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A light rain fell sporadically over the city. It was September—the season when returning students came back to campus and freshmen began their new lives. Among the crowd stood a tall, sunny-looking girl who could be spotted instantly in any group. Her name was Clara Shaw. She waited in line, occasionally glancing around.

All she wanted was to exchange her uniform for a larger size, yet the looks she received from others were strangely judgmental.

Several girls shorter than her and a few slightly shorter boys whispered among themselves. Their murmured speculation seemed designed to belittle Clara, as though mocking her might somehow make them feel better about their own insignificant height.

Clara lifted her head and looked at the gloomy sky, muttering to herself.

"This weather... does it know how to do anything besides rain?"

"Clara!"

A loud female voice rang out. Clara turned and immediately spotted the chubby girl waving at her from within the crowd. It was Fiona Quinn.

"I'm heading out first!" Fiona shouted in her booming voice. "I'll call you when I'm back. Won't take long!"

"Oh." Clara waved back, indicating she heard.

The people nearby who overheard Fiona's loud declaration were momentarily confused—she said she was leaving, yet also that she would be back soon.

Clara continued waiting for the line to reach the window.

This was her new semester. Her new life. Filled with expectations and dreams. She felt like a bird about to spread its wings and soar.

Under the overcast sky, with rain falling softly, she had no idea that her life had already begun to turn toward a direction she could never have imagined.
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Elsewhere in the city, inside a luxurious villa, Jack Mercer closed the lid of his laptop. A trace of surprise lingered on his face.

It had been a long time since such an expression had appeared on him.

The reason was the diary entry he had just typed.

"I am Jack. A vampire. Also a ripper. Jack the Ripper—yes, that's probably me. Too much time has passed. My memories are getting hazy.

For six hundred years I have lived among elegant bloodshed.

But that can wait.

Today I want to go out for a walk.

I feel as though fate has arranged for me to meet a girl.

A girl?

Love?

Fate?"

He paused.

"Perhaps I've stayed indoors too long if I'm starting to talk about fate. Fine. I'll believe in it just this once.

Today might not be an ordinary day. The first time writing a diary on a computer. The first time believing I might encounter love. The first time trusting fate.

Let's see what happens.

Fate—I'm curious to know who will conquer whom."

Jack cut off his own thoughts and shouted downstairs.

"Hey. Come up here."

The maid walked up slowly.

Her eyes were dull and lifeless. Her face pale, completely devoid of blood. She stiffly brushed her hair back behind her neck. Her lips were pressed tightly together, her brows slightly furrowed, giving her a pitiful appearance.

Jack controlled the beautiful maid with his gaze.

"How many days have you been here?"

"Three days," the maid replied expressionlessly, placing the body bag she carried onto the floor.

"Very good."

Jack glanced at the bite marks covering her neck, wrists, and calves. His fangs slowly emerged.

A scream was abruptly cut short.

Moments later, Jack wiped the blood from his mouth. Without sparing the mauled maid another glance, he stuffed her into the body bag.

He drove out to the forest in the suburbs and burned the corpse. Watching the flames dance in front of him brought a strange satisfaction to his eyes.

When the fire died down, he got into his car and headed to his favorite hunting ground.

The university.

Jack considered bringing home several "human blood bags." They could serve him in two ways—he could control their minds to clean his house, and they could also satisfy his thirst for blood.

He parked at the university gate and leaned casually against his car like a wealthy young heir. Smiling charmingly at passing girls, he attempted to strike up conversations.

Soon he had selected a few fashionable girls and approached them.

With his handsome looks, Jack quickly charmed six girls traveling together. One of them, named Laura Yates, agreed immediately after seeing his car.

But once something came too easily, Jack lost interest.

In his mind, Laura was already listed as the first on his menu.

The other girls eagerly agreed to go as well.

Jack first invited three of them into the car. Then he looked into the eyes of the remaining three and said calmly,

"Forget the party. Those three decided on their own to go to the moat for a walk."

The girls nodded blankly and walked back toward the school.

Jack started the car.
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Meanwhile, Clara had just received a call from Fiona. Holding the oversized uniform she had exchanged, she walked toward the school gate, not noticing the car approaching her.

"Looks like fate arranged nothing at all," Jack muttered.

Suddenly—

Screech.

He slammed on the brakes.

Standing directly in front of his car was a tall girl with shoulder-length hair, holding a bright red umbrella.

When she realized a car had stopped in front of her, she quickly waved apologetically toward the driver.

Clara looked at Jack behind the wheel.

It felt like being jolted awake by an alarm clock.

She wasn't afraid.

Instead, a strange feeling filled her mind.

There was simply something... odd about him.

Jack silently added a striking new face to his mental list. He studied her carefully, observing what made her different.

Seeing the sharp-featured young man step out of the car, Clara instinctively took a small step backward.

"I didn't hit you, did I?" Jack asked.

"No." Clara smiled faintly and blinked.

Her bright eyes were like a ray of light breaking through a rainy day.

For a moment, Jack felt as if moonlight had slipped quietly into his heart.

"Clara!"

The loud female voice returned.

Clara turned and waved at the chubby girl who had just gotten off a bus.

"I should go now," Clara said to Jack with an apologetic smile. Without waiting for a reply, she walked into the campus with Fiona.

"What were you doing over there?" Fiona asked.

"Looking for you." Clara shook the closed umbrella in her hand before opening it. "Did you buy the pliers?"

"Yeah. What terrible luck—second day after moving in and the bed already started creaking," Fiona complained. "I bought a screwdriver and pliers. Honestly I almost bought an axe in case I need to rebuild the bed someday."

"You're terrifying," Clara laughed.

She glanced back at Jack again as he bent down and got into his car.

"That guy over there seems strange," she whispered.

"Look how full his car is. And he was staring at you too. Definitely not a good person," Fiona said, pulling Clara away.

Jack clearly heard the words: "not a good person."

He immediately changed his menu.

He decided he had to get those two girls—the plump one and the slender one. Both looked delicious.

Unfortunately, the gloomy sky began to brighten slightly.

Jack reluctantly gave up the idea for now. Before leaving campus, however, he still did a few things that came naturally to a vampire.
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"Ladies, welcome to my humble home," Jack said as he invited three girls inside.

He slammed the door shut.

"Listen carefully."

One girl screamed, but Jack covered her mouth immediately and stared into her eyes.

"No screaming."

He pushed her back lightly. She steadied herself and clamped her mouth shut.

Looking at the trembling girls, Jack spoke calmly.

"None of you are allowed to escape. None of you are allowed to make a sound. From this moment on, you are my maids. You will clean my house and fulfill any other needs I may have.

Don't worry—just three days.

After three days, take a body bag from here. When I call you, come find me, and then you may leave this house.

Perfect. That makes three."

He studied them.

"So... who should I start with?"

The three girls retreated together.

Jack pointed to the girl who had first accepted his invitation.

"You. Come here. The two of you—go wait in the room behind you."

—
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Back in the dormitory, Fiona banged loudly with a screwdriver and pliers while repairing the bed.

Clara sat opposite her.

"If it still doesn't work, you can sleep on the other bed," Fiona said. "If I fall off it's fine. But if you fall off you'll probably break something."

"Can you say something less ominous?" Clara frowned. "Also... this dorm is huge. Why are there only the two of us? Are the others not coming?"

"Probably late admissions. Maybe one more person at most," Fiona said thoughtfully. "I think it's some kind of omen."

"You sound like a witch."

Fiona turned around.

"If I told you I was a witch, would you believe me?"

"Yes," Clara answered instantly.

Fiona laughed.

"Then what if I told you I was a vampire?"

