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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“Why is it so wet here?” Beth complains as her shoes make a squelching sound in the ground. 


“It’s like living in a marsh,” Quill agrees in disgust, lifting up his leg and glancing down at his shoe. “I hate marshes.”


“I don’t think they’re that bad,” Kathleen, another of the new graduates to the Level Two island, smiles. 


“That’s because you’re weird,” another voice pipes up.


Susan is the youngest of us all and looks the most annoyed. “These shoes were new. How are we supposed to get around this place? Do they expect us to walk barefoot?”


I look down at my own shoes and curl my toes in them, feeling the wetness inside. “Weren’t we supposed to get those special shoes?”


“We were,” Quill says darkly. “But apparently, they got misplaced. How convenient.”


I wish I had the functioning braincells to figure out who he’s decided is the culprit, but a broken heart and sleepless nights hasn’t been going well for me. 


“I didn’t think we’d clear the test for Level Two,” Kathleen murmurs. “It was pretty hard.”


“Well, only a few of us got in,” Quill says proudly. 


“Don’t act so happy,” I point out. “So did Anderson and Abigail.”


Quill makes a face. “Abigail, I get. She’s got brains, and ever since she woke up from her coma, she’s been crazy strong. But Anderson? Does this place not have some psych evaluation? The guy’s a psycho.”


Anderson is another student who joined this camp at the same time as us. He and I don’t have the best track record, what with him deliberately putting me in dangerous situations.


As we all trudge towards our new barracks, I linger behind the group, feeling tired. 


Exhaustion has been a constant in my life over the past couple of weeks. Ever since I arrived at Mistfall Wilderness Camp a few months ago, I’ve been forced to face one turmoil after the other. Just recently, I was attacked by my boyfriend’s ex, who also happened to be the adopted daughter of the camp’s director, a genie. Before she stole whatever she came here to steal, Rachel revealed to me that she had imprinted on my boyfriend years ago, and since genies mate for life, he was always going to be hers.


My hand clenches into a fist. It would be easier to talk about this with Jesse if he would stop avoiding me for a minute.


My anger drains out of me almost as soon as it rears its head, and I look up to the small group of people ahead of me. Beth and Quill are werewolves, both my closest friends. We all arrived at Mistfall Wilderness Camp together, facing trials together and overcoming them. Kathleen and Susan have somehow become part of our little group when we were Level Ones. This camp, or school, as the Director refers to it, has five islands. Most of us started off on the Level Zero island, which is where the students who haven’t yet realized that they are different from the humans they have lived amongst all their lives, those who have yet to display any abilities, start off. I was transferred to the Level One island when, in my first few weeks at the island, two of the counselors turned out to be traitors who had been trying to open the vaults in the interlinked tunnels underneath the islands. 


That whole incident resulted in an explosion of my abilities, making me realize that I am not human but vampire. However, if I thought that was it, just two months ago, when Rachel Adkins, one of the prodigies having graduated from this camp, returned as an Assistant Counselor and ended up stealing the contents of the vault under the Level One island and attacked me. Later on, the Director informed me that I was not a simple vampire but a Blood Moon Hybrid, a child between a vampire and a werewolf, born under the Blood Moon. 


And that’s why my boyfriend left me. Because, apparently, me being the Blood Moon Hybrid is like me having cooties, and he can’t even breathe the same air as me. 


Sometimes, I just want to punch him in the face. Other times, I want to curl up in bed and wonder why my life is this way.


It’s one thing after the other, and it’s whittling away at me.


“Taylor?” Beth’s blue eyes come into my vision, her long, golden braid resting on her shoulder, her voice soft. “You okay?”


I blink. “Ah, yeah.”


“Really?” She glances towards the rest of the group which has gotten quite ahead of us now. “Because you’ve been awfully quiet.”


“Just tired, I guess,” I give her a wan smile before readjusting my bag pack.


However, Beth doesn’t buy it. “Is this about your dad or Jesse?”


Beth still doesn’t know why Jesse is avoiding me. A part of me wants to tell her, but I’m worried about how she’ll react. Jesse’s reaction was so far out of left field that each time I even consider telling my friends, their possible reaction holds me back.


