The search to locate her persists. 
 
    Faun Glyn spoke to the authorities on Saturday morning. She had expressed claims of a Shifter in the meadows near the Village, but has been unable to offer evidence of this. According to Ms. Glyn, the Shifter appeared twice. 
 
    “It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. At first, I thought I’d spent too much time around the fumes of my concoctions. I watched it through the window in my hovel. That was the day before Linda went missing. It came again Friday night, and I was too afraid to approach it. I don’t know if it knew I was watching it. It didn’t have any skin or fur. It was a wolf, but rotten—I could see its guts and heart, it dripped blood all over the grass. And its eyes … it had these bright, yellow eyes.” 
 
    Authorities have investigated the claim thoroughly, but have yet to locate any solid evidence to support any presence of a Shifter in the meadows. This begs the question; Why would it return to Stonehenge? One question of many unanswered …’ 
 
    Ivy’s shaky fingers released the scroll. It curled back up in on itself. Addie and Penny looked at the Chronicle, then at Ivy, then at each other. The Shifter had been described exactly how Ivy had seen it.  
 
    “Maybe it’s a coincidence?” suggested Addie feebly.  
 
    “That’s one hell of a coincidence,” scoffed Penny.  
 
    Ivy gaped at the rolled scroll in her hand. Penny leaned forward and snatched the scroll before she reread the article.  
 
    “Say this is true,” began Ivy. “It’s ridiculous, I know, but let’s just pretend for a minute that it is. Why would I be dreaming about it? How could I dream about a Shifter I’ve never met or even heard about? I don’t have the Sight. I’ve never dreamt of anything like this before … Well, before you came here, Penny.” 
 
    Penny looked up from the scroll, her brows wrinkled together.  
 
    “You are clairvoyant,” said Addie thoughtfully. “I know you don’t think you are very skilled, but perhaps you are entering Ivy’s dreams whilst you sleep.” 
 
    It struck Ivy out of nowhere. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before. “You talk in your sleep,” she said, shimmying around to sit on her knees. “Did you know that? All the time you’re talking about how something’s coming.” 
 
    Penny’s black fingernails dug into the Chronicle, tearing the paper. “What do I say?” 
 
    Ivy shrugged. “Gibberish, mostly. But you always say that something is coming when the sun is at its farthest. That’s all I can remember.” 
 
    Addie asked gently, “Does that sound familiar to you?”  
 
    “No. I don’t remember my dreams.” 
 
    Ivy deflated, but a spark of intrigue flickered behind her gleaming eyes.  
 
    * 
 
    Ivy’s hunger began to burn her throat. Her senses had piqued, and the eternal fire in her vocal chords singed the sensitive tissue. Each heartbeat within a mile radius, perhaps more, sang to her like the melodies of the sinister sirens. They beckoned her, promising to quench the thirst simmering in her belly, and soothe the burn tearing at her throat. It didn’t help that she was surrounded by lurking creatures in the Blood Forest. The alluring aroma of Pegasi wafted in the breeze. That was by far the most tempting blood perfume in the woods. So sweet and pure. 
 
    Already, her hunger was taking a noticeable toll on her. Her eyes were completely white, save for the black ring bordering the pupils that didn’t appear. Dark shadows had developed beneath her eyes, and her chapped lips had faded to a sickly beige. The once porcelain skin she wore had tinged to a grey, reminding of her of a particularly aged grey leather sofa in the library. No one sat on that sofa. It was ghastly, smelly, and home to a nest of nasty fire-wasps.  
 
    The cheats Ivy had been indulging in during her blood ban weren’t enough to ward off her thirst. It was dangerous. The bloodlust stage could result in a massacre if left untreated.  
 
    The snap of a twig hauled her from her thoughts. Ivy whirled around to face the intruder. Expecting to see Felix step into the small clearing she stood in, Ivy’s brows raised in mild surprise as quite the opposite approached. Samael Valac slinked out of the dusky shadows from between the trees, and into the small clearing lit by the moonlight above.  
 
    The clearing was no bigger than her bed back in the dorms, but it was spacious enough to stand comfortably with another person. Ivy just hadn’t thought that person would be Samael, the bane of her existence.  
 
    “What’re you doing here?” Ivy glanced around for any signs of her brother. “Where’s Felix?” 
 
    “Indisposed,” replied Samael, coming to a stop a few metres away from her. “He asked that I assist you instead.” 
 
    Her confused expression swiftly hardened into one of stone. “You can’t help me. Your magic isn’t the same as mine.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” he drawled aristocratically, “my spirit magic is of the same variety as yours; mind control. And I’m very accomplished.” 
 
    “Why would you want to help me?” 
 
    “A favour to a friend,” he said tediously.  
 
    Ivy considered him for a moment, suspecting that he had other motivations. Samael didn’t give favours, not even to Felix, his closest friend. Samael only helped others if he was to gain from the ‘favour’.  
 
    “Are you just going to stare at me, or are we going to begin?” Samael droned, and stepped toward her slowly. His cold white eyes raked over her discoloured face. “You should feed. It may give you enough strength to focus.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she replied bitterly. “Coach Aldon put me on a—” 
 
    “Blood ban,” he finished. “I suppose it can trigger desperation through your hunger and amplified emotions.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping,” she mumbled, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. It was quite uncomfortable for her to be alone in the woods with Samael Valac.  
 
    “How have you been faring class?” 
 
    Ivy chewed her lip and shrugged. “Not good enough, apparently.” 
 
    Humming disapprovingly, he turned on his heels and strode through the clearing.  
 
    Nervously, Ivy swerved her alert eyes around her before she dismissed her instincts and followed him into the denser parts of the forest.  
 
    They walked in silence for what felt like an hour, but was probably more in the range of a few minutes. The only noises that accompanied them into the thicker forestry were the rustles of the branches and leaves they stepped on, the faint laughter from the nearby Fae grottos, and the eerie cackles from the mischievous Vampires. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked after a while of silence. Ivy didn’t know whether she asked out of genuine curiosity, or a desperate attempt to shatter the awkward silence.  
 
    “You will find out in a moment,” came his ambiguous response, which only increased her anxiety.  
 
    The pair continued to trek through the woods for a while, and soon the sounds of the Fae and Vampires were no longer heard. They were far out into the woods, she realised. In fact, she suspected that they were reaching the border, which they weren’t allowed to breach.  
 
    “We’re going too far,” she nervously said, whilst keeping a safe distance behind him. Just as he suddenly halted, Ivy leapt over a fallen tree. She almost landed on his heels of costly Pegasi-leather shoes. 
 
    Slowly, he turned to face her; their bodies were much too close for her liking. She took a step back. 
 
    “We’re here,” he said coolly, staring down at her with complete indifference. “Can you hear it?”  
 
    Ivy exhaled heavily before she closed her eyes and listened to the song of nature. It wasn’t until that moment that she realised Samael’s company, while unwanted, had been distracting her from her hunger.  
 
    A gentle whimper whispered through the still air. Her heart instinctively clenched. 
 
    “What was that? Was that a dog?”  
 
    “A grey wolf pup.” His hand flicked lazily, gesturing to a particularly old log with a few rotten crevices. “In there.” 
 
    Casting a side-glance at Samael, Ivy tried to read his stoic expression for any indication as to what he was up to. She saw nothing, other than his usual indifference.  
 
    Sighing loudly, she trudged through the autumn leaves, broken branches, and tangles of weeds to the tree trunk. When she reached it, she tentatively dove her hands into the crevice and clutched onto a ball of fur. Gently, she removed the whimpering animal and held it up to examine it.  
 
    A tiny grey wolf dangled limply in her gentle hold. Its damp mouth was parted, and its long tongue twitched as it panted. Frankly, it was absolutely adorable. And afraid. It sensed her predatory nature.  
 
    Zero signs of appreciation for the cutest ball of fluff in the world showed on Samael’s eternally stony face.  
 
    Ivy cocked her head to the side and watched it squirm in her hands. Pity overwhelmed her and clenched her gut in a merciless grasp. She hushed it gently, and made a few cooing sounds.  
 
    The pup whined before it licked her nose, testing the boundaries. She nuzzled her nose against its black damp one to demonstrate the lack of threat she posed to it. 
 
    “Communicate with it,” ordered Samael. 
 
    “How?” she asked. The pup began to lick freely at her ticklish nose.  
 
    “However you must,” he replied. “It matters naught to me. But if you don’t speak to it, I will.” 
 
    It took a few moments for his meaning to sink in. Samael’s mind control powers only worked on the dead after he killed then resurrected them.  
 
    Surely he wouldn’t … 
 
    Ivy gasped in horror, and pulled the pup against her bosom in a protective gesture. “Are you insane, Samael? You want to kill it?” 
 
    “He is destined to die regardless,” he said nonchalantly. “It’s a runt, abandoned by its mother, and left to die.” 
 
    “Yeah?” she challenged. “Then how did you know it—” She paused to peer between its hind legs. “—He was here?” 
 
    “I could feel it,” he said, his white eyes darkening somewhat. “I could feel its fate drawing me in. I only sense those facing death, not the healthy or those already dead. Those close to death are the ones of use to me.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re the Reaper, now, are you? Well you’re not collecting this little fella for your zombie collection. I’m keeping him.” 
 
    Samael all but growled and advanced slowly, “Do you want to be like that thing in your arms? Are you happy being a runt?” He spat the vile word with pure venom. “I truly wish to know, because I see no effort on your part to change it. You’re unwilling to practice to the best of your abilities, and you seem to have simply accepted your fate, instead of challenging it.” 
 
    Ivy barked a shrill, bitter laugh. “D’you know what, Samael? Someone taught me that I’m so much more than my abilities and how others will view me. I don’t care if I fail my exams, because I’ll still be me. If people don’t want to be around me after that, then at least I’ll know who is worthy of my friendship. If the people I have grown up with hate me, and the society I was raised in rejects me, then so be it. I’ll practice and I’ll try until I take that test, but never will I risk the life of an innocent creature to do it. That’s you, Samael, not me. That’s what makes me good and you bad.”  
 
    Clutching the wolf pup against her chest, Ivy raised her nose in the air and challengingly met his cold stare.  
 
    “You have followers, Samael, not friends. People don’t like you, they’re afraid of you. You’re the last person on this planet I’d take advice from.” 
 
    She awaited the inevitable retaliation for her defiance and blatant disregard of his royal status. But, it didn’t come. Samael’s molten eyes pierced hers, but he remained where he stood and didn’t retort. After an anxiety-filled eternity, Ivy released a breath she didn’t realise she was holding, because Samael retreated. He simply turned, strode back into the dense forest, and left her there alone with the pup. She couldn’t believe her luck. 
 
    Ivy stared at the trees he disappeared through for a moment. Once she realised he wasn’t going to return, she plopped down onto the leafy ground and placed the wolf pup on her lap. There, she practiced like she had promised herself and Coach Aldon.  
 
    There, she focused all her energy on entering the mind of the pup. There, she sat for hours, trying, concentrating, practicing and focusing, until she was left with no energy and a numb bum. It wasn’t until the sleeping wolf puppy began to smell scrumptious that she decided to call it a night. Luckily for the pup, she hadn’t blown it up yet. 
 
    Climbing to her feet, Ivy continued to cradle the small animal in her arms. As she trudged further into the forest toward the school, Ivy took comfort in the faint sounds of the Fae.  
 
    It meant that she was nearing the Academy. Between the thick tree trunks and shrubs, she wound and weaved. She jumped over broken branches and side-stepped burrows.  
 
    Ivy froze. A rustle came from ahead. Cautiously, she scanned the area for the source. The rustle continued. Her gaze locked on a rose bush, filled with thorns and live vines that tangled around the branches. The hedge came up to her collarbone in height, and was wider than her dorm room. It was packed between lines of thick and tall trees; she couldn’t simply peek over the side to see what was behind it.  
 
    Again, it rustled and she kept her wary gaze on the bush. It was likely a fellow student or a Banshee, but a twinge of anxiety stirred in her belly. A gasp slipped through her throat as the bush trembled and quivered once more, but much more violently. Every branch, leaf and flower rattled vigorously before it stopped without warning.  
 
    Slowly, Ivy approached the bush. She shifted the weight of the pup to her left arm. With her free hand, she hesitantly reached out to the crisp leaves of the shrub.  
 
    Shaky fingers gripped and peeled the leaves to the side. She dug her hand in deeper to reach all the way through and, again, parted the shrubbery to the side.  
 
    Nothing was there. No rabbits, hiding Fae, cackling Vampires, or weeping Banshees. Only grass and scattered flowers. 
 
    Bowing her head, Ivy scoffed at her own silliness. She flicked her hair to the side and sprung effortlessly over the bush, But, before she could make her way back to the Academy, before she could take her first step, she saw it. Her blood ran cold the moment her gaze rested on it, tendrils of dread coiled around her body, restricting her. 
 
    It was a paw print. Not the kind a bear would leave, or even a grey wolf. It was a huge, deep paw print, heavy enough to snap all twigs in the imprint, and almost the size of her head.  
 
    She couldn’t think of a single beast in the Blood Forest — or world — that could make a paw print that large. Ivy had been hunting since she was a toddler. She knew tracks better than she knew fashion. 
 
    Slowly, Ivy crouched down to inspect the dent in the earth. Cradling the pup in one hand, she used the other to brush away snapped twigs and crumpled leaves. It was a perfect image of what she had feared.  
 
    There was only one type of creature that could leave a paw print like that.  
 
    But, they were extinct, and had been for centuries.  
 
    Unless … 
 
    Ivy shakily whispered, “Shifter.” 
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    The dormitory room was quiet, except for the crackles, pops, and hisses that came from the simmering fireplace. Vampires could withstand the cold, but they did prefer the warmth of a fire. Addie slept peacefully in the bed closest to the fireplace, but Penny’s bed was empty. The dormitory could have been considered calm and peaceful until a frantic Ivy came bursting through the door.  
 
    “Addie!” she shrilled, and raced over to the four-poster bed. “Addie, wake up! Wake up, I have to show you something!” 
 
    Addie pulled the blankets over her head and ignored her. But she couldn’t ignore the sudden stench of dog in the dorm. The potent pong invaded her senses and polluted the air that had once only smelled of blood, burning wood, and coconut candles.  
 
    “Addie, get up!” Ivy shrilled as she jumped onto the mattress and proceeded to violently shake her friend. “Get up, get up, get up!”  
 
    Hissing threateningly, Addie kept an iron-grip on the sheets covering her. But, the sheets were torn from her body before Addie was violently shaken by a pair of cold hands.  
 
    Addie smacked the feathery pillow her head rested on and huffily pushed herself into a sitting position. She glowered dangerously and snarled, “What?!” 
 
    “I found something,” she said in a hushed, panicked tone. “You need to come with me.”  
 
    Addie threw her head back and inhaled deeply in a bid for patience. Her fangs were extended and her white eyes gleamed with indignation. Reluctantly, she spat, “Fine,” before she moodily climbed out of the bed. Ivy watched as she aggressively pulled on a lumpy sweater and slipped on a pair of yeti-hair slippers. All the while the wolf pup had made himself comfortable on the bottom of Addie’s bed, and had drifted off into a content slumber.  
 
    “What is that?” Addie spat, and pointed her finger accusingly at the pup. “Did you bring a wolf here?”  
 
    Ivy smiled dryly. “Of course not. That’s a goblin.” 
 
    Giving Ivy a stern look, Addie showed no sign of amusement on her stony features. “Why is there a wolf on my bed, Ivy?”  
 
    Ivy rolled her eyes and slipped off the bed. “Because I put him there, obviously. Calm down and hurry up.” 
 
    “I will calm down once you explain to me why you have woken me up and forced me out of bed at this hour,” snapped Addie. She crossed her arms over her chest and seemed to be on the verge of biting Ivy.  
 
    “I’ll show you,” replied Ivy grimly. 
 
    She ushered Addie out of the dorm and through the Vampire den hurriedly. As she went, she constantly glanced around her as though afraid of what she might see. Addie went quietly through the Academy and followed Ivy’s lead, but her tense silence remained for the whole journey. She didn’t speak until they reached the Blood Forest.   
 
    “Where are we going?”   
 
    Ivy ignored her question and tromped ahead into the woods. As it was after three in the morning, even the Fae and Vampires had retired for the night. There cackles and laughter couldn’t be heard slithering through the forest, but only the heavy crunching sounds of Addie and Ivy’s steady footsteps.  
 
    They didn’t go too far into the forest before Ivy came to a stop, a few metres away from a rosebush at the visible roots of an aged tree. Addie frequented the forest to enjoy hunting for her meals at times, so she knew her surroundings enough to realise that they were close to the Fae grottos.  
 
    Still, Ivy’s state of unease didn’t help her feel relaxed or comfortable in the forest that night.  
 
    Ivy pointed at the rosebush ahead and whispered, “Over there.” 
 
    Pursing her lips nervously, Addie tentatively approached the rosebush. As she neared, her wary gaze darted from rose to rose and leaf to leaf, almost as if she expected a Kraken to jump out and scare the death out of her. As Addie inspected the shrubbery, Ivy came up behind her and waited for her to gasp in shock. After a while of un-shocked silence from Addie, Ivy grew impatient. “Do you see it?” she asked shakily. “On the dirt, do you see it?” 
 
    Addie brushed a few dead leaves off the earth beneath the rosebush before she sighed tediously. “There’s nothing to see, Ivy.” 
 
    “Yes there is,” she insisted. “Look at the ground—the dirt. It’s right there.” 
 
    Addie mumbled under her breath, something Latin, something to do with sleep and ‘too early for this nonsense’. She raised her voice and clearly said, “There’s nothing here.” Addie looked over her shoulder at her, and Ivy shook her head disbelievingly.  
 
    “No, it’s there, you’re just not looking,” said Ivy. She dropped to her knees beside Addie and scanned the area for the paw print she had seen earlier. The muddy patch she had once seen the paw print in was entirely clear of all markings. It was completely flat and smooth.  
 
    A little too smooth, as though someone had levelled it out with their hands. “It was right here—Right here.” She smacked the groomed soil to emphasise her point.  
 
    Addie regarded her friend curiously for a moment; Ivy frantically looked around the ground in confusion and swatted twigs out of the way frequently. Nothing marked the earthy ground, other than dead leaves, wilted petals, broken twigs, and an even patch of mud.  
 
    “I swear I’m not lying,” she said. “I know what I saw.” 
 
    “What were you doing out here, Ivy?” asked Addie gently.  
 
    “I was practising my spirit magic,” she replied, and frowned at the terrain.  
 
    “Look,” sighed Addie, and she placed her hand on Ivy’s arm. “I’m saying this as your friend, Ivy. I think you should feed. I know what Coach Aldon said, but this isn’t working for you. We both know that hallucinations can happen when a Vampire enters the bloodlust faze of starvation.” 
 
    “I didn’t hallucinate.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, Ivy. You were out here for however long, exerting yourself to train, and you’re operating on next to no blood. You’ve been on a blood ban for three months now. Your skin is turning grey, your irises are pure white, you have black circles beneath your eyes!” 
 
    Addie threw up her hands in exasperation.  
 
    “Ivy,” she added,” you’re entering bloodlust. Hallucinations are a symptom. I think you should speak to Coach Aldon about this.” 
 
    “I know what I saw, Addie!” Ivy snapped, and jumped to her feet as Addie slowly stood. “This has nothing to do with bloodlust. I touched it.” 
 
    “Touched what? You still haven’t told me what you think you saw. We’re all that’s out here!” 
 
    “I saw a paw print,” she said. “I saw a Shifter paw print.” 
 
    Addie groaned loudly and rubbed her hands over her tired face. Sighing, she dropped her hands to her sides and met Ivy’s steady gaze. “A Shifter paw print? That’s what you saw?” 
 
    “Obviously not a real one,” she snapped. “A Shifter one.” 
 
    “Do you even know what that looks like? Have you ever seen one before?”  
 
    “Well … no,” she admitted feebly. “But it was there and—” 
 
    “Even if you did see a paw print,” Addie interrupted, “it was probably one from a grey wolf, or a bear. It’s not here now. Maybe you should feed tonight and explain to Coach Aldon what you’ve been seeing. I don’t think associating with that Videer is helping anything, Ivy.” 
 
    “He hasn’t got anything to do with this,” spat Ivy, clearly bristled by the mention of Domenic.  
 
    Addie explained in much gentler tone, “I only mean to say that spending your time with a walking blood bag is too much temptation for you. It can’t be helping your hunger. I don’t know what you and that Videer talk about, but I’m willing to bet it’s got something to do with Shifters. And with what has been in the news lately, it’s no mystery as to why you are hyped up about it.” 
 
    “I thought you of all people would believe me,” she replied dejectedly. “You know what I dreamt. Then, the same wolf is mentioned in the Chronicle. You were at the markets with me, too, that day. None of this is a coincidence, Addie. You should know that, you’re the smart one.” 
 
    “I think it is a coincidence,” Addie disagreed. “I believe that you believe you saw a paw print. This is all easily explained. Just try and hold out until your ban is over, or go to Coach Aldon and tell him what’s been happening. This ban, it’s not good for you, Ivy.” 
 
    Thinning her lips, Ivy nodded and swerved her stare to the trees above. A phoenix perched itself atop a thin branch and looked down at the Vampires blankly. It appeared to missing most of its feathers and part of its beak. Then again, it was high up, so it was difficult to tell. 
 
    “Come on,” said Addie. She wrapped her fingers around Ivy’s wrist. “Let’s go back. You can still squeeze in a couple of hours sleep before class tomorrow.” 
 
    Ivy allowed Addie to escort her through the forest and back into the Academy. However, Ivy had no intention of returning to the Vampire chambers and admitting defeat. She was adamant to prove her claim, so next destination was obvious.  
 
      
 
    In the library, Ivy walked through the rows of desks toward the far sections with a bounce in her step. It wasn’t a merry walk, but a determined one. She was determined to find an explanation as to what she saw, or if she saw it at all. There was no doubt about it—Ivy was beginning to mistrust herself and her sanity. After all, how could a marking so wide and deep in the soil disappear? It was baffling and, quite frankly, infuriating.  
 
    No, she thought. I saw what I saw. The bush shook—something was behind it. It wasn’t a hallucination. 
 
    Renewed determination radiated from her pores, showed in her raised chin, and paraded in her brisk steps. Each step had her ringlets bounce around her driven features, and her fingers curled up into fists. Memories of deep, low, threatening growls in the quiet foyer of the Academy willowed through her focused mind; tales of the Shifter attack in the Alps echoed in her ears; recollections of those orange eyes staring at her from the forest into her dorm flashed repeatedly in her eyes.  
 
    It all came together in that moment. The mysterious disappearance of the paw print was simply the final indication. There was a Shifter on campus. But now, she had to prove it.  
 
    Ivy halted to a stop as a voice rang out through the otherwise silent library, and disrupted the calm ambiance.  
 
    “Ivy?”  
 
    Whirling around, Ivy saw the friend emerge from an adjoining aisle. Penny appeared considerably fatigued and hungry; her fingers were stained with ink, and her usually short and sleek white hair was dishevelled with bits of leaves and twigs stuck in matted clumps.  
 
    “What’re you doing here?” asked Penny curiously.  
 
    “I was going to research … something,” she replied ambiguously. “You?”  
 
    “Catching up on some homework,” explained Penny. “What are you researching?”  
 
    Ivy noticed a patch of dirt smeared onto the corner of her lips. She hummed and scanned her friend’s peculiar appearance. “What’s with all that?” Ivy gestured to the dirty dress she wore. “Were you in the woods?”  
 
    “The grottos,” she replied. “Finishing off my artwork for class. Some Fae thought it would be hilarious to have vines pull me into a ditch.” 
 
    “Oh.” Ivy nodded. “I’ll let you get to it, then.” 
 
    “Hang on a sec,” said Penny before she disappeared into the aisle she came from. Ivy stood there for a few seconds until Penny reappeared with her school books and. “I’ll come with you. It’s kind of creepy in here.” 
 
    Ivy led the way through the rows of shelves to the deserted section. The Shifter section of the library was considered somewhat taboo among the other residents at the Academy, and its books were barely ever touched. Penny appeared to realise where they were headed once they walked straight into the ‘Extinct Creatures’ aisles, for she scrambled a little closer to Ivy and shot her a questioning side-glance.  
 
    “Do we have an essay on the Loch Ness Dragon I don’t know about?” Penny asked curiously. But, the trepidation laced her tone, and revealed her unease.  
 
    “Nope,” she replied tightly, and veered into the desired aisles. They turned and stopped and weaved through the shelves for a few moments before finding a little cosy nook. Penny walked over to the beanbags on the floor and seated herself on them while Ivy went to the shelves.  
 
    “What exactly are you looking for?” Penny asked as she placed her art book on her bent knees and picked up a piece of charcoal. 
 
    “I don’t really know,” she said thoughtfully, slowly scanning the titles on the spines of the tomes. “Something that will show me paw prints, I guess.” 
 
    “Paw prints?” she repeated disbelievingly. “Why?”  
 
    “I saw a strange one out in the woods. I want to be sure what creature it was,” she said, and pulled out a book at random. She swiftly flicked through the pages. The book was useless, so she put it back and continued to search. “My guess?” she continued. “The animal, whatever it is, is old. I don’t recognise the tracks, so it’s gotta be old or rare, right?” 
 
    Bemusedly, Penny pointed at the far shelf with rotten and mouldy tomes littering it. “Try those over there.”  
 
    Ivy went over to the books and saw a metal plate screwed onto the shelf that read, HUNTING FOREST DWELLERS IN THE TENTH CENTURY.  
 
    “Good thinking,” she agreed.  
 
    Penny returned her attention to her homework as Ivy pulled random tomes off the grimy, rotten shelf and flicked through the crisp pages much too quickly. The age of the books demanded that she exercise care, but residue of her determination and adrenaline wouldn’t obey.  
 
    The quicker she read, the quicker she would learn about the mysterious sighting. And quick was precisely what she was in that moment; her index finger flicked the pages so rapidly that it was almost a blur of movement, and her white eyes darted from side to side so swiftly that they barely looked as though they had moved at all.  
 
    “I saw your brother at the lake,” said Penny. “He was stealing Fae magic.” 
 
    “Again?” Ivy frowned down at the book. “Where from?” 
 
    “The springs. He dunked a bucket-load of Banshee hair into it. He drained a lot of magic.” 
 
    Curiously, Ivy glanced up from the useless book. The springs was a smaller pool of water, separate to the lake. The naturally pink water produced eternal magic, and was totally off-limits to anyone but the Fae. It could almost be considered sacred.  
 
    “Wonder what he’s up to,” said Ivy. “He’s been stealing magic every time I’ve seen him since we got here. Samael, too.” 
 
    Penny hummed and sketched the grottos onto her artbook. Ivy decided that she could only manage one problem at a time, but promised herself that she wouldn’t forget to confront Felix about his misconducts.  
 
    Eventually, Ivy was left with three untouched tomes on the shelf to inspect. She plucked one at random; ‘The Pursuit of Happiness; How to Become an Expert in the Art of Massacre. The Shifter Edition, by Lord Boris Balthasar’. Rolling her eyes, Ivy couldn’t claim to be surprised. Boris Balthasar was a bigot to his core, and was the primary assailant in the eradication of the Shifters all those centuries ago. Their blood was — or had been — magical, best for dark enchantments, and their hearts were savoured by the Fae. They hadn’t stood a chance against the Arcane.  
 
    Flicking through the crisp beige pages, Ivy absentmindedly wandered over to Penny and joined her on the beanbags. It was only a few more minutes before Ivy found what she had been searching for.  
 
    “Penny,” she said, dragging her index finger down the crispy translucent page. “Look at this.” 
 
    Glancing up from her sketch book, Penny noticed the burning intrigue in Ivy’s eyes. The latter hadn’t taken her gaze away from the heavy and mouldy tome on her lap. She shifted closer to Ivy; the beanbag dipped to the side.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Penny.  
 
    “A paw print.” Ivy tapped her sharp fingernail against the sketched Shifter paw print. “It’s a bit smaller than the one I saw, but it’s very similar.” 
 
    “Paw prints tend to look the same, no matter what species it’s from,” said Penny. “The size is what matters, and you said yourself this picture is smaller than the one you saw. Maybe you saw the tracks of a bear? I heard they’re in the forest, so it’s possible, right?” 
 
    “I know what a bear track looks like, Penny. I’ve only been hunting them since I was ten.” Bristled, Ivy read the caption aloud, “This is an example of a female Shifter paw print, aged thirty-nine. Shifter tracks are different to those of regular wolves and other canine species. With Lycan tracks, the middle toes point forward, and the outer toes spread out one centimetre to the sides.” 
 
    “That’s what you saw?” asked Penny. “Two toes angled straight ahead?”  
 
    “I think so.” Ivy frowned, and tried to summon an exact memory of the paw print. “It says that this is an image of a female Shifter’s tracks. The male tracks are larger, because they are bigger in wolf form. The one I saw was bigger, so it could’ve been a male.” 
 
    “They’re extinct,” added Penny exasperatedly. “Have been for long before our time, and even our parents’ probably.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Ivy bit, “I know that, thanks. But it doesn’t stop Shifters changing into them.” 
 
    “Shifters can only turn into a creature they’ve seen in the flesh. It’s a part of their curse—three seasons in Videer form, if they choose. But the winter season, they’re stuck in creature form, vulnerable to greater predators.” 
 
    “True,” agreed Ivy, a sly smirk on her lips. “But, if they turned into animals they haven’t seen before, it would explain why they lose their skin and fur in the process. I mean, think about it. How many canines have you seen or even heard of that don’t have skin?” 
 
    Penny’s eyes rolled up to the ceiling as she thought hard. After a moment, she shrugged and said, “Other than the one that you dreamt about and the one in the Chronicle, I hadn’t heard about such a thing before.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ivy. “A mutation in transformation. Happens all the time to those with the spirit magic to change. Like Addie. A few years ago, she tried to turn into a duck. Only, she lost her beak in the process, and all her feathers. She’d seen ducks before, obviously, but she mutated. She was stuck like that for weeks, and had to go to the Sanatorium in the Alps for treatment.” 
 
    “And you think the Shifters are doing that? Changing into creatures they haven’t seen before?” 
 
    “It explains their weird appearance, and why that Fae at Stonehenge said she saw a skinless canine.” 
 
    “Why don’t we go and check out the paw print? Then you’ll know for certain.” 
 
    “It’s gone,” Ivy said, and met Penny’s surprised gaze. “I went back with Addie, but it wasn’t there. It was strange, though. The soil was so smooth and flat. It was like somebody had wiped it away before I came back.” 
 
    Penny licked her lips slowly as a pensive glint sharpened her eyes.  
 
    Carefully, as though afraid of injury, Ivy said, “You believe me.” 
 
