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PROLOGUE


 


 


Dr. Rita Laxmor


 


Love is a complex thing.


My father used to tell me that nearly all love is puppy love, and then one finds a partner and that love is a stable, steady force. 


That was the way it happened for my mother and him, the way he wanted me to assume it would for myself.


But the kind of love I had was different. 


It was darker, more desperate. 


I only loved one man in all my seventy years. 


Antonio.


He was a fellow classmate in college, with a bright mind like mine, and an unquenched thirst for knowledge. He was handsome too, in that absentminded way that some people have, where they simply don't realize how desirable they are. Girls fawned after him but he had eyes only for me. 


We were always glued at the hip, our minds in sync. We would finish each other's sentences. He would put his head in my lap sometimes and sleep. And when my father shouted in my home, I would escape into Antonio's arms, his words offering me solace. 


Four years we spent together, becoming wildlife biologists, our every waking moment spent with each other. The whole college expected us to get married. I expected to be his wife.


But on our graduation night, he broke my heart.


'I can't stay, Rita. My family needs me.' He had stared at me, his gaze unwavering. 


'I'll come with you.' My fingers had dug into his sleeve, convinced we could overcome all odds. But he had simply shaken off my hands.


'Our time together ends here. You were a dear friend, Rita, but now we need to part ways.'


Of course, I didn't know back then that the man I loved and adored was harboring a deadly secret. 


I do wonder if my life trajectory would have been different had I not turned around in the middle of the graduation party and decided to track Antonio down to fight with him, to demand why he wasted four years of my life.


Where would I be if I hadn't seen him hunched over the drunk man on the football field, his mouth covered in blood? 


That was the first time I learned of vampires.


It was also the first time I realized that the way I loved was different. 


Antonio tried to explain and I listened, patiently. But I knew that he was diseased. I realized there were those in this world that were different from us. But they simply needed to be cured.


Antonio couldn't be with me because he wasn't like me.


So I spent the next portion of my life looking for a cure. 


"And you, my lovely Blood Moon Hybrid, are the answer to my prayers," I murmur, pressing my hand gently against the thick glass, beyond which a girl with dark hair is floating, her eyes closed.


Elise Knight. 


It took me years to realize that these creatures, not wholly human, had ranks among them, different abilities. But those with mysterious abilities and strength hid themselves well. Elise Knight was one of them. Masking herself as a werewolf, she was more. I knew she had a child. I wanted to acquire that child when I had my people follow her, but she hid the little creature. 


And now - my lips curve - now I have all your children, Elise.


You failed to protect them.




 


 


 


 


CHAPTER ONE 


 


 


Taylor


 


"Isabel! He's here!"


I rush into the room. My father is strapped to a table, and as I tear off his binds, I hear my sister cry out.


"I think - Taylor, I think Mom is in this room!"


I hear a door slam open, and as I carry Dad outside, I see Isabel dragging out an unconscious woman. Her hair is blonde and she's groggy. 


The enemy is descending upon us.


We have to get them out of here.


"What do we do?" Isabel looks terrified. "We're getting surrounded. We can't fight back while holding them! You-"


I drop our father, unceremoniously, on the floor before kicking the wall a few times. There is a cracking sound, and soon the cement shatters, revealing the forest before us. 


"Let's go!" I shout, picking Dad up, and starting to run. 


Isabel isn't far behind me.


Dad's breathing is uneven, his weight almost non-existent as I carry him on my back. Worry for him fuels me.


I need to make sure he's okay!


The scenery around me is growing familiar. Nobody seems to be following us and I'm beginning to relax.


"We're safe here," Isabel suddenly says, abruptly coming to a halt. "We finally reached the camp. They can't get to us here."


We reached the camp.


I feel a strange itching sensation inside my brain and I ignore it. Settling Dad down on the ground, I look over to see Isabel mimicking me.


"Mom?" She gives our unconscious mother a shake. "Mom, wake up!"


Tears are streaming down her face, and I feel that same itching sensation in my brain.


"Isabel, stop!" I can't stop myself from grabbing her arm and pulling her away. "Go look after Dad."