"Tomorrow you can stand in the sun with me and we'll find out."

"You're not afraid I might crawl to your bed tonight and kill you?"

"If that happens, please turn me into a vampire too," Clara joked. "But wake me up first so I can mentally prepare."

Fiona exhaled and continued fixing the bed.

Clara added seriously,

"If you ever share a room with a vampire, there are only three outcomes. One—you kill them. Two—they kill you. Three—you coexist peacefully.

But if you're unlucky and can't fight back, at least you should find a way to survive, right?"

Fiona stared at her.

"Your logic is unbeatable."

"Thank you."

The two girls, alone in a four-person dorm, quickly became close friends.
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Later that night, Fiona finally sighed with relief.

"Done at last."

"Did you repair the bed or build a new one?" Clara teased.

A knock sounded at the door.

Fiona opened it while still holding the screwdriver, startling the student inspector outside.

"Student! What are you doing?"

"The bed had a problem. It's fixed now."

The inspector glanced around.

"Only the two of you in this dorm? Have the others arrived yet?"

"No. We only received two keys at the door," Fiona explained.

After the inspector left, another knock came twenty minutes later.

Clara opened the door again to find another inspection team.

After confirming there were only two people in the dorm, they left.

Fiona stepped outside and stopped a girl from the neighboring dorm.

"What's going on?"

"I heard three third-year girls didn't come back tonight. Their roommates said they went to the moat," the girl said. "Only you two here?"

"Someone's missing?" Clara frowned.

Fiona enthusiastically pulled the girl inside.

"Come sit!"

The girl's name was Seth Cole.

—
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Elsewhere, Jack heard a doorbell ring.

He opened the door.

A woman with thick hair stood outside.

Jack revealed his fangs.

The woman revealed hers as well.

Jack hugged her.

"Little sister, you're here."

She glanced around the house.

"You have guests?"

"Just a few low-quality maids," Jack replied. "Girls these days—if they lived in the old times—"

He stopped when he noticed Sophie Lane's displeased expression.

"Fine. Let's go out and celebrate your arrival."

"I came here for someone," Sophie said quietly.

Jack's face darkened.

"You're still with him?"

"I came back to find him," she said softly.

—
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Early the next morning, Clara suddenly woke up.

The sky was just beginning to brighten.

She glanced at Fiona, who was still sleeping heavily.

It had only been a dream.

In the dream she had seen a bloodthirsty countess and a dark prison.

After going back to sleep briefly, the two girls overslept and missed the freshman assembly.

Instead of going straight to the meeting, the bold pair slipped into the cafeteria to eat breakfast.

Of course, their class advisor did not let them off easily.

That evening during the class meeting, he used them as an example.

"Tonight we're discussing discipline," the advisor said sternly. "Some students were late on the very first day. I waited outside the auditorium, and they showed up from the cafeteria."

He paused.

"I won't name them. Instead, let me introduce a new classmate."

He gestured toward the last row.

Some students looked at Fiona and Clara with knowing smiles.

Others followed Clara's gaze.

Jack.

"How is it him?" Clara whispered.

She turned to look at the familiar young man sitting in the last row.

Jack smiled at her.

A strange, unsettling smile.
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Jack's sudden intrusion into Clara's brand-new life became the most glaring highlight of that night—branded, in her mind, with a single word: strange. To Clara, any emotion she couldn't explain belonged in that category.

She leaned toward Fiona and whispered, "Look. That guy."

"Again?" Fiona frowned. "Stay away from him."

"He doesn't look like a good person," Clara blurted out—and then froze, as if she'd surprised herself with the words.

Seth turned around in her seat. "Are you two running for class committee or not?"

"Of course not," Clara said. "If we ran, we'd get held up as a negative example again. Honestly, I just want to go back to the dorm after this class meeting." She nudged Fiona and added, "From now on, we're basically the top seeds for 'bad example of the year.' Any acceptance speech?"

"I'll try to beat you for the title," Fiona replied.

"Count me in," Seth said, lowering her voice. "That day, I didn't even go to the meeting."

Clara shook her head solemnly. "A true master. I'm humbled. Fiona, why are we even competing? Let's just hand the trophy to her. She's a professional. We're amateurs—at best, we're background extras. Come on. Let's go back to the dorm and study."

She stood up and slipped out while the advisor was still in the classroom across the hall. She called Fiona to come out—

But the person who stepped out wasn't Fiona.

It was Jack.

"I'm Jack," he said, facing Clara as if this were the most natural thing in the world. "We're in the same class."

"Hi." Clara searched her memory. "We've met."

"On a rainy day," Jack said, studying her with unhidden interest.

Fiona approached, and Seth darted to Clara's side.

"Hi, handsome," Seth said brightly. "I'm Seth."

"Jack." He answered, but his attention drifted.

As the three girls walked back toward the classroom, Jack found himself wondering why his mind was sketching Clara's face—

Instead of drafting a new menu.

"We're going back to watch Seth run for class monitor," Fiona said, grabbing Clara's hand and tugging her inside. While Seth chatted with other classmates, Fiona leaned close and whispered urgently, "Listen to me. Don't provoke that guy."

"I just feel like something's off," Clara said later, back in the dorm—then noticed their door was left open.

"What's off?" Fiona asked.

Clara's eyes narrowed. "The fact that after we were basically singled out without being named... you still got elected study rep. That's impressive."

She pulled a book at random from the shelf and flipped it open.

"Someone told me they actually wanted you to run," Fiona said, tearing open a bag of sunflower seeds and offering some.

Clara shook her head. "If the advisor catches me again, it won't just be 'late on day one' anymore."

"That's fair," Fiona said, thinking.

Seth burst in with her phone. "What are you two doing? I've got news—tomorrow's schedule."

"Give it to Fiona," Clara said. "We don't have a dorm leader, so she's acting dorm leader."

Seth glanced at the screen and answered her phone. "No, I'm not doing it. He's not my dad... Fine. Okay."

She hung up and blurted, "My mom's marrying a man who already has a kid. Soon our family of four will have four different last names."

Clara frowned. Fiona didn't know what to say.

Seth, oddly, ended up rescuing the mood. She walked over, shut the dorm door, and said, "It's fine. I just wanted to tell you. The others don't know. They gossip all day—seeing them is exhausting. I might just put a mattress in your dorm. When I'm bored, I'll come hang out here."

"That'll make it look like we're exploiting you," Fiona said easily. "Pick a lucky day and move in for real. I'm the acting dorm leader—so listen to me." She paused, then added, "But only you can move in. If I collapse both beds, Clara's going to need an empty one."

"And you?" Seth asked Clara.

Clara pointed at her own face. "Can't you see the words written here? Whatever. Besides, class monitor and study rep both live with me now. The good days are coming."

"That's perfect," Seth said, delighted. "I've got a fellow townsman in the dorm services department—officially legitimate!"

She hopped out, closing the door behind her.

She didn't notice the girl with unusually sharp canine teeth slipping past her.

The girl went to the washroom, checked that no one was around, pushed open the window, and jumped down. She landed behind the dorm building and reported to Jack in a low voice.

"Not ordinary. Neither of them."

"Clara," Jack murmured—like he was tasting the name.

Sophie looked at her brother's incoherent fixation and scoffed, "You're this old and a university still admitted you?"

"A little trick," Jack said, smiling in a way that never reached his eyes.

"And another group of people lost their real memories," Sophie remarked coolly.

"Come on," Jack said. "Tonight, we rest."

Back home, Jack opened his laptop and began typing.

"After that little trick, I became Clara's classmate. Maybe I can start believing in fate. It arranged a girl for me—otherwise why haven't I had a single human blood bag in my house for days?"

