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 1. 
 
      
 
    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—but all Ivy could think about was leaving school in two days for the mid-year break. 
 
    “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 the night of the dance,” 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?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. 
 
      
 
    Ivy didn’t understand why her parents couldn’t simply wait until the mid-year holiday to see her. It was only two days away. 
 
    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.  
 
    The sudden dinner was apparently set in stone—and it churned Ivy’s gut with worry. Her parents were up to something. If they couldn’t wait two days to see her and celebrate her belated birthday, they had schemes in place.  
 
    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.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. 
 
      
 
    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 killed them. Literally. There would be no mercy, no forgiveness, no second chances.  
 
    Now, Ivy understood his hot and cold moods with her. He wanted her, he liked her, he cared about her—but what did any of that of mean after what Ivy had done to Archer? It couldn’t mean anything, because he shouldn’t let it. 
 
    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. “After last night, by the tree…I felt that you missed me.” 
 
    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. 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.  
 
    “Then what was last night?” she said. “Just a bit of drunken fun?” 
 
    “A bit of that,” he said darkly. “And a goodbye.” 
 
    She blinked the tears 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, Ivory 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.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
    Then, it struck him like lightning from the worst of storms.  
 
    “The 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.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. 
 
      
 
    “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.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6. 
 
      
 
    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.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7. 
 
      
 
    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.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8. 
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. 
 
      
 
    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 a 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.  
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    “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,” 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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
    Ivy was needed. She was irreplaceable—integral to his and Samael’s plan. Without her, all that they’d been working for would be for nothing. 
 
    Without Ivy’s blood, what they stole from the crypts that night would be useless. 
 
    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.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15. 
 
      
 
    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 guardians 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.  
 
    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.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
    “Remember,” she added, “that this target is unlike any other Vampire you have encountered. Ivory Skylar drank a near-gallon of Archer Marroc’s blood, and survived. Ivory is immune to the venom of your bites and the poison in your blood. So, it will not be as simple to capture her as a bite.” 
 
    A ripple of unease swept over the village. 
 
    “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—should the Prince reach her first, he will use her to activate what he and his comrade stole. The Divine Artefacts. We cannot allow these Artefacts to be used—for they mean the total extinction of all but the Vampires.” 
 
    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.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17. 
 
      
 
    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. 
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    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. 
 
    Before she could close the door behind her, a cool breeze crept over her, carrying the whispers of howls. Ivy shivered and looked out at the street.  
 
    Nothing seemed out of place. But there it was again—that tug in her gut, the omen she’d learned to rely on. An instinct sharper than most others. 
 
    Ivy bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to draw blood, and pulled the cab door shut. The window was rolled down a little—and through it came the whispers of howls from far away. 
 
    But no matter how far away they might have been, Ivy knew—the Shifters were coming. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” hissed Ivy.  
 
    Addie and Penny shot her befuddled looks. But then, their gazes sharpened into alert knives, and they swerved their stares around the outside of the cab. 
 
    Panic filled them in a rush. 
 
    Ivy snarled at the cab driver. “Go. Now.” 
 
    Before it’s too late… 
 
      
 
    End of Book 2. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    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! 
 
    This is the second edition—with new content!—of Hush, Ivy 2, Knights at the Academy. The Hush Ivy series will be made of four books, all to be released by the end of the year.  
 
    I hope you have enjoyed book one and two.  
 
    Book three will be available in October 2019.  
 
    Add them to your lists on Goodreads!  
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