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PROLOGUE


 


 


Ambrose Veil


 


The flickering candlelight throws shadows across the walls of the subterranean library. All around me, stacks of ancient books stand like towers. There are many secrets kept here, in the Shadow Council’s library, but I am only interested in learning one thing. 


I lean closer to the yellowed pages before me, the musty scent of decay filling my nostrils. Many of these texts have not felt the light of day for centuries. 


I scan each word for the details that I’m searching for. 


Where is it? 


The words seem to dance and twist under my gaze, secrets and spells weaving in and out of the fabric of reality.


My fingers, gnarled and pale, trace the arcane symbols etched into the parchment. Over the past few weeks, this library has become my sanctuary as I read while I recover from the treacherous attack. Vaulted ceilings loom overhead, lost in the abyss above, and candles gutter on the brink of oblivion.


I am no stranger to the dark embrace of this place. In fact, I have always been far more comfortable in the darkness. It is here, amongst whispers of forgotten lore, where I will find the upper hand over Mistfalls once again. That place has been nothing but a thorn in my side. It’s proven more difficult to get my hands on than I originally thought, only because of Taylor Night and her annoying friends. 


But I am patient. 


I have fought more difficult battles, and when this one is over, I will still survive more difficult fights. 


And though the candles sputter and die one by one, my focus remains unbroken. For within these crumbling pages lies the promise of victory, and I will not be deterred.


The very air seems to thicken with anticipation as I delve deeper into the mysteries of the ancients. Knowledge is power, and close study always rewards those who pay attention. 


The damp chill of the underground library clings to my skin as I hunch over the book. My fingers turn yet another brittle page. Shadows dance upon the walls, mimicking my unyielding pursuit of knowledge.


"Master Veil," a voice echoes from the stairwell, breaking the sacred silence of my sanctuary. 


Another council member, his form merely a blur in my periphery, descends with news from above. "Our watchers report that Mistfalls grows in strength. Taylor continues to lead, and they have embraced Liam once more into their fold."


A small grumble escapes my lips. 


I don't bother to lift my gaze from the text, the words before me far too precious to abandon for such trivial interruptions. His update on Mistfalls—a thorn, a challenge, a persistent itch—is nothing more than the buzzing of an insignificant gnat.


"Find me the next volume in 'Chronicles of the Enshrouded,'" I mutter without ceremony, my voice barely rising above a whisper. “It details the earliest records of the place we now call Mistfalls, and it is crucial."


I sense the other man’s hesitation, the slight shift in his stance before he bows his head in acquiescence and retreats silently back up the stairs.


Alone once more, I open the book, pour another drink of my wine, and get to work. 


The crimson liquid swirls into the goblet, a bright color contrasted against the dust-muted gold of the ancient tomes that surround me. As a draught of the heady vintage rolls over my tongue, somewhere in the labyrinthine stacks, a candle sputters out. And then another. With each drop I drink, I feel as though I am chasing the information that I seek through the pages—that the secrets I wish to learn are willfully evading me.


"Taylor," I murmur her name like a curse, the taste turning to ash in my mouth. She was to be my crowning achievement, a blood-moon hybrid whose sealed powers would have tipped the scales decidedly in our favor. She would have been a weapon that only I could use. 


But she had proven more resilient than anticipated, a miscalculation that I will not make again.


No matter. 


One does not rise to lead the Shadow Council without the capacity to adapt—to find new avenues for dominance where others see only dead ends.


A new source of control beckons, one that Taylor and her motley band remain blissfully ignorant of. And it is within these pages, I am certain, skirting just beyond the grasp of my fingertips. Dust dances in the scant light, a tiny maelstrom above the words that will soon spell out their defeat. It's only a matter of time now.


And also, I think of Liam. He was almost the greater disappointment. I knew that Taylor would fight back, but Liam—I thought that he would see the truth of things more easily. 


The half-demon, who seemed to possess enough ambition to know what was good for him, enough to see my way of doing things. I had envisioned him as a chess piece in a game they didn't even know they were playing. A wasted opportunity.


"Useless," I mutter, dismissing the messenger with an idle wave. 


I wonder how long he’ll last on the side of the enemy. After all, they don’t understand a half-demon like I do. 