"That's because you made me clean the house," Sophie snapped, practically bristling. "And you go hunting every night."

"My sweet-tempered sister," Jack said with mock innocence. "What's wrong? You read someone's diary and still think you're entitled to complain? Maybe I should put your words into the diary."

"I'm going out for a few days," Sophie said stiffly.

"That guy cause trouble again?" Jack asked.

"No. Not him." Sophie looked suddenly like a young girl—shy, annoyed, and unable to hide it.

Jack studied her. "When you're back, we'll have a meal together. Invite him too."

"Really?"

"You look far too excited for someone your age," Jack said, smiling strangely.
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The next morning Jack drove to class without an umbrella.

Sophie, who had brought her boyfriend home to meet Jack, could only tell him, "My brother's out."

"Then let's go out too," Blair Lane suggested gently.

In the lecture hall, Jack found Clara and Fiona. Seth sat beside them, visibly impatient.

Seth nudged Clara and whispered, "That handsome guy is here. He's looking at you."

Jack looked over the seats. There were no empty spots nearby, so he sat two rows behind them.

In his mind, he made a decision:

He'd have to get rid of the chubby one first.

Only then could he get close to Clara—when she was alone.

After class, Seth and Fiona were called away by the advisor along with other class officers.

It was the perfect opportunity.

Jack followed Clara as she walked back toward the dorm by herself.

"Your book fell," he said, bending to pick it up.

He didn't know—didn't care—whether she'd dropped it on purpose.

Clara kept walking as if she hadn't heard him.

Jack tapped her shoulder from behind.

Clara turned with the same startled expression as if an alarm clock had just gone off.

"What?" she asked.

"Your book." Jack handed it to her.

"Thanks."

"You're alone. It's almost dinner time. Want to eat together?"

"I already made plans with my friends," Clara said carefully. "Another day."

The longer she looked at Jack, the more she felt something about him was... wrong.

Jack lifted his head. The sun was about to dip below the horizon.

"All right," he said lightly. "I'll go."

—
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When Jack returned home, Sophie and Blair were there.

"This is Blair," Sophie introduced.

"I've heard of you," Jack said, assessing him the way an overly critical elder might judge a future in-law.

"We bought a few things," Sophie said as Blair lifted the bags. Then she added quickly, "Brother, it's just dinner. Don't be so tense."

"I'm relaxed enough to fall asleep," Jack said, delivering the joke with a deadpan chill.

"Blair has good news," Sophie said, nudging him—her eagerness sparking Jack's curiosity.

"We found a way to walk in sunlight," Blair said calmly.

Jack laughed like it was absurd. "I've looked for so long and found nothing. And you just... found it?"

Blair pulled the curtains open.

Jack and Sophie moved instantly into the shadow of the stairwell corner.

Blair raised his hand.

Sunlight spilled across his skin—no burning, no blistering. He stood there unharmed.

"How did you do it?" Jack lunged forward, grabbing Blair by the collar.

Jack's own face began to smoke under the sunlight, but he didn't let go. He dragged Blair back into the shade.

Blair remained unruffled. He pointed at Jack's hand.

Jack released him.

Blair smoothed his collar.

Jack stared at him closely—there were faint burn marks on Blair's face too, already healing.

"What you saw just now was an illusion," Blair said. "But I've found the method." Before Jack could explode, Blair continued, "I have a wizard friend. He's coming in a couple of days. He can help."

—
[image: ]


That "wizard friend" was, at that moment, answering Fiona's phone call.

"Hello?" A clear, steady male voice.

"Hello... I'm Fiona," she said cautiously. "My aunt left me this number and told me to call it today."

"I'm on my way," he replied. "Send me your address."

Fiona hung up, not entirely sure what she was doing.

She went to find Clara—the girl who seemed to drift out of her own body far too often. Clara stood staring blankly at the library rooftop.

"What are you looking at?" Fiona patted her shoulder.

Clara jumped as if she'd been attacked, shrieking so loudly passing students turned to stare.

"What is wrong with you?" Clara snapped at Fiona, still rattled.

"I saw you staring at the library roof," Fiona said, looking up. "What were you looking at?"

"When was I staring at the library roof?" Clara shot back, giving her a sideways look. She genuinely seemed to have no idea.

"Then what are you doing here?"

"I... thought I was on my way back to the dorm," Clara said slowly, trying to recall.

"You've always been like this?"

"Pretty often. I'll just... drift off thinking about something." Clara shrugged. "My mom took me to the hospital. Everything checked out. Brain included."

"Then you better study hard these next few years," Fiona teased, "and diagnose yourself."
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Seth came running over like a whirlwind. "There you are! Let's eat. And listen—our advisor wants our class to perform something at the welcome party in a couple days."

"What kind of school makes freshmen perform?" Fiona blurted. "That's exactly what I said."

"Don't tell me you volunteered us for something," Clara said, then glanced up at the library eaves again before following them toward the cafeteria.

"She tried to make me perform, so I refused," Fiona said. "She couldn't do anything, so she made the class monitor do it. A truly excellent class monitor."

"The arts rep, sports rep, and publicity rep are doing a comedic cross-talk routine," Seth said, loud and proud.
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After dinner, the "moving-in ceremony" for Seth—organized by the class monitor—caused chaos across half the floor.

Fiona stood at the dorm door, watching girls shuttle Seth's things over from the neighboring dorm.

"Give it to me," Fiona said, taking a messy pile from five girls at once and dumping it on Seth's desk. She even dismissed Clara from helping.

"Sit. You don't need to move anything. Look how many people are carrying this stuff."

Her phone rang.

"Answer it for me," Fiona told Clara.

Clara picked up. "Hello—Fiona's moving things right now. Hold on."

There was a brief pause. Then the same gentle male voice replied, "All right."

Clara startled and quickly held the phone to Fiona's ear.

"Who was that just now?" the caller asked.

"My roommate," Fiona said briskly. "Okay, I'm coming down now. Mm. Fine."

Fiona rushed out.

With the move finished, the dorm finally went quiet.

Clara had no afternoon classes. She took a random book from the shelf and began reading.

"You have so many books," Seth said. "Why don't you work-study at the library? Easy job."

"Sure," Clara said. "But I heard it's competitive. The teacher probably won't pick me."

—
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At the campus gate, Fiona arrived breathless and saw a young man standing by the bus stop with a backpack.

She approached him. "I'm Fiona."

The young man looked at her with recognition.

"Fiona. It's been over ten years," he said, patting her solid shoulder.

"Ethan Julian...?" Fiona stared. "Brother Ethan? It's you?"

"You never asked who I was," Ethan said innocently.

"Fine," Fiona muttered. "Where are you staying?"

"A friend's place. Temporarily."

"Have you eaten? I'll take you."

"Let's talk business." Ethan's voice turned flat. "How many vampires have you found?"

"I'm not sure. Only ones who come out on cloudy days and at night. You know—I can't tell by looking." Fiona hesitated. "Are you going to kill them?"

"I only kill vampires who kill people."

"Oh—three girls from our school disappeared recently. Their roommates said they went to the moat. It's been half a month."

Ethan's eyes sharpened. "Where are their roommates? Can you find them?"

"Today is my aunt's death anniversary," Fiona said softly. "Do you want to settle in first, and investigate tomorrow?"

"It's fine," Ethan said without emotion. "Any other cases?"

"How long has it been since you went out?" Fiona asked.

"A while."

"I'll take you to Xingzhi Building," Fiona said. "You can catch those girls heading to class around this time."

Fiona watched as Ethan politely asked the three girls for directions, studying them with quiet intensity. To her, it looked ordinary.

But when Ethan returned, his conclusion was immediate.