    “I think I do,” she said, just as carefully. “It sounds mad, Ivy, it really does. But, you told me about the dreams you’ve been having, and then the same creature is reported in the Chronicle? A creature that doesn’t exist, mind you.” 
 
    She paused, sparing a moment to think. “So far, we know that Shifters have breached the borders of the Apricot Alps, Stonehenge Village, and Verato City.” 
 
    “And Ichor,” added Ivy.  
 
    “That’s not confirmed,” said Penny. “But I believe it was invaded. Either way, it’s a bit of a pattern, isn’t it? At least, there are connections between these events, your dreams, and this paw print you saw.” 
 
    “What should we do, then?” asked Ivy excitedly. She truly hadn’t expected Penny to believe her when Addie hadn’t. “Should we tell Houseparent Rowena?”  
 
    Penny considered it briefly before shaking her head. “No, I don’t think we should. At least, not until we gather a bit more evidence. All we have right now are dreams, a disappearing paw print, and an unsupported theory on metamorphosis.” 
 
    Ivy hummed and chewed her bottom lip. “You’re right,” she said between chews. “We should keep looking for clues until we have a strong enough case.” 
 
    “I have an idea where to start.” Ivy looked questioningly at Penny, who smirked and waggled her brows. “How good are you at manipulating your Videer?” 
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    Ivy sat on the lumpy bean bags —stuffed with preserved pixie hearts and kidney beans — and flicked through the pages of old tomes lazily. She’d buried herself in the aisles of the Shifter section in the library, engrossed in the research of her blossoming theories. Ivy had been avoiding her usual nook in the library; the place where she would often encounter Domenic. Her bloodlust had darkened to an eternal sear at her throat and extended fangs. It was still manageable, that much she knew as she’d yet to attack anyone. But, it was easier to manage it if she wasn’t around temptations. If it took over completely whilst in Domenic’s presence, he wouldn’t be the man she fancied anymore—he would be the blood-suit she attacked.  
 
    But it seemed the Gods had other plans. He had found her. 
 
    His alluring, silky voice came from the adjacent opening between the shelves; “What a curious place for a Vampire to be. Although, you are a curious one, aren’t you?” 
 
    Slowly, Ivy lifted her gaze from the aged pages of the tome and met the black eyes of the new arrival. Domenic’s shoulder was pressed against the edge of the bookcase ahead. His hands were tucked in his pockets, his legs crossed at the ankles, and his lips wore a devilish smirk. Yet, the smirk clashed greatly with his hard stare, and Ivy didn’t need to be a genius to know he was upset—perhaps a little wounded by her evasion of him of late.  
 
    She folded the book shut and placed it on the floor. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hello,” he greeted curtly.  
 
    The smirk vanished from his pink lips.  
 
    Her hungry eyes flickered straight to the inviting features. The tingle of her fangs had her lips clamping shut.  
 
    Ivy ensured that he wouldn’t notice her fangs. Not because she was concerned about his reaction, but because she was concerned that he may realise the sheer severity of her hunger, and therefore, her appetite for his blood.  
 
    “You’ve found my new hiding place, then,” Ivy said, a whisper of humour in her tone.  
 
    “Indeed I have,” he said. “A pretty good one, I must admit. For who would venture into these forbidden aisles? It makes me wonder if it’s me you are hiding from.” 
 
    Ivy inhaled deeply through her nostrils before exhaling with a whoosh, causing her cheeks to puff out.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said, and pushed himself from the bookshelf. His hands remained in his pockets as he steadily approached her, and came to stop a metre from where she sat on the bean bag. He looked down at her and frowned before he asked, “Did I offend you somehow? If so, I prematurely apologise for whatever I did.”  
 
    “No,” she snorted, and habitually picked at the lace frill atop her sock. “I’m just trying to stay away from people until I take my test at the end of the semester.” 
 
    Understanding swarmed in his eyes and he corrected, “Until you feed, you mean.”  
 
    Ivy nodded and continued to play with the frill on her sock. Domenic hummed and slowly dropped to one knee in front of her. His curled his index finger tucked beneath her chin and lifted. Her gaze was coaxed into meeting his. “You’re in bloodlust,” he observed, his eyes scanning her greying skin and stark white eyes. “Early stages, it seems. How long have you been experiencing this?”  
 
    She shrugged and tried to ignore the tingle of his finger against her skin. The light pulse of his heartbeat thrummed through the veins in his fingers, saliva gathered in her mouth.  
 
    Swallowing thickly, she said, “It’s not so bad yet, but I stayed away just in case. Videer are obviously the only ones at the Academy I can feed on. Not that I would do that…” 
 
    “How are you responding to me right now?” he asked, and observed her pure white eyes intently.  
 
    “I can feel your heartbeat,” she whispered shakily. “In your finger, I can feel it. I can smell the coffee inside of you.” 
 
    Pensively, he nodded and removed his finger from the underside of her chin. He rested his forearms on his thighs as he remained crouched down in front of her. “That is all you can smell?” Her reply came in a sharp nod and a lick of the lips. “I had coffee an hour ago, so it’s fresh. I wouldn’t worry about it. If you were in a dangerous stage of bloodlust, you would’ve bitten me already. When do you take your test?”  
 
    “In two weeks,” she replied, still fiddling with the hem of her sock. It gave her something to distract herself with, as opposed to using her sharp nails to tear a hole in Domenic’s neck.  
 
    “You’ll be fine, drama queen,” he smirked, and ruffled her perfectly combed hair. She hissed. Domenic scoffed before he sat down on the beanbag next to hers.  
 
    “Aren’t you afraid I’ll try and attack you?”  
 
    “Not particularly,” he replied, not without humour. “Even if you tried, I could stop you.” 
 
    “I love your modesty,” she said, and shifted to face him completely.  
 
    “It is my best quality, I’ve been told.”  
 
    Ivy beamed brightly, but immediately regretted it. The spreading of her lips into a wide grin showed her fangs. Domenic’s stare swerved to the fangs the moment they were revealed. His grin faltered. In fact, he appeared to almost frown at the pointed canines.  
 
    Ivy slapped her hand over her mouth and mumbled, “Sorry. I can’t help it.” 
 
    Slowly, he raised his gaze from her concealed fangs and met her eyes. He smiled tightly. “So why the Shifter section?”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Out of all places in the library,” he explained, “why this one?” 
 
    “Like you said, no one comes down this way.” 
 
    “There are many abandoned aisles in this library. The Boogeymen aisles, the Cyclops aisles, the Siren aisles, the Mermaid aisles, the Shifter aisles—” 
 
    Ivy dropped her hand from her mouth and butted in, “I get it. There are loads of places in the library I could’ve gone to.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” he noted, and glanced at the tome on the floor; the tome about Shifters and how to recognise them. “You’ve taken quite a fancy to cursed creatures, I see. Going through a rebellious streak, are you?” 
 
    “No,” she scowled. “I’m doing research.” 
 
    “For which class?” 
 
    “This is just independent research.” Ivy paused and looked up at him. “What do you know about them that I don’t?”  
 
    “Many things, I’m sure.” 
 
    She glanced at the book thoughtfully. Domenic observed her peculiar behaviour and watched as she scooped up a pile of paper from the floor. 
 
    “What about these?” she asked, and handed the thick bundle of parchment to him.  
 
    Domenic flicked through the loose pages and assessed each drawing. Over the weeks since she had seen the paw print in the woods, Ivy had taken the liberty of sketching the image from the little she could remember. Each time she sketched it, it looked different to the last.  
 
    “You drew these?” he asked as he scanned each drawing. He seemed perplexed, troubled, and a little impressed. 
 
    “I used to take art,” she said. “I saw a paw print in the woods a few weeks ago. But, I when I went back, it was gone. I know you’ll say it was probably a bear paw-print, or a Yeti’s, but I have this gut feeling about it. I tried to pencil it from memory, but it won’t come out right. That one’s the closest—” Ivy plucked out the bottom sheet of paper from the pile and placed it on top for his viewing pleasure. “—The front two toes are longer than the outer toes, and the palm was almost as big as my head. Do you know anything about it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said as he raked his dark eyes over the charcoal image. “I know that you are starving, and bloodlust side effects—” 
 
    “Great, thanks,” she interrupted, and snatched the drawings from him. “I don’t need to hear that again.” 
 
    His angular eyebrow arched. “Again? Who else have you told about what you think you saw?” 
 
    “My friends,” she mumbled. “I thought you would believe me, though.” 
 
    “I believe that you believe you saw it,” he offered. 
 
    Ivy whined huffily. “Why does everyone keep saying that?” 
 
    “There are many things in those woods,” he sighed, but his tone had taken a cautionary tone. “Things we cannot smell, feel or even see. Things we know only in the pages of these books around us. And, then, we have ordinary beasts, like wolves and bears. You may have seen something, Ivy, but keep in mind that those woods are not to be trifled with, nor taken too seriously. I saw a centaur while I was patrolling, which astounded me because they’re extinct. I investigated it for days, and when I finally found it, it turned out to be nothing but magical trickery performed by an eleven-year-old Fae.” 
 
    “Ok,” she mumbled, and pretended to accept his lecture of reassurance. “Thanks.” 
 
    Domenic assessed the concerned expression etched into her pretty features. He raised his hand and brushed away loose tendrils from the side of her face. “I’ll look into it, Sky. I’ll ask around and search in the forest during my patrols, but only on one condition: While I do that, you must practice for that test of yours.” 
 
    A triumphant grin twisted at her lips as she nodded. “Deal.” 
 
    Returning her grin, Domenic reclined on the beanbag casually. He clasped his hands behind his head and stretched out his legs. “How are you progressing? Any improvements, yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said, smacking her lips together. “I’ve practiced every day, but nothing’s happened. I can feel power in my veins, but it won’t come out. Like it’s blocked, or something.” 
 
    “I imagine you feel worse,” he smirked. “Considering you’re so starving your skin is turning grey.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she laughed, but subconsciously touched her greying cheek. “I feel terrible, but I know that’s the hunger. It’s not from my magic draining me.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” he winked, not a care in the world. “Whether you pass or fail, it’ll work out.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “If you pass, that’s great. You will have what you want, and use your power for whatever purpose under the laws,” he explained through a stifled yawn. “If you fail, that’s fine, too. You’ll come back to the Academy and practice until your final year either way.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” she frowned. “If I fail, everyone will know. I’ll be a blemish on my ancestry, an embarrassment to my family, and a pariah to my people. These powers are the most important thing in my life, Domenic.” 
 
    “But they aren’t,” he laughed nonchalantly. “Your life and wellbeing are of far greater importance than spirit magic. You’re alive, wealthy, and a Vampire. What more could you want?” 
 
    “What’s the point in being a Vampire if my magic is jammed?” she retorted crossly. “You wouldn’t understand. You’re not like us.” 
 
    “I think I understand perfectly,” he replied crisply. “You’re frightened of a perfectly possible outcome, because your society has brainwashed you into thinking a certain way. Spirit magic or not, you are a Vampire, and you are privileged in ways that the others Arcane aren’t. You claim to be practicing constantly, but here you are wasting your time on Shifter books. Forgive me, Sky, but it seems as though you’re expecting your magic to come to you, instead of summoning it.” 
 
    “You’re a Videer, Domenic,” she commented rudely, bristled by his tone. “You don’t get it. You don’t understand my people.” 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t,” he said curtly. “But I understand you, Sky. And I know when you’re excepting something to be handed to you on a silver platter with jewels and rubies, rather than working hard for it. That’s one thing you’ll never know, princess—hard work and results.” 
 
    “I’m not a princess.” 
 
    “You might as well be. You have influence with your status, and what will you do with it? Will you concern yourself with politics and equality among the Arcane? Or will you shop, get manicures, and forever complain about how life is so unfair because your spirit magic didn’t emerge?”  
 
    That was it.  
 
    Her blood boiled, her adrenaline burst through her veins, and, worst of all, her heart ached. He used the ultimate insult against her—a complete dismissal of her true self in favour for a superficial stereotype.  
 
    It was something Samael would use against her, something that he had used against her on many occasions. 
 
    Her upper lip curled to reveal her fangs and she hissed, “You don’t know a damn thing about me or my life. I will literally be sold to the highest bidder as a wife, and you dare tell me I’m entitled and privileged? You don’t know my struggle, so don’t pretend to.” 
 
    Grabbing her things from the floor, Ivy scampered to her feet, and glowered scathingly at him. He only returned her stare with an icy glint. Ivy’s jaw ticked before she spat, “Just because some people have it worse, don’t mean my struggle isn’t important. I thought you would understand that, but you’re just like everyone else—blinded by hate and stereotypes.” 
 
    She stormed off. Domenic didn’t stop her from leaving, and truthfully, she had wanted him to.  
 
    There had been many reminders of the differences between Domenic and herself throughout their short friendship. This wasn’t the first, but it was undoubtedly the most awakening for her.  
 
    Their relationship could never reach romantic places; that, she knew and had accepted some time ago. However, their friendship couldn’t flourish when he made no attempt to understand her hardships in a society than appeared privileged to the outsiders.  
 
      
 
    Thoughts of the unattainable wish she harboured vanished from her mind as she shoved through heavy doors. In the den, the cocktail bar was crowded by jubilant students, the study desks were packed with hard-working eleventh year pupils, the couches were teeming with babbling Vampires, and the stairs were packed with gossiping youngsters. Her heated eyes swept the area in search for one of her two friends as she stood in the doorway. The door had become impatient, however, and made a throat-clearing sound to usher her inside. It worked; she gave the metal door an apologetic glance before stepping further inside and continued to search for Penny and Addie. Unfortunately, her gaze met with familiar white eyes, and she breathed a tired sigh.  
 
    Samael Valac pushed himself from the mantelpiece he had been leaning on, and strode through the busy room toward her. Adjusting the strap of her bag over her shoulder, Ivy’s posture visibly slumped as he reached her.  
 
    “Please, Samael,” she began before he could even speak. “I’m really not in the mood today.” 
 
    “I wonder why,” he drawled, snatching her arm. He hauled her over to the cocktail bar, where he rudely shoved a fifth-year student from a bar stool. A flick of his hand gestured for Ivy to sit. Eyeing him suspiciously, she jumped up on the barstool and waited for his malicious and mysterious ploy to unfold.  
 
    Samael didn’t have to summon the ghoul behind the cocktail bar; the rotten creature staggered over immediately. The ghoul had a noticeably deathly scent about it. Ivy resisted the urge to spray perfume in its direction.  
 
    “Strawberry blood,” Samael ordered as his calculative gaze stayed on Ivy.  
 
    The ghoul quickly returned and placed a lovely copper mug of alluring strawberry blood on the bar before lurching over to another student.  
 
    “Drink it,” Samael ordered, and pushed the copper mug toward her.  
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered, but her mouth salivated generously at the scent wafting up from the warm blood. “Coach Aldon said—” 
 
    He interrupted harshly, “Do what you must to summon your magic, but if you continue to starve yourself like this, you will be unable to control yourself.” 
 
    She cocked her eyebrow and steadily met his arctic eyes. “I’ve been doing fine so far, but even if I go into a frenzy, I’ll only attack the Videer. They’re more than capable of controlling me, Samael, so I think I’ll be ok.” 
 
    “They can do a lot more than control you in that state,” he warned, and leaned closer to her. “They will have legal grounds to execute you if you try to attack them. Is your life worth less than your powers?” He didn’t wait for a response to his rhetorical question, and instead, straightened himself and gave her a stern stare. “Drink it. End of discussion.” 
 
    “Yes, father,” she sassed, but he stalked away without another word.  
 
    Ivy scowled at the back of his head as he strode back to the fireplace to join his friends. She even took the liberty of sticking out her tongue at him before pushing the mug of tempting blood toward a fellow student at the bar.  
 
    “Enjoy,” she mumbled to the girl before she slipped off the stool. After how long she had endured her thirst, Ivy saw no point in giving into temptation. Not when she was so close to the test, that is.  
 
    Perhaps her decision had something to do with Domenic’s accusation that she didn’t work hard enough for results. She didn’t want to prove him right, and if she drank the mug of blood she would be doing exactly that.  
 
    Ivy went to her dorm room. Addie was nowhere to be seen, probably with her mentor. Penny sat on her mattress, almost swallowed whole by the stacks of parchment and books circling her.  
 
    Ivy didn’t even have the chance to put her bag down before Penny screeched, “Come here! Look! I found something!”  
 
    Lazily, Ivy dragged her feet across the carpeted floors to Penny’s bed. She scanned the array of literature swiftly, and noticed that it was all related to Shifters. Dropping onto the bed, Ivy stretched out over crinkled paper. Penny shoved a fistful of cropped articles in her face, and tapped her black fingernail against the top one. 
 
    “This one,” she blurted excitedly, “says that Linda Laundelle’s house was invaded in the Stonehenge Village.”  
 
    Ivy sighed and took the article, only for another to be pushed against her nose.  
 
    “And this one,” rambled Penny, “is about the attack on the Sanatorium in the Apricot Alps. Canyon Clover was abducted, but no one else. He’s a Vampire, too, like Laundelle, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And this,” continued Penny, waving beige paper above them, “is the one for Verato City. No hostages taken. Almost the same as this” — she lifted an article about Ichor — “No hostages, nothing stolen.” 
 
    “Ok,” said Ivy slowly. She had no idea why Penny reiterated everything they already knew. Not to mention, she was mentally and emotionally frayed, thus wasn’t quite in the mood for their now-shared conspiracies.  
 
    “Don’t you see?” shrilled Penny frantically, shoving piles of books and paper to the side. She tapped her black fingernail against the page of an open book: An atlas of The cloaked world. “It’s all the provinces.” 
 
    Ivy pulled the book closer to her as Penny explained, “Stonehenge is in the Pisces Province. The Apricot Alps are in the Centaurus Province. Ichor, the Vela Province—” 
 
    “Which leaves the Orion Province,” said Ivy. “Verato City.” 
 
    “Or,” whispered Penny secretively, “the Academy.” 
 
    “Both are in the Orion Province,” she agreed. “But only Verato was attacked.” 
 
    “By one Shifter, who died before he could do anything. He didn’t kidnap anyone, he didn’t steal anything, so why did he attack?” 
 
    “But in the Vela Province,” argued Ivy, “Ichor was burned to the ground. Nothing was stolen, and no one was taken.” 
 
    Enthusiasm sparked from Penny as she clicked her fingers. “What if whoever did that had broken into the crypts? All the Keepers inside died, didn’t they?” — Ivy nodded. — “A Shifter could’ve gotten into the crypts and kidnapped one of the Videre before burning the place to the ground. But because the whole place is destroyed, the authorities don’t know if anyone or anything was taken. Not yet, at least. But, if I’m right, three provinces have been subject to either theft or kidnappings.” 
 
    “Which means,” breathed Ivy, pushing herself to sit up, “either a Shifter is going to attack Verato again, or … the Academy.” 
 
    “And you saw that paw print,” she pointed out. “Connect that with the dreams you’ve been having … I think you were onto something, Ivy. I think there’s a Shifter in the woods. The same Shifter spotted in Stonehenge, oddly enough.” 
 
    “But,” she said, frowning. “Why? I mean, why would the Shifters attack every Province? Why are they abducting people? What are they after?” 
 
    Penny slumped back against a pile of stacked books and gave her a look that said ‘I don’t know’. But the understanding between was clear—they wouldn’t have to wait long to find out.  
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    As Ivy drew closer to her mid-year exams, the weight of her failure had begun to crush down on her. Coach Aldon wasted hours of her week, asking pointless questions, and offering worthless advice, all the while continuing her blood ban. It didn’t help in the slightest when it came time for Spirit Magic.  
 
    Instructor Clarence had said, “Remember, class, you must perform your exams publicly. These are not theory tests, unlike those for most of your other classes. These will be practical assessments, and you will be scored in three areas.”  
 
    At the front of the damp classroom, he waved to the left, where a chalkboard appeared out of nowhere. Instructor Clarence’s spirit magic was conjuring—a blanket term used when a Vampire had the ability to steal objects from other places and transport them instantly to wherever they were. “Firstly, you will be assessed on the time taken to complete your tests,” he said, as a piece of chalk scribbled his words onto the board. “Secondly, the overall delivery of your magic will be scored, and, finally, the accuracy of the result.”  
 
    Ivy had spent the rest of the lesson watching Felix at the table behind her. He aced the practice test without so much as a hiccup. His test instrument was a troll, which Felix had no problem controlling with his magic. Yet, Ivy had been given a swamp-roach, which, when she tried to control, hummed before it melted into a steaming pile of wet leaves.  
 
    When it came time for Health class, Ivy’s mood hadn’t improved. Like Spirit Magic, the class was all-inclusive, shared by every senior student who had selected the subject. Ivy sat at a four-person desk at the back of the classroom, between Addie and Felix. Unfortunately, Felix and Samael had decided to join them. Penny suffered cramps, so she stayed in bed.  
 
    A colourful collection of species smeared across the classroom, sitting at the rich wooden desks, or in some cases, sitting on the floor. The Fae preferred to sit on the floor with bunched up blankets and feathery cushions, and the lecturer for Health Class allowed it. Or, he didn’t notice. He was an oblivious man, yellow skin wrinkled with age, faded orange hair, and tired violet eyes.  
 
    “—Magnolia are therefore imperative ingredients in the medicinal balms created by our Shaman,” Lecturer Falcon droned tediously. His back faced the students as he wrote on the chalkboard. Most students napped, either on the desks, beneath the desks, or on the cushions spread out randomly. “Who can tell me the second vital ingredient in these remedial balms?”  
 
    Nobody answered. Felix drooled on the table and snored lightly, much like Ivy did when she slept. Maybe it’s hereditary, she mused as she observed his slack face. She was struck with the image of her father drooling and snoring in his sleep, and barely stifled a giggle. 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Lecturer Falcon, yet no student had answered him. “Vampire blood.” He wrote the words on the dot-pointed list on the chalkboard. “It heals most wounds, and can save any Arcane species from the brink of death, but they are an endangered species. Hunted to near extinction by the Arcane, Shifters, and Foundlings. Only an estimated 100 vampires still exist in nests within the Foundling world—” 
 
    As the teacher waffled on in his dreadfully monotonous voice, Ivy pushed her arms up high and stretched her tired limbs. The bloodlust was brewing dangerously within her, and aching her every muscle and fibre of being. Daydreams of blood were becoming constant, and far more difficult to ignore.  
 
    Felix murmured something in his sleep and continued to drool onto his open book, his face pressed side-ways on the pages. She looked to her left, and saw that Addie had disappeared. Her books and belongings were gone, and her chair was pushed neatly under the desk. She must’ve snuck out stealthily. Too stealthily; Ivy hadn’t even noticed her leave. She felt a pang of anger at her friend. Addie could’ve easily escaped with Ivy, but had left her behind in the trenches of boredom.  
 
    Samael, reclining in his chair, looked around Felix’s slumped back. “She snuck out when you were watching the butterfly.” 
 
    Ivy shifted in her chair to look at him. The butterfly incident was well over an hour ago. River had created it, and made it flutter annoyingly around the seated Vampires. She’d been fascinated by its patterned yellow and blue wings, and wondered what it’s blood would taste like. She didn’t think her bloodlust could be restrained much longer if she was drooling after butterflies. Even last night she’d watched a mouse scurry down a corridor, and she was ever-so tempted to hunt it and drain it. 
 
    “Did she say anything?” asked Ivy, desperately trying to distract herself from the memory of the juicy mouse. 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied coldly. She fleetingly wondered if he ever got tired being so rigid and apathetic all the time. It seemed exhausting.  
 
    Ivy hummed disappointedly and slumped in her chair. Officially, she considered Addie to be a betrayer. Unless she’d snuck off to plan something for Ivy’s upcoming birthday, in which case, Ivy was fine with the treacherous abandonment.  
 
    Scattered giggles and sprinkled sniggers rippled over the students, particularly the Fae. Ivy returned her attention to the lecturer. Immediately, she discovered what the fuss was about.  
 
    “—due to the reproductive systems,” droned the lecturer, “all species of the Arcane are able to breed with each other. Fae and Vampires, Vampires and Videre, Videre and Fae. However, this is forbidden. The laws prevent legal procreation between the Arcane species, but not marriage. Should a marriage between two separate species occur, no offspring shall become of it. What is the penalty for breaking this law?” 
 
    Nobody answered, and the snickers had died down. Everyone went back to whatever they were doing before the mention of the reproductive organs.  
 
    “Yes,” the teacher said. Nobody had answered. “Execution to the offspring, and banishment to the perpetrators. This is considered extreme by some members of the Committee, but when a hybrid is created by two opposite species, the results are unpredictable, yet unrefutably dangerous. Six and a half centuries ago, Lotus Lilypond, a Fae, and Brunhilde Lanes, a Videre, married with the approval of the Committee. Lanes and Lilypond conceived a boy, who had both the strength of a Videre and magic of a Fae. When the child was eight, his entire city was swallowed up by the ground. Most civilians died, including the boy’s mother, Brunhilde. Later, when the boy was ten, he crushed his father to death by accident, and, thus experienced great emotional turmoil. The strength of the Videre in him poured into his Fae magic, and the results were disastrous. To this day, there are many devoted scholars still in search of the lost city, Atlantis. It is believed that the hybrid boy died, too.” 
 
    Ivy’s focus shifted to her brother. He slept, still, but she’d caught a whiff of the object clasped loosely in his hand: a blood-pop. She licked her lips instinctively and scooted closer to him. Foundling blood, she noticed. The scent wafted up from the blood-pop. Saliva gathered in her damp mouth, pooling beneath her tongue; she gulped.  
 
    Lecturer Falcon droned on, “The penalty for interspecies breeding remains strict, due to the threat the offspring pose. They are uncontrollable, wild, and stronger than any other Arcane.” 
 
    Samael observed Ivy, seeing her black pupils disappear completely and her all white eyes stare at the blood-pop. Her fangs had drawn out of her gums, and the points rested on the plump flesh of her bottom lip. She fell into such a trance that she didn’t hear the school bell clang out through the walls of the Academy. It wasn’t until Felix stuck the blood-pop into his mouth that she blinked out of her daze.  
 
    Felix grabbed his things and left, followed by the other students. Ivy had the sudden urge to tackle her brother to the ground and tear the lollypop from his lips.  
 
    “I told you before.” It was Samael. He’d stayed behind. “If you don’t feed soon, you’ll—” 
 
    “Tell that to Coach Aldon,” she snapped, suddenly in a bitter mood. Bitter … Like the natural flavour of untainted blood … 
 
    “I’m telling you,” bit Samael. She swung her bag over her shoulder and they left the classroom. The teacher was still talking by the chalkboard, completely unaware that the bell had rung and the students had left. “Coach Aldon doesn’t control you.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed. “But apparently you do.” 
 
    She flipped her hair behind her ear, and stomped down the corridor in a dramatic exit. But it wasn’t an exit, and it wasn’t dramatic—Samael kept her pace with casual strides beside her.  
 
    “Advising you,” he said calmly, “to drink blood is hardly exercising or assuming control. The bloodlust is worsening—” 
 
    “No it isn’t,” she snapped childishly. He walked beside her and looked down at her hands.  
 
    “Is that so?” he drawled sarcastically. “Then, why are you shaking?”  
 
    Ivy glanced at her grey hands and saw the tremors assaulting her slender fingers. She hastily pulled the sleeve of her cardigan over her hands and quickened her pace. He kept up easily, and they turned a corner onto the richly carpeted staircase. They melted into the traffic of students and walked down the U-shaped stairs.  
 
    “Why do you care?” she mumbled under her breath. He didn’t reply.  
 
    Her heels thudded against the thick carpet, and her legs began to quake, too.  
 
    “Use the banister,” ordered Samael. She placed her shaky hand on the barrier and balanced out her weight between her trembling legs and the solid wood. “I’m taking you to Coach Aldon.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “You’re transitioning to the next stage,” he said crisply. “If it’s left any longer, you will attack someone.” 
 
    She scoffed. “And you care about Videre?”  
 
    “No,” he said frostily, glancing down at her. His white hair hung over his forehead, and his chiselled jaw tightened. He seemed to want to elaborate, but he didn’t.  
 
    A commotion down at the next landing demanded their attention. From an attached corridor, shouts came, and students parted like a river around a rock. A red bun bobbed through the gap, and Ivy recognised it to the stern bun of Houseparent Mabel. She appeared to be escorting a student through the crowd.  
 
    “Move out of the way!” barked Houseparent Mabel. Her tone then softened. “Come now, dear, don’t fret. We will get you to the sickbay in no time. A Shaman will seal that up in no time.” 
 
    The sickbay? That was only used for injured students.  
 
    Oh.  
 
    Ivy smelled the blood. It wafted up in the air, and metallic vapours seeped up into her flaring nostrils. The student was a Videre girl, no older than twelve years old … and she was bleeding.  
 
    Blood … 
 
    Ivy dropped her bag. Time stopped. She stood still. Nobody moved. The Houseparent was no longer walking. There were no noises—no chatter, no breathing, no footsteps, nothing. Slowly, ever so slowly, Ivy craned her neck. White eyes glazed over.  
 
    Fresh blood … so sweet … so bitter … 
 
    Gradually, her consciousness slipped away into a dark storeroom in her mind.  
 
    Must have … 
 
    Time resumed. Everyone continued what they were doing. The Houseparent ushered the Videer through the landing, but for Ivy, time went slowly. Each step of the flowing crowd around her seemed to happen in slow-motion; she could predict everyone’s next move. Samael’s hand went to grab her arm. But she was too quick—too quick and too hungry.  
 
    Feed. 
 
    A vicious snarl ripped through her throat. Her black nails sharpened into miniature daggers; miniature, but spikey and deadly. Ivy threw herself over the banister, crouched high in the air, above the students below. Samael lunged right after her, but she touched down on the landing first, in front of the wounded girl and Houseparent.  
 
    Swiftly, she spun around, looking like a twirl of white vapor clad in smart dress, black stilettos and a black cardigan. Samael landed right beside her, but before he could stop her, she’d tackled the Videer to the carpet. They crashed to the carpet with a sickening crunch.  
 
    Ivy’s nails tore apart the skin on the girl’s wrists, pinning them down, and her fangs ripped into her neck. The unskilled and untrained Videer screeched wildly, a gurgling sound.  
 
    Hands snatched onto Ivy and try to heave her up. But her grip and hunger were too strong. Blood poured onto the carpet from the girl’s neck. Her cries were almost drowned out by the guzzling sounds Ivy made as she desperately fed. Her white eyes stayed alert, darting around at the shouting and alarmed students, but her throat didn’t stop gulping down the sweet crimson liquid she craved. Screams and shouts came from all around her, but Ivy heard only one thing—the frantic heartbeat of her terrified victim.  
 