The candlelight casts elongated shadows across the room, mirroring the dark tendrils of thought snaking through my mind. I need not allies who are so easily swayed. 


I rifle through the pages, each one a decaying whisper of history bound in leather and dust. The air grows colder around me, the subterranean chill seeping into my bones as if the very knowledge I seek leeches warmth from the world. But it is a small price to pay for power.


And then, amidst the yellowed parchment and fading ink, I find it. 


There it is. Finally.


My breath catches; my pulse quickens. 


A revelation hidden beneath layers of allegory and myth. They think that Mistfalls is a haven, a place where lost creatures find solace, but beneath them pulses something ancient and formidable.


A smirk curves my lips, the satisfaction surging through me like a shot of adrenaline. 


This power, it beckons to me, calls forth from the depths with the siren song of the truly potent. This is what I have been searching for—the means to harness the true essence of control.


With careful reverence, I trace the outlines of the cryptic diagrams, the blueprint to accessing what lies dormant. 


My fingertips glide across the parchment. 


The Nexus. 


Its name is etched in bold letters at the top of the page. Even the word tastes of power on my tongue, ancient and formidable. The relic of legend, whispered in dark corners by those who dare to speak of it. 


This reliquary, buried beneath layers of earth, is the key to all of it. It will show Taylor to be the child that she is. She thinks herself a leader, a protector, but she is a mere child playing in a sandbox atop an unopened tomb.


With reverence reserved for the holiest of discoveries, my thumb and forefinger grip the edge of the aged paper. There's a brief resistance—a silent protest from the ancients—as if to warn me of the gravity of what I am about to do. But the need for dominion supersedes such portents, and with a deft motion, I tear the page from its bindings. The sound is a hushed echo in the vast chamber, like a secret being shared among the shadows.


A quick glance confirms no prying eyes have witnessed my sacrilege. The book snaps shut with a thud, a declaration of intent. I conceal the stolen page within the folds of my cloak, hiding away the blueprint to my ascendancy. 


 The candles flicker as if in response, casting long, dancing shadows that mimic my own dark thoughts. Soon, all will be revealed, and the true nature of power shall descend upon them like a storm upon the unsuspecting sea.


And the best part is that the residents of Mistfalls are completely ignorant of the Nexus and its powers. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Taylor


 


The scent of antiseptic assaults my nostrils as I scrub the last of the grime from the bathhouse tiles. 


Why did I make myself do this again? 


Just one of dozens of questions that I keep asking myself as I clean the bathrooms of the level one barracks. My hands, reddened and raw from the cleaners, move mechanically, erasing every offending speck. 


I have to answer my own question. 


This is penance—a physical testament to the weeks I've been trying to mend fences on this island that once felt like a sanctuary.


Droplets of sweat mingle with the soapy residue on my forehead, but I don't stop. Each stroke of the brush is a silent plea for forgiveness. The memories of my overreach cling to me more stubbornly than the dirt I'm washing away. 


It’s my own fault I’m here. 


I’m the one who broke everyone’s trust. 


After I used my newfound influence to forbid anyone from leaving Mistfalls, I can’t blame them for all worrying that I’ll use my power to force unfair rules on them again. 


I was worried that they were all going to accept the invitations from the Shadow Council, mysterious messages promising almost every student here information in exchange for a meeting. I knew better, I knew it was a trap, but not everyone could be persuaded.  


I was only trying to keep the people I care about the safest. 


But in my desperation to protect them, I became what we all feared—a tyrant of sorts, a jailer holding the keys to imagined cells.


I rinse the last stall, watching the water swirl into the drain, wishing my mistakes could be swept away just as easily. 


I'd apologized, of course, with words heavy with regret and eyes brimming with sincerity. But I can sense that I'm not quite home-free yet. I figured doing the jobs around camp that no one else wants would be a good way to build trust again. A way to tell people that I don't think that I need to be some kind of tyrant.


Standing up, I inspect my work. It’s satisfying to watch a bathroom go from grimy to spotless, even if the process is unpleasant.


With this one job done, I step out of the bathhouse, the air outside clinging to my damp skin. It's still early; the sun's rays timidly vie for space amongst the towering trees. I check my list for my next self-appointed task, and see that I assigned myself the unglamorous job of sweeping the pathways on the central island. 