My sister moves her gaze up at me, and while her eyes are wet, there is no emotion in them. She hurriedly goes to Dad and I stare after her, bewildered. Slowly, I look around the island. I can see the buildings in the distance, but no one is approaching us. Surely, our arrival must have set off alarms.


Something doesn't feel right.


This itching sensation is growing worse, and I crouch down by my mother's side. Her chest is still, and I feel a hint of panic brew within me. 


Why isn't she breathing? 


As I lean down to check, her eyes fly open, startling green ones like mine. 


"Open your eyes, Taylor."


Her voice sounds like it's underwater, muffled, and garbled.


"M-Mom?"


This itching in my brain; when will it stop?


"Open your eyes!" she repeats, harsher now. "You cannot sleep! Wake up. Wake up, now!"


My eyes fly open and suddenly I'm no longer on the island.


I'm in some sort of tank and there is something strapped to my mouth. I can feel needles inserted inside my body at various parts, and panic fills me. I need to get them off me! I have to-


My body is heavy.


I can barely move my limbs, much less my hands. It feels like all the energy has been sucked out of me. My vision is also blurred. 


The creature inside me, the hybrid, is struggling to focus, struggling against the drowsiness. 


I can hear a frantic beeping sound, and my eyes settle on a monitor facing me. I recognize it from a hospital visit. That's an ECG machine. My heart rate-


The faint sound of footsteps running in my direction has my instincts screaming. 


~Relax. Do not let them see you awake.~


This time, I have no problem recognizing my mother's voice. 


But it's easier said than done.


~ I - Where am I? ~ I think to myself - to her? I don't even know at this point. The mask on my face is terrifying me. I want it off. I feel like I'm being suffocated.


~Calm down, Taylor!~


The words are clearer now, a sharp order I find myself obeying.


It's not like I don't have practice in forcing my breathing to become even paced and slowing down my heartbeat. Monster that I am among my own kind, it has become necessary to always have a firm control over my emotions. I close my eyes and take slower breaths. The beeping sound soon goes away. 


Just in time as well. 


I hear the sound of the door opening and then two voices.


"She must have woken up."


"Look at her," the other person - a man - says, annoyed. "She's out of it. The machine must have malfunctioned."


The woman who had spoken first sounds anxious, "I think we should call Dr. Laxmor, just in case."


The man makes a strangled sound. "Are you crazy? You want to wake her up in the middle of the night? Look at the girl! She's completely knocked out. I'm telling you the machine is faulty. The same thing happened with the other woman, remember?"


The other woman?


The woman sighs, "Maybe you're right. But I still think we should tell Dr. Laxmor. She's very particular about this family. I do remember that the mother's machine also had a similar malfunction."


There's a brief pause and then she continues, her voice a bare whisper, "Rufus, you don't think they're faking it, do you?"


"Can you be any more stupid, Charleen? Nobody can control their heart rate like this. Please don't do something stupid and open your mouth in front of Dr. Laxmor in the morning! We'll both be moved off this project! This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, so for the love of God, don't mess this up for us!"


"F-Fine," Charleen mutters. "But she's going to find out if she checks-"


"I'll handle it. Now come on. Let's go back."


I hear the door close a moment later. 


My eyes fly open.


This time, my vision is less blurry. 


~Mom?~


There's no answer this time around, and I feel tense. However, as soon as I feel my heartbeat pick up pace, I force myself to calm down. I have to. 


This isn't the first sticky situation I've gotten myself into. But this is one where brute strength might not be my way out. 


I look around the room. 


It looks like a laboratory of some sort.


How did I end up here?


My memory is vague and I try to recall what happened. 


The ancient evil that had been reborn. The battle with Belruth. We defeated him. I realized my mother might be alive. Well, our mother. Isabel, Dad, and I went looking for her. I recall leaving Mistfall Wilderness Camp, the place where I had discovered who I was and the place I considered home. The place where my friends were, where the boy I loved still was. 


Dad was captured. I remember the fallout between me and Isabel because of our maternal uncle, Barney, who had been planning to have his organization kidnap Isabel and use my sister against me. He wanted to use my abilities as the Blood Moon Hybrid to do their bidding. I got us out of there and went after Dad. And that was where things went wrong. 


Dr. Laxmor.


I remember her.


