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PROLOGUE


 


 


Belruth


From the infinite nothing, something appears. Darkness. 


Like being trapped inside an inkblot. 


Somewhere trapped outside of time and space, I begin to become an I again. There is no memory of how I got here. Not at first. I am not sure where my being ends, and this emptiness begins. I do not know where I am or if that is even a reasonable question to ask. It takes a substantial effort before I manage to remember my own name. 


Belruth. 


Once my name returns to me, so do the other details. The final battle, when I tried to take a place called Mistfalls for myself. I can still see it, teetering on the edge of destruction. Now I am here, wherever here is, not alive. Not dead. Trapped in some hell between the two. 


Slowly, awareness creeps back, slithering through the cracks of my consciousness. My eyes will not open yet, but still...


I'm waking up. 


I shift between being half aware of my own existence before I fade into nothingness again. Eventually, I can feel the ground beneath me, just and hard against my skin. The air is damp and cold, and the earthy scent of mildew fills my nostrils.


Then other sensations return—pain. 


The pain of having my body torn in pieces. It feels as though it is still happening. I feel every fragment, disconnected, yet no less, causing me pain. If I could move my mouth, I would be screaming. Then I remember—my body, torn to pieces, locked away underground. I distance myself from the feeling, place the pain in a mental place where I am not. I focus on the other sensation. The distant sound of a voice that I don’t recognize. My heart beginning to beat again. 


Another memory returns. 


The name of the person who did this to me 


Taylor Knight.


Disoriented, my thoughts collect like rainwater in a barren well. Memories flash—flares in the pitch black—reminding me of the chains that bind my essence to this dark cave beneath Mistfalls. That Camp… the fight… 


It should never have been possible to do what they did. What she did. 


I hear something that sounds like the scrape of something against stone, but I don’t know if I made the sound, or if it came from something else. 


I begin to feel that my body belongs to me again, miserable as it is. This only makes the pain worse—it crashes over me in a terrible wave.


But even then, I take heart. I let the feelings around me. Pain is a way of tethering you to the world of the living like nothing else. 


For the first time, I wonder how this started. I didn’t come back of my own accord. My body was too destroyed to regenerate itself. Someone has done this to me. Someone has spoken the ancient words and channeled enough power to resurrect me. The only question is who. 


Then again, I’m not sure I should care. Whoever did this will not be able to control me when the ritual is complete. And I will return to the world of the living with one mission. 


A second chance. 


I will take the control that is rightfully mine. I will have revenge on those who put me here. 


Taylor Knight thought that she could contain me. She thought that if I could not be killed, then dismemberment would do. She thought that after all of that, I would not be a threat anymore. Perhaps they hoped that I would forget this all in the long sleep that they cursed me to. 


Fools. Mortals are so weak. So short-sighted. 


They forget how easily immortals like me return from the day. How to us, there is not much difference in a millennium and a century, and patience is our greatest virtue. 


A force as powerful as I am will always return. 


I flex, for the first time feeling the dragon-power in my bones return to me. My strong arms and legs begin to fuse together to work as one.


Then it creeps in—a sensation like a whisper. Wherever I am, the presence of someone else is here. A dark presence, one older even than me. It wraps around me like a thick blanket, almost suffocating. 


It is not the magic of Mistfalls, or even the magic of our world. 


It's older, deeper. 


I stretch out a clawed hand, trying to grasp the source of this power, to bend it to my will. And though I cannot see it, I can feel it pulsate, resonate with my deepest desires. The origin of this magic is familiar to me. This is what has brought me back. It whispers of revenge, of dominion unchallenged, of worlds waiting to be conquered.


I am only too willing to comply. 


Suddenly, I can breathe again. 


Lungs fill with the damp air. 


Good. The return is slow, but at this rate, I will be stronger than any other being soon enough. This strange magic will slowly rebuild me, even if it seems to come from another world entirely.


But it doesn’t matter to me where it comes from—all I care about is if this power can be used to my own advantage. 


I sense movement—a subtle shift in the darkness that's not my own. A presence lurks just beyond my perception, a shadow within shadows. 