Mistaking my silence, Beth wraps her hand around mine, her voice kind, “Your dad will come and find you, Taylor. Even if the whole world thinks he’s dead, you know he isn’t. He’ll come for you.”


“Yeah,” I murmur, my thoughts shifting to my father. His mysterious “death” and the year following that are the only reasons I’m in this place. My abusive stepmother, Dolores, uprooted me from the only home I’d known in Texas, a small trailer that Dad and I had lived in way before she showed up. After he died, Dolores had him cremated without so much as a word to me. And then when she got sick of me, she accused me of trying to kill her and a judge had me shipped all the way here.


Aside from Dad, the only other family I had was my younger sister, who I have no memories of. Like Dad, she also disappeared mysteriously. It was only a few months ago that I discovered a clue, a letter in code that revealed that Dad might not be as dead as I thought. A visit to my stepmother revealed that. While it made me feel a little better, I’m still nowhere close to finding out where my father is. 


“Come on.” Beth squeezes my hand. “We’re all Level Twos now. Aren’t you excited?”


I look at her, and seeing the broad smile on her face, I feel my own lips curving. Beth has settled in really well at this place. 


“Well, I heard the barracks are supposed to be good out here,” I murmur, not wanting to bring her mood down. 


Beth grins, and I marvel at how she’s changed since we got here. When we first met, she had been quiet, accepting of the fact that her own brother wanted her dead for the fortune her parents had left her. Even when her brother had tried to poison her by bribing a counselor here, Beth hadn’t gotten angry or upset. She seemed to have accepted her fate. 


But this girl before me has lost her shyness and her grim outlook on life. 


She’s also become my family, the only family I know.


“We’re sharing a room, right?” Beth pulls at my hand, and I let her.


“I hope they have two beds here.” I look ahead, shaking off my own feelings and focusing on what’s going on. “I barely just got used to your snoring. Another person—”


“I don’t snore!” Beth looks outraged, pulling away from me.


“How would you know?” I grin. “Ever seen yourself sleep?”


Her lips move as she struggles to come up with a response when Quill calls out, “I hope we don’t have to share a barrack! I have sensitive hearing!” 


“You don’t have the right body parts to share a barrack with us,” I shoot back. “Have fun sharing one with Anderson.”


Quill shudders.


The Level Two island is vastly different from the Level One and Zero islands. The ground is wet mud, making it hard to walk. There is also this creepy mist in the air, which one only sees in horror movies or swamps.


“Is it too late to go back and fail the test?” Quill mutters. “I miss having dry shoes.”


“Be grateful they transferred our belongings this morning,” Susan tells him dryly. “Imagine carrying all that.”


“I don’t know,” Kathleen looks around brightly, “I like this place. It kind of grows on you.”


“You’ve been here a total of ten minutes,” Susan shakes her head. “Give it a moment. It’ll ‘ungrow’ real quick.”


Kathleen ignores her. 


Quill sidles back until he’s walking next to me, Beth on the other side. “So, do we have classes here then?”


I try to recall the schedule. “I think so. I mean the physical classes will be here. The other ones will be on the Level One island like before.”


“That’s so much walking,” Quill groans. “We have to keep crossing the bridges back and forth.”


“God, you whine so much,” Susan claps her hands on her ears.


“Shut up.” Quill makes a face. “You’re like five. Why are you even talking?”


“I’m fourteen, thank you very much,” Susan sneers right back.


“Okay, children,” I roll my eyes, wondering if this brewing headache could be linked to this constant arguing. “I think we’re here.”


Here happens to be five barracks, each equally distanced.


“Well,” Beth murmurs, “I guess since we’ve already transitioned, they’re done with the smaller ones we had back on the other island. They had to separate us on the Level One island, after all, from those who had yet to transition.”


She has a point. 


As we approach the barracks, I see more students around. All of them are wearing long, leather boots, the ones we were supposed to get. Amongst those students are Abigail and Anderson.


“Gee,” I say as I glare at their boots, “I wonder why theirs weren’t lost?”


When Anderson smirks in my direction, clearly having overheard me, Quill growls, rolling up his sleeves. “I’m going to go rub his face in dirt.” 


Beth grabs onto the back of his shirt, pulling him back. “Let’s not do that.”