Before she put me in this tank, she told me that I would die before seeing the results of whatever she was planning to do.


Regret fills me. 


I should have waited.


I should have gone back to the camp and talked to Director Brown. We could have figured out a plan. Instead, because of me, Isabel was also captured. 


I have to figure something out. There has to be a way out of this place.


~There isn't.~


Mom's voice is weak and tired.


~You should never have come after me.~


The exhaustion and dull acceptance in her voice makes me angry.


~I've overcome bigger odds than this, Mom! If you think I'm going to lay down and let these humans win, that's never going to happen!~


~Taylor, you don't understand. These people - they may not be as strong as us, but they are smarter. Their technology can cage us. I have been their prisoner for more than a decade now.~


My heart hardens, and I refuse to let my mother's words discourage me. 


~They may have broken your spirit, Mom, but my parents and my little sister are in this hellhole. I'll fight to my dying breath if I have to, but I won't give up.~


There is no response from my mother, and I'm not surprised. She sounded weaker with each sentence, almost as if communicating with me was taking a toll on her.


The silence in my head leads me to focus on the current situation I'm in. My body is too weak and I'm still drowsy. No doubt, the whacko doctor is giving me sedatives. But it seems the effect of them is growing weaker.


The monster inside me - I pause at that description, recalling how Dad told me once to stop referring to it as a monster.


Whatever this thing is, the hybrid, the mixture of werewolf and vampire born under the Blood Moon, a creature so dangerous and unpredictable that even the supernatural world is wary of it - right now, it's fighting the effects of the sedation. 


The smallest part of my finger moves slightly, and I feel a sense of relief.


I’ve not been completely subdued.


As the sedatives take hold of me again, I try to fight back, try to form a plan, something to help me get out of here. 


But the darkness is more inviting, and I sink in.


 




 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Jesse


 


Ever since a few days ago, there's been a ball of unease forming in my stomach.


I don't understand this anxiety. 


My whole life has been turned upside down in just a few weeks. I learned that my ancestor, Flavius, who I had once admired for his sacrifice in sealing Belruth, the ancient evil, had in fact been no less of a monster himself; since then, it's like everything I had ever known has come crumbling down. 


I make my way out of my barrack, feeling a sense of suffocation.


The cold air slaps me in the face, but I'm used to it.


Mistfall Wilderness Camp, a camp spread over a series of islands, built to hide Belruth's body parts in the vaults below each island, now holds mass graves. This place was meant for young vampires and werewolves to explore their abilities, grow them, and soon go out into the world as capable adults. At least that's what I was always told. 


The truth was different, harsher. 


The warlocks from the Magic Tower, including Flavius, had conducted human experiments so that Flavius would not have to sacrifice himself to seal Belruth's body parts. Ultimately, he failed, and he had to sacrifice himself along with a few other powerful warlocks. However, instead of dying a noble death, he had blood on his hands, the blood of innocents. 


This is common knowledge to my family and the warlocks. My mother has tried to contact me for days, but I've rejected every form of communication. I'm not ready to see her. I know my parents. They believe in a greater cause. They've been working to determine threats against the supernatural world ever since I can remember. They would not consider what Flavius did a sin. 


But I'm not like them. 


I feel guilt.


I feel shame. 


The mass graves that were uncovered as a result of one of my visions are now being sorted out by Director Brown, who runs this camp. I intended to leave after I discovered the truth. But now, I intend to stay and find a way to completely destroy Belruth once and for all. I want to stay and make this place prosper. I don't want any more darkness associated with this school. It should be a place of learning and acceptance and self-growth. Of all my ambitions in life, this is the one that matters the most.


I stare into the darkness, the cold wind feeling good on my face. 


I wish Taylor was here. 


I haven’t been able to connect to her for days now. 


I've tried to dream walk, but I can't find her. This situation is making me tense.


My gut is telling me that something is wrong.


Restless, I begin walking into the woods. 


Before, I would have turned towards the barracks on the other end of the island, where Quill and Beth are. However, those two friendships are now strained due to a misunderstanding. 


I haven't forgotten how they so easily accused me of cheating on Taylor when a vampire succubus tried to snare me into her thrall. The tensions between us have not faded despite their apologies.


I stick my hands in my pockets and make my way to the lake.