Hunger saturates the air, seething hatred. My nostrils flare, trying to capture the scent of the intruder. I try to speak again, but I only manage to growl, a low rumbling sound like thunder. 


I urge my eyes to open, even if the lids are heavy, as though sealed by the time spent in this miserable prison. 


They called me cruel, yet they were the ones who did this to me, tore me in pieces, and locked me away. 


Finally, my eyelids obey, I am greeted by utter blackness, but not the blackness of the void. The blackness of something else. 


And there, two pit-like eyes stare back at me. They gleam with a cold light, reflecting none of the world I know. I blink hard, and when my vision clears, I understand the impossible truth. 


"Who… are you?" I demand, surprised that I can finally make my voice heard, though each word is labored, slow. 


There is only one response… laughing. 


Whoever this force is, he seems pleased. But just as quickly as they appeared, the eyes disappear, and the world dims again. 


Then I see some kid step into the narrow scope of my vision. 


It’s almost laughably sudden. 


Just a scrawny boy with curly brown hair. Not the powerful source of dark magic before me just moments before. He looks half frightened of me, as he speaks the final world of the ritual that calls me back to the world of the living. 


I can sense his emotions plainly. Underneath the fear, anger wells within him, but only the weak kind of anger. He wants revenge, and he wants me to be his instrument. 


How little he knows. 


And I can sense more than that. A shapeshifter. I can see it in his face and read it in his heart—he has had to lie to those he most cares for in order to survive. Because of this, he has grown bitter. He thinks that his skills have been tested. He thinks his ability to deceive makes him special, talented. He thinks that he has seen real terror and evil. But really, he is naive. He is just one person, who has as yet, lived a short life, has no knowledge of what real terror is. 


But I can sense the anger. I can almost hear it, I can almost smell it in his blood. He wants revenge almost as much as I do, and this will be useful. It will be good to have a mortal on my side when I return, someone who will help do my bidding. Not even he fully understands the meaning of the words that he speaks. Summoning dark magic from a place far beyond our world.


A place that the ritual calls the Otherworld. 


We called it something different in my time, when the world was young, but this name will do. 


Anger is a powerful tool, and a better weapon. 


I want to ask him why he dares to wake me, but my strength has faded again, my mouth will not move. 


The vision of the kid fades. He steps backwards, and I feel the power of the spell flood my veins. 


And I hear, in the depths, the sound of laughing again.


There is a distant familiarity to the magic that it brings, the force that surrounds me. That world becomes clear to me, even clearer than this one. I can see the warped version of the familiar landscape, the magic that shapes the very fabric of reality. A desolate version of our world. 


A demon who has been trapped on the other side of a thin boundary between our world and the next. That boundary has only to be weakened a little bit, and the plans will fall into place rather nicely. 


I don’t know the name of the demon, or even what he wants of me, but the magic of his world is like a flood, an infinite pool of energy from which to draw. 


This is only the beginning. 


“Who is there?” I ask. 


I know little of that other realm, the Otherworld. 


“What do you want?” I ask. Even though I can sense the hunger and the greed, perhaps it would be best to have this in words. 


“Everything,” comes the cold answer. “And I believe you want the same.” 


Laughter bubbles up from the depths, a sound that would send shivers down the spine of any mortal—or immortal, for that matter. It echoes off invisible walls, mocking yet strangely welcoming.


"Welcome back, friend."




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Taylor


 


Something is very wrong. 


All of my senses are on edge. The hair on my arms stands on end, every instinct screams at me to run home to see what is so wrong. 


Moments after I killed Ambrose Veil, and the Shadow Council fell, I told Jesse that I wanted to go back to Mistfalls right away. 


“Are you sure about this?” he asks. Not because he doesn’t believe me, but because of the gravity of what I am suggesting. 


A threat far worse than the Shadow Council. 


"Jesse," I gasp out between breaths, " Our victory—it was too easy.”


“Weren’t you there?” He says, with an arched eyebrow. “It was anything but.” 