"Their memories were altered. A vampire did it."

"Then what do we do?"

"Stay here," Ethan said.

Just then, a tall girl waved at Fiona.

Ethan didn't recognize her.

Clara walked up.

"Clara, why are you down here?" Fiona asked.

"Advisor called a last-minute class meeting," Clara said with a pout.

"This is my cousin—Brother Ethan," Fiona introduced. "And this is my roommate, Clara."

Clara gave a small wave. Noticing Ethan looked unwell, she said politely, "Hello."

"Hello," Ethan replied, enunciating each word slowly—his gaze lingering on her in a way that was strangely absent-minded, yet gentle.

Fiona immediately tugged Clara away. "We need to go."

Ethan blinked, turned around, and boarded a bus.

He pulled out a map from his backpack.

If the Ripper appeared, he preferred to destroy evidence—usually around the moat.

Ethan went there, searching for traces: disturbed soil, fallen leaves, terrain.

He took out a dagger, dug several times—

Then stopped.

"Again," he ground out through clenched teeth.

He stood, called Blair, and said, "I'm here. Come out tonight. Let's meet."

"All right," Blair answered calmly.
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At the class meeting, the advisor stared at the many empty seats.

"The school is strictly checking attendance and dorm inspections these days," he warned. "Anyone staying out overnight will be dealt with seriously. Keep that in mind—especially students who love sleeping in and love running to the cafeteria."

When he left, Fiona groaned. "We're never surviving this."

"Let's go to the library," Clara said suddenly.

"What?" Fiona looked pained. "I hate reading."

"I can't get the library eaves out of my head. Let's go."

Fiona executed a perfect one-eighty. "Fine. Let's go."

She marched off, dragging Clara along.

"Slow down," Clara protested, jogging to keep up. "You charge around like some kind of outlaw. If you keep yanking me like this, my arm's going to dislocate."

"All right." Fiona slowed. "Slow."

Clara asked casually, "That cousin... why haven't you mentioned him before?"

Fiona stopped and stared. "Don't tell me you like him."

Clara bared her teeth. "I spend all day with you. By your logic, if I ask one question, it means I'm in love—so I must be risking my life obsessed with you."

Fiona poked Clara's shoulder. Clara shifted, and Fiona's finger hit her shoulder blade.

"What is that?" Fiona gasped dramatically, poking again.

"Shoulder blade," Clara said, then poked Fiona's belly. "How many months is this?"

Fiona surrendered, dragging her onward.
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At the library entrance, Fiona read the directory, panting.

"Second floor: Faculty Lending. Third floor: Computer Reading Room. Fourth floor: Student Lending. This library is... kind of weird."

"You're the weird one," Clara said.

On the fourth floor, Clara tried to open the iron door leading to the fifth floor rooftop, but no matter how she struggled, it wouldn't budge.

Defeated, they left the library together.

"Maybe Brother Ethan can help you," Fiona said. "But I don't know if he'll want to. After my aunt died, he shut himself in for years. He knows he wasn't her biological child."

"He's a secret agent?" Clara asked.

"No," Fiona said. "He's far more dangerous than that."

"Then can you do what he does?"

"You give me too much credit," Fiona said, and changed the subject. "Where's Seth?"

"With her friends," Clara said. "She literally told me, 'Clara, I'm going to go be crazy for a while. Tonight you and Fiona come find me and we'll be crazy together.' Terrifying. I'm not even crazy yet and she already made me feel crazy."

"Her family sounds complicated."

"She grew up in a single-parent home."

"She told you that?"

"You can tell," Clara said. "Her mom raised her." She paused. "You were pretty sharp earlier—you could tell Jack is bad news. By the way, he didn't show up for the meeting either."

"I heard from the guys that he doesn't live in the dorm," Fiona said, puzzled. "Supposedly he lives with someone from another class, but he's never there. He commutes every day. Imagine commuting in university."

"We're being too nosy," Clara sighed. "Let's go back and nap. This whole day's exhausting."
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That evening, Fiona dragged Clara to the school gate to meet Seth.

They expected Seth to arrive with friends—

But Seth came alone, bouncing up to the two girls—one tall and slim, one tall and stocky—and grabbed them like trophies.

"Come on," she said. "He's already gone to the restaurant."

When Clara met Seth's friend, she instantly doubted there was anything romantic between them.

It was like seeing two neon signboards walking side-by-side: one towering, one compact. Similar hair. Similar punk style. Different only in color—one wore watermelon red, the other peacock green.

"Brilliantly loud," Clara commented.

"Feeling dizzy yet?" the boy asked, striking up conversation. "I'm Marcus Joseph."

"Your name is just Marcus?" Clara asked reflexively.

"Marcus Hale," he said. "I like being called Marcus." His voice carried an easy, hip-hop rhythm.

"Our new schoolmate," Seth said. "Late admission." Then she asked Marcus, "I can say that, right?"

"Of course." Marcus grinned. "This campus is full of beauties. I'm so glad my dad forced me to come here."

"Then you picked the wrong target," Seth joked. "If you bully Clara, the one beside her will chop you into pieces."

Fiona nodded seriously, playing along.

"I wouldn't dare," Marcus said grandly. "Friends, then. You're Seth's friends, so you're my friends. If you ever need anything, come find me."

"Sure," Clara said politely. "Climbing mountains of knives, crossing seas of fire—" She paused. "Actually, no. I won't be needing that."

"You're too modest." Marcus leaned in. "For a beauty, even if there's no mountain of knives... Clara, if you ever want to see one, I'll build one and perform on it for you."

Clara turned to Fiona and murmured, "Definitely Seth's friend."

"Sit wherever," Marcus said. "My roommate will be here soon."
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In the city center, in an elegant restaurant, Blair met Ethan.

"Hey, brother. Long time," Ethan said, clapping hands with Blair. "The usual?"

"The usual," Blair replied, sitting down.

He glanced behind Ethan and lowered his voice. "Are those two eating here too?"

Sophie moved her lips. "He spotted us."

"Then let's try the famous dessert," Jack joked lightly.

"Let's go. This is awkward," Sophie said, standing up and walking out. Jack stayed—pretending to listen as Blair and Ethan talked.

"What are you eating?" Blair asked, enjoying the menu.

"Don't breathe," Ethan mouthed silently.

Blair obeyed instantly.

Ethan rested one hand on the other and subtly rotated the dial on his watch.

Within moments, Jack's jaw tightened. He rose and left the restaurant with obvious restraint.

Ethan exhaled. He showed Blair his watch. "Looks useful. You can breathe now."

"What smell was that?" Blair asked.

"It stimulates a vampire's sensitive nerves and triggers hunger," Ethan said quietly. "Normal humans can't smell it. He couldn't slaughter people here with cameras around, so he left."

"You're still hunting the Ripper?" Blair asked.

Ethan nodded. "Another missing female student case happened at the university. I had to come out again. But tell me about you."

"Me?"

"Walking in sunlight. A spell. A special human and his blood," Ethan said.

"And if that human dies of old age?" Blair asked.

"Then the method ends," Ethan said. "Vampires return to darkness."

"What kind of human is he?"

"His blood can make vampires hallucinate that they're rejecting blood, until they dry up and die," Ethan said. "But if you use his blood to make Sunshinedream, you can walk under the sun."

He tapped the table lightly.

"The problem is finding him. He has wizard blood."

"Then we search slowly," Blair said.

"How's your girlfriend?"

"Fine," Blair said. "But I don't like her brother."

"You still can't remember who killed you?"

"No." Blair's eyes dimmed. "I only remember someone hitting the back of my head hard. Then Sophie ran over and made me drink her blood... after that, it's blank."

