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PROLOGUE 


 


 


Ambrose Veil 


 


I sit at the head of the long stone table in the silence of the chamber. I can sense the impatience of the rest of the Shadow Council as they wait for me to begin and make some kind of explanation. 


 The other members line sides of the table, their figures blurred like dark smudges against the rich tapestries that drape the walls. Candlelight flickers across their faces. I can sense their impatience. 


I can sense their dissatisfaction, feel it in the air that grows colder with each passing second. 


Now that the Nexus has slipped from our grasp, they are hungry for progress. 


For power. 


And some of them might even believe that my role at the head of the council is at risk. 


"Your failure is unacceptable," hisses a vampire from the corner, his voice a serrated blade slicing through the tension. He stands tall and gaunt, a silhouette that seems thin and ghostlike, eyes gleaming like coals in the dim light. "The Nexus was within our reach, Ambrose. And yet, we returned empty-handed. This debacle lies at your feet."


I put my hands together and steeple my fingers. Best not to dignify that with a defensive response. 


The others wait, but I remain impassive, my expression carved from stone. A leader must project certainty even when besieged by doubt. 


The Nexus—a magical object of immense power, capable of stripping a supernatural being of their abilities—was indeed a prize worth the risk. 


But its loss, while irritating, is far from catastrophic.


"Every plan has its setbacks," I reply coolly, my voice steady as the ancient table before us. "We move forward, not dwell on what cannot be undone."


The corners of my mouth twitch ever so slightly, a ghost of a smile. "The Nexus was but one avenue," I remind them with the patience of a predator waiting for the right moment to pounce. "We are not so shortsighted as to rest all our aspirations upon a single outcome."


I peer around the chamber, meeting the gaze of each council member in turn. I try to discern which of them might be vying for my position. Their faces are etched with a mix of frustration and anticipation, a silent pleading for direction. It is the fear of losing grip on the power we have meticulously woven into the fabric of the night that unites us.


"Then enlighten us, Ambrose," a voice from across the table cuts through the silence, its owner leaning forward into the faint candlelight. "Tell us the next phase of your plan. What elusive machination have you devised to ensure our dominion remains unchallenged?"


The weight of their collective expectation settles on my shoulders, but it does not bow me. I smile, knowing that I’ve employed an old trick that the council has used for centuries. 


"Rest assured," I say, "I have not been idle. We forgot our greatest assets, I think, and forgot that manipulation is our greatest skill. Sure, we can send spies to Mistfalls one after the other, but why not make things a little bit more interesting?" 


“What do you mean?” asks the Vampire, a hint of fear in his voice. 


“In the coming weeks, you will witness the fruits of my plan. I have been using tactics that have gotten far better results than small missions ever did, and I am confident that this time, it will work."


“What makes you so sure?” asks a siren in the corner, pouring herself some wine from the flagon on the table. 


“Because it has never failed us before.” 


The unease that once rippled through the room begins to dissipate, replaced by a burgeoning sense of purpose. 


"Details, Ambrose." The first vampire insists, his impatience thinly veiled beneath the veneer of respect. "We require something tangible to assuage our... concerns."


"Not to worry. I understand your impatience, but I can assure you that everything is under control. Our strategy is set in motion, a web of deception even now entangling our foes. When the time is ripe, you will all play your part. And Mistfalls, with its secrets and traitors, will unravel from within."


There's a collective shift among them, a wave of understanding that what I propose is no mere ploy but a campaign of psychological warfare. A battle won not by force but by turning the enemy against itself.


"Trust in my vision," I conclude, my tone brooking no argument. "For I see a future where the Shadow Council reigns supreme, and all others bend to our will."


As I lean back in my chair, the chamber falls into contemplative quietude. I allow myself a smile then, hidden in the shadow of my robe. 


I let the tension linger for a moment, savoring the unease. 


"If you must have more details… I will have you know that we always gained control not by brute strength or even clever planning but always through our ability to control narratives. If Mistfalls is getting too much power, becoming too strong for comfort, we will simply have to inform the rest of the world. Undermine all trust in the people who work there. I have already begun to weave our narrative," I divulge smoothly. My fingers tap an idle rhythm on the long stone table. "After all, spreading a rumor isn’t hard when you know who to speak to. And choosing the right story is even easier: that the good people of Mistfalls consorts with humans, that they trap the people who live there, that they manipulate their residence, and worst of all, they are hoarding some mysterious power. One that they cannot be allowed to keep."