There is no fog around the islands anymore.


The current Master of the Magic Tower withdrew his help because Director Brown refused to stop digging up the mass graves that his kind was responsible for. The lack of shields means the school is no longer hidden from human eyes or the eyes of those with malicious intentions. That's why patrol has increased. 


The path leading to the lake is empty, as it should be at this time of the night. 


More than half the counselors are prowling the islands, making sure we're not attacked. Reinforcements are soon to arrive in the form of alumni students. But I don't know if this will be enough. Director Brown's decision to unmask the bloody history of the warlocks has thrown her into a political battle, one which she might not be equipped for.


The previous Director, Morrighan Yearwood, would have been able to handle it. But Director Brown is a healer and a therapist. I know she's been struggling. She's been keeping a calm facade, but I don't buy it.


As I head to the pier, I see someone already standing there.


"Director Brown?"


Her head whips around to face me, her eyes alarmed.


"Oh, Jesse," she looks taken aback. "Is everything okay?"


She's wearing a thick robe, with a jacket thrown over it. Her long brown hair that is usually braided is tied in a loose bun and her gentle brown eyes hold weariness in them. 


Director Brown has been a source of stability for the students and the counselors ever since the battle two months ago. Nobody thought she would be able to fill Director Yearwood's shoes but since the latter sacrificed herself in the battle, Dr. Brown has not only managed to hold this whole place together, but she’s also managed to help those who have been traumatized from losing their friends find their way back.


But I wonder who's looking after Director Brown?


"I didn't think anybody would be out here," I murmur, taking a step back. "I'll go back-"


Her smile is warm. "Don't be silly. There's more than enough room here for both of us."


I hesitate before walking toward her. 


She turns her gaze back to the still lake water. "The warlocks took down the last shield today."


"I know," I murmur. "I was watching."


She takes a deep breath before saying, "I don't want you to worry, Jesse. I will make sure nothing happens to this school-"


"A divide is happening, Director Brown," I cut her off, slowly. "Even the alumni of this school will ultimately back off once the Magic Tower publicly severs all ties with this place. It's not going to be easy. Without the shields, those students who have parents or guardians will withdraw them. The Magic Tower is aware of the existence of the vaults. They can make trouble for us. They might even attempt to take over this place and shut it down."


Director Brown's jaw tightens. "It seems like a losing battle, doesn't it?"


"It does," I agree. "But we're not going to give up. The premise of this school - the idea - we should make it a reality. Lowenstein and Raeina are gone to look for a way to destroy Belruth's body parts. Now that we know he is half dragon, it might help them come up with a way. In the meantime, we should do everything to hold down the fort here."


Raeina and Lowenstein are the two Ancients who were alive during the time of war that took place when Belruth first tried to seize control. Raeina trained Taylor when she couldn’t control her powers and Lowenstein decided to go hide out in the hills and become the village drunkard till he returned to fight against Belruth a second time.


Director Brown is silent for a few seconds and then she sighs, "You're right. But we still need protection. Even though the vaults are sealed, if the warlocks give away the location, all sorts will try to come here and get a hold of Belruth's remains. They will ultimately fail, but the cost will be dear to us. If Morrighan were still alive, she would have been able to hold them off. They feared her."


My hands curl into fists. "There is still someone who can hold off the warlocks."


Director Brown glances at me, quizzically, and my voice is tense. "My mother."


I see the way the director's eyes sharpen. "I thought you've been avoiding your mother."


"They knew," I murmur. "There is no way they didn't know. My mother was a direct descendant. She knew everything there was to know about Flavius. I'm not ready to look her in the eye just yet, but for the sake of this school's safety, I will."


Director Brown sighs, "If you're not ready to see her-"


"This is a matter of the school's safety," I reply, my heart twisting in my chest. "What I want or how I feel doesn't matter anymore. If we don't act now, the warlocks will get what they want. They'll be able to bury this stain that marks their honor. I won't let that happen."


"Very well," Director Brown sounds uncertain. 


We stand there in silence after that, both of us sorting out our thoughts.


"Has there been any contact from Taylor?" I suddenly ask, looking at her. "I've been trying to dream walk, but I can't reach out to her."