    Suddenly, a muscular arm swiftly coiled around her neck, and another around her abdomen. The arms held onto her tightly and yanked her off the Videer with one hard pull.  
 
    Ivy shrieked savagely, like a manic beast, flailing wildly in the arms of her preventer. Her feral eyes stayed on the crying girl bleeding on the floor. Her maddened trance snubbed the armed Videer pulling their weapons out, prepared to attack her should she break free of her restraints.  
 
    “Shh,” hushed Samael softly. He was the one holding her back. Her legs kicked out wildly and she squirmed relentlessly in a desperate attempt to get back to her meal.  
 
    A savage cry tore through her own throat, but she didn’t hear it. She heard only the cries of her prey. She saw only the girl she needed to feed on, and smelled the blood coating her own mouth and chin.  
 
    Addie appeared out of nowhere, shoving through the crowd.  
 
    “Ivy!” she shouted, but her voice was drowned out by the chaos. “The Gods! What happened?”  
 
    “What do you think?” growled Samael, clearly disinterested in anything but restraining Ivy. He hauled her over his shoulder, Ivy writhing fiercely, and secured her in place with a strong hand against the small of her wriggling back. “Get her bag,” he barked at Addie. Before she could obey, Samael barged past her, leaving her behind, and made his way swiftly through the crowd. He growled at any Videer who dared come too close. The Videer backed off immediately.  
 
    Samael took her down to the cellar corridors.  
 
    * 
 
    Above Ivy, flowers blossomed on the coiled and twisted vines that slithered from branch to branch. At first, she thought she was in the Blood Forest, or even the grottos. But as she blinked the scenery sparked recognition—she was in the sickbay in the depths of the cellar corridors. Two colourful Shaman tended to an unconscious girl at the far end of the room. Sparrows fluttered around them. The Shaman whacked them out of the way as they tried to heal the patient.  
 
    Propping herself up on her elbows, Ivy squinted at the girl, recognising her with a nauseating pang of guilt. It was the Videer girl she’d attacked.  
 
    Ivy gulped, her dry throat burning in resistance, and dropped back down onto the bed. The roughly carved wooden bedframe groaned at the impact, and a cluster of pixies suddenly soared out of a rotten hole in the wood. She had disturbed them.  
 
    Ivy gazed up at the ceiling, but it was obscured by bent trees that began at the walls, and curved outwards. Green vines and pink flowers draped from the trees, wrapped around the bedframes, and slithered up the pillars. The vine directly above her dipped down from the weight of a blood bag draped over it. Ivy’s gaze followed the tube from the blood bag down to her arm, where a needle fed the nutrients into her veins.  
 
    A branch snapped. 
 
    She craned her neck to the side, and peered through the gaps between leafy curtains. A figure advanced, moving steadily toward her. Hands slid through the leafy drapes and parted them to the side. Coach Aldon entered.  
 
    Shamefully, Ivy burned red and averted her gaze from her mentor’s softened eyes.  
 
    “Ivory,” he greeted. Ivy remained silent and stared up at the tree branches. Aldon settled himself on a toadstool beside her bed. “Do you know why you are here?” 
 
    Her hair rustled against the feathery pillow as she nodded. Images of what she had done flashed in her mind; she shuddered discreetly, but her mentor noticed. 
 
    “You cannot blame yourself,” he assured gently. “If anyone is at fault here, it is me.” 
 
    Hoarsely, Ivy whispered, “You didn’t almost kill a little girl, sir.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed. “However, I misjudged your willpower, and enforced a strict blood regiment on you. I did not take into consideration the added stress it would cause, which ultimately led to an assault. I accept my part in it.” 
 
    Her pale fingers fiddled with a loose thread on the woollen blanket covering her body. “Am I going to be suspended?”  
 
    “Suspended?” he echoed, stunned. “Heavens, Ivy, of course you won’t be suspended. If you had succeeded in killing Archer, then perhaps suspension would be delivered by Principal Caesar. As it stands, however, he believes that removing the blood restrictions from your diet is the best response.” 
 
    Was it awful, repulsive, and loathsome that she smiled a little? Ivy thought so. But it didn’t stop the corners of her lips tugging upwards. “So, what’s my punishment, then?”  
 
    “Oh, I’m not certain that a punishment is necessary,” he dismissed. “You may resume your regular diet, and take your mid-year test at full strength.” 
 
    “And fail,” she added. “That’s my punishment, I guess. Failing.” 
 
    Coach Aldon pressed his hands against his thighs and pushed himself to stand.  
 
    “Ivory,” he said gently. “Your magic is within you. Whether it emerges now, or two years down the track, one thing is certain. It will awaken at some point.” 
 
    He paused and turned to look at the leafy curtains. Not a second after, they swept to the side. Felix sauntered into the nook, a box of Ivy’s favourite treats tucked under his arm.  
 
    “Coach,” he greeted, inclining his head.  
 
    Coach Aldon smiled and flickered his gaze back to Ivy. “I will see you at our next session, Ivory.” 
 
    She waved goodbye and he left. Exhaling a sigh of relief, she propped herself up against the pillows as Felix jumped onto the bottom of the bed and sprawled out.  
 
    “Is that for me?” asked Ivy with a sneaky smile. Her sharp fingernail tapped the corner of the box.  
 
    “Chocolate cockroaches,” declared Felix pompously, “marinated in the best swamp monster blood that money can buy. Just for you, greedy guts.” 
 
    Ivy wrenched the lid off, but before she could take one clump, Felix had grabbed three and shoved them into his mouth.  
 
    “They’re mine,” hissed Ivy, yanking the box closer to her. 
 
    “I deserve at least half,” he said whilst chewing. “I bought them for you—” 
 
    “Exactly,” she interrupted. “You bought them for me.” 
 
    Felix shot her a chocolatey grin. “I also,” he continued, “took it upon myself to save your ass.” 
 
    “What’d you mean?” she asked sceptically.  
 
    “I sent father a letter.” Felix laughed as her eyes almost popped out of her head. “Don’t worry. It’s better he learns of this from me than from Principal Prick.” 
 
    “What did you say?” she asked, snatching the last chocolate cockroach before Felix could take it. He’d already eaten half the box.  
 
    “I told him the truth. You’ve been stressing yourself to the moon and back about your grades. You try you hardest in class, but can’t manage to perform well. You were starving, and simply snapped, like every other Vampire would eventually.” 
 
    Edmund, her dad, would be swayed by Felix’s support of her, and, most importantly, his expressed sympathy. If she was lucky, she would escape the threat of punishment. “Thank you,” she said quietly. 
 
    He sighed and slid off the bed. “I have things to do, magic to steal, and people to prank. It won’t happen on its own, you know.” 
 
    “Who are you going to prank?” she asked. 
 
    A mischievous glint sparked in his secretive white eyes. “You’ll be discharged in the morning,” he said. “Come to breakfast, and you’ll see.” 
 
    A brilliant beam spread across her face as she nodded. Her misery was in a dire need of relief, and Felix’s pranks were sure to deliver the remedy.  
 
    After Felix left, however, Ivy’s fleeting relief dispersed. How could she be happy when the poor Videer girl lay in the bed down the sickbay? Ivy thought about approaching her and apologising. But, really, she didn’t know what to say. Ultimately, she decided to let the girl sleep and heal in peace. A kind choice, but a wholly selfish one, too. 
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    After her discharge from the garden sickbay, Ivy had witness Felix’s prank. As it happens, the prank wasn’t aimed at a student, but at the entire faculty. Ivy had been enjoying a generous jug-full of fresh blood when the teachers, shamans, and Principal suddenly erupted into song. Some even stood from their chairs and shimmied their chests in a manner that had Ivy choking on her blood and giggled madly. She guessed that Felix slipped some magic into their food and drinks before they’d arrived in the Assembly Hall. Yet, she suspected that he hadn’t used a great amount of Fae magic to orchestrate the prank. It had reminded her to talk to him about the excessive magic he’d been stealing around the school. 
 
    Unfortunately for Ivy, Penny had become obsessed with their other suspicions. During her short time in the sickbay, Ivy hadn’t had the pleasure of Penny’s company. It wasn’t until after she was released that she learned why. Penny hadn’t left the dorm in days. At first, she’d said she had period cramps. Now, she made no excuses at all, and merely buried herself in piles of literature about Shifters, transformative magic, and Shifters. Each time Ivy tried to focus on her homework, Penny would shove articles and books in her face. But then came the best day of the entire year. A day to be celebrated by everyone. According to Ivy, at least. 
 
    The monumental day was Ivy’s eighteenth birthday.  
 
    Ivy and Domenic hadn’t seen one another since their spat. But she wanted, needed, to see him that day; that very special day. The only gift she wanted was Domenic’s company.  
 
    And trinkets, and shoes, and gowns, and spirit magic, and—  
 
    Her thoughts carried away from her. Her mind spiralled with the expectedly great range of gifts she would receive. No doubt, they were sitting on her bed back at the dorm, waiting to be opened by her greedy hands. But she stalled, waiting anxiously in the library, hoping for Domenic to arrive.  
 
    He’s not coming … He doesn’t want to see me. 
 
    It was peculiar feeling, difficult to describe. It crept down from her heavy heart to her churning stomach, something between anger and anxiety. In part, she understood why he didn’t meet her, but, then again, it was her birthday and they were close. Were they close? Self-doubt didn’t agree. In fact, self-doubt contradicted everything she’d thought she knew about her relationship with Domenic.  
 
    He knows I attacked that girl … He thinks I’m a monster. 
 
    She wrung her hands together, muttering something under her breath that sounded a lot like ‘hive sore ninnuts.’ With every stop and swift turn of her pacing, her bun of hair wobbled atop her head, and stray strands whipped around her face. Her heeled boots clumped against the mahogany slabs beneath her, and her black jeans creaked from her swift movements. She fidgeted nervously with the neckline of her black cropped top, wondering if it was too revealing—a sliver of her white tummy, still tinged with grey, was revealed between her jeans and top. Her gussied face showed the markings of cosmetics, and she denied, even to herself, that it was all in effort of recapturing Domenic’s affections. A simple conversation, and perhaps apology, could repair their fractures, but Ivy avoided such talks when she could. Her comfort zone blanketed the manipulative and sneaky approaches instead—  
 
    Her senses prickled. Her body stiffed as she faced the window. A slight movement caught her attention in the reflection. Before she could turn around, something hard pressed against her back, and a small gust of warm air brushed over her exposed neck. 
 
    “You know,” came Domenic’s voice, seductive and soft, but with a sharp bite to it, “for a Vampire, you’re surprisingly easy to catch off Knight.” He was still angry, that much was clear in his barbed tone. But he’d come, and Ivy breathed a whisper of a sigh in relief. “You should work on that,” he said, his finger brushing a curl from her bare shoulder. “You never know who might sneak up on you in this place.” 
 
    Slowly, she looked over her shoulder at him, her nose grazing his chin slightly. “Even if the wrong sort snuck up on me, my other talents would save me.” 
 
    “And what talents are those?” he asked, not without malice. He stepped away and walked around her, settling himself nonchalantly on the desk against the window.  
 
    “Oh, you know,” she shrugged lazily. “My charm and pretty smile.” 
 
    She was joking, of course, and emphasised that with a bright, fanged grin his way. He cocked his eyebrow, and didn’t smile. His lips didn’t even twitch.  
 
    “A pretty smile you have,” he agreed, one foot on the ground, the other dangling above the wooden floorboards. “But charm? It’s more of an alluring vulnerability.” 
 
    Ivy’s grin fell from her lips and her expression slacked. “Ouch,” she mumbled. He didn’t apologise, but unclasped his cloak, revealing his usual combat gear. He billowed the cloak to hang over the desk and pulled out a small glittery object from his trouser pocket. Her eyes sparked with intrigue, but his fingers clasped around the object before she could get a good look at it.  
 
    “I didn’t think you’d come,” she said, shattering the silence. He looked up at her from beneath his lashes, his eyes darker and harder than she’d seen them before, as if they’d been crafted from the black pebbles on the lake shore down by the grottos.  
 
    He raised his head slowly, watching her, considering her. His gaze never left hers, and the silence thickened further. “I almost didn’t.” 
 
    The argument was your fault, Videer, she spat inwardly. But if that were true, why did she feel so guilty? Perhaps it was his unyielding stare that had her squirming on the spot. A fleeting memory of her father scolding her in her youth passed through her mind.  
 
    “So, why did you?” she asked. “Come, I mean.” 
 
    He looked lost in thought, mulling over her question quietly, observing her as he did. His fist rolled the mysterious object in his palm, like one would do a stress stone. “I don’t have long,” he said, avoiding her question. “I need to leave for a mission soon.” 
 
    “Domenic,” she sighed, approaching him. She stopped between his spread legs. “Can we just pretend for today that we’re not fighting over stupid things? It’s my birthday.” 
 
    No flash of regret or surprise showed in his hard eyes. He opened his palm slowly and revealed the object to her. A necklace, shimmering silver, with a dyed-lilac ruby pendant in the shape of an oval. It winked at her invitingly, and she smiled down at the jewel. Jewels, she had plenty of, and all far grander than the one in his palm. But none given by a man who angered her so intensely, whilst bringing her such joy at the same time.  
 
    “I know it’s your birthday, Sky. I got this for you on my last mission.” 
 
    Delicately, she ran her fingers over the pendant, feeling an odd pulse of magic nip at her skin. She looked at him questioningly.  
 
    “It’s been spelled to bring you luck and protection,” he said indifferently. But the gift in his hand contradicted his nonchalance. “Wear it when I’m not around, and I’ll be there with you.” 
 
    The sentiment softened her features, and she smiled sweetly. The necklace couldn’t really provide her with protection, of course. That sort of magic was non-existent, for it meddled with the fates, and the fates were unyielding. It would merely enhance her intuition. But the gesture was lovely, all the same. 
 
    Her finger hooked through the silver chain and she lifted it up, inspecting it at eye-level. 
 
    “This is so thoughtful of you,” she said fondly. “Can you—” 
 
    Her sentence fell as she handed him the necklace. She turned around, allowing him to scoop the chain around her neck and clasp it securely. Her fingertips grazed over the beautiful, yet ordinary pendant as she smiled down at it. “Thank you,” she said, and turned back around to face him.  
 
    Domenic appeared lost in thought as he inclined his head. His eyes bore into hers, but slowly pulled away to rake down her face, stopping at her plump quirked lips. Her gaze mimicked his, and landed on the soft pink of his lips. Butterflies suddenly sprung to life in the pit of her stomach, and drips of nerves trickled down her spine to her toes.  
 
    Her tongue darted over her lips as she hesitantly stepped closer to him. His hands clutched onto the edge of the desk, his neat fingernails leaving crescent shapes in the wood. He leaned closer to her.  
 
    Their lips were close. She could feel his warm breaths brush over her face. But, he paused, and so did she. Ivy wanted to kiss him, for him to kiss her. His hesitation stopped her.  
 
    As if the moment never happened, Domenic pulled away and slipped off the desk. She stepped back and swerved her gaze, looking at the table instead.  
 
    “Happy Birthday,” was all he said before he grabbed his cloak and left. 
 
    Soaking in humiliation and rejection, Ivy simply stared glassily at the desk. Domenic knew about her attack on the Videer girl, that much was clear in his hostility. But why was she surprised? Videer knew everything after all. 
 
      
 
    Following her stiff encounter with Domenic, Ivy was in dire need of presents. Or, she was in dire need of the happiness they brought her. She returned to the den, where presents would be piling up on her bed.  
 
    Slicing a line down her palm with her sharp nail, Ivy offered her own blood to the goblet at the entrance of the den. It accepted her, and the heavy door swung open. As she stepped inside, she was enveloped by the warmth of the fireplace, the scent of loose thin parchment, flavoured blood at the cocktail bar, and the sound of laughing and chatting Vampires, all as merry as they would be on their own birthdays.  
 
    The atmosphere was contagious, and Ivy perked up the moment the door slammed shut behind her.  
 
    Out of nowhere, Penny appeared in front of her, grinning like a giddy devil-cat.  
 
    “Happy Birthday!”  
 
    A pink tinge crept up her cheeks as Penny abruptly yanked her through the bustling den. Addie was waiting, and possessed a dignified aura even as she sat on a fluffy pink cushion on the floor. Silus, Ivy’s wolf-pup, was curled up on his own cushion, its eyes warily darting around the den. No Vampire even looked at the grey wolf. Silus didn’t stop watching them. He could sense their natures, but was fond of the three Vampires on the cushions with him.  
 
    “Sit, sit,” ushered Penny. Ivy hesitantly obeyed, watching as the Halfling rummaged through her bag and pulled out a parcel. The parcel was clearly a birthday gift, wrapped in sleek black paper and tied with a baby-pink ribbon. Immediately, Ivy’s hands stuck out and a gluttonous glint gleamed in her eyes.  
 
    “Longer friendships triumph,” said Addie. She removed a parcel, wrapped the same, from the inside pocket of her cashmere cardigan. Penny looked at Addie indignantly and dropped down onto another cushion. Addie paid her no mind.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Ivy as she took the parcel and hastily shredded the wrapping paper to ribbons.  
 
    “Generally,” said Addie dryly, “one must open the gift for its contents to be revealed.” 
 
    Ivy rolled her eyes, but a fond smile tugged at her lips. She opened the small box, and gasped. It was an old pocket-sized book, with faded letters on the worn leather cover. A first-edition of the ‘The Fables of the Arcane’, a book filled with the old tales.  
 
    “My turn!” declared Penny excitedly before Ivy could even thank Addie. Penny tossed the parcel at her, and shifted to the same cushion. Ivy had to scoot over to fit them both. “Open it.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Ivy sarcastically. “I was just going to sit here and stare at it.” 
 
    A playful punch to the arm silenced her, and she unwrapped the parcel. A shiny, flat, black device sat neatly in a white box, and showed her own reflected. Ivy scowled—from that angle she had a double-chin. She didn’t like this mirror-device at all.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Ivy uncertainly.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Penny proudly. Her chin raised slightly and a smugness washed over her face. “Turn it on.” 
 
    “On?” echoed Ivy. Her nose crinkled, and brows furrowed.  
 
    “It’s a phone,” laughed Penny, mockingly. “You have to turn it on. I’ve already charged it, so it’s got juice, and my number’s been added already. That way, we can text when we’re not at school!”  
 
    None of what she’d said made any sense to Ivy. And by the bemused expression on Addie’s face, she didn’t understand either. Ivy lifted the shiny metal device from the box and shook it lightly. No juice oozed out of it. And what would she, a Vampire, want with juice? Unless it was infused with blood, of course. How silly.  
 
    Penny looked between the pair. “Oh, come on!” she said. “It’s from the Foundling world. I had my mother send it a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” sang Addie, scooting closer to the object. “I’ve heard of those. We learnt about them in The Technology of Foundlings. They use them to communicate with each other and play games, all sorts of things really.” 
 
    Penny leaned forward and held in a button at the side, which caused an odd symbol to light up on the black bit. “That’s the screen,” said Penny. “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    Ivy nodded slowly, a stunned expression on her face. She delicately placed it back in the box and tucked her presents into her bag. “Thanks,” said Ivy uncertainly. Penny grinned smugly.  
 
    “Your brother’s waving you over,” said Addie, inclining her head to the study tables across the mahogany room. Ivy followed her gaze and saw Felix sitting on a desk, not the chair, summoning her over.  
 
    Samael sat on the desk opposite, looking coolly over his shoulder at her. They each held wrapped parcels in their hands. Well, Samael held one parcel, and two more sat beside him on the desk. Instantly, Ivy sprung to her feet and ran over.  
 
    “Happy Birth—” Felix began. 
 
    “What’d you get me?” Ivy snatched the present from him and settled herself on the chair between the tables.  
 
    “Gracious, as always,” commented Felix with a smirk.  
 
    “You’re my brother,” she snorted, ripping apart the wrapping paper. “I don’t have to be nice to you. And you’re hardly ever nice to me.” 
 
    A fond grin spread across his face, but Samael remained his stoic self.  
 
    She opened the present and her lips formed a circle as she gazed down at it. Being the wealthy siblings they were, Ivy had expected a fancy ballgown, an expensive broach, or a diamond bracelet. But what he’d given her was much sweeter. It was a hardback book, with white leather skin, sewn with gold thread and embedded with jewels to create the image of the family crest. Handmade, clearly, and beautiful.  
 
    Ivy gently opened the heavy cover, and her eyes grew glossy at the many pictures, inscriptions, and drawings within.  
 
    He’d scrapbooked everything from their youth to their present. Stick figure pictures she’d drawn of them both in her childhood were glued to the crisp pages of the scrapbook, and photographs of them playing in the gardens covered page after page. What was most touching, however, were the inscriptions—written quotes of things she’d said to him over the years, ranging from ‘you’re a butthead’ (her first curse word) to ‘I wouldn’t give you my blood if you were withering away’ (said only six months ago when they’d fought over who fed on their mother’s tiger. It was Felix, but he’d tried to blame her).  
 
    Watery eyes glistened with nostalgic sentiments, and she smiled up at Felix. He appeared quite proud of himself, lounging there on the desk without a care in the world.  
 
    “If you weren’t so annoying,” she said, “I might’ve said I love you.” She stood and flung her arms around him, hugging him tightly, a rare embrace. He returned it half-heartedly before shrugging her off.  
 
    “All right, sis,” he said. “I have a reputation to uphold.” 
 
    She scoffed and sat back down on the chair. “Yeah, you don’t want anyone to know that there’s a good guy deep down, do you?” 
 
    “Precisely,” he replied with mock severity. He leaned closer and whispered, “I might’ve said it back.” 
 
    Smiling, she fixed her curious gaze on Samael.  
 
    He handed her the pile of three presents. She wasn’t surprised that he’d gotten her gifts—he did so every year, due to the closeness of their families. It was expected. But, normally he’d simply attach his name to whatever Queen Anouk sent her on behalf of the whole family.  
 
    This year was different. 
 
    She opened the gifts swiftly, using her sharpened nails to shred through the paper blocking her path. Before long, she sat on the chair with three opened parcels stacked on her lap. He’d gotten her a pair of designer shoes, the same as her normal school shoes, but a newer addition with two straps instead of one; a new pegasi-leather backpack, snow-white and square in shape; and a diamond tiara. She was most fond of the backpack, but loathed that it was made from pegasi skin; they were truly magnificent animals.  
 
    He stared at her for a moment. Felix smirked, glancing between the two, before Samael said, “I chose them, myself. If you do not like them, I’m sure I can return them for something—” 
 
    “No,” she said hastily. “I like them. Thank you, Prince Samael. It was very kind of you.” 
 
    His jaw ticked at her formal addressing of him, but he inclined his head.  
 
    Felix leaned forward and whispered, “Mother and father’s parcels are upstairs. Quite a pile, so I’m told.” 
 
    Holding the stack of presents in her arms, Ivy wasted not a moment before she scurried out of the den. It would be rude to keep her gifts waiting. And Ivy had been raised to be polite. 
 
      
 
    The window seat in the dorm was already warm by the time Ivy reached it; the strong sunrays poured in through the iron-barred windows and thawed it. Torn wrapping paper littered the room, and half-opened presents lay scattered over her bed. Ivy sat on the window seat with her legs bent, and placed the gift Addie had gotten her on her thighs. The crispy pages were beige and weaved onto the leather spine. As it was centuries old, Ivy had to be careful with the delicate parchment pages.  Each page crinkled and creaked as she gently sifted through to find her favourite tale. 
 
    ‘The Fables of the Arcane’ was a collection of tales; tales of the angels, the rebellion in heaven, the grim reaper, and the garden of Eden. But none matched the popularity of the tale ‘The Divine Artefacts’, Ivy’s favourite.  
 
    ‘Two men and one woman stood in the field beside the apple tree. They watched the sudden strangeness plague their earth. Blood rained down from the sky, and fell, a white chest. The chest dented the grass, unblemished by its descent from the heavens. A Videer, a Vampire, and a Fae gazed at the chest, wary and awe-struck.   
 
    Sorrow overcame them, and their tears dropped to the grass. The soil and blades of grass soaked in the dewy drops of the blood of their Gods. 
 
    A voice rumbled from the earth, taking the dirt as its own. “My children, you are not,” it said. “My children, you will never be. My children will see you rot. My children will devour thee.” 
 
    A bolt of white light struck the closed petals of the buds. The white seared the blades of grass; barren and brown, they were now. In its wake, stood a woman. A woman with dark skin and coiled hair.  
 
    “My kin,” she said. “Of Gods and Angels, we are, but of heavens, we are not. The tools of paradise itself lay in the chest. Are we not in heaven?” 
 
    “Blasphemy!” cried the Videer. She wielded her weapons fiercely.   
 
    “Gods, we may be,” said the woman. “And heaven we may build. A Fae, a Vampire, a Videer, and I.” 
 
    The stranger snatched the chest from the soil. As the chest was torn from the grass, the pearly gates of Eden opened. She opened the chest, and bestowed her eyes on the relics within.  
 
    “Tell me, my kin,” said the Vampire, “what does the chest bring from heaven?”  
 
    The strange woman plucked a cloudy white stone from the chest. The Fae took it and held it up in the sunlight. It spun and whirled. 
 
    “The Angelical Stone,” said the woman. “With powers that can only be tasted, and the powers to speak to our Gods. But no corrupt may use this stone, for the heavens are pure.” 
 
    The woman plucked a dagger from the chest. The Videer took it and held it up in the sunlight. It sparkled and glowed.  
 
    “The Dagger of Destiny,” said the woman. “Eternal rule for those who wield it. But those who hide it, will be blessed not by power.” 
 
    The woman plucked a ring from the chest. The Vampire took it and held it up in the sunlight. It hummed and whistled. 
 
    “The Ring of Rule,” said the woman. “The power to be nowhere and everywhere, as are the Gods.” 
 
    “The heavens have granted us one last gift.” The woman plucked it from the chest. No one took it. It was not there to take, for the woman held nothing in her hand.  
 
    “The Filius,” said the woman. “The beast who serves the holder of these Divine Artefacts, the beast who takes the powers from the children of the moon, the children of the sun, and the children of wisdom. The beast, Filius, is now free.” 
 
    The Vampire dropped the Ring of Rule. The Fae dropped the Angelical Stone. The Videer did not drop the Dagger of Destiny. 
 
    “Be quick, my kin,” warned the woman. “The beholder of the Divine Artefacts will be the God of this realm.” 
 
    The Videer wielded the Dagger of Destiny and slayed the Arcane around her. She slaughtered the Fae, her once lover; she slaughtered the Vampire, her once enemy. The woman hid and watched as the blood of the Arcane soaked into the soil with the blood of the angel. The Videer gathered the Divine Artefacts and ran through the gates. But the gates remained open; many more of the Arcane would leave the Garden of Eden through them, and be led into temptation.  
 
    The woman cackled. “You know not of what you have done, Videer.”  
 
    In the nirvana of earth, an ungodly event befell the Arcane. Vampires joined the earth gifted to steal from the Fae. Videer stole the Divine Artefacts, and slayed her brothers and sisters. And so it was; a new world had been created, poisoned by the devil.’ 
 
      
 
    Ivy closed the book, a whisper of a smile on her lips. It had been her favourite tale in her childhood. It was the creation of humans, and the beginning of the Arcane, yet the end, too. Of course, the tale was just that; a fictitious story. 
 
    Ivy gently put the book down and lifted the crumpled letter from her father.  
 
      
 
    ‘To my dearest daughter, 
 
    It is my deepest regret that I cannot gift you these presents in person on this marvellous day. Thus, I have made arrangements with the Academy Board to allow you and your brother access to the emergency glittergate by the Fae Springs next weekend.  
 
    The pair of you will be accompanied by Prince Samael, and will transport to the Kilda Village two islands away. There, we and the Valacs will celebrate your birthday at Tilsa’s Tasty Treats—An establishment I am not fond of, myself, but one I understand to be favoured by yourself.  
 
    Until then, 
 
    Father. 
 
    P.S. Your mother hopes that you will clip Foxy’s fire-cords, as she set your mother’s precious pearls alight earlier this week. Luckily, they were protected by enchantments, but she is most distressed. Your mother asks that you acquire no more pets. Additionally, we both wish you all the best in your upcoming tests, and hope that you perform to the peak of your abilities.’ 
 
      
 
    Ivy sighed and turned her head to the side. On her bed, almost buried in the rubbish and presents, was something her mother would certainly disapprove of. Silus, the grey wolf pup. To make matters worse, he lifted his leg and peed on his preferred pillow. Also Ivy’s favourite. 
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    The dreaded day of the spirit magic test had finally arrived. Ivy, in simple terms, was a big, tangled ball of gut-churning nerves. Her fingers trembled with the traces of the anxiety coursing through her veins, her heart was on the verge of pounding out of her ribcage, and her bottom lip was nearly bruised and swollen from her incessant chewing. If she used the lavatory for anything other than urinating, she didn’t doubt that she would be in there all day from the sheer level of stress plaguing her frazzled nerves. Unfortunately, she wasn’t hiding in some cubicle in the Academy; she was reluctantly climbing the carpeted steps with Penny and Addie, as well as every Vampire from year seven to ten.  
 
    “I didn’t sleep a wink,” complained Addie. “I just kept having these awful thoughts about what could go wrong … Do you think I morph into a duck I’ll stay that way forever? Can that happen?” 
 
    “No,” said Ivy, with her clammy hands balled into fists to stop the trembling. She added, unsurely, “I don’t think so, at least.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be too horrible, I suppose,” pondered Addie aloud. A sweaty sheen covered her extraordinary pale face. “I like ducks; they quack all day, swim and eat bread.” 
 
    The parade of mostly anxious students reached the classroom door, and came to a halt; some stumbled into others at the brisk stop. They were faced with a wrought iron gate. There were no handles, keys, or locks. No way in, only a piece of crisp paper nailed to the wall. At the front of the mob were the older students, including Samael. It was he who tore the parchment from the rusty nail and read aloud, “Come forth Asher Bellmen and perform your powers.” 
 
    That was it—the first test. The Bellmens were a family whose lineage possessed a strand of elemental magic; iron influence. That spirit magic allowed the possessor to manipulate certain types of metal.  
 
    Asher barged to the front of the cramped crowd. Some students tried jumping on the spot, peering over shoulders and looking over heads to watch, but the group was so dense that it was difficult to see.  
 
    Ivy tightened her grip on Addie’s hand and guided her along as she slinked through the small gaps in the horde. Penny clutched onto Addie’s jumper and followed. A few annoyed students tried to block their path, but Ivy used her exceptionally sharp nails to strike their extended arms. It had the desired effect.  
 
    When they reached the front of the group, Asher had both his hands wrapped around the iron bars so tightly his hands bled. The gate began to vibrate. A humming-clanging melody ricocheted down the corridor. Ivy watched in awe as the metal suddenly stilled, but cracked right down the middle. The metal bars sprung apart, curled, and separated to create an opening in the centre. Once the bars had parted to allow passage, the teacher was revealed to the students in the corridor.  
 