A murmur ripples through the group, their faces shrouded in shadow, eyes gleaming with intrigue and skepticism.


“A fancy plan,” says the siren, “but how do you know that you will be believed.” 


“Most people are willing to believe that they have a new enemy. It is convincing people of allies that is the most difficult.” 


The others nod, considering my plan. 


In the corner, one vampire shifts, the heavy fabric of his robe rustling softly. "Such rumors are child's play," he retorts, his voice a low growl. "How do you expect such petty tales to dismantle Taylor and her stronghold?"


"Child's play?" I repeat, feigning surprise. "My dear Councilor, we did not ascend to dominance because we had the numbers on our side. We came to power because we knew the importance of controlling information. Our power was not built in a day, nor will it crumble at the hands of Taylor and her motley crew." My gaze locks onto his, fierce and unyielding. "We must remember, a structure as grand as ours does not falter from the blows of fledglings. It is persistent whispers, the doubts they breed, that erode even the mightiest of edifices."


The vampire's doubt seems to flicker, his stance wavering as he considers the weight of my words. The rest of the council watches, a silent jury awaiting the verdict of this verbal sparring.


I lean forward, my fingers steepled before me on the cool stone surface of the long table. Shadows from the flickering candles dance across the faces of the council members, throwing their expressions into view. 


"We have always excelled at shaping perceptions," I begin, my voice steady and calm. "What we have here is not merely a collection of rumors, but a finely crafted tool. We are artists of deceit, masters of manipulation."


The chamber holds its breath, the only sound the occasional crackle of the hearth. The vampires around the table shift in their seats, their eyes fixed on me. They are ancient creatures, but they cannot even hide that spark of intrigue I've come to recognize—a sign I've captured their attention.


A murmur ripples through the room; skepticism battles with grudging admiration. I can see the wheels turning behind their ageless eyes, the realization dawning that our strength has always been our cunning.


"Through whispers, we will sow seeds of doubt within the camp. As these doubts grow, so too will the number of those questioning their allegiance." I pause, letting the implication of my words sink in. “Mistfalls will weaken from the inside out, as all of their potential allies turn against them.” 


The siren gives me a sly smile. 


"Defectors will emerge, and when they do, they will look for guidance. They will seek a new narrative. And who better to provide it than us?"


The silence that falls is heavy, charged with the weight of unspoken thoughts. I lean forward, resting my forearms on the cold stone table, and let my gaze drift from one council member to another.


"Imagine," I begin, the word barely more than a breath, yet it captures their attention entirely, "the camp's own turning against it. The very ones who once sought its protection now unraveling its secrets for us."


I can almost feel them leaning into the idea, the potent allure of betrayal laced within our grasp. "These defectors will come bearing gifts – knowledge of hidden passages, weaknesses in their defenses, lists of allies. And every scrap of information is a thread pulled from the fabric of their unity."


An almost imperceptible nod ripples through the assembly, acknowledgment of the strategy laid bare. There's power in division, in the slow decay of trust, and we are the invisible agents nudging them toward disarray.


"Furthermore," I add with a measured tone, "their departure will seed discord among those who remain. Suspicion breeds easily in the darkness we cast, and fear will do the rest. It will become one grand cycle until the entire place collapses."


A sly smile curls the corner of my lips as I recline in my chair. It's not just about what the defectors will bring us; it's about the turmoil they'll leave behind. A camp divided cannot stand strong, and in its fragmentation lies our opportunity to strike. To claim the Nexus, to bend Mistfalls to our will, all without unsheathing a single blade.


As the concept takes root in their minds, I feel a surge of satisfaction. 


They should know better than to question my control. In fact, they should know better than to question any plan of mine. 


And the best part is that Taylor and her friends will never see it coming. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Taylor 


 


I steer the boat around a small wake and turn it back to calm waters. The waves ripple against the hull, and then everything goes quiet again. I grip the oars tighter, my muscles remembering the rhythm of rowing despite the chill. 


Jesse sits at the bow, his dark hair ruffled by a gentle breeze, his fair skin almost glowing in the dim light. He's quiet, lost in thought, or maybe he’s reaching out to the founders for guidance. 