I see the way Dr. Brown's expression shifts and that ball of tension within me hardens. "What is it?"


She seems reluctant to say anything, but finally she tells me, "I've not had any contact with Taylor or her father, but I got a cryptic message from Dolores, her stepmother."


Dolores?


As far as I know, Dolores and Taylor hated each other. Well, they used to at least. 


Taylor's family is complicated and messy. Because Taylor was born as the Blood Moon Hybrid, a direct descendent of the one who was monumental in Belruth's downfall, it was prophesized that her blood could open the vaults that my ancestor had sealed. An evil organization had been hell-bent on capturing her and so her parents had gone on the run separately with a plan to reunite. However, her mother disappeared, leaving Jane, Taylor's younger sister, with her cousin and his wife, who ended up raising Jane and changing her name to Isabel. Her father, James Knight, kept a low profile and pretended to marry Dolores, a human. When he disappeared after faking his death, Dolores was viciously cruel to Taylor.


Although she has since apologized, Dolores is not exactly Taylor's favorite person. 


"Why did Dolores contact you? Taylor wasn't in touch with her," I feel confused. "I dream walked last week and spoke to her. She never mentioned Dolores."


"I don't know the whole situation myself." Director Brown crosses her arms across her chest, her expression pensive. "I believe Taylor felt she was in trouble and she contacted Dolores. All I could gather was that James was missing and Taylor had gone after him. Dolores gave me two names and I've been looking into them but I haven’t found much."


"What names?" 


"Barney and Laxmor. She told me to wait for her to initiate contact so I've been waiting for a call. But the names Barney and Laxmor aren't making any sense to me. These are very common names."


I remember the conversation I had with Taylor in the last dream. "Barney is her uncle. Her mother's brother, to be more exact."


"Elise had a brother? I never knew that."


I keep forgetting that Director Brown, my parents, and the parents of our friends all knew each other. 


"I don't know the full details," I turn my attention toward the water, trying to recall the conversation, "but she mentioned that they went to a refugee camp to look for a tracker who helped some humans kidnap her mother. The tracker ended up being her uncle. Isabel and other wolves had some sort of weird reaction in the refugee camp and they went insane and their father was captured. Taylor wasn't doing okay, but she said she would go after those humans and get her father back. But she thought Barney was dangerous. She didn't have a good feeling about him. He told her to forget about her parents and work with him or for him. I'm not very clear on this."


Director Brown makes a small sound. “I see. I wish you had told me this earlier.”


“How could I? There was so much going on. And Taylor’s the Blood Moon Hybrid. She can take care of herself.”


The director smiles. “Your faith in her is enviable, but not every battle can be won through brute strength. I sometimes get the feeling that you think Taylor is invincible."


My expression falters. "She's pretty much-"


"She a leader at heart, and a protector, and perhaps she's physically strong beyond any of us; but at the end of the day, she needs our support. Brute strength cannot give confidence. It cannot soothe the soul. Taylor has seen more bloodshed than either of us. The kind of person she is, the idea of taking a life is something that doesn't sit well with her."


"What are you trying to say, Director?" I ask, warily.


Director Brown gives me a small smile. "Don't overestimate her strength. Don't think she doesn't need you."


I look down at the water, "But how can I help her right now? I don't even know where she is. I've tried-"


The sound of footfalls reaches my ears, making me pause. I recognize the boy who appears at the edge of the trees. 


Anderson.


He's Isabel's boyfriend, and he joined the camp with Taylor, Beth, and Quill. However, he and Taylor used to despise each other for a while. I think their relationship has improved somewhat, more so when he joined Taylor and the others on a rescue mission a year back when I was kidnapped by the Black Wreath organization. 


Currently, he's working as an assistant to Director Brown. 


He's out of breath as he reaches us. "Call. You have a call, Director. It's urgent. From someone named Elizabeth. She says it's urgent."


Director Brown looks my way, her brows furrowed. "You'd better come along for this, Jesse."


I don't ask any questions, following them back to her office.


Anderson closes the door behind us once we're in the office and Director Brown picks up the receiver that is laying on its side. She presses the speaker button before setting the receiver down. "Elizabeth, it's Sherry. Thank you for getting back to me so quickly. What did you find?"
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