"Then we won't talk about it," Ethan said.

They spoke of housing, work, vampires in the city—quietly, carefully, like men who understood the cost of being overheard.
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Back in the dorm, with Seth now moved in, the room felt like it held six people instead of three.

Fiona cracked sunflower seeds. Clara ate a late-night snack. Neither said much.

Seth alone filled the air with nonstop chatter—about how she met Marcus in elementary school, how she used to steal his breakfast, how he claimed he'd be twenty centimeters taller if she hadn't, how he was already 180 cm anyway, and how someone told her height was proportional to wealth.

"And they say Confucius was almost two meters tall!" Seth declared. "I didn't study much—Clara, how tall was Confucius?"

Clara stared at her. "I haven't researched 'the science of Confucius's height.' If you think you 'don't know much,' then please never come to me for help again. You know plenty."

Fiona laughed so hard she choked on a sunflower seed.

Seth rushed over, wrapped an arm around Fiona's waist, yanked her backward, and patted her back. "They say you shouldn't pat the back, you should pat the shoulder, but patting the shoulder does nothing. Clara, what do you think?"

"Clara isn't a living FAQ," Clara said dryly. "But yes, I've heard that advice is for adults patting children."

Seth thought for a moment. "You're so humble. You're not just 'Ten Thousand Whys'... you're comprehensive."

Clara looked utterly defeated.
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In Jack's villa, he repeatedly warned Sophie, "Make sure you get the method out of him."

"Relax," Sophie said. "He doesn't even know you're the Ripper."

"I think the person he brought isn't ordinary," Jack said. "He looks familiar."

"But you don't know him?" Sophie raised an eyebrow. "You always do this—you feel like you know someone but can't remember. What is it? A boyfriend of some girl you killed?"

Jack frowned, thinking. "Not that. I have principles."

"Then maybe a relative of one of the girls?" Sophie mused. "You've got some weird hobbies... older ones..." She calculated silently. "He looks about forty."

"I can't remember," Jack said.

"Time's up. I'm going," Sophie said, leaving.

Rain tapped the windows. Jack didn't feel like going out. He opened his laptop and typed again.

"I'll rest for a couple days. If it's still raining in a few days, I'll go see her. My beloved girl. Every blood cell in me is reminding me how badly I want to taste her blood—see if it's sweeter than the others.

A wizard has come to the city—my sister's little friend's friend. He used a strange method to drive me out of a restaurant. I couldn't kill him because the place had cameras. Sometimes I think... if I installed a system like that in my house, it might be a great idea."

Jack stopped.

He stared at the screen, forcing his memory to cooperate.

For a flicker of a second, a face surfaced—

Then vanished.

A moment later, he remembered a brilliant woman he had killed long ago—because she had designed a device that trapped him in the woods. Her blood had tasted like intelligence itself.

His voice dropped into a low murmur.

"I remember now..."

Then, with a cold certainty:

"It was him."

In the dorm, Clara's thoughts drifted—uninvited—back toward Jack.

She shook her head, as if trying to clear fog from her mind.

Another day had ended.
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chapter 3
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Clara decided to ignore the welcome party completely. She stared out at the pounding rain and honestly couldn't understand what kind of mind-set the students downstairs had—cheering and making noise as if the sky weren't dumping buckets on them.

"I heard there's a new staff teacher in charge of logistics," Fiona said. "They assigned him to the dorms."

She turned to Seth. "Tell her."

Bored out of her mind, Seth seized the chance to entertain herself. Her eyes widened, and she launched into one of her unstoppable monologues.

"He's pretty young. Master's degree. I heard his dad is some kind of bureau chief—somewhere. They arranged for him to work at our school. That's what Marcus said. Marcus knows him. He showed up and immediately went to find Marcus, asking about the case where three girls disappeared a while back. Sounds like one of them might've been his sister."

Seth pressed her face to the balcony window like a fan girl and sighed dramatically.

"All those girls down there, soaking in the rain on purpose? They're definitely here for his face. Marcus talked him up like he was a legend—so I had to see for myself."

She pushed open the balcony door, slid the window wider, and peeked down.

Then she breathed, starry-eyed, "Marcus wasn't exaggerating."

"Fiona," Clara said casually, fully unaware she was about to start a war, "go look. See if he's hotter than your cousin."

Fiona walked over to the balcony—

And Seth tossed out the line that changed everything.

"He's basically on Jack's level."

Fiona squinted. "My cousin is way better-looking."

Seth instantly bristled. "Please. How much do you even resemble your cousin? You think you can judge them?"

"Men and women don't look the same!" Fiona argued back, righteous as ever.

"Enough. Both of you shut up. I'll look," Clara said, stepping to the window.

Right then, the man below—Luke Shaw—lifted his head. He tilted his umbrella slightly and caught three faces peering down at him.

Only then did they remember Marcus had been standing beside Luke the whole time. Marcus followed Luke's gaze upward, and what he saw—first—was Fiona's very recognizable face.

Then Clara.

Then the much shorter Seth.

Marcus grinned and waved.

"You looking at me?" he yelled up. "Come down! Come down! You don't even need an umbrella!"

He waved a second umbrella in his hand, like he was summoning royalty.

Around them, the girls who'd been standing in the rain for ages—umbrellas open, hair damp, makeup bravely surviving—let out a collective snort of displeasure aimed squarely at the three newcomers.
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The three girls came downstairs.

Marcus, the gentleman when he felt like it, handed his umbrella to Fiona. The other umbrella was shared between Seth and Clara.

Seth asked, "What are you doing here?"

"Luke came to check something," Marcus said. "The dorm manager isn't here, so we're waiting." Then he flashed a smile at Fiona and Clara. "Hello, beauties."

Luke looked like he wanted to say something, then decided not to. He reconsidered, tried anyway, and finally managed:

"I'm just here to look at the records. I won't go upstairs."

Marcus leaned close and whispered, "You'd honestly sound less suspicious if you said nothing at all." Luke promptly went quiet again, looking away with visible embarrassment.

Marcus introduced everyone in a neat little round.

Seth finished a phone call and said to Luke, "The dorm manager's coming soon. Look—there."

She pointed at an auntie jogging toward them.

When the dorm manager reached them, she looked at Luke, then at the group, then at the crowd of girls lingering in the rain.

"Teacher Lu, you're early. So many people came to welcome you."

Clara leaned toward Fiona and murmured, "We're about to get shot by stray bullets. When they rush, you step forward and block. I'll run with Seth. Seth will bring reinforcements."

"Running is boring," Fiona muttered. "You two just stand there and watch. Even if all of them jumped me together, they still wouldn't win."

Luke, who'd accidentally overheard, finally showed the faintest hint of a smile—somewhere on his otherwise sorrowful face.

"You can talk," Fiona told him, smiling. "Say whatever you want, Teacher Lu."

Luke only checked the registration records for the three missing girls. He didn't interrogate the three survivors again—those girls had been questioned enough.

Marcus, thanks to Luke's presence, got to casually stroll into the dorm lobby. Feeling he owed Luke a favor, Marcus invited him to the welcome party that night.

"Come on, Luke. Let's go see the show. I heard there's a male performer doing water sleeves."

Clara deadpanned, "Your taste is... intense."

Marcus shot back immediately, delighted to have someone to banter with after an afternoon of boredom.

"Clara, I'm telling you—he's decent-looking. Want me to introduce you?"

"My standards are low," Clara replied. "Just introduce me to whoever you like."

"You're the one with the heaviest taste," Marcus grumbled.

Seth charged over. "Anyone bringing guests tonight? I can get you seats. Good seats."

Fiona, who'd been quiet for once, finally spoke.