Director Brown asked us to pick up a shipment of supplies from the shore early in the morning. We’re still stretched pretty thin, and Jesse and I were happy to help out. Soon we’ll have fresh food, clothes, supplies, medicine. Everything we need to take care of the dwindling number of residents. 


"Almost there," Jesse murmurs, pointing ahead where the opposite beach comes into view. The sight of it stirs something in me, maybe anticipation, maybe dread. 


Director Brown didn’t tell us much about the man who hands off all our supply orders. He must be part of the supernatural world in some way, or else he wouldn’t know anything about Mistfalls. Still, I feel a little on edge as we get closer. The forest on the opposite beach looks dark and impenetrable.


As we near the bank, I see him—according to Director Brown, his name is Doug. He’s just a stalwart figure against a backdrop of trees, standing next to a few crates and duffle bags. 


The pickup should be simple. Director Brown told us that he has been supplying the camp for a long time. We just sign off, pick up all the supplies, and then we’re on our way. 


Jesse jumps out to pull our boat to shore. I wonder if he feels as uneasy about the whole thing as I do.


Doug gives us both a short nod.


"Morning, Doug," I call as I step out of the boat, my voice steadier than I feel. 


"No, Brown?" he asks, crossing his arms. 


“She’s busy,” Jesse explains." Asked us to come instead.” 


He looks from one to the other, and his mouth ticks down into a deep frown. 


“I’m used to working with Director Brown. How do I know that you kids aren’t stealing this?” 


"What would we want with a bunch of random supplies if we weren't taking it to a camp?" I ask. 


“I don’t know,” he says. “But I am a creature of habit.” 


It’s always something. 


I could use my hybrid powers on him, but that would make things awkward for the next time we have to pick up a shipment. 


“Look, Director Brown sent us, we have to get your delivery back soon. We can’t call her, but maybe we can do something else to earn your trust.” 


“Whatever. I’ll give you the delivery. It isn’t my money.” 


"Thanks, Doug. You've always been reliable," I say. 


Doug simply grunts. 


Good choice. 


We move forward to inspect the shipment. Jesse and I approach the assembled crates. The morning sun casts long shadows from the trees, stretching toward us like curious fingers. We scan the shipment, expecting to see the usual abundance Doug provides.


“Thanks for meeting us,” I say, trying to bring back some bit of politeness. 


"Wouldn't miss it," Doug responds, though his voice is no less gruff.


As we begin to unpack, I quickly realize something's off. The stacks seem shorter, the assortment less varied. My hands pause over a box half-filled with tins of food, my eyebrows knitting together. A quick glance at Jesse confirms he's noticed too. His dark hair falls into his eyes as he leans closer to a crate, inspecting its contents—or lack thereof.


Does Doug really think he can shortchange us? 


We’ll see about that. 


“Where is the rest of it?” I ask. 


“What do you mean?” Doug says. 


"Is this it?" I ask, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. He’s been a consistent supplier. Why would he skimp on deliveries. 


"Seems lighter than usual," Jesse murmurs, straightening up. He looks to Doug for an explanation, the question unspoken between us. “I know for a fact that we ordered twice as much pancake mix, more canned goods too.” 


Doug shifts on his feet, his gaze flitting away from ours briefly before settling back with a resigned hardness. "Yeah, it's all there," he says, but the assurance doesn't match the reality laid out before us.


I feel the anger bubbling up inside me like a tempest, and despite my efforts, it seeps into my voice. "Doug, there's only half of what we agreed on here. We need everything on that list. People are counting on us."


Doug's eyes narrow, his jaw setting in a way that suggests he's steeling himself for confrontation. "Look, I wanted to say this to Director Brown, but this is it," he starts, his tone clipped and evasive, "this was all I could manage this time." The vagueness of his response is maddening.


"Managed?" I push back, stepping closer. "What do you mean?”


He shakes his head, and I can tell from the set of his shoulders that he's backing away from more than just the conversation. "There won't be a next time. I'm done with Mistfalls. Again, I was ready to explain all of this to Director Brown—"


"Done?" Jesse's voice, usually so calm and collected, mirrors my disbelief. "You can't just—"


We exchange a glance. With tight-lipped frustration, Jesse counts out the money and hands it over, sealing the end of a long-standing partnership without another word.


“Can you at least tell us what is going on?” I ask.


"Look, kid, I can't stay here for very long. Dark times, alright. Mistfalls isn't the best for my image right now. So why don't you take what I gave you and get lost?" 