“I think it was just a distraction,” I tell him. 


He glances around at the aftermath of the battle for the Shadow Council’s headquarters. To him, the fight probably feels like anything but too easy. But we’ve been going head-to-head with the Shadow Council for a while now… I can’t believe that their defeat would come without a cost. 


"Come on," he asks. “Walk me through it.”


"We came here to end the Shadow Council. And we did. But what if that wasn’t what Cal wanted?” 


“Who cares what Cal wanted?” Jesse asks. 


Cal, a shapeshifter, has been hopping sides between Mistfalls and the Shadow Council, and when he came to me with a tip about the council’s impending attack, I decided to strike first. 


The crazy thing was that the plan worked. 


They were too busy preparing to fight us that they didn’t know how to go on the defense. We emptied the camp to come here, to end this fight once and for all. And we did, but we also left the camp completely defenseless. 


And now there’s this growing feeling in the pit of my stomach that maybe that was what Cal wanted in the first place. 


“We have to get back as quickly as possible. Just the two of us. Everyone else will have to follow behind as quickly as they can." My words tumble out in a rush, the fear for our sanctuary propelling me forward faster.


Our pace quickens as understanding dawns on him. He nods sharply, the decision already made. We both know what is at risk. "Okay. We just need to put someone else in charge of dealing with this mess, and then we’ll go."


We don't have to search long before we come across Rebecca and Eli, their forms huddled together near a clearing. They're whispering urgently, but they fall silent as we approach.


"Rebecca, Eli," I start, my voice firm despite the drum of my heart, "Jesse and I have to return to Mistfalls immediately."


Rebecca's bright red hair seems almost ablaze as she turns to us, her eyes wide with alarm but also understanding. "Did something happen?"


She’s Jesse’s cousin, led here by a shared vision that they had. It took me a while to get used to having her around, and she can be a little cold at times, but she’s helped us a lot, even though her mom raised her to hate Mistfalls. 


"I hope not,” I tell her. “At least, not yet. But Ambrose Veil went down too easily. We might have won the battle here, but we could be losing Mistfalls as we speak."


It’s true. I can still see his body falling. In the moment, it was anything but easy, but now, it doesn’t feel right. 


“Quill is already dealing with the prisoners,” says Jesse. “We need the two of you to make sure that things go smoothly here.” 


Eli steps forward. He seems to know the immensity of what we face. As a succubus, he won’t die unless he runs out of energy to consume, so he’s been around longer than any of us. He’s lived so long that he is very difficult to surprise. "I think you could be right. You two head back. We'll handle things here." He must really be worried because he’s not usually so straightforward or serious. 


“Finish up quickly and follow as soon as you can,” I tell them. 


"Wait…what do you mean?" Rebecca says. "If we rush through this, then we risk letting a few of the prisoners go in the process. Or worse, we could leave someone behind." 


I sigh, not wanting to waste another moment arguing for logistics. "We have to figure out the fine details later. I wish that wasn't the case, but we don't have any other choice." 


“But why?” she asks, turning her head at me. 


“Because,” I put my hands on my hips, mentally preparing myself for the path back to Mistfalls. “Because…” I stop myself, not wanting to speak the name Belruth. No need to frighten people before we know for sure what we're dealing with. "Because…we might need backup. We don't know what we'll find there. But I don't think that it will be good." 


Rebecca presses her lips together. “Taylor, are you sure? You’ve been fighting for so long… maybe you just don’t want to accept that it’s over. We won.” 


I shake my head. “That isn’t it. I know my enemy, Rebecca. I know that something is wrong.” 


"I don't mean to be a downer here, Taylor," says Eli, "but, umm… these people… I'm not sure they can handle another fight." 


“They’ll have to,” says Jesse. “If what we think happened has happened.” 


“Could you be a little clearer?” asks Rebecca. 


“Not at the moment,” says Jesse. Now just do what Taylor says. We have to leave now. We’ll see you all soon.”


“Very well,” answers Rebecca. 


"Be careful," Jesse adds, the protective edge in his voice mirroring the tension in his stance.