    “Very good, Mr Bellmen,” Instructor Clarence said. “You have completed your test, and may take your place on the benches, or leave.” 
 
    Asher grinned smugly and left.  
 
    The traffic of students poured through the hole in the gate and followed the teacher. The classroom hadn’t changed much, except for the benches that replaced the usual tables and chairs. 
 
    All students took their places on the stone benches against the walls, and fell silent as the Instructor raised his hand. He stepped onto a marble platform, where his desk and chalkboard had previously been.  
 
    “Each of you will be given a maximum of fifteen minutes to complete your tasks. The results will be posted on the message board in the den next week. Talking will not be tolerated while a student is being tested, and interference from any one of you will be punishable the loss of three points. Once you have finished your examination, you may leave or stay. Good luck to you all.” 
 
    The Instructor stepped off the podium and stood with his back against the wall. The door to his left swung open, and Fae Houseparent Mabel entered. She took her place beside the Instructor and sternly raked her severe stare over the students.  
 
    “Zeke Parker,” called Instructor Clarence. “Please take your place on the platform.” 
 
    The nervous eighth-year stood and wiped his clammy hands on his trousers. While he was in the same year as Ivy, he was a lanky and tall boy, who looked much older than eighteen. As he reached the platform, chains appeared out of nowhere and circled the stage. The rusted links of the chain groaned and creaked as they formed a barricade, mid-air. Ivy assumed the chains to be part of a shielding spell to prevent the magic from seeping out of the bounds of the platform. She was wrong.  
 
    Zeke unbuttoned the cuffs of his sleeves and rolled them up his arms. He took a deep breath and gathered his courage. Closing his eyes, he lolled his head back and muttered quietly to himself.  
 
    Zeke touched the links of the chain and wrapped his fingers around the eroded metal. The rust stained his hands, Ivy noticed. The chains began to rattle. Ivy recoiled mechanically—zaps and slithers of electrical charge slinked over the student and the chains. Pale blue and pure white bolts of electricity erupted from the platform and soared dangerously close to the metal chandelier above.  
 
    The teacher appeared unfazed, and only inspected the dancing lines of electricity with mild interest and took notes. The chains glowed from the attack of natural energy, hissing louder than a startled Vampire, and rattling violently around the platform. Zeke was completely consumed by the electricity as it coiled around his body. Lightning bolts tore from the skin of his body and zapped around the room, but never touched a single student.  
 
    With a raspy gasp, the electricity vanished, and Zeke collapsed to his knees. A drop of blood trickled out of his nostril and onto his parted lips as he wheezed on the platform.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr Parker,” said the Instructor. “You may leave.” 
 
    The chains dropped to the ground in a clanging heap. Zeke sluggishly pushed himself to his feet. He dragged himself over to the benches and sat down with an audible groan of pain and discomfort.  
 
    “Adriana Adberry,” called Clarence.  
 
    Addie muttered words of dread under her breath. Out of the corner of her eye, Ivy noticed Penny give Addie’s hand a reassuring squeeze.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” said Ivy.  
 
    Unconvinced, Addie rose from her seat and anxiously approached the platform. The chains had vanished. Instead there was a grey wisp in the air, like the tail of a hefty dark cloud in the dreary sky. She reached the platform, stood in the centre, and faced the peculiar wisp. 
 
    Houseparent Mabel clicked her fingers and the wisp immediately gathered into a grey ball. All eyes were on the strange apparition. It hissed and gurgled before it abruptly transformed into a ghostly replica of a blowfly. The grey fly was nearly transparent and invisible, but the Vampires had no trouble distinguishing it. To them, it was clear as day. Addie stared at the strange fly intently, narrowed her eyes and clenched her jaw. 
 
    Addie disappeared. A pile of her clothes fell to the platform in a crumpled heap. A deep buzz hummed out, and everyone’s gazes darted around to locate the source. It wasn’t the apparition fly that made the noise. Instead, there was a very real blowfly hovering above the platform, right where Addie’s head had been moments ago.  
 
    Ivy beamed brightly at the blowfly. Addie’s transformation was incredible. A murmur of impressed approval rumbled through the room. The Instructor and Fae Houseparent whispered between themselves.  
 
    The apparition pulsated in the air, whirled and contorted into something unrecognisable. Ivy watched in absolute awe as it took the form of a massive bat. But, it remained its peculiar grey shade. Addie — in blowfly form — followed suit, and morphed into a replica of the bat, but blacker than the night sky. It was so realistic. She looked exactly like a bat, and, even though she’d seen Addie morph before, Ivy couldn’t help but be impressed. It was magical and spectacular.  
 
    The fake bat vanished. Addie’s test was over. It was obvious that she had passed with flying bats and flies. Addie remained in bat-form as she slowly descended into the heap of clothes on the floor. There, she hissed, crackled and popped before she morphed into a small snake. Everyone watched as the snake slithered into the crumbled dress on, and vanished into the fabric. The material shifted and rustled for a few seconds before it suddenly shot up in the air, and a body began to fill it out. Toned arms pushed through the sleeves of the black dress, slender legs extended and grew at the hem, and Addie’s head popped up through the neckline, revealing her smug features.  
 
    “Bravo, Miss Adberry,” said Clarence. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    Addie breathed a blissful sigh of relief as she sprung off the platform to the benches.  
 
    For little more than half an hour, eighth-year students were examined on the platform, one after the other. Penny struggled to predict what the Instructor would eat for dinner, but offered an alternative: Much to the Instructor’s delight, she managed to inform him of his wife’s pregnancy resulting in the birth of a baby girl. Ivy didn’t know if it was true or not, but the Instructor seemed to think it was. Perhaps the Shaman had already told him the sex of the baby, she wondered. 
 
    Harriot Brown had successfully converted water into silver shingles and soil into golden nuggets, but the alchemic results were precarious. The golden nuggets and silver slithers crumbled to nothing but ash after a few moments. Further adding to Harriot’s dismay, she was unable to change flowers into rubies at all. It was unknown whether she had passed her examination or not.  
 
    Eighth-year student, Dayton Dante, struggled to levitate himself a few inches above the platform. Instructor Clarence, however, had asked him to fly up to the chandelier and circle it. Still; Ivy was impressed that he could levitate at all—flying was a power she would’ve given anything to possess. 
 
    Ivy was called up to the platform after the dismayed Dayton Dante. She averted her gaze from the watchful students on the benches.  
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to meet Samael’s intense stare. Yet, she could practically feel his eyes burning into her. In fact, everyone appeared to be watching her with unyielding, palpable interest. It was as though they all knew she would fail.  
 
    A swamp-cockroach appeared right at the toes of her grey canvas shoes.  
 
    “Three commands,” said Instructor Clarence. “Roll over, jump and dance.” 
 
    Dance? He can’t be serious … 
 
    Even if she had mastered her powers, she doubted she would be able to force a cockroach to dance. It was preposterous. Her practice and training sessions hadn’t proved themselves helpful at all, so she had no idea how to communicate with the cockroach.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she flooded her mind with images of the cockroach, and pictured it rolling repeatedly to her commands. Ivy didn’t know how long she stayed like that, in her tranquil state of meditative concentration, but it felt like forever. Her ears impatiently awaited impressed gasps to sound out, but none came. No sound reached her, therefore she knew that the cockroach wasn’t responding.  
 
    Roll over. Nothing. Roll over. No noise, no gasps, no applause. Jump. Only silence. Jump. The silence thickened … it became unbearable. Jump, you stupid insect! The pressure weighed down on her like a heavy woollen blanket, suffocating and constricting her. Do something! Anything! 
 
    Ivy must have been standing on the platform for a while, for the timer suddenly jangled out; her test time was over.  
 
    “Jump!” Ivy screeched, stomping her foot for good measure.  
 
    An outbreak of laughter rippled over the students. The pot plant by the wall had suddenly exploded into a cloud of dirt and petals. Ivy winced and tried to shield herself, but it was too late—head to toe, she was covered in soil. The cockroach remained untouched and, worst of all, totally unfazed. Its little antennas jerked as it leisurely cleaned itself on the platform.  
 
    Grimacing, Ivy glanced up at the Instructor. His lips were pursed in disapproval as he scribbled notes down. “Thank you, Miss Skylar.” 
 
    Dazedly, Ivy looked at him. She had failed. It was expected, but it still consumed her with defeat and failure. So many practices, training sessions, bloodlust, starvation, a frenzied attack. All of it for nothing. Sluggishly, Ivy stepped off the platform and joined Addie on the benches.  
 
    As the eighth and ninth years took their tests, Ivy merely slumped on the bench. She didn’t applaud when an extraordinary magical display happened; she didn’t laugh when Johanna Jolly tripped over the platform and landed in a pile of goo. Ivy stayed quiet, and wallowed in her self-pity. Not even when Felix moved to the bench behind her and picked bits of soil out of her hair did she speak.  
 
    Finally, came the tenth years. Not one of the thirteen seniors were toiled or foiled. They performed their tests with ease, and passed effortlessly. Noah Starlight, Samael’s lapdog, teleported from the platform to the back of the classroom without losing so much as a strand of hair, let alone a limb. That was a danger of the rare spirit magic; sometimes, only pieces of the Vampire made the journey. 
 
    Felix was given a dragon for his test. It was chained to the platform, but it didn’t need to be. It was relatively docile for a dragon. Contrary to the myths, dragons were no bigger than Sphinxes, and only breathed fire when attempting to seduce a protentional mate. Peacocking, it was called. The dragon on the platform puffed grey billows of smoke from its nostrils, and its red eyes watched Felix’s every move. He stood in front of the beast with his eyes closed. A dangerous move, Ivy thought.  
 
    “Stand,” commanded Felix. 
 
    The chains jangled as the dragon raised itself onto its hind legs.  
 
    “Howl.” 
 
    A strangled sound chocked in the dragon’s fiery throat. Ivy didn’t think that it had ever howled before. At least, it didn’t sound like it.  
 
    “Free yourself,” said Felix, his eyes slowly opening. A wry twist tugged at his lips as the students gasped. The dragon, not in mating season, blew a single, soft trail of fire from its mouth to the chains. The metal melted onto the platform, until the chains were completely liquefied, and the dragon was free.  
 
    Felix had clearly passed his test. Though happy for him, Ivy couldn’t deny the blow of jealousy that struck her gut. No matter how hard she tried, Felix always beat her in everything.  
 
    Samael’s exam didn’t make her feel much better. His instrument was the corpse of a Siren. It hadn’t reanimated and it wasn’t a ghoul. Ivy scooted closer to the platform, perched on the edge of the bench, and watched intently. Samael stretched his pale hand and pushed the pad of his index finger against the corpse’s forehead. Then, he curved his finger, scraping his sharp black nail over the Siren’s smelly skin. Blood trickled out of the thin cut as the Siren’s eyes suddenly snapped open. It didn’t move. Every student stared wide-eyed at the corpse. No one dared to breathe. 
 
    Stepping back from the Siren, Samael demanded, “Get up.”  
 
    The corpse jolted upwards and climbed to its feet.  
 
    Smacking her hands over her parted lips, Ivy’s bulging eyes stayed glued to the Siren as it lurched to a stop in front of Samael. A sharp glint pierced Ivy’s eyes; she recoiled and squinted away from the reflective shine. The lights of the chandelier had shone off a silver object in Samael’s hand, something Ivy hadn’t noticed until then. A dagger.  
 
    “Take it,” said Samael. The Siren took the dagger. 
 
    Shifting on the bench, Ivy’s fangs began to gnaw on her bottom lip. Her hands gripped the edge of the bench tightly, her nails digging into hard stone. Droplets of blood oozed from the fang-marks on her lip, but Ivy didn’t notice. The Siren held her disturbed gaze.  
 
    “Lift it.” The Siren’s shaky, slimy hand raised the dagger. The blade hovered near her pointed chin.  
 
    Ivy flinched as something touched her trembling hand. It was Addie, holding on tightly, equally as distressed. Behind her, Felix leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Don’t look, Ivy. Close your eyes.”  
 
    She knew he was right. She should look away, or leave. But she couldn’t—her horrified eyes wouldn’t cooperate. Her jelly legs wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “Cut.” 
 
    Several students winced before the blade even touched the Siren’s neck. But Ivy cried. The Siren yanked the blade across her neck. A sob tore from Ivy’s lips just as Felix’s hand slapped over her eyes. But he was too late. She’d seen enough; the blood spraying from the gaping hole in her throat, the collapse of her legs sending her to the floor in a gurgling heap, and Samael’s stony face void of any remorse. 
 
    An applause slowly scattered across the students, but Felix’s hand remained firmly pressed against Ivy’s stunned eyes. The leaked tears dampened his palm, but he didn’t move away. Slowly, he stood and used his other hand to guide her up. Felix escorted her out of the classroom, and only removed his hand from her eyes when her back faced Samael.  
 
    Ivy had never been more ashamed of her species until then. And, she had never feared Samael more in her life.  
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    Ivy, Addie and Penny were in the Assembly Hall for breakfast. Sucking on a blood-pop, Ivy rested her chin on the heel of her hand. She slurped and nodded as Penny rattled on about the test scores posted on the message board that morning. 
 
    “Obviously, I’m glad I passed,” said Penny. “But I don’t think I should’ve received a ‘satisfactory’. My prediction was accurate; Instructor Clarence is going to be a father to a girl. He told me so himself after the tests. But, because I couldn’t predict his meal, I ‘didn’t fulfil the assigned task’. That’s so unfair, don’t you think, Addie?” 
 
    Addie smiled before she pecked Penny on the cheek. “You’re extraordinary in my eyes,” she said.  
 
    Ivy gagged theatrically. That earned her a stern stare from Addie.  
 
    “You’re just jealous,” said Penny. “Because we’re in love, and we passed.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Ivy yanked the blood-pop from her lips. “I’m in like,” she sassed. “It’s close enough.” 
 
    “With the Videer?” Addie quirked her brow. “Have you seen him lately?” 
 
    “Not since my birthday,” she grumbled. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Then don’t bring it up,” replied Penny. She bent down to riffle through her schoolbag, and whipped out crinkled a bundle of loose paper.  
 
    “What’s that?” asked Addie, plucking a piece of paper from the pile. She scanned it briefly before she said, “When are you two going to let this nonsense go? You’re turning into conspiracy theorists.” 
 
    Penny made a face at her girlfriend as she handed Ivy the rest of the paper. It all related to the four provinces and Shifter attacks within the past six months.  
 
    “Now,” began Penny, leaning over the table. “I’ve narrowed down the exact locations of the attacks.” 
 
    Ivy nodded and flicked through the cluster to the hand drawn map. Bright red markings circled Stonehenge Village, Ichor, and the Apricot Alps. But her home city, Verato, wasn’t circled. 
 
    “What about Verato?” asked Ivy. 
 
    “That’s just it,” said Penny. “I’ve circled the places that have both been attacked and are home to the province crypts—the largest and most secretive crypts in the world.” 
 
    Ivy glanced up from the map questioningly. “What d’you mean?” 
 
    “In the Stonehenge Village, beneath the monuments, is the chief crypt in the Pisces Province. That’s only two miles away from the village. Ichor was above the chief crypt for the Vela Province, and the Sanatorium in the Alps was the main entrance to the crypts in the Centaurus Province.” 
 
    Addie frowned and leaned forward to peer at the map. “That’s odd,” she said. “What about Verato City? That was attacked, but the crypt beneath the city isn’t the chief one for the Orion Province.” 
 
    “Verato City was attacked,” agreed Penny. She lowered her voice as they huddled closer together. “But, I think it was a decoy, to throw authorities off the trail. They might see the pattern of the four provinces, but not the real pattern.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The chief crypts of the province,” she whispered. “And Orion’s chief crypt is not in Verato. It’s here, at the Academy.” 
 
    Ivy looked down at the table, as though she could see through the many layers into the forbidden crypt. She knew that it was there, everyone did. But, as for the Academy crypt being the primary one in the entire province? That, she hadn’t known. 
 
    “Who told you that?” she asked sceptically, lifting her gaze from the table.  
 
    Penny riffled through the stack of paper until she yanked out a particularly aged sheet. From the torn edge, Ivy suspected that Penny had ripped it out of a book from the library.  
 
    “This,” explained Penny, “is from ‘The Keeper’s Handbook’. I found it in the Videer careers section.” 
 
    Addie took the sheet of parchment and read it swiftly. “She’s right,” she said. “The main crypt for this province is here, at the Academy.” 
 
    “It’s not big enough,” argued Ivy. “It’s perimeter matches the manor above it.” 
 
    “Does it?” asked Penny. “Or, does it span the entire island, and we’re only told it’s small?” 
 
    “Ifs and buts and maybes,” dismissed Ivy. “We need solid proof.” 
 
    “This is proof,” said Addie, shaking the parchment in her hand. “It specifically states that Blood Island is home to the largest crypts in the Orion Province. Yet, we were led to believe that it was merely a training crypt for the Videer students.” 
 
    Penny added, “Just like Ichor.” 
 
    “So, these attacks, then,” began Ivy. “They’re about more than kidnappings. Why else would the Rebellion target where the main crypts are?” 
 
    “Definitely,” agreed Penny. Even Addie appeared on the verge of convinced. “But, there’s a bigger question to ask.” 
 
    Ivy and Addie looked at each other, but came up short.  
 
    “What could be in those crypts that Rebellion want so badly?” Penny paused and smoothed out a piece of paper with her notes scribbled all over.  
 
    Ivy looked down at the notes. The names Canyon Clover and Linda Laundelle shouted up at her in bold letters, the taken Vampires.  
 
    “And,” Penny added, “why do they need these two to get it?” 
 
      
 
    Ivy didn’t understand why her parents couldn’t simply wait until the midyear holiday to see her. They had arranged to meet her, Felix and Samael for a belated birthday dinner that night at the Kilda Village. Ivy would much rather go to the Fae party on the shore than have dinner with the psychotic prince.  
 
    Alas, Addie and Penny went without her to the party, and Ivy wandered around the manor alone. She’d promised Penny that she’d do more research on the crypts in the library until she had to leave. Yet, her selfishness prevented her from staying true to her word. Instead, she searched for Domenic around the school.   
 
    After an hour, she knew that Domenic wasn’t in the library, the Hall, the basement, the art room, the sickbay, the alfresco, or the lab. Ivy decided to amble around the foyer in hopes of seeing him. As she pranced down the carpeted staircase to the atrium, she saw a crowd of Videer pass through the landing above.  
 
    Ivy halted and looked up at them, but deflated when she noticed their youth. They were too young a class for Domenic to be among them. Dom was a senior, but those Videer were either juniors or middlers. One of the Videer, in a brown cloak, tore away from the others and came down the staircase toward Ivy. She noticed that, as the cloaked figure neared, it recoiled towards the wall, as though afraid Ivy would tear it apart.  
 
    “Excuse me,” said Ivy, jumping in front of the cautious Videer. “Sorry. I wanted to ask if you know—” 
 
    The Videer slipped off the hood. Ivy swallowed as a fierce crimson burned at her cheeks. She knew the Videer. It was the girl she had attacked during her bloodlust. If memory served, the Videer’s name was Archer. 
 
    “Oh,” breathed Ivy uncomfortably. She licked her lips and guiltily met the girl’s anxious gaze. “Archer, is it?”  
 
    Archer nodded stiffly. Her hand slipped into the pocket of her robe. Likely fishing for a weapon she could use against the unhinged Vampire. 
 
    Ivy held up her hands submissively, “I’m not going to hurt you. I … I’m sorry for …” Heaving a deep sigh, Ivy rubbed her hands over her face and spoke into her palms. “I’m really sorry for hurting you. I didn’t … know what I was doing at the time. I—” Lamely, she dropped her hands to her sides and let her guilt-ridden eyes finish her feeble apology.  
 
    Archer’s hand slipped out of the pocket, holding nothing. She relaxed marginally, and said, “You were in bloodlust. They told me.” 
 
    “Still,” said Ivy with a shrug. “It’s no excuse.” 
 
    Archer nodded and seemed to silently accept her apology. “What did you want to ask me?” 
 
    Ivy blinked. She had almost forgotten. “Oh, I was, um, just going to ask if you knew a Domenic Marroc.” 
 
    “I know him,” she said suspiciously. “Why?” 
 
    “I need to talk to him. I was wondering if you’d know where I could find him.” As an afterthought, Ivy added, “Not to feed on him, or anything. Only to talk to him about … something.” 
 
    Archer considered her for a moment, her gaze as steely as the blade tucked in her Keeper cloak. “He’s on patrol,” she said eventually. “I was about to find him, myself.” 
 
    Ivy’s bit her lip and nodded awkwardly. “Right, well … I’ll let you get to it, then.” 
 
    “You can come with me,” she said before Ivy could leave. “I know he wants to see you.” 
 
    Ivy frowned and tilted her head to the side. “How would you know that?” 
 
    “He told me.”  
 
    Archer waved her hand, indicating for Ivy to move. She did, and Archer stepped down the stairs. Ivy tottered beside her.  
 
    “He talks about me?” she asked as they reached the foyer. 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “He knows,” she realised. “He knows I attacked you, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ivy’s brain suddenly screamed at her. Profanities that would have her grounded for decades if her father ever heard them ripped through her thoughts. Of course she had to go and attack a Videer Domenic knew. That was just her luck.  
 
      
 
    They went into the Blood Forest. Neither of them spoke for the rest of the journey. Ivy parted her lips several times to speak, but found that every feeble sentence she could muster up fell flat before it could reach her tongue. Fifteen minutes into the woodlands, Ivy decided that any conversation now would only increase the intensity of the awkward silence.  
 
    It took Archer the better part of an hour to locate Domenic. He wore his full combat gear, and crouched over a gnome burrow. With a stick, he poked around the burrow, checking for any residents. No gnomes popped up to berate him. It was vacant. 
 
    “Dom!” shouted Archer.  
 
    Rising to his feet, he turned, and the moonlight sparked off his daggers. A smile greeted Archer, but it fell from his lips the moment his gaze slewed to Ivy.  
 
    Ivy hovered as Archer approached him. It was clear in his obsidian eyes that she wasn’t wanted there. For some unfathomable reason, she’d pictured a completely different reunion to this. 
 
    The black cloak he normally wore was folded neatly on a boulder behind him. Knives, daggers, axes, and swords were strapped to his muscular body, and Ivy wondered if he wanted to hurl any of those weapons at her. His molten eyes suggested as much.  
 
    Archer removed an envelope from her pocket and handed it to Domenic. For the first time since he’d noticed her presence, Domenic tore his gaze from Ivy and looked down at the folded parchment. His gloved fingers wrapped around it. 
 
    “It’s from grandma,” said Archer.  
 
    Ivy blinked. Her brows shot skyward and a brewing pit of nausea suddenly emerged from nowhere, taking root in her belly. 
 
    Gulping back bile, she placed her hand on the tree trunk to her right. Every scrap of focus that she could muster channelled on her ability to not scream in despair.  
 
    She had attacked his sister. His little sister. There was absolutely no way she could squirm her way out of the mess she’d gotten herself into. If anyone had attacked Ivy, Felix would’ve kill them. Literally. There would be no mercy, no forgiveness, no second chances.  
 
    Archer turned and walked toward Ivy. A malicious smirk flashed on her hard features before she disappeared out of sight. Archer had intentionally brought Ivy to Domenic, knowing he hated her. Ivy couldn’t blame the girl—it was her revenge, and it was well-deserved.  
 
    Domenic tucked the envelope into his back pocket and studied her coolly. “What do you want?”  
 
    His sharp tone sliced her gut to shreds. Looking down, Ivy kicked the dirt distractedly. “I didn’t know she was your sister. I didn’t know you even had a sister.” 
 
    Ivy chanced a glance up at him and saw that he, too, stared at the ground. His hands were buried in his pockets, his jaw tightened, but Ivy saw it—the soft spot in his black eyes. She took the opportunity and discreetly neared.  
 
    “I wasn’t in my right mind,” she pleaded miserably. “I knew I was sick, and I was going to talk to my mentor about it. But before I could do anything … Archer came into the landing, and I smelled her blood. It went dark after that.” 
 
    Despite her plea being mostly truthful, it was partly deceit. She’d had no intention of seeking out her mentor, and it hadn’t gone dark at all—she remembered every bit of it. But she didn’t think total honesty would benefit her.  
 
    His lashes fluttered as he looked up at her, head still bowed. Ivy took another step forward. 
 
    “I feel terrible,” she said. “I think about it all the time. I have nightmares about it. And, now that I know she’s your sister … I don’t see how I can ever make it right.” 
 
    “You can’t,” he said coldly. His softening eyes and the crease between his brows contradicted his claim.  
 
    “I know. But, can I please try?” She took another step closer. Only the burrow separated them. “Archer said you wanted to see me. She said you talk about me.” 
 
    A dimple appeared on his cheek as his jaw ticked.  
 
    “I think maybe you miss me,” she suggested cautiously.  
 
    He didn’t correct her, which only encouraged her.  
 
    “I missed you. A lot. I looked for you in the library every day. I thought about you all the time. This—” her fingers scooped out the necklace from her cleavage. His unreadable dark eyes shifted to the pendant he’d gifted her. “—never leaves my neck. I always wear it.” 
 
    “I did miss you,” he admitted crisply. “I do miss you, Sky. But … This?” He gestured between them. “It can never work. We can never be anything.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” she said exasperatedly. “But we can still be friends, Domenic.” 
 
    “Until you’re hungry again,” he snapped. “Then, who will it be? Archer, my grandmother, my friends? Me?” 
 
    Ivy bit her lip shamefully and dropped the necklace. It bounced against her top before it calmed. 
 
    Lolling back his head, he sighed heavily. Domenic met her wounded gaze and said, “My decision was made before you hurt Archer. When we quarrelled, it was awakening. Our lives are different, we’re different. You’re a Vampire, I’m a Videer. We can’t be anything, Ivy. Not even friends.” 
 
    Cloudiness obscured her vision. It took her a moment to realise that tears welled in her eyes. She blinked them away, and averted her gaze to his boots.  
 
    “I care about you,” she whispered ashamedly. The tears returned with renewed strength and rolled down her cheeks. “I want you in my life.” 
 
    Domenic turned his back on her. Ivy’s face scrunched up as she watched him scoop up his cloak from the boulder.  
 
    As he slipped on the cloak, he said, “Ichor is almost rebuilt. We’ll be returning at the end of the holidays.” He fastened the cloak and kept his back to her. “It’s for the best. I wish you well, Miss Skylar.” 
 
    The sting struck her like a hatchet to the gut. Her bottom lip, damp with tears, wobbled childishly as he left without another word. She stood there, staring at the trees he vanished through for a while. Until she finally dropped to her knees and submitted to the sobs that wracked her body.  
 
      
 
    The purples and reds of the sunset seeped into the woods. It was then that he found her by an empty gnome burrow. Ivy sat cross-legged, picking petals off daisy flowers. Broken branches and fallen bird nests were scattered around her in artistic circle of toiled nature.  
 
    “Ivy.” 
 
    She stiffened and slowly looked over her shoulder at him. Samael emerged from the woods, dressed in a formal all-black suit and white tie. The dinner, she realised.  
 
    His mercurial eyes dragged over the fallen branches and lopsided nests. “What happened?” 
 
    Ivy traced his gaze, fidgeting with the daisy in her hand. “I don’t know,” she admitted, eyeing the destruction around her. A Fae must’ve come by at some point. Had she been that lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t noticed a tree splitting and branches falling?  
 
    He approached and held out his hand. Ivy took it before he lifted her to her feet.  
 
    “The glittergate opens in thirty minutes,” said Samael. He plucked a leaf from her hair. “You should get ready.” 
 
    They walked back to the Academy. Ivy repeatedly combed her fingers through her hair, brushing out dried leaves and clumps of dirt. Her mother would have a fit if she wasn’t presentable at dinner.  
 
    “What were you doing out there?” asked Samael. They climbed up the stone stairs to the main foyer.  
 
    “I was talking to a friend,” she said.  
 
    “You were alone.” 
 
    Ivy rested her hand on the bannister as they trudged up the carpeted staircase. “I was when you found me.” 
 
    As they reached the den, he said, “I saw Adriana and Penelope go down to the Fae party earlier. What other friends do you have?” 
 
    It wasn’t meant as a cutting insult. It was just Samael being his usual blunt self. Even so, Ivy couldn’t resist the scowl that contorted her face and crinkled her nose.  
 
    “For your information,” she said importantly. “I’m friends with a Videer.”  
 
    Samael sighed, almost wearily. “When will you realise that you’re better than most others at this school? The Videer, the Fae, and most of our own species don’t measure up to the status your family name crowns you with. You should reflect that in the company you keep, Ivy.” 
 
    She rounded on him before he could spew out more nonsense. “In that case, I’ll tell you now. We” — her muddy hand waved between their bodies — “aren’t buddies. When I have to, I tolerate you. Hell, I suffer your company. I wouldn’t want anyone thinking I actually like you,” she sniffed and imitated his arrogant tone. “My reputation is reflected in the company I keep, after all.” 
 
    Spinning on her heels, her hair whipped out and smacked his chin. Ivy stomped away without an ounce of regret. Samael was the last person she wanted prying into her personal life. He was nosy, arrogant, and ruthless. The test with the Siren was proof enough of his cruelty.  
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    “You haven’t touched your pudding, dear.” 
 
    Ivy glanced up at her mother, her long lashes flittering in her vision like shadows. Eveline gave her a pointed stare in return, and Ivy sighed under her breath. She stabbed her silver fork into the pudding and scooped a spongey lump up into her mouth. She smiled falsely at her mother, her cheeks puffing out.  
 
    “Manners,” her father distractedly reminded her. He’d paused his conversation with King Lucian to chide her, but quickly resumed the discussion.  
 
    The two families, the Valacs and Skylars, sat around the circular table for dinner. Felix, Samael and Ivy had gone through the glittergate by the Fae Springs to the main street in the Kilda Village.  
 
    Technically, the glittergate was meant only for emergencies, but who was Principal Caesar to deny the Valac monarchy anything? Practically when the glittergate was the only way off Blood Island, other than the lengthy and long cave tunnels. Ivy fleetingly wondered if the caves were above, beneath, or beside the Videer crypt.  
 
    Huffily, Ivy stabbed her pudding. Blood oozed out of the punctures. For a birthday dinner in her honour, she was awfully bored. Samael and Felix chatted across from her, Queen Anouk and Eveline gossiped to her left, and Edmund and King Lucian discussed politics to her right. Nobody talked to Ivy. 
 
    She stuffed another gooey chunk of pudding into her mouth and chewed with her mouth open. Her mother and father didn’t notice her attempt to catch their attention.  
 