“I will not just…” 


But Jesse tugs on my arm. 


“This guy isn’t worth our time, Taylor,” he says. “Let’s just load up the rest of it and go.” 


Even though I’m fuming, I agree. I help Jesse get the rest of the supplies into our boat, and then we row in silence back to the camp.


The docks of Mistfalls come into view, shrouded in the early morning mist. I know that it will be a letdown to bring back half of what we hoped for and needed. 


We tie our boat to the dock, where Liam is waiting to help us unload. Liam is a half-demon that joined us a little while back. In spite of the anger issues, he isn’t so bad. 


“We need to speak with Director Brown,” I say, getting out of the boat and storming up the hill. 


“But—” Liam begins. 


“Just unload what we have. It will have to hold us off until we can find another supplier.” 


Jesse follows me up the hill, and in no time, we make it to Director Brown’s office. 


I approach Director Brown, who sits at her desk reviewing reports from the new recruits. 


"How did the supply run go?" she asks, without looking up, unaware of the storm brewing beneath the surface.


Jesse and I share another look. 


It is going to be a long day. 


“Well…” Jesse begins. 


“I didn’t go well. Not like we expected,” I tell her. 


“Why, what happened?”


"Delivery was short," Jesse explains. “Half of what we ordered.” 


Director Brown stands with her hands on her hips. “That doesn’t make any sense. Doug has always been consistent. I’ve never had a problem with his deliveries.” 


I lean against the wall, wondering how we’ll find someone else to get us supplies on short notice. 


"Doug's out. Said this was his last run for us." I say. “He said he wanted to talk to you about it.”


Her eyebrows knit together in surprise, but she quickly masks it with a nod of understanding. "I see. He didn’t give you any details?"


I shake my head.


She slumps down in her chair. 


"Is everything okay, Director Brown?" I press, the unease gnawing at my insides. Her composure always had a way of steadying the ripples of chaos that so often threatened to engulf Mistfalls.


"Actually," she begins, folding her hands on the desk, "the cook resigned this morning. He left a note saying he couldn’t work for a place like Mistfalls anymore. It came out of nowhere, and we still have no idea what exactly bothered him so much about working here." 


"Seems this place is even less popular than it used to be,” says Jesse. 


"Exactly," Director Brown confirms with a sigh. "I've gotten vague warnings from other places, camps, and refuges similar to ours."


I feel a cold fist close around my heart, the reality of our situation settling in like an unwelcome guest


“If we can’t get more supplies…” I begin, but I don’t want to finish the thought. The camp has been through enough without worrying about people going hungry. 


The room feels smaller, tighter, as if the walls are closing in on us with every tick of the clock. I can't help but let my gaze wander to the window.


Jesse places a reassuring hand on my shoulder, and it helps a little, but I’m still worried.


 What will become of us if we can't get the supplies we need? 


And why are people turning on us all of a sudden? 


"Taylor," Jesse says softly, forcing me to meet his eyes. He must know how worried I am without me having to tell him. “We’ll figure this out,” he says. 


“I’ll find us a new supplier,” promises Director Brown. “Right away. Until then, we have enough canned food stored away to feed everyone for a while yet. It won’t taste the best, but it will do. We will have some of the residents rotate cooking duty now that we don’t have a cook. I’ll find a new one right after I find a supplier.” 


“But why are people deserting us now?” I begin. 


Before anyone can respond, the door bursts open, and Quill stumbles in, his red hair disheveled as if he's just run a marathon. His tall frame is tense, his eyes wide with an urgency that makes my stomach drop.


"Director Brown," he pants, barely catching his breath. 


“Quill, you’re supposed to be unloading the supplies.” 


"Already did," he says. "It didn't take long. I just received a message for Director Brown—it's urgent."


All eyes are on him now; even Director Brown leans forward in her chair, her calm demeanor replaced by sharpened attention. Quill swallows hard, steadying himself against the doorframe.


"It's the Shadow Council," he announces, and the air in the room turns to ice. "They've been sighted nearby."


The words hang between us, heavy and foreboding, as if the shadows themselves had crept into the room to deliver the news. My blood-moon hybrid instincts kick in, heightening my senses as a rush of adrenaline floods my system.


"Shadow Council activity here?" I echo, my mind reeling with the implications. 


"Yes," Quill nods gravely. "And it’s not just a sighting. It's organized—they're planning something."