I shrug. At least all this work distracts me from the Shadow Council and the threat that they still pose. It’s just a short ferry ride to the central island, and then I’m at the tool shed. The door creaks open with a groan, and I find the only rake that we have. The rake feels right in my grip, familiar and reassuring. I head to the paths between the buildings, where leaves and debris mar the otherwise pristine grounds of our sanctuary. 


Most people don’t even walk on the trails anyway… but that doesn’t matter. 


Most of the students prefer to wander through the woods or cut through the grass when going back and forth, but it’s about the principle of the thing. This is my public apology. 


I set to work, pulling the rake through the dirt and gathering the fallen leaves and sticks. I am relentless in my task. I only wish my blood-moon hybrid powers made things go easier, but the strength that comes with being one doesn’t help much here. 


As people pass, they seem to make a wide arc around me, avoiding me. 


I try to tell them that I’m safe to be around now, but they pretend not to notice. 


But I don't falter. I can't. 


I pause for a moment, surveying the progress, the neatness creeping along the path like the slow spread of dawn. It’s a drop in the ocean. 


Getting it done isn’t the point. I have to remind myself why I’m out here in the first place. 


Because a good leader serves. A good leader never tells anyone to do something that they wouldn’t do themselves. 


With the last of the autumn leaves swept aside, I make my way across the central island, the air thick with the scent of pine and loam. My muscles ache from the labor, but it's a good pain, a clean burn that feels like atonement with every step. 


Then I see my sister. 


I spot her before she sees me or pretends to—Isabel, moving with purpose through the woods. Our eyes meet for a fleeting second, but she quickly averts her gaze, feigning interest in a cluster of ferns bending under the weight of dew.


"Isabel," I call out. I try to force more cheerfulness than I feel into my voice. 


She hesitates, then stops, turning to face me with an expression as unreadable as a blank page.


"Is something wrong?" I ask, stepping closer.


She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, her movements deliberate. "I'm busy, Taylor," she says, her voice is like a cool breeze.


She’s been giving me the cold shoulder ever since I confronted her about getting too close to Cal. I apologized for that too, but she doesn’t seem to want to hear it. I wonder if there’s something else going on with her, something that’s upset her other than me, but she won’t talk to me. I still stand by my initial instinct not to trust Cal. He’s a shape shifter, and recently it seems like the only side he’s on is his own. 


"Are we ever going to be okay again?" I press. I need her to talk to me. I don’t want us to be angry at each other anymore. Once upon a time, we were separated from each other, and I don’t want to go back to that. Now, we're just two people shadowboxing with our own stubbornness.


"Taylor, just stop." Isabel's voice cracks. "I can't do this right now."


"Is this about Cal?" I venture. He's been gone for weeks, and she had been spending a lot of time with him before he left. 


"Leave me alone," she snaps, a flicker of anger in her eyes that fades back into resignation as quickly as it appeared. "Please."


The word hangs heavy in the damp air, a plea wrapped in barbed wire, and I find myself nodding even though it feels like conceding defeat. We are both trapped in this moment, bound by things unsaid and deeds un-forgiven. 


"Okay," I murmur, stepping back, retreating into my own world of doubts and maybes. 


Isabel turns without another word, her figure receding into the forest. 


I clench my jaw, her words still echoing in the hollow between us. Leave me alone isn't a real answer, and even if she hates me right now, I still want to help my sister.


I get back to my work, angrily dragging the rake through the gravel, my movements are mechanical, each pull scraping across my frayed nerves. How could she just shut me out when I apologized? 


Voices interrupt my solitude, and I glance up to see other students passing by. Their gazes latch onto me briefly, surprise etched on their faces like curious engravings. Once, they might have offered help or a friendly jibe, but now, like startled deer, they veer away, choosing the untamed underbrush over the discomfort of walking beside me.


"Hey," I call out softly, more out of habit than hope. 


They don't stop. They never do these days. Each turned back is a reminder of the iron grip I tried to keep on this place, on them—on everything that matters.


I don’t feel so certain about this new identity... Taylor the warden. Taylor the restrictor. But at the same time, this place needs leadership, or else we run the risk of watching it fall apart. 