    A drop of blood drippled down to the neckline of her cream dress. Ivy’s eyes widened comically as she gawked down at the offensive stain.  
 
    “Here, use this.” It was Samael. He’d seen the accident, and handed her a damp napkin that he had probably dunked into the otherwise untouched jug of water.  
 
    “Thanks,” she robotically said, and took the napkin from him. She dabbed lightly at the stain, but only made it worse. Her mother thinned her lips into a straight line disapprovingly, but said nothing of it. The dress would have to be tossed out later. A shame, because it was one of Ivy’s favourites. It was backless, elegant, and floor-length, matching perfectly with her strappy stilettoes.  
 
    The waiters approached and cleared the table of the half-eaten desserts.  
 
    Felix asked, “Any news on the attack in the Apricot Alps?” 
 
    “Nothing yet,” replied King Lucian. “Fae Queens from the four provinces are investigating the matter with the Committee.” 
 
    “Fae Queens?” echoed Ivy curiously.  
 
    “Yes. They are trying to figure out how the wards were breached. The pride of the Fae will not allow them to admit fault.” 
 
    “They don’t believe their wards failed,” said Edmund. “They are looking for something or someone to blame.” 
 
    “There’s nothing and nobody else to blame,” declared Eveline. “Resilient warding of cities and villages is their price to remain in our world. We all have our contributions, and they have failed to uphold theirs. They fear punishment; thus, they are desperate to project blame onto another.” 
 
    “They’re Fae folk,” scoffed Felix. “Lack of responsibility is expected of them.” 
 
    Lucian said, “Fae wards are essentially invisible brick walls, in a sense. No matter how strong and sturdy these walls are, the builder can loosen a few bricks in one spot. This creates a weak spot—one that others, such as Shifters, can enter through.” 
 
    The waiters arrived and placed bottles of infused wines and whiskeys on the table. King Lucian dismissed them with a wave.  
 
    “The matter will be addressed at the Summit,” promised Samael. A dangerous darkness flashed in his white eyes. “The Fae will be held accountable for their failure, and the deaths it caused.” 
 
    “The Fae didn’t cause the deaths,” snorted Ivy ungracefully. “The Shifters did that when they invaded and killed. The Fae wards aren’t at fault. Yeah, they should’ve kept the Shifters out of the city, but it’s not the Fae that should be blamed for the deaths of those people.” 
 
    “If the wards were as strong as they should be,” retorted Samael coldly, “the deaths would not have occurred. Lady Laundelle and Canyon Clover would still be accounted for.” 
 
    Ivy snorted rudely. “Isn’t it strange that you only mention Laundelle and Clover’s kidnappings in your argument, when loads of Videer and Fae were killed in the attack at the hospice? Or, do you openly admit that you only give a damn about Vampires, and don’t care at all about what’s happened to two other species?” 
 
    Samael stared icily at her. His finger raised and groomed a stray strand of silvery hair to the side. “I do not sympathise with the lesser species of the Arcane.” 
 
    “And who are the lesser species?” she asked curtly. “Everyone who isn’t a Vampire?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    “What about the Fae? They’re like our cousins, our friends.” 
 
    Samael sneered cruelly. “Friends to some, cousins to no one, and inferior to all.” 
 
    “You’re honestly the most repulsive bigot I’ve ever met in my life,” she spat.  
 
    “Ivy!” barked Edmund. “Control yourself.” 
 
    “What?” she shrilled incredulously. “He expressed his views openly, which means that I’m within my rights to debate them. I’m not doing anything wrong, dad. At least what I’m saying is the truth.” 
 
    Samael raised his hand to dismiss Edmund’s outrage. “I do not take offence, Edmund. Ivy clearly struggles to grasp the superiority of her species. I have no qualms about enlightening her.” 
 
    “Enlightening me,” she repeated bitterly. “All you’ve done is show me that you think in ways that I find distasteful.” 
 
    If anyone other than a Skylar had spoken to the Prince that way, there would’ve been an outcry. But Ivy and Samael had spent almost every day of their childhoods together, and their families were closely aligned. She took the liberty offered to her.  
 
    “You find my views distasteful, because you do not understand them,” he replied coolly. “If you were to approach the topic with an open mind, I may be able to convince you.” 
 
    “I could say the same about you and my views,” she said with a cocky smile. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he admitted. “Yet, I shall never strive to comprehend the views of a silly eighteen-year-old girl, who spends her time shopping with her father’s money and doesn’t know the first thing about basic politics in our world.” 
 
    A fierce blush spread over her cheeks as her jaw ticked. With that one calmly spoken sentence, she’d been pushed back into her place and silenced. There was only so much disrespect she could hurl at him without consequences, and she knew that.  
 
    Ivy squirmed in her chair under the stern stares of her parents.  
 
    Felix came to her rescue and swerved the topic back onto track. “The one recurring element we can all agree on is the Rebellion,” he said. “Either their forces are strengthening, or they’ve simply gotten bold.” 
 
    “The original Rebellion have recruited their own offspring,” said King Lucian. “The Shifter who attacked Verato was examined post-mortem. The Shaman estimated his age to be between thirty and forty years. He was too young to be a part of the first battle.” 
 
    “And who knows how many children they’ve produced, trained, and influenced to continue the fight they have already lost,” added Edmund. “Their numbers are unknown, which prevents us with a disadvantage.” 
 
    “Do the children of the Shifter carry the curse?” asked Ivy.  
 
    “Yes,” replied Felix, nodding. “It’s within their DNA now. They, and their descendants, will forever be cursed.”  
 
    Ivy hummed thoughtfully. The curse wasn’t one she’d choose for herself, but the advantages of it were obvious. The ability to change into other beings upon will. Though, the curse carried more than that. Every Shifter suffered the need to live in beast form for the entire length of the Northern Hemisphere’s winter. And winter was nearing; only days away. It was fortunate for the Arcane—the Rebellion couldn’t orchestrate attacks while in the bodies of creatures, thus their entire organisation would crumble for the whole snowy season.   
 
    Felix appeared to read her mind. “Their beastly hibernation is approaching. It’s the most opportune time to hunt them down and slaughter every one of them.” 
 
    “The Committee are forming an army of Videer for that very purpose,” said Samael. “And once the Shifters are eliminated, what is to stop us from declaring war on the rest of the Videer?” 
 
    Ivy rolled her eyes at his predictability. “Is there anyone you don’t want to kill?”  
 
    Samael’s hard eyes met her gaze. “These are matters I must consider, Ivy. Do you forget so easily that Shifters are Videer? More of them can follow in the footsteps of the Rebellion, whether in this decade, or centuries after. When I take the throne, it will be my influence that manages the structure of our world. Killing off species and exiling them is not a task I will enjoy, but an opportunity I cannot overlook.” 
 
    The throne would only be offered to him when and if his father died, or if King Lucian chose to pass the crown. Ivy smiled dryly and raised her glass in mock salute. “In that case, Prince Samael, long live King Lucian.” 
 
    Felix choked on the whiskey blood he’d been drinking and chortled into his glass. Samael, on the other hand, looked downright murderous as he glowered at her with smouldering eyes.  
 
    He didn’t compose himself, but his voice was surprisingly flat as he replied, “And I suppose you are comfortable with the artefacts hidden in the Videer crypts? Do you know of what they have access to?” 
 
    “Weapons and Seers,” she replied lazily. “And a bunch of dusty old scrolls.” 
 
    “Much more than that,” he said. A dark undertone clung to his deep aristocratic voice. “They have The Divine Artefacts.” 
 
    Ivy’s face slackened into a look of disbelief and mild humour. Slowly, her lips spread into a grin before she erupted into a fit of giggles. “So, let me see if I understand. You want to kill off an entire species — people who protect us and our world — because you believe in fairy tales?” 
 
    “Are they fairy tales?” asked Felix philosophically. He wagged his finger at his frowning sister. “How would you know? You wouldn’t—because the Videer don’t want you to know.” 
 
    Ivy blinked at him, baffled. “What?”  
 
    “Hear me out,” he said dramatically, waving his hands to catch everyone’s attention. Ivy suspected he’d had too much blood whiskey. “The Videer crypts are full of things we don’t know about, yes?” Ivy nodded. “Some Videer are Knights, some are Weapon Forgers, and others are the Keepers of Secrets and Seers. It stands to reason that the objects they keep hidden in the crypts, and keep shrouded in secret, are items we perhaps already know about, but do not believe to be anything other than myths.” 
 
    “That’s what you think they have down there?” she asked, perplexed. “The Divine Artefacts? The objects in the Heavenly Chest that fell from the sky to the gates of Eden, hundreds of thousands of years ago?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, unconcerned. “Why not? What evidence is there to disprove my theory?” 
 
    Ivy cocked her eyebrow and smirked. “What evidence is there to support it?” 
 
    “The reasons for concealing it from The cloaked world,” Samael answered stiffly. “If the Arcane knew the Artefacts existed, every species would want them for themselves. No species is truly in control here, except the Videer. We—” He gestured to his fellow monarchs. “—are in power, but are we in control? No. We, and the Committee, answer to the Videer. They run The cloaked world stealthily, and we allow them to. But if the Artefacts are real, and the Videer have them, any species could try and steal them—” 
 
    “—thus they’d be the ones in power and control,” said Felix, finishing Samael’s sentence. “Whoever is in possession of The Divine Artefacts can take the strongest abilities from all other species. They will then become the most powerful beings in the world.” 
 
    “For instance,” added Edmund. His tone was gentle as he addressed his daughter. “If you, my child, had the Artefacts, you could take the spirit magic of all lineages. Every spirit magic in the world would become yours. But this would drain the other Vampires of their magic, leaving them powerless.” 
 
    “And,” said Felix, “you could take the powers of the Fae, Videer and Seers for yourself. But their magic would then be lost, because you have taken it.” 
 
    Ivy countered, “If the Videer had these Artefacts, which they don’t because they don’t exist, but if they had them, why wouldn’t they have used them already? The Videer could use them to take the power from all Arcane and make themselves indestructible. So why haven’t they done it already?” 
 
    “Because not everyone craves such power,” said Anouk. She shot a lingering gaze at her son, but Samael stared fiercely at Ivy. “Not everyone wants to steal from the world and rule it. Only some pine after such destinies.” 
 
    “The Videer answer to the Seers, who, in turn, answer to the Gods,” added Eveline. “Is it not possible that the Seers are Videer who use the Angelical Stone to communicate with the Gods? And, if the Gods have expressed their opinions on the matter, the Videer would obey. Who is to say the Videer haven’t already asked to use all the Artefacts, and were denied?” 
 
    Ivy looked incredulously at her mother. It almost sounded as if she believed this nonsense.  
 
    “It’s a nice thought,” said Felix. “To be the holder of the Artefacts; the most powerful being in the world. To have the strengths of all Arcane, every spirit magic, the magic of Fae, the trickery of Vampires, the knowledge of Videer, the shape-shifting of Shifters, the ability to be anywhere at any time. Immune to all weapons, venom, sunlight, everything … But there can only be one holder of the Artefacts.” 
 
    Ivy scowled at her intoxicated brother before she flickered her gaze to Samael.  
 
    “And that’s why you want to kill off the Videer?” spat Ivy, her hands trembling slightly around her wineglass, partly from anxiety and partly from rage. “Because you believe in fairy tales?” 
 
    “Your naivety is both startling and mesmerising,” he replied aloofly. “Is it not better to remove an infection before it becomes a disease? What will happen when a rogue Videer decides to use the Artefacts before we acknowledge their existence? Or, a Videer chooses to join the Rebellion and takes the Artefacts with them? Extremists are a very real threat to the operations of our orderly world.” 
 
    “You’re worrying about something that hasn’t happened, and probably won’t ever happen, because the Artefacts don’t exist,” she hissed through clenched teeth.  
 
    Edmund went to speak, likely to berate her for her attitude, but Samael spoke before he could. “The day I hold those Artefacts in my hand and show them to you will be a glorious day, Ivy.” Samael smiled, a rare sight, and a chilling one. There was nothing teasing, charming or suave about it. It sent ripples of dread through her, and coiled in tendrils beneath her skin. In vain, she slipped on a cracked mask of indifference. 
 
    “I promise you,” she sassed, “if that day ever comes, I will kneel before you, and grovel for your forgiveness.” 
 
    Samael’s lips tugged, spreading his smile into a frightening grin, filled with such ferocity that Ivy barely managed to supress the shudder quaking at her bones.  
 
    Samael merely replied, “I look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy stood by the cloakroom with Felix.  
 
    A waiter draped her cream shawl over her shoulders as Felix tossed a tip on the countertop. He looked over at the balcony where the others were congregated, finishing off their drinks. While Ivy and Felix shared a somewhat rocky relationship, she knew him better than her own fangs. The anxiety stirring in his pearly eyes didn’t go unnoticed.  
 
    “Are you ok?” she asked, waving the waiter away. He took the tip and left. 
 
    Felix fastened his suit jacket at the front and avoided her calculative eyes. 
 
    “Felix,” she said reproachfully. “What’s wrong? Look at me.” 
 
    He reluctantly lifted his uneasy gaze to hers. She noticed that his fingers still fiddled with the buttons on his jacket, despite that it was already fastened. An anxious habit they shared.  
 
    “Is this about what you and Samael have been getting up to?” she whispered, stepping closer to him. Bafflement briefly passed through his eyes. “Don’t deny it,” she said. “With all that Banshee hair you’ve been collecting and magic you’ve been stealing, I know you’re both planning something big. Penny said you were draining the Springs of magic, Felix. You’re scheming together, I know it.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that,” he said quietly. “But this has nothing to do with stolen Fae magic.” 
 
    “Then why are you so nervous?” 
 
    Felix scratched his black manicured nails against his chin. “I’m not supposed to tell you—” 
 
    “When have rules ever stopped you, Felix?” she interrupted crossly.  
 
    Bowing his head, almost sheepishly, Felix kicked the tiled floor. “Everyone wants it to be a surprise, but … I think you should be prepared.” 
 
    Ivy lit up immediately. Her eyes shone, a half-smile parted her lips, and her posture straightened. “A surprise?” she repeated excitedly. “A birthday present?” 
 
    “No,” he mumbled. “More like a Day of the Dead spook.” 
 
    Deflated, she hummed and puckered her lips.  
 
    “I’ll tell you,” he whispered. “But you have to promise to be surprised, ok?” 
 
    Ivy shrugged lazily. “I swear on Foxy’s tails.” 
 
    “Ivory, dear!” said Anouk. Ivy and Felix jerked their heads to face her as she came down the steps. “Come, now. We have speeches to make.” 
 
    Felix swore under his breath. Ivy reluctantly followed Queen Anouk to the balcony with Felix. As she stepped onto the stone terrace, Ivy felt all eyes pierce into her face. Edmund raised a flute of champagne blood and cleared his throat.  
 
    “Ivory Skylar,” he began fondly, “My one and only daughter.” 
 
    The others raised their glasses. Ivy looked at the floor; she truly despised speeches. They were almost as intolerable as a birthday serenade.  
 
    “Words cannot express how proud I am to call you my child,” he continued. “You are strong girl, Ivy, and it is a delight to watch you blossom into the vibrant young woman you are. You face no fear in voicing your opinions, your compassion is matched only by your ability to outrun a cheetah, and each time I see you, I am astounded by your beauty; inside and out.” 
 
    Ivy smiled sweetly.  
 
    The memory the cheetah seeped into her mind. It was her mother’s cheetah, and it had gotten loose. Ivy had only been four years old when it had chased her for three hours in the woods.  
 
    Eventually, Edmund found her and had been forced to kill the beast, but he’d been impressed by her speed. A proud day it had been. 
 
    “I admit,” he said, “that I have stalled in arranging a marriage for you. Not because I think you unworthy, but because every man in this world unworthy of you. You are bright, smart, and strong in many ways. It’s only right that you receive the best. For you, my dearest Ivory, are the best.” 
 
    The smile slowly dropped from her lips. A wooden spoon stirred her tummy like a boiling, bubbling cauldron. She had an idea where her dad was going with this. 
 
    “With that said, I give the floor to Prince Samael.” Her father raised his glass once more before he joined Eveline.  
 
    No, she thought. Not him. Please, no… 
 
    Ivy’s legs trembled behind the curtain of cream silk she wore. The ground shook beneath her numb toes, but she couldn’t move. Samael stole her vision as he stepped in front of her. Her cheeks burned, and an icy chill clutched onto her every fibre of being. 
 
    Samael removed a white box from his suit pocket.  
 
    Her eyes stung.  
 
    He dropped to one knee.  
 
    Bile crept up her throat.  
 
    His lips parted to ask the question of her nightmares.  
 
    Hers parted, too, and she blurted the word that screamed in her mind like a deafening foghorn.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17 
 
      
 
    The deafening silence crushed her. Samael stared up at her, his veiled eyes as hard as marble. Edmund and Eveline gaped in shock; Anouk and Lucian glared in outrage. Felix cleared his throat awkwardly, and looked down at his flute..  
 
    “I won’t,” she said loudly. Conviction and courage had found their way into her voice. “I won’t marry you.” 
 
    “Ivy,” said Samael. His sharp tone struck her with a shiver. He opened the box, revealing a purple rock fastened to a white gold band. It was beautiful, but tainted by the man who held it. “I am afraid that you misunderstand,” he said and slipped the ring from the box. “I am not asking.” 
 
    Samael reached out for her hand. She pulled away. “No,” she gritted out through clenched teeth.  
 
    Edmund stepped forward. “Ivy, Prince Samael is correct. He is not requesting your hand; it is done.” 
 
    Samael rose to his feet, his steely stare never wavering from hers. “It isn’t called an arranged marriage for nothing,” he drawled. 
 
    “I bet you got a say in it,” she barked. “But me? Nobody told me shit!” 
 
    Eveline gasped. “Ivy! How dare you!” 
 
    “How dare I?” she shrilled and rounded on her parents. “You go behind my back and arrange a bloody marriage to the person I hate the most in this world! You ambushed me, and you betrayed me!” Ivy stomped her foot and pointed manically at the stoic Samael. “I know he had a say in this. He got to choose who he’d marry. I didn’t! How dare you!” 
 
    Ivy’s shrill shouts had caught the attention of the diners inside. Every patron gawked at the balcony, enthralled by the scene. But Ivy didn’t feel their eyes on her. The boiling rage brewing within every vein of her body consumed her entirely.  
 
    Slowly, she slid her slitted eyes to Samael. 
 
    “I’d rather rip out my fangs than marry you,” she spat.  
 
    Samael shrugged indifferently and tucked the box back into his jacket pocket.  
 
    “Wear the ring, or do not,” he said. “It’s merely a formality. The ring doesn’t need to be on your finger for our contracts to proceed.” He took a step toward her, but she defiantly stood her ground.  
 
    Looking down at her, he added, “Whether you want to or not, Ivy, we will be married once you graduate.” 
 
    Ivy raised her chin and hissed, “Bite me, asshat.” 
 
    Samael brushed his knuckles over her pointed chin. “Not until we are married.” 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The blow of the slap echoed. The patrons inside saw it, but even if they hadn’t, they would’ve heard it.  
 
    A red tinge spread over Samael’s turned cheek. Ivy clenched her hand, ignoring the sting on her palm, and sniffed haughtily.  
 
    “Enough,” whispered Edmund, stunned. Shakily, he approached Ivy, but kept his wary eyes on the Prince.  
 
    Samael didn’t take the bait. 
 
     He only rolled his jaw and stepped back.  
 
    Ivy didn’t think he’d ever been slapped before. Then again, not many people had the courage — or the stupidity — to slap a Prince.   
 
    “I think we’re done for the evening,” announced King Lucian.  
 
    Ivy glanced at him as he saluted his glass.  
 
    “Congratulations to the happy…” He paused and cleared his throat. “To the newly engaged couple.” 
 
    * 
 
    Ivy hadn’t gotten any sleep that night.  
 
    The moment they’d returned to the Academy, she’d sprinted back to the den and hid in her dorm room.  
 
    Samael was not pleased with her by any means, so she made sure to stay away from him. Though, sleep was difficult to come by. Penny, sound asleep in her own bed, talked and talked and talked about garbled nonsense again.  
 
    “Brick by brick,” mumbled Penny.  
 
    Ivy groaned loudly into her pillow, but the sound was muffled. Addie slept in the same bed as Penny, and Ivy truly desired to know her secret. Maybe she was taking nightshade to help her sleep through the chatter? 
 
    “Slip by slip.” 
 
    Huffing, Ivy flipped onto her back and glowered up at the pink drapes. As if her day hadn’t been dreadful enough, Penny had to interfere with her sleep. A perfect way to end the misery of Domenic’s rejection and Samael’s unwanted courtship.  
 
    “Falling down,” said Penny. Ivy scowled at the sleeping girl. “Walls … they’re falling down. Get out. Get out. Get out.” 
 
    The creased lines on Ivy’s face faded. The scowl was quickly replaced by a slackened pensive expression.  
 
    Walls, she mimicked inwardly. Bricks and walls.  
 
    They resonated with her, those words, as if she’d heard them before.  
 
    Of course, she knew that she’d heard them before, they were common words. But something churned in her mind, gnawed at her brain, tugged on her subconscious.  
 
    “They’re here,” whispered Penny. “In the walls. Past the bricks. On the soil.” 
 
    Ivy blinked at her curiously. 
 
    “It’s in the crypts,” said Penny. “What they seek will be stolen. Through the bricks, slip by slip, to the crypts.” 
 
    “Bricks,” repeated Ivy pensively. She frowned at Penny for a moment before it struck her. 
 
    Ivy jumped up from the bed. As she tried to scramble off the mattress, the sheets tangled around her legs. Grunting, she landed on the floor, but quickly unburied herself and shot to her feet.  
 
    She snatched her schoolbag and scurried over to Penny. Her hands gripped her sweaty shoulders and shook lightly. 
 
    “Penny,” she whispered. “Get up.” 
 
    Penny’s eyelids fluttered as a heavy groan escaped her chapped lips.  
 
    “Wake up, it’s important.” 
 
    Penny yawned and stretched her arms above her head. Addie rolled onto her side and flittered back into a deep sleep. 
 
    “C’mon,” said Ivy as she grabbed Penny’s arm and dragged her out of bed.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked through a yawn, and plucked a dress out from the pile of discarded clothes on her nightstand.  
 
    Ivy snatched the dress out of her hand. “There’s no time,” she said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Ivy and Penny left the dorms for the library in their pyjamas.  
 
    On their way, they dodged a few Videer Knights, slinked by grumbling Imps who were scrubbing the walls, and dashed through moaning Bodachs who mourned their troubles from past lives.  
 
    Ivy’s bare feet padded against the cold floors as she led the way to the tabloid section. When she reached it, she immediately began to snatch several recent copies of the Chronicle from the shelves.  
 
    “Don’t just stand there,” she said as Penny swayed tiredly on the spot. “Help me.” 
 
    “Maybe if I knew what we were looking for, I could,” she yawned.  
 
    Ivy threw her schoolbag and the copies of the Chronicle onto a table. As she riffled through them, she replied, “You take the left side, I’ll go through these. Tell me when you find anything that mentions Bodachs.” She paused and shoved a mountain of scrolls to the side of the table. Penny sighed and picked up the first one. “If you find an article about Bodach deaths, that’s even better,” said Ivy. 
 
    “And why do we care about Bodachs? Besides, they’re technically already dead, aren’t they? They’re just apparitions.” 
 
    “Apparitions that we can touch and kill,” said Ivy, already on her fifth scroll. “We’re interested in their deaths because of their hair.” 
 
    Penny dropped into a seat. “You want to store Fae magic, now?” 
 
    “I don’t. But I think the Rebellion are doing it.” 
 
    Penny peered over the top of an uncurled scroll. “You do know that the Rebellion is made up of Shifters, right?” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, they can’t harvest or store Fae magic. It’s not within their abilities.” 
 
    Tearing through her own pile frantically, Ivy said, “No. But Vampires can. And the Rebellion have two Vampires that we know of.” 
 
    “What are you saying?”  
 
    Ivy grunted as she dropped the useless copy of the Chronicle. “If someone had enough Banshee hair, they could store the amount of Fae magic needed to tear down a ward. But only Vampires can do that, right?”  
 
    Penny nodded as her brows furrowed.  
 
    Ivy continued, “That’s how the Shifters have been breaching the cities. They’ve been using their prisoners, Laundelle and Clover, to tear down the wards.” 
 
    “The strength of the magic in the wards is too much for a Vampire to drain,” pondered Penny aloud. “It’s a solid magic, a force field, not an energy supply. The magic can’t be drained.”  
 
    Ivy smiled knowingly. “They’re not draining it. The only way to dismantle the wards would be to use stolen magic and decay the bricks piece by piece. A lot of magic; more than what one Vampire could hold in its body—the amount of magic that only hundred of thousands of Banshee hair strands can hold.” 
 
    Penny’s eyes widened in wonder. Though, Ivy saw the fleeting flash of envy in them. Penny scoffed and said, “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. How did you figure it out?” 
 
    “Something the King said at dinner about wards being invisible brick walls,” replied Ivy. “And in your sleep you said ‘brick by brick’ and ‘slip by slip’. I think you were dreaming about the Rebellion disassembling the wards.” 
 
    Blankly, Penny stared at her. “I dreamt that?” she asked disbelievingly. “I don’t … I don’t remember.” 
 
    “When you’re asleep,” said Ivy, “your powers seem to be at their strongest.” 
 
    “Well,” said Penny, “we have a lot of scrolls to get through. Let’s start.” 
 
    Penny tore into the Chronicles with a burst of determination. Her fingers uncurled the scrolls swiftly, and her eyes darted over the articles so quickly that they moved in a white blur.  
 
    Within half an hour, she finally declared, “Got it!” 
 
    Ivy clutched her scroll tightly and waited. 
 
    Penny read the article, “Earlier this week, the shores of the Isle of Lewis were smeared with Banshee corpses, washed up from the sea. Banshees are not native to Scotland, the mainland of the Isle. Experts suggest that the bodies travelled in the seas from Iceland. The bodies were shaved of all hair.” 
 
    Ivy glimpsed at the parchment crinkled in her own hands. “I found one, too,” she said. “It’s three months old.” 
 
    “The Rebellion kidnapped Canyon Clover three months ago,” said Penny. “What does the article say?” 
 
    Ivy cleared her throat. “Many Banshee bodies located in the depths of the Boreal Forest were found early yesterday morning. The estimated body count is thirty at present. Authorities have dismissed the report as hunting practices of the Vampires.” 
 
    “Same as the other article,” said Penny. “Not much to go on.” 
 
    “We know enough,” she disagreed. “The Shifters are using Banshee hair and their prisoners to break through the wards. Laundelle and Clover are obviously helping them—most people would to save their own lives.” 
 
    “But, how did the Rebellion get to Laundelle in the first place?” 
 
    Ivy tilted her head questioningly. 
 
    “Think about it,” said Penny. “To get into Stonehenge Village, they would’ve needed a Vampire to break through the wards.” 
 
    “Maybe they already had a Vampire prisoner,” suggested Ivy. “Before they took Laundelle and Clover, I mean.” 
 
    “There hasn’t been another report about a missing person,” said Penny. “But, that doesn’t mean they don’t have a Vampire.” 
 
    “If they didn’t have a prisoner, but were able to get through the wards to the village, then—”  
 
    “—They might have had a willing Vampire with them from the start. And they needed more to break stronger wards. One Vampire isn’t enough. Not when it comes to the wards around cities and schools.” 
 
    Ivy fiddled with the curled corner of the parchment piece and reread the article. Chewing her bottom lip, she scanned the rest of the paper until her gaze jerked back to a tiny article, easily overlooked.  
 
    “Solstice,” whispered Ivy.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    A crease formed between her brows as she lifted the Chronicle closer to her narrowed eyes.  
 
    Aloud, she read, “Barrow Solstice, chair member of the Committee, celebrated his thousandth birthday on June 14th. As the representative of the Fae Conclave — the ancient organisation of the elders — he is expected to rescind his authority to a relative of his choosing.  
 
    “The policies of the Committee do not allow chair members to retain their seats after nine-hundred years of service. It is rumoured that Barrow Solstice is awaiting his great-great-great-grandson’s graduation from the Arcane Academy to take his place on the Committee.  
 
    “River Ridge, Barrow Solstice’s rumoured replacement, is scheduled to graduate in June next year, and is celebrated among the Fae community for his abilities to manipulate the stars, and pitied for the tragic death of his mother during childbirth, eighteen years ago. River Ridge’s younger sister did not survive the birth, and his father lost his life during a magical experiment three years later, leaving River as the obvious option for Barrow Solstice’s successor.” 
 
    Ivy released the parchment and let it flitter to the pile on the table. Her swarming white eyes gawked at Penny’s baffled stare.  
 
    Suddenly, Ivy lunged at her bag, dove her hands inside and rummaged around. “You spoke about the solstice in your sleep,” she said, and riffled through her belongings. “And, when I was in the woods hallucinating … I heard your voice. You warned me about the solstice.” 
 
    She tugged out her copy of Arcane’s Astrology and flicked through the pages.  
 
    Ivy rambled on, “Domenic told me that it had something to do with the sun, and that it weakened Fae magic, you dreamt about it, and it just so happens to be the ancestral name of River Ridge? I believe in coincidences, Penny, but this … this is a lot more than just a coincidence, don’t you think? It’s connected” 
 
    Ivy found the page and dragged her sharp fingernail down to the excerpt about the earth’s movements. She read it to Penny, “December solstice has the Earth’s North Pole tilted away from the sun. This takes place between the 20th and 23rd of December, depending on the year.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” admitted Penny, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Does it mean that the sun and earth are aligned in a certain way, or is it River’s surname?” 
 
    “Both,” said Ivy. “It makes sense that it’s a surname of the Fae. Their names are all born of the universe and nature. But, it’s strange, isn’t it? You warned me in our dreams about the solstice, yet it’s connected to River somehow.” 
 
    “Somehow,” agreed Penny. “But how?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. Ivy chewed her lip harshly as she thought. Blood trickled out of the fang wounds as she gasped. “What if … What if he’s been helping the Rebellion?” 
 
    “River?” laughed Penny. “No way. Nope. Not a chance.” 
 
    “Well, it would explain the connection here. Didn’t we agree that the Rebellion needed a Vampire to remove the wards around Stonehenge Village? What if they didn’t have a Vampire to do it—they had a Fae. They had River from the very beginning.” 
 
    Penny slumped in the chair. Her arms draped over the sides and her chin drooped to touch her collarbone. “We can’t run around and fire accusations at our friends without proof.” 
 
    Ivy made a face. ‘Friends’ was far too strong a term to describe her relationship with River; though, she had to confess that she’d been fond of him. Now, her fangs slipped out at the thought of him.  
 