"Everyone—we've been standing directly under a camera for five minutes. Can we move somewhere else to talk?"

She pointed up at the security camera.

"Fiona's bringing family," Clara said lightly—like she didn't care.

Then, as if jolted awake by an alarm clock, her expression shifted—blank surprise, as though the words hadn't come from her.

"Did the rain soak your brain?" Fiona snapped.

Clara didn't answer. She just pointed through the lobby glass.

Two figures were approaching in the distance.

Ethan.

And Blair.

"Sharp eyes," Seth said, counting heads, then—like the wind—she vanished to the stairwell to make a phone call.

"Wait... that's actually happening?" Clara said, startled, like she hadn't predicted it herself.

Fiona yanked her aside and demanded in a whisper, "How did you know my cousin would show up?"

"I don't know," Clara whispered back, unsettled. "I really don't."

Fiona went forward to greet them.

"This is my friend, Blair," Ethan said, introducing the pale, unhurried young man beside him. His skin was fair; his hands looked cold; his face had the same bloodless quality as Ethan's.

When the rain finally stopped and dinner time came, the group split into three.

Marcus and Seth took Luke to eat hotpot near the school gate.

Ethan and Blair went to a small restaurant off campus.

That left Fiona and Clara.

"Cafeteria?" Clara suggested.

"I heard a new clay-pot rice noodle place opened outside," Fiona said, smiling sweetly as she grabbed Clara's hand.

"Then go," Clara said. "What are we waiting for?"

Fiona immediately dragged her toward the gate at a marching pace.

As they passed, Clara glanced back at the small restaurant. Ethan finished ordering, handed the menu back to the waiter.

Blair didn't order anything at all.

Curiosity got the better of Clara.

She slipped out of the noodle shop and snuck back to the restaurant entrance to peek inside.

Ethan was eating with real appetite.

Blair had only half a cup of water in front of him.

"Someone's starting to suspect me," Blair murmured to Ethan.

Ethan turned and looked directly toward the door.

Clara bolted back to the noodle shop like her life depended on it.

"What did you go do?" Fiona asked, raising her head from her steaming clay pot.

"Recon," Clara whispered. "I think I got spotted. Your cousin's friend didn't eat anything."

"Skipping one meal isn't that weird," Fiona said. "Are you just stressed?"

"I have a creepy thought," Clara said in a lower voice. "Blair's hands are cold, he's pale, and he doesn't eat."

Fiona's eyes widened. "Don't tell me you think he's a vampire."

"That's exactly what I think," Clara said.
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By now, the welcome party had become optional—something people could skip without consequence.

But Jack didn't see it that way.

He stood in his walk-in closet, holding up three shirts, hesitating again and again. In the end, he abandoned all three and chose a black shirt instead.

"What are you doing?" Sophie asked, staring at him like he'd gone insane.

"Going to the welcome party," Jack said.

"Stop it," Sophie scoffed. "You're going to see your crush. I'm going with you."

"Where's Blair? Did he kick you out?" Jack asked.

"As if." Sophie threw a hanger at him. Jack caught it easily.

"The rain stopped," she said. "Blair went to see his friend. Ethan."

Jack lifted the curtain and looked outside. "One advantage of this place—lots of rain. Second advantage—beautiful girls everywhere."

"You're really bewitched by that girl," Sophie said. "How many days has it been since you ate?"

"I haven't killed anyone in days," Jack replied—missing the point entirely. "Maybe one of the three girls last time was connected to someone important. It's risky lately. This place is too good—I'm not leaving."

Sophie's tone turned sharp. "When Clara finds out you're the Ripper, what then? You control her so she stays with you, or you let her choose?"

Jack's interest sharpened. "You think she'd stay with me?"

"I'm just expressing a beautiful wish," Sophie said.

The words landed like a blunt strike to the back of Jack's head.

Jack stared into space. "What type of guy do you think she likes?"

"Brother, I peeked outside their dorm once," Sophie snapped. "I'm not living in her stomach."

"Guess," Jack insisted.

Sophie shrugged. "Someone built like her friend? Big and sturdy?"

Jack's eyes widened. He advanced step by step, looming. Sophie backed up until she hit the door.

Jack yanked it open—and shoved her out.

The door slammed in her face.

Sophie rolled her eyes and knocked, hearing movement inside.

Push-ups?

"Jack," she called through the door, "you don't build muscle in a day."

The door swung open.

Jack snarled, "Then what am I supposed to do?"

"Lose your mind," Sophie said flatly. "Enjoy it."

She turned and walked away.
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After dinner, Clara decided to test something.

She took a small handful of salt from the salt jar.

Later, she and Fiona met Ethan near the auditorium entrance. Fiona put on a mysterious face and said, "Brother Ethan, I need to tell you something."

While Fiona and Ethan stood two meters apart, Blair turned his head toward the suddenly opened auditorium doors.

Clara seized the moment and sprinkled the salt on the ground between herself and Blair.

Blair looked down.

"That won't work," he said calmly.

He stepped forward once—

Then, just as calmly, stepped back.

Ethan approached. "What are you doing?"

Fiona understood immediately: Clara had failed.

She said nothing.

"I need the bathroom," Blair said abruptly, one hand pressed to his stomach as if it hurt.

Ethan nodded smoothly. "I'll take you."

Fiona and Clara exchanged a look.

"Salt can't trap him," Clara whispered, watching them walk away. "And how does someone who didn't eat get stomach trouble after dinner?"

She narrowed her eyes. "Your cousin isn't even from this school, right?"

"No."

"That's the weird part," Clara said. "Someone who's never been here shouldn't be able to find the bathroom instantly. They're not going to the bathroom. Come on—let's see."
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Blair entered the first building they passed and spoke to Ethan as if they were simply taking a stroll.

"I smell blood," Blair said quietly. "Two o'clock direction. Go."

He immediately looked normal again.

"Okay," Ethan said, sprinting to the entrance.

Clara yanked Fiona into a corner to hide.

Ethan rushed past without seeing them and ran in the direction Blair indicated.

In the school clinic, a female vampire had bared her fangs and was biting a girl who was hooked up to an IV.

Ethan pulled a wooden stake from an inner pocket and drove it toward the vampire's back.

The vampire whipped around. Ethan dodged sideways.

The student lay barely conscious.

The vampire lunged—

Ethan struck again, precise and brutal. The stake pierced her heart.

The vampire collapsed, her body drying out unnaturally fast.

Clara and Fiona, who had followed out of curiosity, saw everything.

They moved deeper down the corridor.

Then both felt it—someone behind them.

They spun.

The corridor was empty.

They turned back—

Blair stood there.

"You looking for me?" he asked, still calm.

Fiona's voice went tight. "What are you?"

Blair's phone rang.

He answered.

Ethan's voice came through, breathless. "Come. Now."

Blair moved—

And a heartbeat later, he was in the clinic's student rest room.

On the floor lay the dead female vampire, shriveled and dry.

On a bed, the student was barely alive.

Luke stood frozen in shock.

Ethan was already putting the stake away.

"She's dying," Ethan said, meaning the student.

Blair nodded once. "Get him out. Take her out too."

Ethan turned to Luke. "Please."

He tore off a bloodstained sheet, wrapped the dead vampire in it, and said to Luke, "Help me."

Blair watched them carry the body away.

Then he bit open his own wrist and fed his blood to the dying student.

Almost immediately, the student's eyes fluttered open.

At the same moment, Clara rushed in—she had approached the clinic from the other side.

She stared at Blair, wide-eyed, stunned beyond belief.

She sucked in a sharp breath, forced herself forward, and pulled the needle from the student's hand.

"Thank god it didn't snap," she whispered.