The weight of the past presses on my shoulders, heavier than the laden clouds above.


And then, when despair threatens to swallow me whole, a familiar figure emerges from the bend. 


Then I see Jesse—whenever I look at him, I feel like I’ve just been handed a puppy. 


He walks towards me with purpose, his dark hair a stark contrast against the fair skin that never sees the light of day. I wonder if what happened will affect how he thinks about me at all. He has told me how he understands, but it doesn’t keep me from worrying. 


And he has that concerned look on his face. 


I smile as him as he walked up to me. “Is something wrong?” I ask.   




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Taylor


 


"Not really…" Jesse answers, as if he's confused by the question. I feel a flood of relief. "What are you doing?" He nods toward the rake, his brows knitting together in that practical, protective way he has.


“I was just…” 


“I already told you; one apology was enough. If people don’t understand after that, then it is their fault.” 


I shake my head. "Trying to... I don't know, show that I can lead." It sounds hollow even to my own ears.


Jesse's gaze softens, and he steps closer. "Raking leaves won't convince anyone, Taylor."


His words sting, a reminder of how little I understand about my place here, about what leadership truly means. But there's a tenderness in his eyes, a silent reassurance that he sees me beyond the turmoil and the trials.


"Come on," he urges gently. "Take a break. Walk with me?"


In an instant, my resolve crumbles like dry leaves underfoot. I drop the rake, the clatter echoing like a final verdict. 


"Okay," I breathe out, allowing myself this moment of respite. 


We link arms, and it feels good to be close to him again. I am grateful that he didn't leave when I had my brief stint as a tyrannical leader. He never lost faith in me. 


"Thank you," I murmur.


“What for?” 


We tread the path that winds up the hill. The camp spreads out below us, enigmatic and wild, a testament to the lives entangled in its history. 


“For what?” he asks. 


“For not giving up on me,” I say. 


“I already told you… that’s what I’m here for. You don’t have to thank me.” 


I lean my head on his shoulder. Jesse's grip is firm on my arm, a lifeline anchoring me to this world, to him.


"I saw Isabel again this morning," I confess. "She's still furious with me. With everything I say, it's like I'm fanning the flames of her anger."


"Maybe she's just upset because Cal left," Jesse suggests.


I shake my head, my black hair whipping against my cheeks. Those had been my thoughts, too, but I can't help but think that this is still in some way about me. "No, it's more than that. It's me. I think she must blame me for him leaving."


"Isabel's strong-willed," Jesse says thoughtfully. "But so are you. Sometimes, two flames burn too bright when they're close."


"Maybe," I concede, feeling the weight of leadership like a millstone around my neck. "Sometimes, I dream of simpler days, before any of this..." My gesture encompasses the camp with its hidden dangers and tangled allegiances.


"Before you were in charge?"


"Exactly." A heavy sigh escapes my lips as we navigate the rocky path that leads back toward the heart of the camp. "It was supposed to be a refuge, a sanctuary. Now, every decision feels like walking a tightrope over an abyss. The responsibility, the politics—it's suffocating."


"Power comes at a price," Jesse murmurs, his eyes reflecting the fading light like dark pools of ancient wisdom.


We round a bend, trees giving way to a clearing bathed in the weak sunlight. 


"Jesse," I turn towards him, seeking his ice-blue eyes that have seen centuries unfold. "Do you even like being a vampire?"


He pauses, an unreadable expression crossing his fair features. "Like it?" he echoes, sounding genuinely perplexed. "It's not about liking, Taylor. It's what I am. What we are."


"Everything's so much harder than I thought it would be," I admit, my voice barely above a whisper as vulnerability seeps through my defenses. "Leading... surviving... sometimes I feel like I’m trying to hold water in the palms of my hands. No matter what I do, it runs through my fingers."


"Taylor, you're doing your best," he says, reaching out to cup my face, his touch cold but comforting. "And your best is more than enough. This camp, these people—they need you. And I... I need you."


Our gazes lock, and for a moment, the world narrows down to just the two of us. 


"Being a leader isn't about making everyone happy, it's about making the hard choices, about standing strong when everything else crumbles," Jesse continues, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw.


"Sometimes I wonder if it's worth it," I murmur, allowing myself the luxury of doubt.