    Penny sighed and rubbed her hands over her tired face. “Let’s forget the River problem right now. Whether or not he’s connected to the Rebellion, it doesn’t explain the meaning of the celestial solstice.” 
 
    “It does,” argued Ivy urgently. “When the December solstice starts, all Fae magic in the Northern Hemisphere weakens.” 
 
    “Which makes the wards easier to dismantle,” said Penny exasperatedly. “Yes, that we know, but what does it mean?” 
 
    “It means,” replied Ivy severely, “that the Rebellion will attack the fourth province when the solstice begins. They can breach the wards, and break into the crypts for whatever they are searching for. And we know that they won’t attack Verato City.” 
 
    Penny stiffened in her chair.  
 
    Her gaze snapped up to Ivy’s. “They’ll attack us,” she whispered. “The Academy.” She jumped from her chair. “When does the solstice start?” 
 
    Slowly, Ivy raised her gaze to the leafy clock on the wall. Beneath the clock, flower stems joined together to spell the date; December 19th. The clock chimed. It struck midnight. Swallowing thickly, Ivy watched the flower stems twist around each other until they spelled ‘December 20th’. 
 
    “Now,” she whispered. “Or in the next few days, at most.” 
 
    Ivy released a shaky breath and placed her palms flat on the desk. Penny suddenly snatched and searched the textbook for more information.  
 
    Ivy vacantly gazed out the window. The woods outside were peaceful, as always. Rustling trees obscured the moonlight, and the smell of nature called out to Ivy with a promise of tranquillity. A particularly hefty hedge rustled ahead, at the base of a thick tree trunk.  
 
    “Ivy,” barked Penny. “We need to do something. We should tell a Videer, or a Houseparent.” 
 
    Ivy didn’t respond. Her expression slackened into one of stunned bewilderment. The bush outside moved and the leaves parted. Two familiar yellow globes looked right back at her. She had seen those glowing balls before.  
 
    And, just like before, they saw her; staring directly at her, up at the window she stood at on the fourth floor. They were the eyes she had seen at the beginning of the school year. 
 
    “They’re here,” said Ivy, eyes glued to the orbs outside. “Penny … We’re too late.” 
 
    Penny stepped around the table to follow Ivy’s gaze. She didn’t make it. Before she could look outside, Penny flattened herself to the floor and slapped her hands over her ears.  
 
    Ivy stayed standing. The deafening school siren exploded throughout the manor. Ivy’s palms cupped her splitting eardrums as she winced and recoiled from the evacuation alarm.  
 
    Through the shattering pain in her ears, Ivy squinted. Her feet were glued to the carpet. Her hands were stuck to her ears. Her parted lips trembled, but she couldn’t scream. The eyes outside held her complete, distressed, horrified focus.  
 
    Penny curled into herself on the carpet by Ivy’s bare feet. She screamed over the pulsing blare of the siren. Ivy barely heard her.  
 
    The bush parted further. Out stepped a slow-moving creature, towering, slinking like a regal lion. It was monstrous.  
 
    Raw muscles and blood coated the skinless beast that emerged from the bush. It moved with deliberate, predatory movements.  
 
    Its radiant yellow eyes never strayed from her glassy gaze through the window. It could see her fear in the trembling of her body, and smell it in the adrenaline pumping through her veins. Its torn lips curled and revealed pointed, perfectly white teeth, dripping with saliva and blood.  
 
    It snarled viciously at her.  
 
    Glowing eyes, yellower than the sun at dawn, was the mark of a Shifter in creature form. 
 
    Over the ear-splitting siren that pulsed around her, Ivy heard her own heartbeat pound against her eardrums. Her fingertips tingled and twitched. Her toes curled against the carpet. Her legs wobbled beneath her.  
 
    There was no shame felt in her consequent response. She stood there, tears welling in her eyes as she locked gazes with the monster— 
 
    Ivy screamed. 
 
    Her shrieks of distress were almost loud enough to drown out the alarm tearing out, loud enough for the beast outside to hear her. The scream went on and on, continuing even when her vocal cords shook in her throat, threatening to wilt away from exertion. And then, suddenly, she stopped and gasped. The Shifter stared at her, and she gaped back with watery eyes.  
 
    Ivy snatched her bag. Penny scrambled to her feet.  
 
    They turned and ran … like cowards. 
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    Panic drenched the thick atmosphere in the Academy. Ivy could taste it, smell it, sense it. It came from her own tense body and from those of the students frantically racing by her. Shouts, cries, and screams ripped out at the students scrambled around the manor in an absolute frenzy. Ivy sprinted down the library corridor, Penny at her heels. They headed toward the chaos on the staircases. Students barged into them, shoulders collided with shoulders, some fell over, but nobody stopped to help.  
 
    The alarm continued to siren loudly, hurting all ears of the Vampires in the vicinity. Ivy tried to ignore it as best she could as she shoved herself between two Vampires.  
 
    They stumbled to a stop among the parade of panicked pupils. 
 
    “We need to get Addie!” shouted Penny. “We need to find her!” 
 
    Ivy went to respond.  
 
    Before she could, a wretched cry tore through the manor house. Her wide, frantic eyes darted around the swiftly moving crowd of Vampires vacating the staircases down to the foyer. All she saw were distressed students fleeing the school.  
 
    The scream resonated over the never-ending booms of the evacuation alarm.  
 
    It took Ivy a mere two seconds to locate the source.  
 
    It came from two staircases up, the sixth-floor. She saw a flash of movement in the shadows of the landing, but it was gone before she could determine what it was.  
 
    “Go,” shouted Ivy. “Find Addie. I’ll meet you outside!” 
 
    “Where are you going?” screeched Penny. But Ivy had already leapt over the mob of students. 
 
    Ivy soared over the fleeing Vampires, her formation flawless and elegant. She settled on the fifth-floor in a squatting position, her hands pressed against the step between her feet. Students jumped over her and dashed around her. She could hear the Houseparent’s shrill voice ahead, herding the students down the stairs. 
 
    The dense mob swarmed her. The screams above ricocheted through the manor, calling out for help. Ivy was the only student who paid attention to the cries. She shoved her way through the crowd.  
 
    At the top of the landing, she boosted herself onto the bannister and looked over the bobbing heads flooding down the staircases.  
 
    Crouching down, she fixed her gaze directly above before she soared upwards. Ivy snatched onto the wooden edge of the upper level and swung herself around to the landing.  
 
    She landed with a light thud on the musky carpet.  
 
    The survivalist in her begged her to turn back and join the fleeing crowd. The survivalist tried to wrench her legs back and draw her away from the screams, to the safety of the evacuation point. But she couldn’t ignore the screams that everybody else dismissed.  
 
    Blood spattered out. Ivy ducked and dove out of the way. The spatter splashed onto the back of her t-shirt and shorts. Crashing onto the carpet, Ivy flipped around and gaped up.  
 
    Two Vampires came tumbling over a bannister, hitting every railing on the way down. Ivy winced as they soared down the gap between the staircases. An echo of their pain and fear ignited within her as the crunch of their landing reached her ears. Was there a Shifter in the upper levels? Had it shoved them over the bannister? Had they been toppled over in the stampede of panicked pupils?  
 
    “HELP!”  
 
    Startled, Ivy flinched. She’d forgotten, briefly, what she was doing; what she was chasing. The cries from the corridor. Scrambling to her feet, Ivy raced over the landing and into the hallway. Two turns; one left, one right.  
 
    “Help! Please help me!”  
 
    Why had no one else followed the sound of the screams? The others had ignored it and ran by the corridor of distress. Perhaps the others were so full of their own fear that they hadn’t heard the cries for help?  
 
    Ivy wanted to believe that, to believe that not all others of her species were so selfish and cruel.  
 
    “Plea—Please! Somebody! I’m stuck!”  
 
    Ivy raced speedily down corridor after corridor. The voice wasn’t recognisable. 
 
    Skidding to a halt, she reached the end of the corridor. A peeling grey wall faced her. The screams choked and weakened to whimpers. It took her a second to realise they were coming from the classroom to her left.  
 
    Ivy yanked the handle of the door and shook it violently. It wouldn’t budge. It was locked from the inside. 
 
    “Hello?” a broken voice rasped out. “Is someone out there? I need help! I’m stuck!”  
 
    Ivy grunted as she rattled the door in its hinges. “You need to unlock the door!”  
 
    The boy sobbed. “I can’t reach it!” 
 
    Ivy stumbled away from the door.  
 
    Her back connected with the opposite wall. Inhaling deeply in a bid for inner strength, she closed her eyes and willed for every bit of strength forward. She knew it would hurt and would ruin her favourite silk pyjama set.  
 
    Grimacing, Ivy shoved herself from the wall and tore toward the door.  
 
    A cry escaped her—she threw her entire weight against the hard wood, and shattered through the splintering door.  
 
    Shards of wood stabbed into her skin as she collapsed on the ground with a crunch. Door fragments protruded from her neck, arms, and legs, and blood oozed from her wounds.  
 
    “Bloody hell,” she groaned, and rolled onto her side. Her schoolbag survived the impact and dug into her back. 
 
    “Over here! Hurry. It hurts!” 
 
    Ivy craned her bleeding neck. The boy, no older than twelve, was jammed beneath a metal cabinet. Somehow, the cabinet had fallen over and landed on his legs, trapping him beneath it. He had mousy brown hair, dark eyes, olive skin and wore his school uniform—a Videer.  
 
    The boy pushed the filing cabinet. It didn’t budge. “It hurts,” he whined. “I’m not strong enough to move it.” 
 
    Ivy clenched her teeth and pulled a splinter from her kneecap. Her body jerked and a hiss seeped through her teeth. Her body ached all over. Her hand clasped around the rough piece of wood that stuck out from her neck. Shakily, her fingers clutched, but she didn’t pull. 
 
    “Don’t!” shouted the boy. “You’ll bleed out. Then we’ll both be stuck here.” 
 
    He was right, she knew. She wouldn’t die, but she would lose consciousness. Her best option was to find Fae magic and heal herself.  
 
    “All right,” grunted Ivy. She pushed herself to her feet before she lurched over to the Videer. Her wobbly, bleeding legs trembled beneath her, but she managed to squat down beside the cabinet.  
 
    “What the hell were you doing?” she asked. Her fingers slipped under the metal, and she heaved the cabinet off the boy. Strength wasn’t Ivy’s prime ability, but she pushed through the strain in her arm muscles. Her feet slid across the floor as she struggled to lift it. Fleetingly, she feared her arms would pop out of their sockets. After a few moments, she was successful. The cabinet slammed onto the floor beside the boy. Ivy rubbed her aching shoulders. 
 
    He looked down at his broken legs. Trousers covered the bruises, but they both noticed the mangled position of his left leg. He winced and pushed himself to sit up. “I was just looking for something in the filing cabinet. The alarm startled me and it fell over.” 
 
    Ivy scoffed incredulously, offering her hands to the boy. “How did it fall over?” The Videer took her hands and struggled to his feet.   
 
    He grunted, ignoring Ivy’s question completely. “Thank you,” he said. “I’m Silus, by the way.” 
 
    She looped her arm around his back to support his weight. “I know a Silus,” she said, trying to distract him from the pain. “Sort of. I named my pet wolf Silus after someone.” 
 
    He hopped on one leg and leaned on her. “Good for you,” he muttered.  
 
    “I’m Ivy,” she said awkwardly. 
 
    Silus nodded and waved his hand toward the door. “Can we go now?” 
 
    Ivy doubted herself immediately.  
 
    He was a rude little Videer, especially considering she’d just saved his life. Perhaps she should’ve simply left him for the Shifters. 
 
    They staggered through the corridors much slower than Ivy preferred. But, with Silus’ wounded legs and Ivy’s injuries it was the best they could hope for. If Ivy was stronger, she might’ve been able to carry the Videer, but she knew her limits.  
 
    The alarm still wailed out.  
 
    Each siren stabbed Ivy’s eardrums and raked tremors down her spine. Tendrils of dread curled in her stomach with each limp closer to the main staircases.  
 
    Shifters were on the grounds of the school, and she, like a fool, stayed behind to help an ungrateful Videer. Ivy hoped her decision wouldn’t get her killed. 
 
    “I was with a girl,” Silus suddenly admitted. Ivy hummed — though, it sounded like a grunt — and helped him down the shadowy corridor. “A Fae girl,” he added bitterly. “We were talking when the alarm … It gave us a fright. She panicked, and her magic exploded. That’s how the filing cabinet fell. She just … left me there.” 
 
    Ivy snorted. “Didn’t your mum ever tell you to stay away from Fae?” 
 
     “She told me to stay away from every species except my own.” 
 
    “Well, you can tell her this when you see her next,” she said proudly. “A Vampire saved your ass.” 
 
    “My pride would never let me,” he laughed weakly. “I’m supposed to save myself. I’m supposed to save you.” 
 
    “Look how that turned out,” she mumbled.  
 
    They reached the landing. It was empty. There were no students running down the staircases, no Houseparents shepherding strays, no Videer Knights searching the manor. 
 
    Everyone had been evacuated. Ivy wondered if there was anybody left in the school. She just hoped she wasn’t too late to meet at the evacuation point on the grounds.  
 
    Actually, she was certain that they wouldn’t evacuate without her.  
 
    She was an Vampire, and the daughter of a Committee member, not to mention the reluctant fiancé of the prince. A Videer Knight would be searching for her right at that moment to remove her from the threat—she was sure of it.  
 
    Ivy undraped Silus’ arm from her shoulders. He leaned against the wall as she skipped onto the top step of the staircase. She turned to assist Silus onto the stairs, but froze— 
 
    Chills crept up her spine to her tingling scalp. Silus’ hands were extended, reaching for Ivy’s, but that’s not what stopped her. It was his legs.  
 
    Silus followed Ivy’s bewildered gaze to his legs. The tension struck Ivy, and choked the air from her lungs. 
 
    Ivy frowned at his trousers.  
 
    They were tight, and fastened with little pockets and straps, but Ivy noticed that they weren’t the standard-issued combat gear.  
 
    The colouring was off, and the straps were misaligned for the placement of weapons … weapons that he didn’t have on his person. 
 
    But, even more concerning were the legs themselves. They were perfectly straightened. The left leg wasn’t mangled anymore. They were healed. Videer healed quickly, but not that quickly. Not in a matter of minutes. Only Fae magic could heal injuries that fast. 
 
    “Your legs,” said Ivy. Her breathy voice rasped between them, barely escaping her dry throat. “They’re … healed.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, staring down at his legs. With his head still bowed, Silus’ dark eyes slowly raised to Ivy’s gaze. A cold smile twisted at his lips; a bolt of panic surged through her at the malevolence in his eyes. “Help,” he mocked. “Somebody help me, please.” 
 
    Ivy stumbled back onto the second step. Her fingernails tingled and her fangs extended. The silky material of her t-shirt clung to her dewy back as she exhaled shakily. 
 
     “I hoped it would be you,” he sneered. “Any one of you vile creatures could’ve heard me, but it was you.” 
 
    Ivy’s chest rose and fell as her hands curled into fists. “What are you?” she whispered hoarsely.  
 
    He barked a cruel, short laugh. “Anything I want to be …” 
 
    Silus began to hum. Not from his mouth or throat, but his body. His form pulsated, fuzzing the air around her.  
 
    Ivy screamed.  
 
    Silus was a person no more. His clothes tattered, tore and shredded in the air. The debris of his uniform rained down on her before she saw him for what he truly was. His body had exploded into the form of an Abarimon—a hairless, orange creature in the shape of a human; only, its feet were backwards, and its spine curved, like a floppy blade of grass bent in the wind.  
 
    The beast’s hands rested on the floor, its back arched to its limits, and its face peered out from between its legs. Its lips parted in an echo of a grin. Only, instead of laughter, came a cackle, and in place of teeth were pointed metal needles bulging from bleeding gums.  
 
    Ivy’s vision was obscured by tears of horror. Through the cloudiness, she gawked in absolute horror before a wretched scream ripped through her throat and tore through the school.  
 
    * 
 
    “Stay in formation everyone!” Houseparent Rowena shouted over the wails of the alarm. She herded the Vampires out of the Academy onto the grounds. “A two-person line! Amina! Amina, get back in line!” 
 
    Holding Ivy’s pet wolf, Addie jogged beside Harriet in the queue. Addie had awoken to the alarm in the dorm, yet neither of her roommates had been there. 
 
    She jumped up to look over the other Vampires at the rest of the grounds. Stray Fae were pouring out of the manor and forest to reach the evacuation point.  
 
    All around the Academy grounds were the teachers and Houseparents directing their students to the emergency glittergate by the Fae Springs; Videer Knights supervised, but there went many of them—the rest would be in the crypts, responding to the threat. But, neither Ivy nor Penny were in sight.  
 
    The frantic thumps of her heartbeat thudded in her throat. Addie stretched herself up onto her tip-toes and scanned the area again.  
 
    The panicked Fae Houseparent dashed toward Houseparent Rowena.  
 
    The line of Vampires stumbled to a halt, and they waited with bated breaths. Harriet shoved through the line to the front where the Houseparents whispered between themselves.  
 
    “What’s going on?”  
 
    Addie glanced over her shoulder. It was Asher Bellmen. He seemed to have spoken his thoughts aloud, but Addie answered anyway. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I think the crypt was breached.” 
 
    Zeke Parker pushed forward and looked over Asher’s shoulder. “Where’d you hear that?”  
 
    “Nowhere,” she replied stiffly. “But why else would there only be twelve Videer Knights supervising the evacuation?” 
 
    Zeke and Asher scanned the grounds. Zeke’s lips twitched as he silently mouthed the number of Videer he spotted.  
 
    “Bloody night,” whispered Asher. “You reckon they were really breached? They’re impossible to get into.” 
 
    “They were,” said Harriet. She grunted as she shoved by a fifth year to join them. “Houseparent Mabel said as much.” 
 
    Addie frowned and looked over at the Houseparents. Mabel raced away, back to her own pupils, the Fae; all of whom did the same as the Vampires—speculated.  
 
    “She told Rowena,” whispered Harriet, “that the glittergate is jammed. We can’t get through. We’re stuck here.” 
 
    “Jammed?” repeated Zeke shrilly. “What d’you mean, jammed?”  
 
    Harriet shrugged nonchalantly, though her panicked eyes gave her away. “That’s what she said. It hasn’t got enough energy to carry anyone through to the other side. A few of the Fae teachers are trying to repair it right now.” 
 
    How does a glittergate suddenly … break down? Addie couldn’t answer that. It was Fae business. But in all her life lived within the confines of the cloaked world, glittergates had never failed.  
 
    Asher gulped. “So what, then? We just wait it out?”  
 
    “I guess so,” said Harriet, wringing her hands together.  
 
    Addie, up on her tip-toes, looked over the heads of the Vampires. “Has anyone seen Ivy or Penny?” she asked, craning her neck to look over at the Fae. “They’re not here.” 
 
    Harriet rolled her eyes. “Not since yesterday.”  
 
    Zeke and Asher shook their heads. 
 
    “Felix,” whispered Addie. 
 
    “Oh, I saw Felix,” said Harriet. “He left the den about an hour before the evacuation alarm.” 
 
    “No, I mean, there’s Felix,” said Addie, jerking her head toward the woods. “What’s he doing?” 
 
    Harriet hissed at a nearby second-year student. He stumbled back, clearing the view for Harriet and Addie.  
 
    As she had said, there Felix was, creeping into the woods. It appeared that he’d snuck down the side of the school.  
 
    Tucked under his arm was a bulky marble box, bigger than his torso.  
 
    Addie could see the faint lines on the box, but couldn’t make out the symbols that they formed. She was too far away from Felix to recognise them.  
 
    He slinked into the edge of the woods. The Videer Knights didn’t notice him. There weren’t enough of them to observe the entire area, and they were preoccupied with watching the students.  
 
    “Isn’t that Noah?” asked Harriet.  
 
    Addie squinted at the trees. Noah stepped out from behind a thick tree trunk and took the box from Felix. Noah turned, and scampered into the forest with the strange box.  
 
    Silus whimpered in her arms. Addie’s softened gaze glanced down at the pup cradled against her bosom. “Shh,” she hushed gently. “We’ll find your mum, don’t worry.” 
 
    Harriet stuck out her tongue at the wolf, but Addie didn’t notice.  
 
    Her eyes had flickered back to Felix by the trees. Samael came sprinting down the side of the school. He almost collided with Felix before he skidded to a stop.  
 
    “What are they up to?” wondered Addie aloud. 
 
    “The usual,” murmured Harriet miserably. “Being major assholes. They should be here in the queue, like the rest of us. You know, I didn’t even have time to find my familiar. She’s probably running around the school, scared and alone.” 
 
    Distractedly, Addie hummed.  
 
    Samael and Felix had her full attention.  
 
    The prince’s hands were balled into fists at his sides, and his eyes flashed with fury visible from even across the school grounds. Felix looked stunned; stunned and afraid.  
 
    Their heads jerked in Addie’s direction. Both Felix and Samael looked directly at her. But, then their gazes merely passed over her and washed over the crowd of Vampires. Addie saw the tensing muscles work in Felix’s jaw as his gaze raked over the line of students. When he reached the end, he and Samael turned their focus to the Fae queue. They scanned the colourful students briefly, but didn’t find whatever they were looking for.  
 
    Addie realised. They were looking for Ivy. 
 
    “May I have your attention, children!” hollered Houseparent Rowena. “Please, be patient! We will head to the Springs in a few moments. In the meantime, I want each one of you to find a buddy. You and your buddy will not separate until after you both pass through the glittergate together.” 
 
    Addie didn’t hear her.  
 
    Her attention was solely focused on the edge of the woods. Slowly, her bulging eyes dragged down the trees to where the Fae were standing.  
 
    “Do you want to be buddies?” asked Harriet.  
 
    Addie said nothing. The fear that widened her widened eyes said it all. She merely gaped at the trees.  
 
    “Hey,” snapped Harriet. “I’m talking to you.” 
 
    Addie’s jaw slackened. Her eyes widened and her mouth hung open. Stumbling back, her arms tightened around Silus as he suddenly squirmed against her.  
 
    Silus scrambled out of her hold and landed on the grass. He dashed away, but Addie didn’t care. Shakily, her arm raised and her finger pointed at the thick woods.  
 
    “LOOK OUT!”  
 
    Her shouts didn’t reach the Knights on time. The Fae weren’t warned. She’d been too late.  
 
    Screams and shrieks tore through the night sky. The students burst into panic. They came bounding out of the woods, in all forms, shapes, and sizes. 
 
    The Rebellion. 
 
    Before the stunned teachers could even gather themselves and respond to the threat, the Shifters bounded toward them, separating, scattering. Chaos erupted.  
 
    Shifter after Shifter poured out of the forest, hell-bent on blood.  
 
    Teachers were tackled and ripped to shreds, students were chased in all directions, brave ones fought and resisted.  
 
    But Addie just stood there in shock. There were over a hundred Shifters plaguing the Academy grounds, killing, biting, tearing. 
 
     Addie, hyperventilating, embraced the rush of adrenaline pumping through her veins. She snatched Harriot’s arm tightly and wrenched her through the ambush toward the forest.  
 
    “What are you doing!” shrieked Harriet. “We’re going the wrong way! The evacuation point is down the path!”  
 
    “We can’t go there!” screamed Addie. “We have to find Ivy!” 
 
    They jumped out of the way just as a Shifter lunged at them.  
 
    It was in the shape of an enormous, deformed dragon. Only its tail was alight with the flames that fired from its horns. 
 
    Harriet landed on a rock and clenched her teeth from the agony. Addie helped her to her feet. “We can’t go to the evacuation point. It’s not working, we need to—argh!” 
 
    Addie was thrown off her feet and sent flying through the air. With a crunch, she landed on the grassy ground. Wheezing wretchedly, she rolled onto her back and clutched her chest, where beneath her lungs constricted.  
 
    A Vampire lay beside her, covered in blood, and without a head—the body that had collided with her.  
 
    Panicked, Addie scrambled to her feet and searched for the attacker. A shadowy wraith, cloaked in tattered robes, hovered above the grass and stared her dead in the eye.  
 
    Blood dripped from its circular mouth, which covered half of its face, and held a head; Provost Caesar’s head.  
 
    Addie snarled at the beast instinctively, but quivered. The Shifter suddenly soared at her.  
 
    A burst of pink and midnight blue erupted in Addie’s eyes. The wraith was tackled to the ground.  
 
    River Ridge wrestled the howling monster fiercely.  
 
    He slammed his hand onto the grass and summoned thorned vines from the earth.  
 
    The earth ropes looped and coiled around the writhing wraith. River straddled its neck and clutched onto its head.  
 
    A ferocious roar tore through his throat as he ripped the head off the beast’s body.  
 
    Addie and Harriet stared at the pink Fae. He wiped blood off his face, jumped to his feet and winked at Addie.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said smugly. And then he was gone, back into the battle.  
 
    “C’mon,” ushered Addie breathlessly. She hauled Harriet to her feet and dragged her away. “After we find Ivy, we can go to the tunnels and get the hell out of here.” 
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    Yellow and white connected; malevolence and terror joined. The Shifter and Ivy simply stared at one another. Its thin, metal teeth dripped drool onto the carpet as it peered between its own legs at her. Its withering fingers wrapped around its own ankles. The creature almost appeared to grin before its jaw extended, stretching open like melted blood-toffee. It roared in her face.  
 
    Ivy blinked.  
 
    Beads of its foul saliva spurted onto her stunned face. Ivy erupted into shrieks of terror that ricocheted through the school.  
 
    She turned and scrambled down the stairs.  
 
    Her trembling legs could barely carry her. They tripped and wobbled beneath her with each stumble and leap.  
 
    The rapid clamber of the beast thudded in Ivy’s ears. It wasn’t heavy or noisy, but it was quick and right behind her.  
 
    Ivy was fast, but not fast enough to outrun an Abarimon.  
 
    Ivy barely heard her own screams over the thunderous heartbeat pounding against her ribcage. It lunged at her, that beast that had been a person mere seconds ago. It crashed into her back, sending them both tumbling the stairs. Ivy’s skull cracked against the floor as they landed. The floppy limbs of the Abarimon were wrapped around her like vines.  
 
    Its slender fingers twisted in Ivy’s hair and whacked her head back onto the floor. An explosion of pain erupted in her eyes; her vision, obscured by bursts of white dots, gazed at the beast in a daze.  
 
    Crunch! 
 
    It struck her again. A warmth spread over the base of her skull. Ivy smelled her own blood oozing from the wound.  
 
    The creature held her down, coiled around her, and howled in her face.  
 
    Rancid spit splattered onto her nose. Ivy heaved, a dry and wretched noise. The sound was cut off—the slinking creature wrapped its arm around her neck, and cut off her oxygen supply. 
 
    Hooded eyes, fluttering in pain, slewed to the side. Her schoolbag lay on the second step, at arm’s length.  
 
    Stretching out her hand, Ivy raked her fingernails down the fabric, trying to hook onto it. She grunted and reached closer. Her hand went limp. Her fingers twitched against the bag.  
 
    The thing was killing her. She wondered, fleetingly, if it would tear off her head. That was the only way to truly kill her.  
 
    It was succeeding.  
 
    Her neck ached from the pressure of its hold, the bones inside quivering, ready to snap— 
 
    Ivy readied her nails.  
 
    They pointed, sharpened, and grew. She curved her fingers and lashed out at the thing on top of her.  
 
    The nails sliced through its skin. She struck again.  
 
    Its throat tore apart, and blood spurted from the gaping holes. The Abarimon screamed in agony, a haunting sound, and recoiled. Ivy bucked her hips, throwing the flimsy beast from her body.  
 
    It crashed into the bannister, and its legs whirled, wrapping tightly around the wood. 
 
    Ivy clutched her aching throat. Wheezing, she snatched her schoolbag and lurched down the corridor. The Abarimon had already begun to heal.  
 
    The strap of Ivy’s schoolbag was frayed and threatened to snap at any given moment. She slung it over her shoulder and lurched onto an adjacent corridor.  
 
    Her shoulder smacked against the wall, her legs threatening to give out beneath her. She needed magic. She needed Fae magic in her body as quickly as possible.  
 
    Her wounds were too severe, the wood still protruded from her neck. If she didn’t heal, she would collapse and lose consciousness.  
 
    Splaying her hand against the wall, she stumbled down the corridor. Her fingers pulsed against the empty walls, searching for power to drain.  
 
    Ivy was thrown off her feet. She collapsed to the ground, face-first. It wasn’t the Abarimon on top of her. This thing smelled different, felt different. 
 
    Ivy twisted her body and flung her legs up.  
 
    Her bare feet kicked the new creature in the face, but it only whimpered.  
 
    Ivy gawked at the animal.  
 
    It was a night-tiger; black, like a panther, but with poisonous stripes marking its fur, and magnificent wings that stretched farther than the walls encasing it. Though, this particular night-tiger wore bubbling and gurgling skin, like that of a ghoul’s.  
 
    Scrambling back, Ivy screeched at the top of her lungs. “SOMEBODY, HELP!”  
 
    The abomination lunged at her. Its toothless jaws snapped at her face. Ivy swung her legs around its neck, and clenched. She heard it—the bones snapping, crunching, and breaking. Its black gums oozed tar onto her face. She jerked her legs and heard the final snap. The tiger went limp and wilted to the floor.   
 
    Ivy simply stared at the dead Shifter. A hoarse sound escaped her; a sharp inhale sucking in through her teeth. She’d never killed anyone before. Not a real person. And that thing, even if the enemy, even if in creature-form, had been a person. 
 
    Ivy vaguely heard footsteps. A heavy sound, like boots thudding against carpet. It came from behind her, but she heard only her breaking heart, shattering within her stiff body. Even if in self-defence, Ivy was a killer. The realisation didn’t strike her, but the realisation that she wasn’t remorseful did.  
 
    Hands suddenly grabbed her arms and hauled her up.  
 
    “Argh!” she shrieked wildly. 
 
    The hands spun her around. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight. Coated in combat gear, covered in weaponry, was Domenic.  
 
    Domenic was furious. There was no other way to describe it. His black eyes had transformed into pits of nothingness, smouldering with a promise of vengeance. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked urgently. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Ivy touched her purple throat.  
 
    His eyes flashed at the bruises. His jaw clenched and he yanked a forked dagger from his belt. “We’ll get that healed once we’re out of here.” His gaze raked over her bare shoulder, assessing the small cuts and nicks.  
 
    “I killed it,” she said blandly. Her hand gestured to the blistered tiger on the floor. “I had to.” 
 
    Domenic didn’t spare the beast a glance. “We need to leave,” he said briskly. She didn’t get a chance to reply before she was hauled down the corridor toward the stairs. “The Rebellion has attacked.” 
 