Quill reluctantly stops, complaining, “He’d better not be in the same barracks as me. I’ll suffocate him with a pillow.”


I deliberately take a step away from Quill. “Your crazy is showing, Quill.”


He’s spared from answering because we’ve reached the first barrack, and I step inside to take a look at the list of students sharing it. We were told we’d find a list inside. Each barrack has six beds, with side tables and three wardrobes. There are also six study tables facing the door and a small table with a kettle and cups.


“Not too shabby,” Quill says, then blinks. “Isn’t this the same as what we had on the Level One island?”


“Why does it look so big then?” Beth says as she walks inside. 


“Well, we’re all in this one.” I look around at the girls. “Except for Quill.”


“Ooh, there are bathrooms here!” Beth sounds excited, and I look over at where she’s standing on the side of the last study table.


“There’s another one here!” Kathleen sounds equally happy.


It’s almost as if the further we move up the levels, the better this place decides to treat us.


“We have classes tomorrow,” Beth says, sitting down on one of the beds. We don’t even get a break.”


I listen to the excited chatter go on, and I reach for my bag pack which is lying against the wall. As Quill leaves to find his own barrack and everybody begins to unpack, I wonder if this new island will also bring along challenges that will have me questioning myself. 


So far, I feel like I’ve been thrown in one situation after the other, and I keep sinking into this bottomless pit. My heart hasn’t stopped hurting since the moment Jesse walked away from me. It’s like this constant throbbing pain within me, like a part of me has gone missing.


I’ve tried time and time again to convince myself that he’s just another boy, that I will get over it. But the pain doesn’t go away. It hurts and hurts. It makes me feel small. 


He abandoned me. 


That’s the thought that hurts the most.


It’s been two months. 


The first month, he avoided me completely. And for the past two weeks, he’s been gone. From what I heard, he had some family issues again. I don’t even know anything about him. 


But I do know that he’s going to be back soon.


I look down at my bag, struggling with my emotions.


Why did I allow someone to get this close to me? Why did I give him the power to hurt me?


Because it feels like he’s clawed my heart to shreds, and I don’t know how to fix it.


I don’t know if things will ever get back to normal for us now.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


“So, what do we do about the boots?” Kathleen asks, looking around.


We’ve all just unpacked, and Quill is still settling in his new barrack, which is right next to ours.


“The counselor in charge for this island is Levi,” I read the small information pamphlet we got which was left on our desks. “His office is a ten-minute walk.”


I glance out the window at the dark, roiling clouds and shudder. “The wind is picking up. I’ll take the wet mud over rain any day.”


Susan sits up. “Baby.”


“You bet your sweet behind, I am.” I sprawl back on the bed. 


“I’m going to go complain to him.” Susan gets to her feet. “I want my boots.”


“Put one in for me as well,” I call out lazily.


“You snooze, you lose.”


“I’ll get one for you, Taylor.” Beth smiles at me. “I know your shoe size. Come on.”


I don’t stop them from leaving, wanting to take a nap. However, not five minutes pass before I hear a quiet rap on the door.


Groaning, I get to my feet and make my way to the door, only to see Abigail standing there with badly damaged boots. When Abigail and I were Level Ones, she had a snotty attitude, one of those students whose life goal was to be a teacher’s pet. There was no love lost between us, but ever since, during a physical class, I accidentally bit her with my fangs, and she went into a coma, our relationship has changed a little. I still find her insufferable, but because I fed her my blood, it brought her out of her coma, and she’s been less of a snob to me since. 


Vampire bites work as paralyzing agents, depending on how strong the vampire is. However, it is the blood of really powerful vampires that can reverse those effects. And my blood worked, something which Abigail knows.


“Here,” her tone is a little stiff. “I saw Anderson throw these in the trash bin. I cleaned them up. I don’t know if you’ll be able to use them—”


“Thanks,” I take the boots from her, a little surprised.


She shuffles her feet, looking uncomfortable. “Uh, you doing okay?”


I blink. “What do you mean?”


She shrugs. “I don’t know. You’ve not been looking good these days, so I thought I’d ask.”


I don’t know how to react. 


“I’m okay.” This entire exchange is really unlike Abigail.