"Always am," Eli replies with a short nod, his gaze steady.


And with that, Jesse and I break into a run once more, the urgency fueling our limbs. The forest blurs past us, every snap of a twig or rustle of leaves heightening our senses. Every second counts now, and Mistfalls depends on our swift return.


I can’t believe I left my home all but unprotected. 


At the moment, leaving seemed like a good decision. It seemed like, for the first time in a while, Cal had our best interests at heart.  


Now I see that he was just acting out of his own self-interest. I can’t help but wonder if this is the greatest mistake I’ve ever made. 


Faster, I urge myself. Branches whip at my face as I sprint through the woods, the earthy scent of pine and damp soil filling my nostrils. My heart pounds in my chest, each beat a thunderous echo that matches the rhythm of our flight. 


Beside me, Jesse runs just as fast. He has the same worried look on his face. He seems to have moved past his initial skepticism. He swipes the dark hair out of his eyes to keep running, both of us pushing forward as fast as we can. 


We left the others in charge of picking up the pieces, putting things back together after this fight, and now… 


Now, we can only hope that there is a camp to return to. 


I push myself harder, ignoring the sting of scrapes and the pull of tired muscles. 


I feel guilty for leaving the others behind. So many of our people were wounded in the battle. And Rebecca doesn’t seem particularly ready for the task of being in charge. Directing that many people is a lot harder than it looks. They might need our direction, wish that we were there to thank all of the allies from other refuges who came to fight for us. The others probably want confirmation of Ambrose Veil’s death. 


But I can’t care about that right now. It is strange, how after all this time hating him, all this time fighting him in one enormous game of chess, at the moment, he is no more than an afterthought. 


Maybe I only killed him because Cal pulled the strings. 


He probably didn’t even care if our plan to strike the Shadow Council first worked or not. He just used the opening to go back to an empty Mistfalls. All along, I thought that he hated Ambrose Veil and wanted revenge on him for killing his family. But now I see that it was bigger than that. Something changed, and now a dead Veil isn’t enough. 


And I think about my sister and wonder if she is there with him. Something happened to her when we all went to the Otherworld. Her mind hasn’t been the same. She and Cal always had a connection, and now he could use that against her. I wonder what lies he told her to get her to follow him.  


As we break through the final stretch of trees and into a clearing, the urgency of our mission settles heavily upon me. We're racing against time, against the unknown threats that might be descending on our home while its defenses lie weakened.


We make it to the shore of the lake, and then we paddle across, wordlessly. We are both too afraid to speak. Too afraid of what we might find. 


We make it up the hill towards the main building and the dining hall. 


Everything is quiet. Too quiet. 


If I didn’t know better, I would say that everyone was just sleeping or gathered somewhere else. If I wasn’t already so on edge, I might have thought that everything looked peaceful. 


But instead, it feels eerie. Like walking through an empty supermarket. Everything feels wrong somehow. 


We did leave a few of the most junior members of our group behind, because they weren’t ready for the fight against the Shadow Council. But they can hardly defend the place against Belruth. 


"Taylor, keep your eyes peeled," Jesse pants, his voice low but urgent. "Anything could be lurking out here."


"Right." My reply is terse, my focus narrowed to the path ahead, to each snap of a twig underfoot, every rustle in the underbrush an echo of potential danger.


“Maybe we got here in time,” he says, hopefully. “Maybe we were wrong.” 


“Maybe,” I echo, but I don’t share his optimism. 


I can only hope that Isabel came here with Cal. I didn't see her at all during the battle, and if she isn't here, then I'll be forced to assume the worst. I worried for so long that she was lost, that she hated me and Mistfalls, and everything that we’ve worked for. But if she’s here, then maybe there’s a way I can reach out to her again. 


But now that Veil is dead, I have hope that maybe she can return to us. Maybe the darkness will lose its hold on year.


We press on, Jesse guiding us with unspoken confidence, but an icy shiver trickles down my spine, and I can't shake the sensation that's been gnawing at me since we left the battleground behind. 


We both know that we are avoiding mentioning what we are really afraid of. 