    “I figured,” she mumbled, staggering alongside him. “I saw a Shifter in the woods before the alarm. I knew it, Domenic. I told you I saw paw prints—” 
 
    “Not once did I say I didn’t believe you,” he interrupted. “I promised I’d look into it. I never found any evidence, but I was clearly wrong.”  
 
    If she wasn’t so frazzled and frightened, Ivy would have shot him a smug glance.  
 
    “Why are they here?” she asked. “The Rebellion, what do they want?” 
 
    “The crypts were breached,” he replied firmly, his attention on evacuating her, not chatting. “Whatever they came here for, they got it.” 
 
    “But what is it that they’re after?” she asked.  
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea,” he tersely replied.  
 
    She glowered side-ways at him, bristled by his hostile attitude. “Why aren’t you with your people? If your crypts have been breached, shouldn’t you be—” 
 
    “I am where I need to be.”  
 
    His tone was sharp, but a small smile tugged at her lips. He chose to find her and ensure her safety in favour of his duties. He would be punished. There was no doubt about it. 
 
    They reached the bottom of the stairs, and entered the hallway that led to the kitchens. Domenic steered her toward the brass door at the end of the corridor, but veered them into another passageway before they could reach the kitchens.  
 
    “Where are we going?”  
 
    “Away,” he replied as he pushed through a rickety door.  
 
    The door swung open to reveal a dank and eerie corridor. The silence hit her the moment they stepped inside. Ivy could hear Domenic’s heartbeat thumping madly; he was afraid, too, she realised. Or, at least anxious. 
 
    They hurried down the corridor. Ivy was still without shoes, and her bare feet were grimed, but she was a Vampire; she didn’t feel the coldness of the wooden slabs she walked on, nor the icy chill biting at her skin.  
 
    Domenic’s grip remained firm around her arm as he dragged her down the corridor. But their path became blocked when they reached a brick wall, out of place with the rest of the corridor made of mahogany panels and papered walls, peeling at the corners. He released her. 
 
    “Drain it,” he said, gesturing to the wall. 
 
    Ivy scowled, bristled by his commanding tone. Sniffing, she pressed her palm against the rough wall and closed her eyes. Magic pulsed in the bricks, slithering up the cracks to meet her skin. She welcomed every bit of it—the trickles of power seeping into her fingertips, the sparse magic coursing up her veins to her heart, the sound of the source streaming toward her. Once she’d drained all the magic in the wall, she pressed her hand to her throat. 
 
    “It’s not much,” she said. “Only enough for my neck, I think.” The power surged into her flesh, washed over her bruises, and soothed her aching bones. The wood was pushed from her neck until popped out with a squelch, and dropped the floor.  
 
    She dropped her hand to her side and stared at the wall. It had begun to hiss, and each brick cracked and fractured before their very eyes. She knew instantly—it wasn’t a real wall; it was an illusion of magic.  
 
    “Why is there a fake wall down here?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    Domenic watched the wall crumble to debris until it vanished completely.  
 
    They were face to face with the edge of the woods.  
 
    Ivy frowned and peered around the side of the wall. She recognised the landscape. They were at the back of the Academy, far from the evacuation point at the Springs, at least two miles away.  
 
    “Come on,” he whispered, taking her hand in his, their fingers entwining instinctively. “We have to be quiet and quick. Do you understand?” Ivy nodded. “No matter what happens, don’t leave my side,” he said, and turned to face her. She looked up at him and was taken aback by the severity of his gaze. It was intense the way he stared down at her, and she couldn’t help but think he was measuring her thoughts. His free hand raised to cup her cheek, and he asked huskily, “Do you trust me?”  
 
    “With my life,” she smiled softly. He smirked and dipped down to peck her swollen lips in a whisper of a kiss. Their lips didn’t part, but lingered together. He pulled away and dropped his hand, returning his gaze to the woods. Ivy’s grip tightened on his hand as he guided her out of the Academy and into the woods.  
 
    “Why can’t we go to the evacuation point?” she asked quietly, mirroring his every move. 
 
    “A battle’s blocking our path. We can’t reach the tunnels without going through it. It’s too dangerous there,” he whispered. “And I told you to be quiet.” 
 
    Ivy bit her lip and fell silent.  
 
    They trudged through the wires of poison-ivy and over the hurdles of broken branches.  
 
    Ivy didn’t know how long they had been walking for, but the sky was still dark, so it couldn’t have been as long as it’d seemed.  
 
    The soles of her feet didn’t feel the stabs from the branches she stepped on or the prickles of the rose thorns. She heard no battle cries in the woods; she and Domenic had journeyed far.  
 
    She wondered if he was taking her to a secret glittergate somewhere.  
 
    They entered a wide daisy clearing, and she found herself reminded of the field in her gardens at home. A sense of yearning blossomed within her at the thought.  
 
    Memories of her many pets prancing around the gardens flooded her mind, and a soft smile tugged at her lips. She couldn’t wait to take her pet wolf home; Silus would love the garden— 
 
    Ivy stopped. Her feet glued to the dewy grass and her slowly blinking eyes gazed ahead.   
 
    Domenic stopped in front of her, their hands still connected. He turned to see what had caused her to stop. His impatient eyes scanned her shocked features before a frown creased at his brow. “Sky?” He stepped toward her. “We need to keep moving.” 
 
    “I almost forgot,” she whispered. Her swarming white eyes gazed up at his obsidian orbs; so similar to his sister’s, yet they reminded her of another. “Is your sister all right?” 
 
    A spark of puzzlement flashed in his eyes. He frowned down at her and replied, “Yes, she’s fine.” 
 
    Ivy swallowed. “And Silus?” she whispered, her eyes darting over his tanned face, black hair, square jaw—a mirrored image of the Shifter. “Your bother … Is he ok?” 
 
    “They’re both safe,” he said impatiently. “We need to leave.” 
 
    Ivy snatched her hand out of his and stumbled back. Domenic went to approach her, but she stepped to the side and tried to balance herself on the violently shaking earth. The air thinned and choked her, her heart plummeted to the pits of her churning stomach, and all she could see were his deadly eyes… 
 
    “You told me your parents died,” she whispered. “Your mum died in the battle, when you were just a baby. And then your dad, he became a Keeper … Keepers can’t have children, not after they take their vows. So how the hell do you have brothers and sisters, Domenic?” 
 
    Domenic’s lips parted, as if to speak, but he simply stood there, gaping at her.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me you had a brother,” she added shakily. “I only knew about Archer. But … a Shifter attacked me. His name was Silus, like your father. And you look like him. You and Archer … and that Shifter … You all look like—” 
 
    “Siblings,” he said coldly. A darkness hardened his face. They stood there, silently, staring at each other as the realisation came crashing down on her.  
 
    “You’re taking me to them,” she said. The foreign malice in his dark eyes confirmed it. “Domenic…” 
 
    “Clever little Vampire,” he purred. “Considering you’re not exactly the sharpest fang in this dump, I am surprised.”  
 
    “No,” she breathed, tears welling in her pained eyes. “Not you. It—” 
 
    “Spare me your drivel,” he bit. “You have two choices; you can come with me willingly, or I’ll kill her.” 
 
    He clicked his fingers. A shadowy whirl flittered on the other side of the clearing. Ivy tried to focus her cloudy vision on the movement, but the tears wouldn’t be kept at bay. She wiped them away and gawked at the man emerging from the woods; the man dressed in combat gear, like Domenic, but with his arm locked around a bloodied girl.  
 
    “Penny!” she shrieked. Ivy lunged forward, but halted as a gleam blinded her. The man had a dagger pressed against Penny’s throat, lit by the moonlight pouring down on the clearing.  
 
    “Take another step,” warned Domenic, “and she’s dead.” 
 
    Ivy froze.  
 
    Horror consumed her, shown in each tear that rolled down her cheeks, and lingered in the air with the unspoken words from her gaping mouth.  
 
    Domenic only stood there, a tedious impatience to his hard stare, his jaw clenched.  
 
    “It didn’t have to be like this,” said Domenic, a tinge of regret in his tone. “You could have come willingly, and spared yourself premature dread.” 
 
    “Until I figured it out, you mean,” she snarled. Anger surged within her veins, but it barely blanketed the shattered heart inside of her. “Figured out that you’re a monster.” 
 
    Unfazed, Domenic merely stared at her.  
 
    Penny blubbered on the other side of the field, her words lost in the light breeze. Ivy needed a plan. She could run, but Penny wouldn’t survive. She could fight, but neither of them would survive.  
 
    The man hollered, “Why not just kill them both, right here?”  
 
    Tediously, Domenic slewed his blank gaze to the man. “Because, we have orders, Clyde.” 
 
    “My orders come from you!”  
 
    “And mine elsewhere,” barked Domenic. He was losing his patience. His fingers coiled around the dagger in his hand, gripping so tightly that his knuckles whitened.  
 
    “It was just a suggest—” 
 
    An earth-shaking eruption blasted through the trees. An invisible force whacked Ivy off her feet, and hurled her over the clearing. She landed on the grass with a thud just as a cloud of dust and debris battered her. The Academy had exploded. Flames shot up into the sky, the smoky stench of smouldering wood swept over the forest.  
 
    A second thud, not too far away, hit the ground.  
 
    Domenic, she thought.  
 
    “Ivy!” It was Penny’s voice. Ivy couldn’t see her through the mist of smoke, or the downpour of bricks and singed wood. “Ivy, where are you!”  
 
    A second explosion boomed out. Cries tore through the woodlands. Grunting, Ivy pushed herself to her feet.  
 
    The earth spun as nausea crept up her throat. Rough sounds groaned out nearby. Ivy suspected that it was Domenic. She had to reach Penny before they did, or before Domenic got to her.  
 
    Blindly, she ran through the fog. Penny’s shouts beckoned her, guided her like the beams from a lighthouse at sea. Nearer, she got; closer, she reached. Savage roars struck jolts of terror through her, but she raced through the clearing, hoping to reach Penny. 
 
    “Over here!” shouted Ivy.  
 
    Penny didn’t answer.  
 
    “Penny, I’m over here!” 
 
    Only growls and gurgles rippled out. Ivy stuck her hands out in front of her and felt her way through the cloud.  
 
    “Where are you!”  
 
    “Right here.” The voice whispered against the shell of her ear. A chest grazed against her back ever so slightly, sending chills down her spine. It was Domenic.  
 
    Ivy flattened herself to the ground just as his hand shot out for her.  
 
    She flipped onto her back and swung her legs to knock him off his feet. He landed beside her. It gave her enough time to scramble off the dirt, but before she could run, he kicked out and sent her crashing to the ground. Ivy moaned and writhed on the soil, squinting through the cloud.  
 
    Domenic jumped to his feet, his eyes blazing through the thinning fog. They swirled with molten fury as he slowly bowed his head and glowered at her from beneath his lashes.  
 
    With her cautious gaze on his blurry face, Ivy slinked into a crouching position. Their eyes remained locked as he grabbed the back of his sweater and pulled it over his head.  
 
    Ivy kept her gaze on him the whole time.  
 
    She didn’t so much as glance down at his scarred chest as he undressed down to nothing. A fierce blush crept up her cheeks and neck as he stood there, as bare as the day he was born.  
 
    The air around his muscular form began to distort. His body vibrated and pulsed. A low, deep, rumbling growl hummed through his body as he transitioned, but his ferocious gaze never left hers once. He didn’t even blink.  
 
    Domenic’s body suddenly vanished, distorted and tore apart all at once. One second, his arms were tanned, hairless and muscular; the next, they were bloody, red and those of a beast’s. Domenic Marroc, the man she’d had cared for was gone. She was staring at a Shifter.  
 
    And not just any Shifter; the one she had seen through the library window, in her hallucinations … The one she had known had been on campus. Domenic Marroc was not just any Shifter. He was the Shifter. 
 
    The skeletal wolf craned its raw muscled neck. Blood dripped from its salivating jaws, and its black claws dug into the soil. Slowly, she raised her chin and looked up at the huge wolf. Hatred boiled within her, tingling at the tips of her fingers and toes. Her fangs dripped with venom, desperate to sink into his fleshless body.  
 
    It was too much. She couldn’t hold it in anymore. Finally, in that moment of absolute betrayal and suffering, Ivy released what she had been resisting: She threw her head back and she screamed a horrid, wild noise, releasing a dreadful cry of utter anguish and wrath to tear through the night sky. 
 
    * 
 
    Fury and bloodthirst thickened the air from all corners of the battle. The Rebellion attacked in ghastly forms that Felix didn’t even know possible.  
 
    Grey creatures, as tall as the trees, tore through the battlefield, wearing the heads of horses, but the bodies of giants; snakes with a dozen heads loomed up to the branches before they struck with their fangs, longer than Felix’s whole body.  
 
    There were even headless demons with claws that dripped the blood of their victims shredded the valiant fighters to ribbons; rotten fleshed beasts from the fairy tales slugged slimily over the bloodied blades of grass and snapped the legs of the students.  
 
    At least three hundred Shifters swarmed the grounds, tearing Fae apart with ease, ripping the heads off the bodies of Vampires, clawing their way through the sparse teachers. Most students had been evacuated, or had fled—there weren’t many fighting against the Shifters who outnumbered them. But the remaining students and teachers fought with as much savagery as the Rebellion.  
 
    The air reeked of burnt flesh and smouldering rock. Battle cries ripped through the night sky, almost drowned out by the screams of anguish. Blood coated the soil, spilling from scattered corpses; lights flashed and soared through the foyer, magic from the Fae and Vampires, weaponry from the Rebellion in human form, all battling fiercely.  
 
    The Academy lay in ruins of rubble ahead, destroyed entirely. It was gone, everything and everyone in it. The Videer had been in their crypts, deep in the bowels of the Academy, and were now presumed dead from the power of the explosions. There were no Videer students fighting on the battle ground. But, Felix didn’t care about that. He felt nothing at the loss of a hundred Videer, young and old, in the Academy ruins. He only feared for his sister.  
 
    Of course, there was still a chance. Perhaps his sister wasn’t crushed beneath the rubble ahead, or torn apart by one of the Shifters surrounding him.  
 
    Perhaps she had gotten away, run into the woods, or a Knight had led her to the Springs. He hoped so.  
 
    If possible, Samael was even more determined than Felix to find Ivy. His pace was swifter, his rage was greater, and his eyes were icier, yet almost glowing with determination.  
 
    He spun and dodged attacks gracefully, his fingernails tore out the throats of the Shifters with ease. 
 
    Felix was submerged within the swarm of red as he and Samael raced through the battlefield. Fae jumped and spun in the air before landing on monsters.  
 
    Vampires lunged at the Shifters, too, and ensued brutal, bloody battles. Fae and Vampires ran to the aide of the wounded — particularly their own — and tried to heal them. But Felix and Samael separated at the edge of the battle to find Ivy.  
 
    Samael sprinted straight ahead, down the side of the collapsed Academy, and into the far woodlands.  
 
    Felix, however, chose the Fae grottos. He knew Ivy. And, he knew she would be hiding. With the grottos and the nearby glittergate, it was his best chance of finding her. 
 
    As he raced down the windy path, flanked by thin crooked trees, he heard an echoed cry. With a quick glance to his left, he saw Harriet Rosado fleeing from a savage Shifter. She didn’t have a chance, he mused. He didn’t care. He kept running down the path, ignoring her distressed cries.  
 
    A wounded Fae stumbled out of the woods. Felix only spared him a swift glance. But the moment he recognised the Fae, Felix skidded to a halt. 
 
    “River,” he said and rushed over to him.  
 
    River staggered into Felix. The Vampire moved him to lean back against a tree trunk.  
 
    Felix pried River’s fingers from the gaping hole in his stomach. Felix inspected the gushing wound and asked, “Can’t you heal yourself?”  
 
    River wheezed and slumped against the tree. He raised his fingertips to show the gashes that were sliced down his palms. He couldn’t summon magic without his hands.  
 
    “Iv—Ivy,” River wheezed hoarsely.  
 
    “Where is she?” Felix barked. “Have you seen her?” 
 
    River shook his head before he coughed up blood.  
 
    “Find her,” ordered Felix.  
 
    “I know … I know it was you. Killing the Banshees … Draining the Springs …” 
 
    Felix stared at the weak Fae coldly.  
 
    River clutched his bleeding stomach and lolled his head back against the rough bark of the tree. He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, ignoring the blood that seeped from his parted lips, nostrils, and pointed ears. “I hope … your Artefacts … were worth it,” he wheezed.  
 
    Felix grabbed River’s hands. “If you keep your mouth shut and find Ivy,” he hissed, “I’ll heal you.” 
 
    River grinned bloodily. His crimson-stained teeth had chunks of flesh stuck in between them. “You had me at ‘find Ivy’.”  
 
    Felix nodded curtly and let the stolen Fae magic surge through his body to his fingertips. The slashes on River’s palm knitted shut. 
 
    River shut his eyes and pressed his hands against his stomach. The gaping hole filled with pink flesh, piece by piece, until there was no hole left.  
 
    “Now, River!” snapped Felix impatiently. “We don’t have long. She might be in danger.” 
 
    River’s eyes remained shut. His breaths evened and the heaves of his chest slowed. Eventually, he said, “In the woods. She is … with a Shifter, a wolf.” 
 
    River’s legs gave out beneath him and he slid down the tree to the ground. Felix didn’t care.  
 
    He had to find Ivy. Everyone else was secondary.  
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    The earth had never been so still before. Tension pressed against her body as she remained crouched in a predatory stance, waiting for the Shifter to make his move. Ivy could hear the inhales and exhales coming from his bloody nostrils. She could hear the steady thump, thump, thump of his heartbeat, which startled her. It was clear that the treacherous beast felt no fear, unlike her. It—he was calm, and she; a panicked, distraught mess, shuddering from the force of her adrenaline.  
 
    Menacing yellow eyes stared directly at her, and it was all she could do to not crumble to the ground and cry. Those eyes were so different to the ones she longed to gaze into. They were such a contrast to the black eyes filled with charm, humour and warmth.  
 
    They were now the eyes of a threatening, dangerous beast.  
 
    “Domenic,” she whispered breathlessly. “Please … Whatever you think you have to do, remember that it’s me. Ivy. Sky.” 
 
    The wolf’s lips curled and bared its sharp choppers at her. But it remained standing, big and strong, looming before her. A deep growl thundered through its fleshless body.  
 
    “If you hurt me,” she pleaded shakily, “they’ll hunt you down. My family will burn the world to find you. Think about what you’re doing, about who I am. I’m the Prince’s fiancé … He’ll find you if you hurt me. But if you leave, I promise I won’t say anything to anyone. I swear on my fangs, Domenic.” 
 
    A strange whine was her only response. He cocked his gory head to the side and stared at her curiously. That small action gave her abundant hope. But that flame of hope was thwarted in a flash.  
 
    Domenic pawed at the ground, bowed his head, and snarled at her. His mouth parted, resembling a wolfish grin, and his bloodthirsty eyes glowered up at her. He was toying with her, she realised.  
 
    Choking on a sob, Ivy pleaded with him one last time with her defeated gaze alone.  
 
    It made no difference. Throwing his head back, he released a feral howl into the night sky.  
 
    The winds carried his howl away, and she feared he was communicating with his pack. She didn’t stand a chance against Domenic one-on-one, let alone an entire pack. Her only course of action was to flee, and hope for survival.  
 
    Ivy leapt from the grass and flipped herself over the clearing in one smooth motion.  
 
    Domenic’s roar followed her through the air.  
 
    Landing on the edge of the cloudy field, she wasted no time in soaring back up in the air and into the thick rows of trees. Her feet slammed onto the dirt as she landed. But Domenic was right behind her—the impact of his heavy touchdown thumped right behind her, a mere touch away. His paws crunched on dry leaves and brittle branches.  
 
    Ivy’s feet slid against the soil as she suddenly sprinted through the trees. He followed her.  
 
    She used her knowledge of the landscape, and zig-zagged around the tree trunks, hopped over burrows, leapt over ditches. He was still close, a mere metre or two behind her, bounding after her, never losing her trail.  
 
    Winding around trees, Ivy raced. She ducked under a branch and skidded down a slope. When she touched flattened ground, she ran at full speed. Domenic hadn’t gotten closer, but he hadn’t fallen back either. She kept running. She didn’t stop. Every bouncy step and long leap had her schoolbag smacking against her back and the books inside stabbing into her skin. The sound convoyed her ragged breaths and the wolf’s hungry growls.  
 
    Far into the woods, she heard cries and screams. Ivy knew then that she’d ventured too far. And, the battle had leaked into the forest.  
 
    Ivy skidded down a slimy slope, and another clearing came into view. Her breathing picked up immediately.  
 
    Domenic was too close behind her, snapping and snarling at her billowing hair, almost biting them.  
 
    Ivy made to change direction, but dropped to the ground. An enormous panther, stark white and without eyes, soared out of the trees. Its claws grazed her alarmed face.  
 
    A sharp sting cut her nose, and she gasped. Ivy shoved herself from the soil, just as Domenic landed beside her, and rolled down the muddy hill. She wasn’t in control of her movements anymore, and hoped her tumble would be faster than the two rebels bounding after her.  
 
    Oomph! 
 
    Ivy slammed onto the hard soil of the clearing. She scrambled to her feet just as the snowy panther leapt over her head. It landed a few metres in front, sniffed the air, and snapped its head in her direction. Before she could run, Domenic charged into her back. Ivy was propelled through the air and collapsed to the ground, right at the paws of the white beast. It heard her landing.  
 
    Ivy lay perfectly still as the white panther snarled down at her. She whimpered, pretending she was far more injured than she was.  
 
    Writhing on the soil, Ivy wheezed hoarsely. The panther bared its bloodied teeth at her.  
 
    Domenic’s heavy paw steps drew closer, along with its deep rumbling growl. The panther threw its head back and roared victoriously. Just as she’d anticipated. 
 
    Her hand shot up and her nails tore through its neck, burying deep inside its flesh. Its roar plummeted into a gurgling noise of agony right before she ripped out its vocal cords.  
 
    She swiftly flung them back at Domenic’s face, blinding him. The panther collapsed in a twitching heap, and Ivy dove over its dying body.  
 
    Two foreign howls shredded the air. Ivy raced through the clearing and back into the shelter of the woods.  
 
    But two more Shifters had arrived—a misshapen dragon and a winged chupacabra. A tremor shook Ivy’s body as she darted by them. Bounding paws came after her; Domenic and the chupacabra. The dragon flew.  
 
    As she abruptly dipped under a drape of vines, she heard a whisper of a shout calling out to her. She was certain that she had heard her name carried in the winds. But she couldn’t stop to be sure; the Shifters tore through the vines, right behind her.   
 
    “Ivy!”  
 
    There it was again. The shout, the call of her name. It was so faint, so distant and far, but she heard it through the sounds of her own rapid footsteps and the panting of the beasts behind her.  
 
    The voice seemed familiar, but it wasn’t loud enough for her to be certain. She couldn’t tell which direction it came from.  
 
    She couldn’t slow down. Domenic and the chupacabra gained on her, snapping at the ends of her hair and the skin of her bag.  
 
    The voice called out again, closer, but still far away, “Ivy! Where are you!”  
 
    Penny. It was Penny.  
 
    Springing over a fallen tree, Ivy wailed, “Over here! I’m over here!”  
 
    Her cries were drowned out entirely by the roars, snaps and snarls of the beasts behind her. The dragon roared, and flames erupted from its eyes. It howled and spiralled to the soil.  
 
    It didn’t get back up.  
 
    The Shifters chased her further ahead, and each time she tried to call out to Penny, they roared and snarled loudly, covering her cries of stress.  
 
    A light shower of magical energy washed over her as she darted through the trees. It felt like icy droplets from a showerhead with low pressure. The wards. 
 
    Ivy had the fleeting thought that the Shifters were herding her out of the grounds. She could only run straight ahead, and they were yet to catch up to her.  
 
    If she was being guided purposefully, she was sprinting right into whatever trap they had in place. She wasn’t going to make it that easy for them. 
 
    Ivy soared high in the air. Her body twisted and flipped. With a grunt, she landed a few metres ahead and changed direction.  
 
    “Penny!” she screamed. “Penny, help!”  
 
    Domenic’s feral snarl concealed her shouts.  
 
    “Ivy!” she called out again. “HELP!” 
 
    A movement whirled by the trees ahead. Her panicked eyes darted from tree to tree and opening to opening, searching for a way to veer off path. Domenic and the other Shifters suddenly gained on her, two flanking her, and Domenic behind her.  
 
    It was as though they’d sensed her intentions and wished to prevent her from changing direction again. That’s when she realised for certain that they were, without a doubt, herding her like a lamb to the slaughter. But she wasn’t a lamb. No. She was a Vampire. 
 
    Ivy raced through the trees in the direction of the blurred movements ahead. There was no other path for her. As she neared, she saw that it was a battle. No; it was a very unfair fight. Three monstrous Shifters had cornered someone. It was Penny. Ivy snarled viciously and picked up her pace. 
 
    Sprinting right toward her distressed friend, Ivy shouted, “Penny, jump!” 
 
    Penny’s bulging eyes looked over the head of a Shifter. She leapt into the air, just as Ivy had said. Ivy ran at the Shifters and jumped to meet Penny. Before they could fall to the ground, Ivy snatched Penny’s wrist and locked her leg around a branch. She swung Penny up and followed. They both landed on the branch that wobbled beneath their weight.  
 
    “Thanks,” whispered Penny, clutching her pounding heart. “That was close.” 
 
    Glancing down at the savage beasts below, she saw that they circled the tree menacingly. “It still is,” she muttered.  
 
    Ivy clung onto the branches and stared down at the skinless wolf. Domenic stared up at her, pacing on the ground below, watching her every move.  
 
    Ivy made a choking sound before she rolled saliva around her mouth and then spat down at Domenic’s face.  
 
    “Psycho!” she shouted down at him.  
 
    Savageness broke out. Two Shifters immediately lunged up at the tree, poorly attempting to climb it and reach them.  
 
    Domenic snapped and snarled viciously at the air above him, warning her with his feral stare alone.  
 
    He didn’t lick up the saliva dripping from his blood-coated nose. He only focused on pacing back and forth, trying to figure out a way to catch her.  
 
    Ivy pulled her gaze from his and looked around her. Trees surrounded her, but she saw a clear space ahead; the cliff side and the lake.  
 
    “Do you have any magic?” asked Penny quietly. “We could use it to reach those.” 
 
    Ivy looked at where Penny pointed. A cluster of vines wrapped around a neighbouring tree. Suddenly, the vines rustled on the tree. Penny and Ivy watched as they slowly untangled and stretched out in the air.  
 
    “Are you doing that?” asked Ivy nervously. The vines floated to their tree and hovered in front of their faces. 
 
    “No,” whispered Penny. “I thought it was you.” 
 
    Ivy and Penny shared a concerned glance. But the vines were their only hope. They both clutched onto the ropy wires and jumped off the branch. They landed on the next tree without a hitch. Again, vines reached out from another tree and wrapped around their wrists. It swung them again.  
 
    The Shifters tracked them. They snarled and howled horridly. Not once did Penny or Ivy slip. Each landing was perfect and elegant, and they gradually found her confidence. No branches, not even the weakest of them, broke beneath their weight. Before long, they were soaring through the air, tackling farther distances between trees, not even glancing down at the Shifters trailing them.  
 
    They neared the water and the cliff side. The steady stream of the river billowed out. A terrified scream suddenly pierced Ivy’s ears.  
 
    “Addie!” shrieked Penny. She jumped from tree to tree, Ivy following her, until they reached the cliff side. The Shifters roared up the trees.  
 
    “Oh, no,” whispered Ivy. Penny had been right. It was Addie; with two wraiths, a hellhound, and three Abarimons.  
 
    Six Shifters surrounded her at the edge of the cliff. Addie cautiously backed away from the monsters. Her hands were raised and her watery eyes leaked tears of terror.  
 
    Scratches and blood scattered her dishevelled appearance, and Ivy felt a rock plummet to the pit of her stomach. Addie always looked pristine and graceful.  
 
    There was never a strand of hair out of place, nor a smudge of imperfect make-up on her aristocratic features. But in that moment, she looked just as Ivy felt; petrified.  
 
    “What do we do?” whimpered Penny.  
 
    Ivy looked around the cliff side, wracking her brain for an escape that would help all three of them. Domenic and the other Shifters stood at the base of the tree, snarling up at her; six Shifters slinked closer to Addie, who was blocked on all ends.  
 
    She was trapped.  
 
    Ivy didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know how to help her friend, or herself. But she also knew that she couldn’t watch Addie die. 
 
    “I’ve got something,” she said. “It’s crazy. And we’ll probably all die trying it.” 
 
    “What is it?” choked Penny.  
 
    “I’ll distract them,” she said. “You need to be beside Addie at the edge of the cliff in three seconds. Got it?”  
 
    Cautiously, Penny nodded.  
 
    Ivy shifted from her branch to the adjacent one; a thicker, longer, and sturdier branch. She pressed her back against the rough bark of the tree, her schoolbag stuck into her spine, and she squatted.  
 
    “Addie!” Ivy shouted.  
 
    Addie choked a sob of relief as she spotted Ivy up in the tree. Domenic and the other beasts paced, still attempting to figure out a way to reach her. But Ivy didn’t give them the chance.  
 
    Exactly what she’d hoped would happen, happened. Shifters broke away from the cliff, leaving Addie cornered by only two.  
 
    “Now!” she shouted and sprung to her feet.  
 
    Penny leapt over her and soared toward Addie. Ivy sprinted down the long, sturdy branch. The Shifters went wild. At the end of the branch, Ivy propelled herself through the air. A rotten hellhound flung itself up to reach her, but Ivy flipped mid-air to evade its fatal jaws.  
 
    She landed on the ground, and stabs of agonising pain jolted through her legs. But she didn’t have a second to register the pain. Shifters dove at her from all directions. Again, she thrusted herself from the ground and sailed over the beasts.  
 
    Ivy landed and sprinted right at the terrified Addie. Penny snatched Addie’s hand just in time.  
 
    A scream tore through all three. Ivy had tackled them off the edge of the cliff.  
 
    They shrieked and cried as they plummeted down the rocky slope, smacked against rocks, banged against boulders. But silence swallowed them as they crashed into the river, sending up a great explosion of water.  
 
    The Shifters skidded to a halt at the edge of the cliff. They watched their prey disappear into the murky water. The river went calm, streaming between the rocks, as if nothing had touched it to begin with.  
 
    The Shifters all stood in formation at the cliff side, some growling, others whining at the loss of their prey. But the fleshless wolf whimpered quietly. He looked down at the rocky waters, whimpering through the growls that surrounded him. The skeletal wolf suddenly threw its head back, and howled eerily into the night sky, a sound of pain and despair … Of loss.  
 