“Oh, okay.” She takes a step back. 


I glance at the boots, and it’s obvious someone went at them with a sharp object, the ultimate goal to destroy them. 


“Thanks for the boots,” I say slowly. “I mean for finding them.”


“I cleaned them as well.”


“Yeah.” Now, I feel guilty. It’s like she wants me to say something. “Thanks.”


Her face falls. “Yeah, okay. I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”


I watch her leave, wondering why she’s acting so strange. She was almost nice.


Wary, I wait until she’s out of sight before I close the door.


I stare at the boots. “Sturdy little things, aren’t you? You two survived a whole massacre.”


Amused by my own joke, I chuckle, setting the boots aside. If Beth brings me a pair, these are going to be my back up boots.


 


***


 


Since we are now on the Level Two island, we have to get up a half hour earlier to make it to the mess for breakfast. But the crisp slices of bacon and creamy scrambled eggs are worth it. I’ve just taken my first bite when I see a familiar face.


Jesse.


He’s standing with two other Level Threes, grinning.


The sight of him smiling, like my insides are not all torn up, like my whole life hasn’t just been turned upside down, makes my appetite wither away and die.


A part of me wants to get up and go up to him, to figure out what his problem is with me, why he put me through the wringer. I’m halfway out of my seat when I feel a hand holding my wrist under the table, preventing me from moving. 


My head whips to the side to see Quill eating his scrambled eggs, his eyes hard. He doesn’t even look at me, his eyes on his plate. Under the conversation flowing around the table, he murmurs, “Don’t. Don’t be that person.”


I go still, and Quill gives me a one-armed hug under the guise of stealing a piece of bacon off my plate. This time when I glance at Jesse, he’s looking right back at me, a strange frown on his face as he looks at me and Quill. When his gaze meets mine, he turns his head away. 


My heart twists in my chest.


Don’t be that person.


I tear my own gaze away and look back down at my food, my heart heavy. Nothing looks appealing anymore. 


“Nobody is worth running after,” Quill murmurs. 


I’ve seldom seen this serious side of him. However, his words pierce.


Do I really want to be that girl?


What will I even say if I come face to face with him?


Why did you abandon me when I needed you?


Can’t you see that I’m hurting?


Do I really want to beg for his affection?


My smile is mirthless as I look down at my eggs. Grabbing my fork, I shovel in a mouthful of eggs.


No.


 


***


 


The schedules for the Level Two students are more relaxed. After our daily classes, we have one physical class per day.


Our first trial class is just an oral revision of what our species are, and we are grouped into pairs for hand-to-hand combat. Beth and Quill are paired off since they’re both werewolves. I’m paired off with a guy named Timothy, who I’ve seen around.


He’s quiet and seems a little uncertain. 


However, he’s fast and lands more blows than I can even fathom. By the end of the session, I’m out of breath, and he’s not even broken a sweat.


“How did you learn to fight like that?” I demand, taking his offered hand as he pulls me to my feet. 


“My gramps was a wrestler. Taught me a few moves.”


He’s not bad looking, his round glasses giving him a nerdish appearance.


“You’re not bad yourself,” he adds when the silence stretches on for a little too long.


“Thanks.” I glance over my shoulder at where Quill is talking to Beth, who is beaming. “Are you heading to the mess now?”


Timothy shrugs. “I was thinking of checking out the library.”


“There’s a library here?” I blink. 


I heard of one, but it was just a fleeting mention in some other conversation, and it wasn’t like I had been looking for any information at that time. But now?


“Where is it?”


Timothy looks around. “It’s supposed to be a twenty-minute walk from our barracks. I got a map from Counselor Levi.”


“Mind if I come along?”


Timothy looks at me surprised. “You want to check out a library?”


At this point, Quill and Beth have joined us, and they both gape at me, making me feel a little self-conscious.


Beth gives me a wary look. “I’ve never even seen you pick up a book from our curriculum. You make me give you the short summaries.”


“What’s wrong with wanting to check out the library?” I try not to get flustered. “I want to explore this island a little.”


Quill gives me a doubtful look. “You?”


I glare at him. “Nobody’s inviting you, Quill.”


“So, you’re going to go off on your own then?” Quill looks at Timothy with a suspicious gaze. “With this person you’ve never said two words to before?”