Her voice was shaking.

Violently.

The student tried to scream as her memory caught up—

Blair covered her mouth and locked eyes with her.

"Forget what happened," he said slowly, each word deliberate. "You came for an IV. It's finished now. You can leave. Everything went smoothly. Nothing happened."

"Yes," the student repeated blankly. "Everything was smooth."

Clara quickly removed the IV bottle that was still one-fifth full and blocked it in front of the completely full bottle on the bedside cabinet, hiding the inconsistency.

"You didn't see her," Blair continued. "And you've never seen me."

He grabbed the IV bottle from the cabinet, forcibly pulled Clara out of the rest room, and dragged her to an empty corner.

Then he let go.

Clara stayed outwardly calm—except her hand refused to release the IV bottle she'd taken.

Her head was lowered. Her eyes stared at the floor like it could hold her together.

"Don't be afraid," Blair said softly. "Look at me."

He lifted her chin until she had to meet his eyes.

"Don't be afraid. Nothing happened. Go back to the auditorium. Find your friends. Forget what you saw."

He moved quickly, pulling her to the clinic entrance. He took the IV bottle from her hand.

Clara blinked at the hallway, disoriented, and muttered, "Why am I here...?"
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Fiona followed Ethan and Luke to a garbage area behind the buildings and hid.

When Ethan confirmed no one was around, he poured alcohol over the sheet-wrapped body, struck a match, and watched the flame swallow the corpse.

Luke, pale and shaken, asked, "You... kill them?"

"I only kill vampires who kill people."

"But she didn't kill anyone just now."

"She was about to," Ethan said coldly. "That student was seconds from death. If she didn't stop, the student died. And I don't care what you came to investigate—stop."

"And what are you investigating?" Luke forced out, courage returning through grief. "Tell me."

"I'm not like you."

"My sister is missing," Luke said, voice raw and sincere. "You know something. Tell me."

"She's dead," Ethan replied.

Luke's eyes reddened. "Who did it?"

"A vampire worse than her," Ethan said, gesturing toward the burning pile. Then he pulled Luke toward a pavilion and lowered his voice. "I'll tell you where she is. Go... see her."

After Luke left, Ethan turned and spotted Fiona trembling in her hiding place.

He yanked her up gently. "It's over."

Amid panic, Fiona suddenly snapped back to reality.

"Clara—she went to the clinic. If Blair really is a vampire—"

She ran for the clinic, calling Clara again and again.

No answer.

She searched inside and out.

No Clara.
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Jack, dressed carefully for the evening, still hadn't seen Clara.

He left the auditorium disappointed.

"Everything reeks of blood," Sophie said, wrinkling her nose. "And it smells like someone burned garbage, too."

"Blair," she called, waving at him as he approached.

She turned to Jack. "I won't interrupt you anymore."

Jack followed the blood scent instead.
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Behind the clinic, near an unfinished wall, Clara backed away step by step.

A man approached, fangs bared.

"What are you?" she demanded.

"Let me taste your blood," he said.

Clara screamed.

Jack heard it and followed the sound.

On the second floor of the clinic, Fiona and Ethan shoved open a window and looked down.

They saw the vampire clamp his mouth to Clara's neck.

They ran.

Jack arrived too—but when he saw someone else had gotten there first, he retreated into the shadows of a corner.

Before anyone could strike, the vampire who bit Clara went rigid—

Then collapsed.

His whole body shriveled.

Dead.

Jack's attention wasn't on Ethan anymore.

From the darkness, he watched Clara.

"Who's there?" Ethan called, turning toward the corner.

Jack slipped away.

Fiona wiped blood from Clara's skin with a tissue, murmuring, "It's okay. It's okay."

Clara frowned, piecing it together:

Blair had altered her memory, so she'd started walking from the clinic toward the auditorium for no reason.

Her memories didn't connect, so she'd returned.

A vampire smelled blood, saw her, went for her—

Bit her—

And then died.

Ethan burned the corpse.

Fiona held Clara by the shoulders and led her to sit at the pavilion.

"I'm going back," Clara said, voice flat.

"I'll go with you," Fiona insisted.

"I can handle it," Clara said, waving her off.

Ethan stopped Fiona.

Fiona turned. "What?"

Ethan checked the surroundings, then leaned close and whispered, "Clara's blood is one of the conditions needed for vampires to walk in sunlight. She's a special human—her blood can kill vampires."

Fiona went rigid with shock.

"She needs to know," Ethan said. "I'll explain tomorrow. But tell her today—our secret. I'm leaving. I'll check on you tomorrow."

Fiona watched Ethan board the last bus.
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On the way back to the dorm, Clara heard someone call her name and instinctively raised her collar.

"Jack?" she said.

"What happened to you?"

"I'm tired," she replied. "I just want to go back."

"I'll walk you."

"No, thanks." Clara forced a thin smile.

"Okay. Rest early," Jack said, patting her shoulder in encouragement.

As he watched her walk away, Jack felt—briefly—like a human.

A human with emotion and longing.
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Seth spent half the night on the phone. By the time the party was nearly over, it was only her and Marcus left. On the way, Luke had said he was going to the bathroom and never returned. Later he texted that he wasn't coming back.

Fiona and Clara's phones never got answered.

"I'm going back," Seth told Marcus. "I need to see why they didn't come."

"I'm heading back too," Marcus said.

In the end, only Sophie and Blair truly enjoyed the party and carried home happy memories.

Everyone else scattered, uneasy and empty-handed.
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Clara locked the dorm door, scrubbed away the blood, changed out of the stained clothes, and tossed them into a basin.

A knock came at the door.

When she opened it, Fiona's strong arms wrapped her in a hug so tight she could barely breathe.

"The vampire didn't kill me," Clara whispered. "But you almost will."

Fiona immediately loosened her grip and closed the door.

"Let me see," Fiona said, staring at the silk scarf around Clara's neck.

Clara removed it.

Three bandages covered the bite marks.

"I want to go buy salt," Clara said.

"People will think you're spreading rumors," Fiona replied. "The salt panic ended more than a year ago."

She dragged over a stool. "I need to tell you something."

Clara sank onto it. "Say it. All of it. I've got no strength left."

Fiona organized her words carefully.

"When I told you my cousin could help... I wasn't telling the whole truth. He's a wizard. He hunts vampires."

She swallowed.

"And I only have a little wizard blood—barely anything. I'm not really a wizard."

Then she looked Clara straight in the eye.

"But you're special. Your blood can kill vampires."

"And there's another shocking thing... your blood can also let vampires walk in sunlight."

"Ethan will come tomorrow and explain it to you. I didn't want to hide it from you, but after tonight... there are vampires everywhere. That's it. I'm done."

"Wash my clothes," Clara said weakly, "and I'll forgive you."

The door suddenly flew open.

Seth charged in—and instantly spotted Clara sitting there with bandages on her neck.

"What happened to you?" Seth's voice boomed.

Fiona hissed, "Close the door."

Seth closed it and ran to Clara. "Clara, what happened?"

Clara improvised. "I was walking and looking up to see if there was a moon. A branch scratched me."

"Those cypress trees east of the auditorium," Fiona added smoothly. "We tried to cut through. She's so gifted—normal people get scratched and move away. She let the branch stab her."

"Oh," Seth said, entirely convinced. "Be careful. Does it hurt?"

"It's fine," Clara said.

That night, she lay in bed and couldn't fall asleep.
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Jack typed into his laptop.

"On the way, a vampire bit her. I meant to kill him—right in front of her if I had to—but he died on his own. It's strange. I saw the bite marks clearly. He did bite her. Strange.

I prepared carefully for a chance to see her, and it vanished.