    Its yellow eyes watered, leaked whispers of tears. The Vampires didn’t appear at the surface of the water. Addie, Penny and Ivy were lost in the cold river; dead from their broken spines and necks.  
 
    The Shifters stilled. Silently, they turned, and bounded away, deep into the woodlands.  
 
      
 
    Moments later, Samael raced out of the trees and skidded to a halt. Felix stumbled out behind him.  
 
    They had both heard the shouts and cries of Ivy mere moments ago, and tracked her to the cliff. But there was no sign of her on the edge of the woodlands, or in the trees lining the cliff. There was nothing but a calm, peacefully streaming river, undisturbed. All that lingered on the cliff was a strong scent of Shifters, and the faint fragrance of Ivy.  
 
    Neither Samael nor Felix spoke. They merely stared out at the water and allowed the crushing downpour of sorrow to fall upon them. Their silence spoke of the possibilities which could’ve met Ivy. And they had been too late.  
 
    “The mongrels might’ve taken her,” said Felix, a whisper of hope in his strained voice. “We should track them.” 
 
    Samael gazed out at the lake for a moment. He suddenly turned and chased the potent stench of sweaty Shifters. Felix was behind him, slower and struggling to keep up. They disappeared into the forest.  
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    Everything was in ruins. The Academy was now a place of death and sorrow. No longer did it cater to the bright and hopeful youth of the Arcane, but only to the corpses scattered across the grounds like fallen branches and littered wrappers. The entire Videer organisation based at the Academy — faculty and students — were crushed beneath the debris of wooden chunks and slabs of stone. Their blood penetrated the soil now. The explosions had wiped them out. The only Videer still standing were those who had arrived with the Committee. The Committee had arrived several hours ago, but the battle had been lost already. The glittergate had been repaired too late.  
 
    Surviving teachers sluggishly trudged around the hundred or so lifeless bodies. They tried to identify the dead on the clipboards that held the names of the entire student body.  
 
    The Shifters had transformed back into their regular bodies after death. When a corpse was declared unknown, it was presumed to be a Shifter. They were taken out of the gates and burned. The deceased students were gathered and separated into their species to be transferred to their Knightians later. They would receive a proper mourning ritual and cremation ceremony.  
 
    All night and morning people came and left by glittergate.  
 
    Bodies were transported and taken home by distraught parents. One by one, the dead Fae were carried to the grottos where they would be subject to their own cultural rituals—eaten by their Elders; a ceremony believed to transfer and preserve the natural magic of the deceased Fae.  
 
    A troop of Videer had swept the vast woodlands several times over to collect more wounded and dead. 
 
    Ivy was not among them.  
 
    In fact, she wasn’t one of the Vampire corpses piled up to the left of the grounds either. She was nowhere to be found.  
 
    It didn’t escape Felix’s notice that Addie and Penny were unaccounted for, too. A part of him thought that they might have gotten away.  
 
    Felix stood in the middle of the massacred, and stared vacantly ahead at the rubble. Beside him, his mother wept on her knees. Edmund tore through the debris ahead in search for Ivy. Samael was nowhere in sight. Felix was unable to maintain his pace in the woodlands, and hadn’t seen him for hours. The hope that Samael was closer to finding Ivy than he was, was the fuel that burned beneath his energy, his motivation.  
 
    The moment he pondered Samael and his success, the Prince himself stepped out of the trees. Ruby beads coated each strand of white hair, and crimson drenched his shirt, torn by what appeared to be claws. Samael beckoned Felix over and disappeared back into the woods.  
 
    “Father,” called Felix hoarsely. His voice spoke of the tears he had already shed, and the weariness that consumed him. Edmund stopped his efforts of removing chunks of rubble from the ruins. He glanced at his gloomy son before following him into the woodlands. Eveline remained on her knees, weeping for her lost child.  
 
    Deep into the woods, Samael reclined against a tree trunk. The tree next to him had a bloodied and wounded boy chained to it. 
 
    “What is this?” asked Edmund. His tired eyes showed no pity. The boy was no older than fifteen, but none of the Vampires cared. 
 
    “What do you think?” replied Samael coolly. Felix closed his eyes and embraced the hope that came with the abducted Shifter. “It took me a while to hunt them down—this one was the slowest, and too easy to overpower. It appears that he can only transform into a winged sloth. An ugly one at that.” 
 
    In a flash, Edmund was towering over the boy and snarled dangerously. “Where is my daughter?”  
 
    “That depends,” the boy choked out with difficulty. “Who’s your daughter?” 
 
    “Do not play games with me, mongrel,” seethed Edmund. He crouched down and grabbed the boy by the scruff of the neck. “You know who I am, you know who my daughter is. Tell me where she is and I will grant you the mercy of a quick death.” 
 
    Samael stiffened at the promise. It was clear he had no intention of allowing Edmund to fulfil it.  
 
    “I don’t know where she is, that thing you call a daughter,” he spat, disgusted.  
 
    Felix slowly approached the boy and observed him coolly. Edmund’s hand blurred in the air before his sharp fingernails came slicing down on the boy’s neck.  
 
    The wounded boy groaned and lolled his head back against the tree. Felix sensed his nearing death in the air. He could taste it. He could hear the slow, unsteady heartbeat.  
 
    They didn’t have long with him. Samael had done a number on the mutt before bringing them to him.  
 
    “Call my daughter that again, and I will take great pleasure in slicing you into pieces,” warned Edmund calmly. Felix felt a jolt in his stomach. His father only ever spoke that calmly, that coolly, when he was at his most furious.  
 
    “Tell him what you told me,” demanded Samael. He continued to recline against the tree, appearing peaceful and nonchalant, but Felix saw the redness in his eyes. He was resisting the tears that Felix silently shed.  
 
    The Shifter breathed hoarsely and choked on blood. He then stared Edmund dead in the eyes and said, “We were meant to take her. Our orders were to capture her alive. I don’t know why. I just know that one of our own had been sent to gain her trust, and was to lure her out. We weren’t to kill her; only restrain her.” 
 
    “Why?” gritted out Edmund. “What do your people want with my daughter?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he croaked. “I was following orders. We were told to plant explosives in the Academy and wait for the Videer to return to their crypts before detonating them. Without the Videer, we had a better chance.” 
 
     “And the Videer crypts?” asked Edmund. “What was taken? Why were you sent to break into them?” 
 
    Felix and Samael shared a look, briefly.  
 
    “I don’t know anything about that,” he rasped. “If that was an order made by the Rebellion, it wasn’t one given to me.” 
 
    “That is what he told you?” Edmund asked the stoic Samael.  
 
    Samael shook his head. “He gave me a name. Domenic Marroc.” 
 
    “And that is supposed to mean something?” asked Felix.  
 
    “It meant everything to Ivy,” said Samael coldly. “It is the name of her Videer friend. As it happens, he was the Shifter sent to gain her trust.” 
 
    “This is hardly promising news,” said Edmund.  
 
    “It is better than the alternative,” argued Felix. “If Ivy went with this Marroc, she might still be alive.” 
 
    “Not quite,” smirked Samael. He glanced down at the boy and gestured for him to explain. Felix suddenly understood the plentiful injuries on the Shifter. Samael had tortured him for information before bringing Edmund and Felix there. 
 
    The boy went to speak, but choked a bit of his own blood. He spat it out. “The target … Domenic was meant to lure her out into the woods. But, she figured it out somehow. We chased her to the cliff. She jumped and took two other bloodsuckers with her. We heard them hit the rocks. There’s no way they survived that fall.” 
 
    “Only if their necks were snapped,” corrected Samael. “They might be dead from other injuries, but if their necks are intact, they’ll wake up.” 
 
    Edmund sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. “If they died, they won’t awake for hours, and the water travels far. We don’t know where the water will take them.” 
 
    Samael kicked himself from the tree. “We must gather the Videer troops and send out a search party. If we are quick and thorough, we will find them. But we must act now before they wake up and wander off. They might encounter more Shifters if we don’t reach them first.” 
 
    “Then why are we wasting time,” snarled Edmund as he stood. It was rhetorical. Icily, he added, “Kill the mutt.” 
 
    Samael smirked and glanced down at the chained boy. Slowly, his cruel eyes raised and he looked ahead in the direction they had come from. A Fae emerged from behind a tree, his eyes shining with feral hunger. His yellow teeth were revealed, ready to feast. River Ridge had come for revenge.  
 
    Felix and Edmund shared a knowing look and stepped away. They allowed River passage, and relished in the darkness of what would come to the Shifter. He would be fed on alive.  
 
    “Go,” said River. His hungry eyes stayed on the tense Shifter, so injured he couldn’t transform. “I will enjoy my meal while you search for her, and once I regain my strength, I will help.” 
 
    Felix ground his teeth irritably and broadened his shoulders. “How do you propose to help us?”  
 
    “A blood spell,” said River slowly, as if he was explaining something to a toddler. “I cannot feel her here in the Blood Forest anymore. With the blood spell, I will have a general idea of her location. That is, if she is still on these lands.” 
 
    “And if she isn’t?”  
 
    “Then we will have to search another way,” he said and looked up at the sky. “When the sun is at its highest, I will know if Ivy remains on this island, or is gone.” 
 
    Edmund looked up at the blue sky. “Two hours,” he estimated. “Should we be so unfortunate as to not find my daughter in our search, we will return here. I expect the spell to have already been performed, River.” 
 
    River and Edmund locked gazes, and a shiver of tension rippled through the air.  
 
    “Enough,” dismissed Samael. “We are wasting time we cannot afford. Two hours, River; that’s all you have.” 
 
    “It is more than enough,” he replied.  
 
    The three Vampires left, and River allowed a cruel smile to twist at his face. The savageness of the smile alone sent the Shifter into a screaming frenzy before River had even touched him. Because the Shifter was no fool … He knew what horrible fate would befall him. It was the worst fate of all, to be eaten by a Fae.  
 
    * 
 
    Death Island was abandoned, due to the desolate landscape. No one had stepped foot on the dry soil, barren beaches, or muddy waters for centuries. Or so the Arcane had thought.  
 
    Deep in the forest in the farthest parts of the Death Island was a village. It was shabby and shanty, and could be called a slum. The wooden huts were grimy and decayed, and the one street was without a path or a road; it was comprised of a patch of worn earth, decorated with spots of sludgy rainwater pools, blotted into the parched terrain.  
 
    There were twelve huts in total, and twenty-three people standing in the centre of the village.  
 
    All were dirty and dishevelled, except one; a pale female, around eighteen-years-old, with sleek white hair and startling white irises.  
 
    The curious-looking girl stood in front of a tall, tanned man, with black hair that fell over his forehead, darkening his already black eyes.  
 
    The tanned man stared defiantly at the pale girl and slowly raised his hand to reveal what lay in his palm: a single lock of tight straight, limp hair in the palest shade of white.  
 
    “You have failed me, Domenic,” said the blonde girl disapprovingly. “I requested the creature herself, not her hair.” 
 
    “We were unable to capture her.” Domenic appeared indifferent. “She surprised us with her abilities. Her agility and speed surpassed our expectations.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she replied coldly. “Or, perhaps your sentiments for the girl allowed her to escape. So long spent earning the trust and affection of this girl. Perhaps you fooled yourself in the process.” 
 
    Domenic raised his chin and stared at her down the bridge of his nose. He showed no fear or signs of submission, but the others were glancing nervously between the pair. Domenic said, with a challenging bite, “She escaped on her own merit. I cannot take credit for it. She must’ve had more Fae magic in her than I thought. Nature seemed to work to her favour.” 
 
    “If I did not know any better, Domenic,” she smiled falsely, “I might conclude that you are proud of her for evading you and your pack.” 
 
    He smirked. “Then it’s a good thing you do know better, Athena.”  
 
    Athena narrowed her white eyes at him, but he continued to smirk arrogantly at her.  
 
    A young boy pushed through the crowd and watched with agitation. He paused at the edge before he broke free of the crowd.  
 
    “Athena, I almost had her. I had her pinned to the ground in the school. She got away, but Lotan chased after her. She killed him.” 
 
    “Enough, Silus,” barked Domenic. “You disobeyed orders, proving once again that you are not ready for this war. You abandoned your post in the woods to find Ivory Skylar on your own. She could have killed you, like she did Lotan and Clyde. And what were you doing when you had her, Silus? You were trying to kill her, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Kill her?” echoed Athena with raised brows. “A direct violation of the Rebellion’s orders. What do you say to this, Silus Marroc?”  
 
    “I took it upon myself to try and end her life,” he replied confidently. “She is worthless. We don’t need a Vampire as a prisoner. If my brother had the same idea, we could’ve brought you back her head, not a lock of her hair.” 
 
    “Young pup,” smiled Athena. The smile was as cold as her stony eyes. “Your ignorance astounds me. Ivory Skylar is much more than a Vampire, and so very far from worthless. I need her alive. Whether you understand my reasons or not is irrelevant. That is why you are yet to advance in the ranks of the Rebellion. You do not follow orders, you do what you think is best, and you are rarely right. If this continues, you will live the rest of your years in your brother’s shadow.” 
 
    Silus clenched his jaw and inclined his head stiffly. Archer stepped through the crowd and held his hand. Archer glowered at Domenic, who didn’t even look at her.  
 
    Gracefully, Athena hummed and took the lock of hair from Domenic’s hand. She brought it up to her nose and sniffed. 
 
    “Her scent is strong,” she observed. “It will assist us in tracking her.” 
 
    “I have another lead,” said Domenic.  
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    “I prepared. I was presented with an opportunity—her birthday. I paid a Fae to fashion a jewel for me. A lilac ruby embedded within a necklace that I gave to Sky.” If Athena noticed the nickname for Ivory Skylar, she didn’t show it in her perfect composure. “Whenever she touches it, the necklace will awaken its counterpart.” 
 
    “Its counterpart,” echoed Athena curiously. Domenic raised his left hand and showed the silver ring on his thumb. A small ruby glistened and winked from the silver band. 
 
    “The ruby on this ring will glow and hum whenever she touches the necklace. It will lead me to her,” explained Domenic. “The location will not be exact, but that is what the lock of her hair is for. With her scent and this ring, my unit will find her.” 
 
    “And the Fae who performed this trickery for you?” 
 
    Domenic stared stonily at her. He seemed irritated, as though his patience had been ground down to crumbs. “A banished Fae in the Foundling world. Easy enough to find, but expensive.” 
 
    An impressed smile slinked across her taut lips. “A watcher,” she said knowingly. “I’m pleased to hear of your resourcefulness, Domenic.” She glanced at Silus. “That, young pup, is why your brother is my trusted advisor and ally, not you.”  
 
    Silus stiffened, and reluctantly bowed his head submissively. Archer’s jaw rolled, but Athena fixed her eyes on Domenic and added, “We must find her before her own people do … Before he does.” 
 
    “That presents a problem,” he replied. “Our curse activates in three days. We’ll be trapped in animal form for the entire season.” 
 
    Athena’s face hardened. “Ah,” she said bitterly. “Three months that give the enemy an advantage.”  
 
    Silence swept over the village as she gazed over Domenic’s shoulder. After a pause, she dismissed him with a lazy flick of the hand. Domenic bowed his head slightly and stepped back into the crowd, leaving Athena alone in the centre.  
 
    “This presents a problem to us. I will not pretend,” announced Athena. “However, it remains that I want Ivory Skylar brought to me alive. Harm her, deter her, render her unconscious. Whatever it takes, do it. But under no circumstances will any of you kill her. Am I understood, my Shifter friends?” A murmur of agreement rippled over the circle of Wolves. “Very well. The Prince of the Vampires and the Prince of the Fae will be searching for her. It is imperative that she is found by the right side before they take her. At first, we only speculated her importance to Prince Samael, but now we are absolutely certain. We cannot allow her to fall into his hands. Ivory Skylar has never been more important to us than she is now.” 
 
    Athena looked around at her audience and observed their passive expressions. Archer, as always, had a bitterly determined face and nodded vigorously, eager to take on the task she would not be given.  
 
    “Again,” Athena said, stopping to face Domenic. “I leave this to you. The Rebellion needs you, Domenic. Can I trust you to bring Sky—” she enunciated the word mockingly, and Domenic’s jaw ticked. “—to me?” 
 
    Domenic slowly dropped to one knee on the ground, and every other person except Athena followed suit. They knelt around her, full circle, and bowed their heads.  
 
    “Yes,” said Domenic. “I will find Ivory Skylar, and I will do what needs to be done.” 
 
    * 
 
    A pebbly shore lined the riverbed. An ivory white girl lay on the pebbles, motionless. Her white hair clung to her damp face, and bruises blemished her arms and legs. A torn and tattered, once lovely, pyjama set hugged her saturated body.  
 
    Her finger twitched on the pebbles. Water climbed up from the river and washed over her toes. They curled.  
 
    The girl jolted. A sharp sound tore through her damp lips as she jerked. Eyelashes fluttered above blood-shot eyes, straining to see through the glint of returning consciousness.  
 
    White eyes gazed up at the cloudy evening sky and water leaked from the corners of her chapped lips. She blinked blankly for a while, waiting for her mind to come together. Her life force seeped back into her body. Her white irises were bordered by black circles, and the black pupils of her eyes expanded. 
 
    Ivory Skylar gasped and spewed foamy water from her mouth. It splashed onto the pebbles where it joined the trickles of water running back down to the river.  
 
    Clambering to her muddied feet, Ivy warily eyed her surroundings. Flashes of her memories shook her brain.  
 
    Ivy clutched her head and groaned. They came flooding back to her, memories her family, her school, her love; Domenic Marroc, a handsome Videer who had charmed her at every turn. But, no, he was not a Videer. He was a Shifter. He had tricked her.  
 
    Ivy dropped to her knees and clasped her head. Her shoulders shook and her body curved over itself. The agony was horrendous, more than she’d ever imagined. 
 
    Even when the memories calmed in her mind, she was left with the whispers of pain. Her arms and legs hummed and pulsed, her temples ached, and her throat burned with hunger. Rubbing her parched throat, Ivy dragged her hooded gaze over the shore. A white object caught her attention. Her schoolbag, torn and tattered, and sopping wet. Ivy lurched over it and checked the contents inside.  
 
    A soaked scrapbook Felix had given her was tucked between a knotted necklace, from Domenic, and a vial of blood. She snatched the vial and downed the sweet substance. Ivy zipped up her bag and hoisted it over her shoulder.  
 
    She nearly jumped out of her goosepimpled skin.  
 
    “You’re awake! About time, too. We’ve been waiting ages!”  
 
    It was Penny. She was hiking through the shallow waters of the river. Addie was behind her, waving happily.  
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, Ivy slumped and lolled her head back. She smiled with the strain of aches and sores before she staggered toward the girls. Addie bounded past Penny and threw herself at Ivy.  
 
    Addie mumbled into the crook of her neck, “I worried you wouldn’t wake up—You were out for hours.” 
 
    Ivy’s brows furrowed against Addie’s limp hair. “Hours?” she repeated. “What time is it? Where are we?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember?” Addie asked, pulling away to study her.  
 
    Ivy nodded. “I remember the attack and the cliff. I remember dying after I hit the rocks, and then … I woke up.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how long we were in the water for,” sighed Addie. “I died, too, but I woke up in the river and swam to you. I pulled you to shore and saw Penny washed up on the bank.” 
 
    Penny reached them. “We’ve just waiting for someone to find us.” 
 
    Ivy looked around at the shore and the woodlands bordering it. “Do you think we’re still near the school?”  
 
    Addie replied, “I don’t know. The water current is pushing that way.” — She gestured to the right. — “We could be on a different side of the island. We’re still on Blood Island, though.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “That’s a river,” said Penny. “Not an ocean or a sea. If we were on a different island, we’d have to have been carried there by sea or ocean water, not a river.” 
 
    Ivy, for a moment, wished she’d paid more attention in Geography.  
 
    Thoughtfully, Ivy stepped to the side and gazed out at the glittering water. Ahead, there were trees, but that’s all she could see.  
 
    She looked to the right; the river ran between the shores, and into the hazy distance. 
 
    “We need to find a way back,” said Addie. “It’s that, or we wait here, and hope our families find us.” 
 
    “The Shifters might find us, too,” argued Ivy. She continued to gaze out at the water with a pensive crease between her brows. “If we’re on Blood Island, then either one of these forests lead to the school.” She paused, and slid the drenched hair plastered to her temples to her scalp. “What if we …” 
 
    Penny and Addie shared a look. Addie repeated, “What if we did what, Ivy?”  
 
    Ivy licked her chapped lips nervously. “What if we just … went somewhere? Maybe, we don’t have to go back to the school.” 
 
    “Not go back?” asked Penny, just as Addie said, “Are you mad?” 
 
    Ivy shrugged. A jolt of pain shot through her shoulder, but she ignored it. “If we go back, we return to our lives. To our fiancés.” 
 
    Both Penny and Addie stiffened. Addie’s fiancé was Felix. It was arranged. There was no breaking the contract. Which presented a challenge for the relationship between Penny and Addie.  
 
    Penny whispered, “What about our families, our people, our homes?”  
 
    Ivy bit her lip and looked at her. “The Academy was blown up. You’ll go back to Ichor, and we’ll be sent somewhere else. That is, if our families even decide that we should go to school while the Rebellion is still out there.” 
 
    Penny said, “We’ll be separated. Maybe all three of us.” 
 
    “And,” said Addie, “Even if we’re not … Nothing will change.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ivy. “It will all stay the same. Our engagements, our planned futures … But, we can change that. Right now.” 
 
    Penny’s fingers slipped into Addie’s hand. Addie looked up at her. They merely stood there, gazing at each other, hand in hand. Ivy cleared her throat, feeling a little excluded.  
 
    Addie said softly, “We can’t survive on our own.” 
 
    “I thought that, too,” admitted Ivy. “I thought, when those Shifters were chasing me, that I could only survive if someone rescued me. But then I saw Penny, and I saved her. I saw you, and I saved all of us. I didn’t think I could do that. We’re capable of so much more than what we know.” 
 
    “What will we do? How will we live? Without our families, we have no money; without our world, we have no protection from the sun, and we can’t use the Foundling sunscreen—we’d burn, Ivy. Do you want us to live in the shadows forever?” 
 
    Ivy sighed heavily and said, “We’re not what our society tells us, Addie. We’re strong, and we’re Vampires. We can do anything. Exiled Vampires and Fae live outside of our world, and I’m sure we’ll find one. They can give us our sunscreen, and we can work. Get jobs, like normal people. That’s the beauty of it, Addie. We’ll be free to make our own decisions.” 
 
    Addie looked down at the pebbles sadly and closed her eyes. Penny squeezed her hand gently to comfort her. That gesture alone may have been the very selling point. 
 
    “Ok,” agreed Addie. She swallowed and glanced between the others. “Let’s go.” 
 
    A small smile swept over Ivy’s face and she turned to look her friend in the eye. Penny held out her free hand. Ivy took it, and they all turned to face the river.  
 
    Their hands remained clasped and their fingers entwined as they walked into the water side by side.  
 
    The water soon danced around their waists.  
 
    Their hands separated before they dove beneath the surface. Together, they swam with the current.  
 
    They could swim for hours, or even days, but they knew that they would all swim until they reached land—Foundling land. 
 
    They swam towards liberation and to what Ivy craved most. 
 
    Freedom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    THREE MONTHS LATER 
 
      
 
      
 
    The grimy shack that masqueraded as a bar was tucked away in a rat-infested alley. Out front was a scarcely dressed woman, taunting men who passed her by. Inside, the rats were people. Men with oily hair slicked to the side leered at the waitresses; bikers in leather jackets, despite the damp heat, brawled over snarky remarks; grubby tables were littered with glass shards and greasy frat boys on holiday. But the worst of the lot were at a rickety table in the corner.  
 
    Every so often, light shone on a glass and briefly illuminated the piercing eyes of the two shadowy figures.  
 
    One wore a cap on her white hair, the other pulled a hood over her sleek white hair. But they both wore the same radiant white eyes that simmered beneath the darkness dousing them. Two untouched pints of privately brewed beer mirrored the mysterious women.  
 
    The one in the cap fiddled with the glass at times, and wiped away the dribbles of water that trickled down the sides. But her gaze never strayed from the rowdy patrons on the other side of the bar.  
 
    One patron in particular. 
 
    He was a frail old man with a toothy grin that he flashed at every female who neared him. A waitress nervously approached him where he sat alone at a table.  
 
    She took his empty schooner and asked him for his order.  
 
    He groped the waitress’s bum and said, in an oil-coated voice, “Your body.” 
 
    The cackle that tore through him sent shudders down the waitress. She stormed away to the bar. The old man got to his feet and snatched a crooked cane from the table.  
 
    “Another time, sweetheart?”  
 
    The waitress turned her back on him.   
 
    He sucked his tongue over his decayed teeth and hobbled out of the bar.  
 
    Nobody noticed that the two women weren’t in the corner anymore. They were at the door, shadowing the old man outside.  
 
      
 
    The stench of the alleyway punched the old man before his cane touched the slimy concrete.  
 
    Mexico’s heat had his dewy singlet clinging to his wrinkled skin. He hobbled over to the hooker, a pale, short haired woman against the wall.  
 
    She smacked gum against the roof of her mouth. “Hiya, mister,” she said. “Much on for the night?” 
 
    His lips curled into a sneer. “What's the matta with yer skin? You an albino, er somethin’?” 
 
    She smiled sweetly.  
 
    The man raised the cane and slapped it against the wall. “I ain’t payin, and you ain’t gonna do a damn thing ‘bout it.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” she giggled.  
 
    The woman snatched his shirt and tugged him closer. Her sheer white eyes dragged to look over his shoulder. Two figures moved out of the shadows, one in a cap, another in a cloak. The man followed the hooker’s gaze.  
 
    “What you lasses want? Get—” 
 
    He gurgled. Blood spurted from his wrinkled lips. The three women had pounced. Their hands dragged him down to the soiled ground, their teeth sunken into his grey skin, black nails imbedded in his limbs.  
 
    The old man’s gurgles were drowned out by the greedy gulps and guzzles of the pale girls. Until, slowly, he stopped moving. His legs twitched no more, his lips stilled and poured blood, his eyes glassed over and gazed up at the moon. The cane rolled away.  
 
    The three girls stood and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    The streets of Iztapalapa, Mexico were ridden with trash and cockroaches. Slums were stacked up on the hills, drooping under the sweaty heat. Ivy pulled off her cap and embraced the light breeze that brushed through her hair. She tucked paper notes into her pocket.  
 
    “He didn’t have much on him,” she said. “Only a few hundred pesos.” 
 
    “Fabulous,” said Addie. “I suppose we are to sleep in the sewers again.” 
 
    “I hate killing them,” said Penny. She took Addie’s cloak and fastened it around her body.  
 
    “We can’t let them go,” said Addie regrettably. “Not after they realise what we are.” 
 
    “Besides,” added Ivy preppily. “He was a creep. We didn’t choose this place for nothing, you know. It has the highest crime rate against women in Mexico.” 
 
    “Don’t you feel bad?” asked Penny. “He was an old man.” 
 
    “He was a pervert,” corrected Ivy. “He assaulted the waitress, and tried to do the same to you. Would you rather we fed on innocent people?” 
 
    “No,” bit Penny.  
 
    “It’s not like anyone’s going to miss him,” said Addie. “Think of it like this—We’re cleaning up the trash.” 
 
    “Think of it however you like,” said Ivy, skipping over a scurrying rat. “We need blood to live, and there are plenty of bad people here to feed on.” 
 
    “We have to be more careful,” said Penny. “He was our fourth kill this week.” 
 
    Ivy shrugged. “I was hungry.”  
 
    “We all were,” said Penny. “But the Shifters can track us if we keep killing like that.” 
 
    Ivy raised her brow and stifled a laugh. “How else should we kill? With kindness?” 
 
    Addie said, “She’s got a point, Ivy. The Shifters will come out of their animal forms soon. The three months are almost up. Once they can turn back into their original forms, they can communicate with each other. They can organise, and hunt us.” 
 
    “If they find out that there were twenty murders here in the last six weeks,” added Penny, “They’ll come looking. It’s not like we’re being discreet. The papers are calling them animal attacks, but the Shifters will know better.” 
 
    “So, what do you wanna do, then?”  
 
    “I was thinking about how we got blood in our world,” said Penny. “The Committee ran blood banks in the Foundling world. What if we can access the blood banks?” 
 
    Ivy hummed thoughtfully as Addie asked, “How?”  
 
    “A watcher.” 
 
    Ivy and Addie stopped.  
 
    Penny sighed and pleaded with them, “Look, I know we’ve avoided finding one, but they’re out there. Watchers have everything we need. Money, blood, magic, and sunscreen.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Addie. “This isn’t about us killing, is it? You just miss the daylight.” 
 
    “Of course I miss the daylight,” snapped Penny. “For three months, all I’ve seen are night skies, moons, and grubby night dwellers. I want to see the sun, and I want to go out in it without burning alive.” 
 
    “Watchers are dangerous,” said Ivy. “They’re Arcane who’ve been banished from the cloaked world. The Committee don’t just exile anyone, you know.” 
 
    Penny clenched her hands into fists. “I can’t do this anymore! I’m sick of wandering the streets at night, and sleeping wherever we can during the days. When we’re lucky enough to steal money off corpse’s, we can only afford train tickets or some damp motel room to stay in. I want more.” She pointed her sharp fingernail at an affronted Ivy. “You promised us more.” 
 
    “I promised nothing,” she sniffed. “I only said that we can make our own lives.” 
 
    “Enough,” interrupted Addie tiredly. “The Shifters will be looking for us soon. Maybe even in a few days. If we’re going to see a watcher, we need to do is soon. Before the Shifters awake.” 
 
    “Good,” said Penny happily. “Then it’s decided. We should leave now—the sun comes up in a few hours.” 
 
    Ivy scowled at Addie. Addie dared not meet her glowering gaze.  
 
    Penny turned on her heels and pranced down the slimy pavement. The girls followed.  
 
    Only, as Ivy trudged moodily behind her friends, her fingers raised to her neck. It was there that a white gold necklace was fastened with a lilac ruby. A gift from Domenic.  
 
    Gently, her fingertips pinched the stone and her thoughts travelled to the Shifter, wondering when he would awake, and if she would ever see him again.  
 
    Never would be too soon.  
 
    Ivy released the pendant and followed Penny into a cab. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Note from Kirah Nyx 
 
      
 
    So as you can tell, I’m new on the scene and would very much loveee it if you gave me a follow or left a review with your thoughts :) 
 
      
 
    I hope to have the sequel (and the last in the duology) out later this year. Stay tuned and follow me on Goodreads to stay updated! 
 
      
 
    I also have an R-rated (New Adult, explicit scenes) murder mystery on the way—think classical whodunnit in modern times.  
 
      
 
    Stay tuned. 
 
      
 
    Kirah Nyx 
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