Before I can say anything, he blurts out, “We’re coming with you.”


Timothy looks like he’d rather be anywhere else than here.


“Look, she asked, okay? I don’t mind going by myself.”


“I want to check out this library,” I insist. “You guys go on ahead. We’re done for the day anyway. I’ll see you back at the mess.”


“The heck you will,” Quill laces his arm with mine. “You don’t know this place. It has swamp monster written all over it. Come on. We’ll go with you. Besides, maybe it’s time I see what a library looks like on the inside.”


Susan and Kathleen end up joining us as well, wanting to explore the island.


Despite the cold weather, it’s humid as well. Unlike the previous two islands, the Level Two island has no marked trail. We have to move through the marsh and forest and follow the map. Timothy, however, has chalk in his pocket which he uses to mark the trees.


It takes us more than twenty minutes, but when we do reach the library, I blink in awe.


It’s a massive building with a well-maintained pathway and garden, a circular fountain just in front of it. Despite the humidity, there are a few students lingering about.


As soon as we enter, we come face to face with a long, oval desk where a beady-eyed elderly woman is sitting, her grey hair in frizzy curls and her eyes covered with a pair of cat-eye glasses. The name plaque on the desk reads “Lorette Heevan.”


“Let’s spread out,” I murmur. Timothy is already gone, and Quill is about to protest when his eyes fall on something in the corner.


“Wait, are those comics?!” 


I’ve never seen such excitement in his face as he abandons us without a second thought.


“I wonder if they have some detective novels,” Susan looks curious, approaching the librarian while Beth follows, wanting to know the same about romance books.


That just leaves me and Kathleen. 


“You can go look for whatever it is you want.” Kathleen smiles at me. “I’m going to poke my nose around for some gardening books.”


“I wasn’t—” I stammer out, but she’s already gone.


I want to know about the Blood Moon Hybrid. There has to be some information around here. But I don’t even know where to begin.


Hesitating, I look at Susan and Beth hurrying off in some random direction, and I glance at the librarian, who’s now watching me suspiciously.


“What are you looking for?” Her voice is raspy.


I approach her desk and make sure to keep my voice low, “Um, do you have anything on the Blood Moon Hybrids?”


Her entire expression changes in an instant. “Why do you want to know about them?”


Her eyes are curious now, almost wary.


I try to shrug, not sure if I am able to fool her. “Just curious. I heard about them.”


“Sure you did,” her eyes don’t waver from my face.


She studies me for a moment before taking out a key and sliding it over to me. “Use the system in there to search for what you want. All books pertaining to that creature are in the forbidden section. You can’t take any book out of there, and I want the key returned. Am I clear, Miss Night?”


I jerk when she uses my surname, and her tiny smirk creeps me out.


“S-Sure. No problem.”


“Down the hall, to the left,” she instructs. “Go straight. It’s a glass door.”


I follow her instructions and find myself in a large, rectangular room. The place has a musty smell to it. I look around, overwhelmed. How am I supposed to find anything in this place. The books reach the ceiling. 


I see an old-fashioned computer sitting just next to the door, and I make my way over there. It’s already open to the search engine, and I type in “Blood Moon Hybrid.” The system is old and slow, and it takes a couple of minutes for the book titles to begin showing up. 


There aren’t many books out there, and to my dismay, most of them are references, casual mentions. The few books bearing the title are mostly by one author, a C. J. Lowenstein. 


Going by instinct, I reverse search the author’s name, only to realize that all his works are on the Blood Moon Hybrid. He’s written a couple of books. Choosing the first one on the list, I try to check where it is only to find out that it’s been checked out. 


A couple of months ago. 


So much for the books not leaving the premises, I muse to myself, looking for who else was so interested in the Blood Moon Hybrids.


My hand stills over the keyboard when I see a far too familiar name.


Rachel Adkins.


“No,” I breathe, anxiously, my fingers moving over the keyboard quickly now. But as I type in the names of the books listed on the side, all of them that are related to the Blood Moon Hybrid have been issued to Rachel Adkins. Just a week before she left me bleeding in the tunnels, taking that piece of evil that’s been hidden under the vault for all these centuries. 
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