When I arrived, the one who tried to kill me was there—but he didn't hurt her. Things are becoming complicated and interesting.

I only hope she'll be all right."
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By the moat, Luke reburied the bodies of the three girls.

Officer Grant stood beside him. "Teacher Lu, my condolences."

"Bring the murderer to justice," Luke said quietly.

He said nothing about Ethan.

He intended to find him again.

He just couldn't wait until dawn.

—
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Ethan checked the time, wondering who would be knocking at such an hour.

He opened the door.

Luke gestured for him to come out.

They walked toward a bar downstairs.

Ethan asked, "How did you find me?"

"I have a friend at the police bureau," Luke said. "Finding living people is easy. And I heard you want to rent the place next door. I asked the landlord downstairs—she told me."

"How much did you pay her?" Ethan asked, almost amused. "She loves money."

Luke asked, "Where's the killer?"

"Not found yet," Ethan replied. "But I have one method. I need someone's help."
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At noon the next day, Clara acted as if nothing had happened. She pulled Fiona and Seth to the cafeteria for lunch and happened to run into Marcus.

"Marcus," Clara said, "eating alone?"

"They all went to an internet cafe," Marcus replied. "I didn't feel like going."

"Eat with us," Clara said. "About last night... I'm really sorry."

"Seth already said it." Marcus laughed. "If someone as tall as me is fine, then you were the one being careless."

Then he leaned back, pleased with himself. "Having lunch with beautiful girls—what a wonderful thing."

"The sun's out," Clara said, squinting upward. "I've been here forever and this is the first time I've seen a full, proper red sun."

"Autumn's gloomy," Marcus said. "Winter's better. Even gloomier."

Clara didn't hear anything "better" in that at all. To her, it sounded like winter meant no sun.

"So if there's no sun in winter," she demanded, "what exactly is hanging in the sky?"

"Half a sun," Marcus said. "Relax. It's not like they'd hang a moon up there in broad daylight."

"How am I supposed to relax?" Clara muttered, carrying her tray to sit beside Fiona.

A heavy feeling pressed on her chest—like a premonition.

Vampires were going to become as routine as meals.

And for the life waiting ahead, she couldn't find any words besides terrifying and heart-stopping.

"It'll be okay," Marcus said from across the table, trying to comfort her.

"What's wrong with her?" Seth asked.

"She heard sunlight might be rare and started sulking," Marcus explained.

"Clara, don't let Marcus scare you," Seth boomed. "After National Day, you sunbathe Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday—then Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday you carry an umbrella!"

Marcus laughed. "Are you girls going home for the holiday? Seth can go anywhere and it's the same. What about you beauties?"

"I'm not going back," Clara said. "There's no one there anyway. My parents are always on business trips. If they ever come here, they'll visit me."

"I'm not going back either," Fiona said. "My cousin is moving, so I'll have somewhere to stay."

"Your cousin moved here?" Seth's face lit up with enthusiastic compassion. "Let's help him move!"

"No need," Fiona said. "He's just carrying his luggage from his friend's place to the house next door."

"Then we're all going," Marcus declared.
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Fiona got a call.

Not long after, Ethan arrived on campus with Luke.

Fiona told Luke, "Let Clara talk with Ethan properly. Some of what you want to know—I can still tell you."

"You can just walk me around campus," Luke said.

"How could I do that?" Fiona said. "I also have to show you the best food here. You're a teacher, but no matter how you count it, I've been here longer than you."

"You're challenging a teacher's authority," Clara rolled her eyes.

Luke only smiled. "We'll come find you later."

Ethan looked at Clara. "Anything else you want to ask?"

"You have more things to tell me?" she asked.

"Blair came to find me before sunrise," Ethan said. "About him altering your memory."

"I already know," Clara said. "Fiona knows too."

Ethan nodded. "Good. If you can find your original memory, you can also find the memories other people have had altered."

Then he paused, and led Clara to an open field under strong sunlight.

"You're a wizard," he said. "A soul mentor. Some people call it a mental guide."

Clara stared at him. "What?"

"Untrained people can't break a vampire's control," Ethan said. "Even trained people usually can't. But you've had no training at all, and vampires still can't control you."

Clara frowned. "But the process was... Blair altered my memory, I went back to the clinic, and then I remembered. What does that have to do with being a wizard?"

Ethan looked at her calmly. "You thought there was something under the library eaves. So let's go take a look."

"Fine," Clara said, half-believing, half-not. She believed in vampires. She believed wizards existed.

She just didn't believe she was one—especially not some wizard with cursed blood.
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Clara led Ethan to the fourth floor of the library.

Ethan said, "Watch."

He rested his hand on the heavy lock, gave it a small tug—

And it popped open.

"Let's go."

He checked that no one was around, then pushed open the iron gate.

Before stepping through, he slipped the lock back into place from the inside, as if sealing their trail.

They climbed to the fifth floor. Ethan pushed open the wooden door to the rooftop terrace.

Clara looked around, then shook her head. "No. This isn't it."

"Close your eyes," Ethan said gently. "Feel it."

A loud buzzing filled Clara's head like a bell struck too close to her skull.

She clapped both hands over her ears and shook her head hard.

"It's okay," Ethan said. "Slowly."

Clara forced herself to breathe through it.

Then she whispered, confused, "How do we get down? This is the fifth floor."

Ethan's mouth curved. "Want something fun?"

Clara stared. "Define fun."

"We slide down the rain pipe," he said.

"Is that even possible?" Clara demanded. "We won't just... fall to our deaths?"

Ethan laughed. "Of course not."

He held out his hand.

"Give me your hand."

Clara hesitated, then took it.

Ethan gripped her tightly. With his gloved hand, he seized the drainage pipe.

"Hold on."

Together they slid down the pipe and landed steadily on the ground.

Fiona called you a workaholic, Clara thought. Apparently she was wrong.

"Down there," Clara said suddenly.

Ethan blinked. "What?"

Clara blinked back, wearing that same startled, alarm-clock expression—as if she had no idea what she'd just said.

"What do you mean, 'down there'?" Ethan asked.

"I don't know," Clara admitted. "Do all soul mentors drift out of their bodies like I do?"

"I've never seen one," Ethan said. "Only heard of them. You need training."

Clara's eyes widened as something clicked into place.

"I get it," she said. "I can dig into those girls' memories and find the face of whoever altered them. That's how we find the killer."

Ethan exhaled, impressed—and said nothing for a moment.

"What?" Clara demanded. "Did I say something wrong?"

"No," Ethan said. "Luke and I thought all night. You understood it in minutes."

"Teacher Lu?"

Ethan's gaze darkened. "His sister was one of the three dead girls."

He checked the time. "They should be waiting for us at that cafe off campus. Let's go."
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At the small cafe, Fiona ate chocolate cake with alarming devotion, while Luke watched her with equal devotion—as if watching someone eat cake was the most fascinating thing in the world.

Clara and Ethan arrived at the door.

Clara muttered, "In this world, besides 'one willing to hit and one willing to take it,' there's apparently also... this."

"We start," Ethan said.

Clara thought, Workaholic. Completely.

Ethan stared at the three cake-eaters. "So? Can you stop eating for one minute?"

Clara cleared her throat. "So: tomorrow the holiday starts. We help you move first, then we start with a girl who isn't going home. But after what happened, who wouldn't go home?"

"Someone can get information," Fiona said, lifting her head. "Seth."

Then she corrected herself. "Actually—why bother? We have a teacher right here. Teacher Lu."

Luke nodded as if it were nothing. "Easy. We stopped by the boys' dorm on the way here."

"I didn't go in," Fiona said immediately, defensive.

Luke continued, "Jack never stays in
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