Belruth. 


The Shadow Council tried several times to infiltrate the vaults beneath the camp. They tried to get to the various artifacts and objects hidden there, but we’ve always known that there was one thing more powerful than the others. The dismembered body of the ancient evil. 


Maybe this time, Cal succeeded. 


I have gone back and forth with Cal so many times, one moment hating him, the next coming around to almost trusting him. I don’t know what to do with the confirmation that he might be here. That he manipulated and used me. I am almost too exhausted to care. 


 


We burst through the final curtain of foliage, the camp unfolding before us like a stage set for some twisted play. And then we're there, standing on the threshold of Mistfalls, our chests heaving, scanning the scene for any sign of disturbance.


If Cal manages to raise Belruth…


I don’t want to imagine what could happen. It was hard enough to dismember him the first time. It almost destroyed us. 


“I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” says Jesse. “But I don’t think that is a good sign.” 


"We have to check the vault," I say, already moving toward the network of tunnels hidden beneath the islands. We make it to the entrance of the nearest tunnel. The dark mouth of the cave breathes on us. 


I can’t remember the last time I felt this much dread. It is very possible that the ancient evil that wants to destroy everything in its path is being awoken. 


And it is possible that it is my fault. I was the one who insisted that we leave the camp empty. I was the one who played right into Cal’s hands. 


I can’t avoid the problem forever. 


We need to find out what we're facing.


I squeeze Jesse’s hand, and then we both walk into the tunnel, afraid of what we’ll find. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Cal


 


The words of the ritual taste wrong in my mouth. 


At first, I worry that it didn’t work. Nothing seems to happen. 


I look down at the parchment and wonder if I should read it again. Beside me, Isabel blinks, too frightened to accuse me of anything yet. 


After all of that, could I have been wrong? Did I pronounce something wrong?


Then I hear a low growl that seems to come from the very depths of the earth. A smile cracks across my lips. That sounds like a good sign to me. 


I turn back to Isabel, trying not to smile too broadly. 


“What have you done?” she says, her voice a pale whisper. She looks like she is about to throw up. 


“Isabel—” I reach out for her cut hand. It was her blood that made this ritual possible, and now I want to help her bind it, to stop the bleeding. I had no choice but to lie her about what I was using the blood for, and I feel a little bit guilty about that. But she pulls away before I can touch her. She looks at me with a face of utter disgust. I am used to seeing this look on people’s faces… just not on hers. 


I watch the blood well up on Isabel's arm, a brilliant crimson against her pale skin. It drips onto the ancient stone with an almost ceremonial reverence, seeping into carvings etched by forgotten hands. 


“I never wanted to be a part of this,” she whispers. 


“We’ve done the right thing,” I remind her. “If there is anything left of the Shadow Council… Belruth will destroy them.” 


“And Mistfalls?” 


“Not too long ago, you thought that they deserved the same fate.” 


Before she can answer me, the entire room seems to shake. Another loud growl emanates from the sarcophagus, where Belruth’s remains are kept. 


"Almost there," I murmur, stepping past her into the chamber that houses Belruth's dormant power. The stale air prickles against my skin, heavy with magic and anticipation. My eyes adjust to the dimness, fixating on the fragments scattered around us—pieces of an ancient terror lying in wait.


I am relieved that after everything I went through to perform it, the ritual is actually working. I pretended to care about the Shadow Council. I risked my life, I betrayed everyone I cared about. But when Mistfalls is finally destroyed, then it will all have been worth it. 


"Cal," she whispers, following close behind, "are you sure about this?" I can tell by the tone of her voice that she isn’t asking for a real answer. She is asking to undermine me, to see if I will turn back. 


But she isn’t so lucky. 


"Absolutely," I reply. 


As we approach the center of the room, the scent of earth and decay grows stronger. I can almost taste the tang of power in the air, and my heart quickens. The closer I get, the more palpable the sensation becomes—a magnetic pull towards greatness.


"Imagine, Isabel," I say, allowing myself a moment of revelry, "a world where creatures like us are free. He can remake Mistfalls."