"Hey," he says softly, pulling me closer until our foreheads touch. "You're stronger than you know, Taylor. And you don't have to carry this alone."


I close my eyes, letting his arms envelop me. 


"Can I tell you a secret?” 


“Always.” 


“Sometimes… sometimes. I wish I could undo it all," I confess, my voice barely rising above a whisper. The words are thorns, drawing blood from wounds I've long tried to ignore. 


His hand finds mine, cool and reassuring. 


“What do you mean?” he asks, his voice laced with sadness. 


"Sometimes, I remember what it was like before I awakened these powers," I continue, the confession spilling from me like water from a broken dam. "To be just a normal girl again, fretting over homework or running on the track team rather than wrestling with the fate of an entire camp..."


"Taylor," he says, his voice laced with a gravity that pins me in place, "I get it. This is a lot of pressure… but I’m glad that you found your true self… if you hadn't become who you are, we never would have met."


The truth of his words is a shaft of light cutting through the darkness. "And meeting you," he continues, his breath a caress against my cheek, "might just be the best thing that happened to me."


For a heartbeat, we stand suspended in time. Then his lips find mine, and the kiss is a spark that sets my soul ablaze. In that moment, there's no camp, no powers, no burdens—there is only Jesse.


We break apart, foreheads touching, breathing each other's air. 


“We should get back,” I whisper. 


He nods. 


We ascend the hill, our steps in sync with the thud of my heart—calmer now, but still thrumming from Jesse's kiss. 


"Race you to the top!" Jesse's challenge pierces the quiet morning air, and I can't help but smile at his attempt to lift the weight pressing on my shoulders.


"Cheater," I call back, but I'm sprinting up the incline, lungs burning, muscles stretching. I’m laughing by the time I get close to the mess hall, which looms just ahead.


We reach the crest of the hill, breathless, bodies close enough to share warmth. The comforting smells of breakfast waft toward us, promising a momentary reprieve. But before we can cross the threshold into normalcy, I see Director Brown approaching us. She has her usual calm demeanor. I stop laughing quickly.


"Taylor, Jesse, a word, please." Director Brown's voice slices through the crisp air. 


"Of course, Director Brown," I respond quickly. I guess there goes our chance to eat breakfast. It’s okay—I’m used to being called away for urgent meetings. 


She leads us away from the beckoning warmth of the mess hall, her stride purposeful and somber. We follow in silence, the weight of her mood pressing down on us like the overcast sky above.


"Is everything alright?" Jesse asks, breaking the tension that has wrapped itself around us like a vice.


"Let's talk in my office," is all she replies, and though her voice remains calm, the lines around her eyes betray a storm brewing beneath the surface.


We enter her office, with its wood-paneled walls that hide a secret room full of records. Now, it feels like a chamber where unwelcome truths are about to shatter the fragile illusion of safety. She closes the door behind us, and I can already feel anxiety for the news she’s about to give us.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Taylor


 


"Taylor, Jesse, please sit down," Director Brown says without looking up from the cluttered expanse of her desk. I catch Jesse's eye, and we exchange a glance that speaks volumes. 


The room, a place of relative calm, now seems almost suffocating. The walls close in around us. The dim light filtering through the curtains casts long shadows that flicker and dance with an eerie life of their own.


"Is everything okay?" Jesse asks. 


She finally lifts her head, and I see it—the faintest quiver in her lips, the slightest narrowing of her eyes. Director Brown has always been the stalwart one, the unflappable leader who took over after chaos threatened to swallow us whole. To see her unraveling, even at the edges, sends a shiver crawling up my spine.


"Everything is... manageable," she starts, her fingers fidgeting with a pen. "But there are things we need to discuss—matters that require our immediate attention."


Jesse nods, his jaw setting in a hard line, while I sit up straighter, summoning the fiery part of myself that refuses to be cowed by the unknown. 


"The tunnels below the camp," Director Brown states. 


“Is there a problem with Belruth?” I ask. “A chance that he could… return?” 


Jesse shifts beside me. 


I remember when I was caged in the same vaults that hold his remaining pieces now. I shudder, thinking of the cold ground, the isolation. What little is left of Belruth probably doesn’t like the accommodations any more than I did. 
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