I exchange a look with Jesse, seeing the same determination reflected back at me. This time, the enemy is closer than ever, and we're already weakened by the insidious spread of lies.


"Thank you, Quill," Director Brown says, her tone even but the worry is clear in her eyes. "We’ll deal with it. Just give us a few more moments.” 


I cross my arms. 


“I don’t know how, but the Shadow Council is responsible for what happened with Doug this morning. Maybe they threatened him somehow. I don’t understand it, but it has to be them,” I say. 


“My thoughts exactly,” says Director Brown. “They’re still not giving up on taking over Mistfalls. This must be the next phase in their plan.” 


“Why won’t they just leave us alone?” asks Jesse. “We showed them once, we can do it again.” 


I feel the same way, but the problem is that we’re too powerful. With the Nexus here, along with a variety of powerful supernatural beings on our side, they won’t give up until they have complete control. 


“They won’t stop without a fight,” Director Brown says. 


My mouth twists into a grim smile. 


So be it. 


"Good," I say. "If it's a fight they want, then it's a fight that we'll give them." 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Isabel


 


The morning light filters through the trees as I step into the dining hall. Breakfast had come and gone, and no one else ever comes here when it isn’t mealtime, so it makes the perfect hiding place.


Cal is already there, waiting for me, his curly brown hair catching hints of gold in the sunlight. He leans back in his chair with an ease that I could only dream of. Looking into his blue eyes, you’d never be able to tell what we’re considering doing.


"Isabel," he greets, his voice steady. 


"Cal," I slide into the seat next to him.


He reaches across, placing a hand atop mine, but I pull away.


Ever since he left me for his mission to infiltrate the Shadow Council, he has been harder to trust. I know that he didn’t mean to hurt me, but he did. He thought that he was protecting me by not communicating with me, but his silence left me wondering what I had done wrong. 


I promised to help him finish the job—to get rid of Ambrose Veil, who killed his family. 


I believe that Cal deserves justice. 


I’m just not sure if I can trust him again. 


Still, as we've been planning our next move, secret from the rest of the camp, we've been getting closer again. The whole thing brings on a confusing mix of emotions, from distrust to care.


 "I've been up since dawn, thinking about the Shadow Council," he says, his words heavy with purpose.


I nod, feeling the weight of our conversation. We didn’t know if Taylor would approve of the mission, so we didn’t tell her. 


“We’ll need to act soon, if you’re ever going to get close to Ambrose Veil again.


"Exactly," Cal's face tightens, the charming facade slipping momentarily. He never seems bothered by what he has to do, by the pressure of taking another life. "He took everything from me, Isabel. My family... my life before this." He gestures around at the empty hall.


I understand. For Cal, this fight isn’t just about Mistfalls and the Shadow Council. For him, it is more personal. If Ambrose had killed my entire family, I’d stop at nothing until he paid for it. It is the least I can do to help Cal do the same. 


“Do you think that you can infiltrate their group again?” I ask. 


"I'll just change shape. They'll recognize this form, but not another one." As a shapeshifter, Cal can change his form into almost anything else. It's confusing at the best of times but it comes in handy when you're spying on your enemies. 


"You’ll get closer to them,” I state. “You’ve tried that before.” 


“I know,” he says. “But this time it will work.” 


“Why is that?” I turn my head. 


“Because this time, I have help.” He flashes me one of his charming smiles. 


I feel my face flush. I hope he doesn’t notice. 


"Thank you, Isabel," he says, raising his eyebrows. "With you by my side, I know we can do this."


"Then what’s next?” I ask. “Right now, all we have are vague ideas."


Cal stands and paces in front of me. I watch him, noting the way his hands ball into fists at his sides with each turn he takes. He has the look of someone who’d been wrestling his own thoughts all night, and I couldn’t tell who had won. 


“I think the new plan is the old plan,” he says. 


"What do you mean?" My heart quickens as I lean forward, elbows resting on the old wooden table. The old plan didn't work particularly well. 


“I change forms, go back to the Shadow Council,” he says, confidence in his voice. “And I tell them that I’m a defector from Mistfalls. They’ll take me in, and I’ll get close to Veil.” 


“Cal—” 


“It has to work.” 


“Cal, it’s too risky,” I say, the words tumbling out. The idea of Cal infiltrating the Council is terrifying, and the main reason that he didn’t tell me the last time he tried to do this. 
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