"Destroy it, you mean?” she says, with a turn of her head. 


"Some things must be destroyed," I assure her, though she doesn’t have the same vision I do. "For all of time, this is the way that it works. Something must be destroyed in order to build something better and now. It’s painful, but it is necessary. It is the truth, plain and simple. And it takes a strong person to see it."


She nods, but her eyes betray a storm of emotions. I understand her conflict; it mirrors my own ambition. But there's no turning back now—not when we're this close.


I step closer to the shattered sarcophagus, its jagged edges gleaming in the dim light. The pieces of Belruth lie scattered like a dark puzzle waiting for reassembly. My fingers brush over an ancient rune etched into the stone—a gateway to the Otherworld's energy.


I repeat the last lines of the incantation, just to make sure that it worked. 


To make sure that whoever is listening is heard. 


When I come back, I want him to know that it was me I want him to be aware that I was the one who gifted his life back to him. 


The ground trembles beneath our feet, a silent response to the call of the ritual.


"Cal, what exactly did you do?" Isabel's asks. “Tell me right now. Maybe it isn’t too late. Maybe we can still find a way to… undo it.” 


"Something that we have needed for a long time," I tell her smoothly without turning to face her. "Belruth is a shield that Mistfalls desperately needs."


A current of energy sweeps through the chamber as I speak, ruffling the edges of my shirt. It's working; the Otherworld heeds my command, its dark magic threading through the remnants before us.


"Cal, this... it feels dangerous." Isabel steps closer, her hand reaching out as if she could physically pull back the torrent of power I've unleashed. "You lied. You said that you were only doing this to make sure that the wrong people couldn’t get to Belruth. You deceived me.” 


"You were perfectly ready to believe me,” I shoot back. Even as I say it, I can’t look her in the eye. I wish that there was some way I could make her understand, make her see that I was only doing what I had to. I thought I wanted to help Mistfalls, but I quickly realized after coming here that it is no more safe for people like us than the Shadow Council. Our world will only be free when both are destroyed. 


"Stop this, please. You can still turn back." Her plea hangs between us, but I can't afford to listen.


"What makes you think I want to turn back?” 


The air crackles, charged with anticipation. As the last word leaves my lips, tendrils of shadow rise from the ground, weaving through the broken remains. The fragments tremble, gravitating towards each other, drawn by the promise of rebirth.


"Cal..." Isabel's voice is barely a whisper, but I hear the fear in it. 


"Trust me," I say, though I don't look at her. I can't. I’ve asked her to trust me one too many times. Her trust is the one thing I’ve gambled away. 


The chamber hums with power, the air thick with a charge that raises the fine hairs on my arms. Dark tendrils of magic snake and writhe, stitching together what was once scattered. Isabel's gaze bores into me, and I feel the weight of her scrutiny as if it's a physical touch.


“Please, you have to stop this! Right now!” she says. 


"Isabel," I start, turning to face her fully. My patience begins to wear thin. Her naivety was cute at first, but now it just seems a bit tired. "Oh, come on, I thought after everything, you'd be on my side. Or at least you'd be a little bit closer to it. You know Mistfalls isn't the sanctuary that everyone wants to pretend that it is, not with Taylor and Jesse at the helm. It's chaos, a ticking bomb waiting to explode."


Her eyes widen, a mix of hurt and disbelief dancing in their depths. "Cal, I have as many complains as you about this place, but using Belruth? That’s taking it too far. He can’t be controlled.” 


"Exactly why he's perfect." The words taste like victory on my tongue. "Belruth, once he rises, will owe me his existence. He'll bring order, the kind Mistfalls desperately needs."


"Order?" She steps back, shaking her head, her long hair swishing against her shoulders. "What you’re talking about is not order.” 


"Maybe not to you. Not to Taylor, at the very least. But to everyone else, it will be so much better. I promise. You'll see.”


"Cal, stop!" Her voice cracks, a clear signal that I've pushed her too far. "I stood by you when no one else would, but this—this is madness. You're going too far."
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