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PROLOGUE


 


 


Liam


 


I listen to the engine of the stolen sedan sputter, and I decide that it’s time to pull over. I find a decrepit gas station and guide the sedan into the parking lot. The air is thick with the scent of pine and impending rain. I’m a far cry from the constant hills of San Francisco, where I boosted the car from a parking lot. I guess most fifteen-year-olds don’t know how to hotwire a car and drive it up the coast without getting noticed, but I guess my life isn’t like the lives of most kids my age. Even with my fake ID, I keep my eyes peeled for cop cars.


I worry that if I turn the car off, it will never start again, but I don't have a choice. I'm out of gas, and the car won't drive much farther anyway. I kill the ignition and sit for a moment, surveying the gas station through the windshield smeared with grime. There’s almost nothing on this stretch of road, and the gas station looks like any other that you’d stop at in the middle of nowhere, the paint on its walls peeling away like dead skin. 


A lone light flickers above the pumps, the buzz of electricity the only sign of life in this forsaken place.


Outside, there's nothing but silence, the kind that presses against your eardrums. I look around, surveying the other shops nearby. There’s almost nothing--a small fruit stand, its colors muted under the gray sky; a used tire store with stacks of rubber carcasses; and abandoned storage units with a fading sign, their padlocks eaten by rust.


I can almost feel the weight of the mist-shrouded trees watching me from a distance, a reminder of the supernatural world I've stumbled into since leaving LA. I’ve known what I am for a long time, but I only just realized that I couldn’t stay with my mom. So, I picked a direction and left. 


Stepping out of the vehicle, I tug my jacket tighter around me, feeling the chill seep through the fabric. 


My hands are crammed deep in my pockets as I make my way towards the station's convenience store. 


I pivot away from the decayed gas station, my gaze snagging on a group of kids loitering by the fruit stand. They slouch against the wooden crates, malice etched into their faces like it's their natural state. One of them, with a buzz cut and a scowl that could sour milk, hurls an empty bottle at a pyramid of cherries. Glass shatters, red orbs bounce and roll in every direction—chaos for the sake of it. I swallow down the instinct to confront them. 


My fingers curl into fists. They’re wasteful. 


Not worth it. I tell myself. Not now.


I look back at the convenience store. I need gas, but I spent the last of my money the last time I stopped. All I have left is one quarter. Not nearly enough. 


The weight of my last quarter presses against my finger through the fabric of my jeans. I fish it out, thumb the ridged edge. This meager coin is the final ghost of what I lifted from my mother's purse—the same night her screams chased me out of our decrepit apartment and into this unforgiving world.


I stole as much money as I could take from my mom before I left. Serves her right for all that she did to me. But you can only make it so far on stolen bills. 


"Hey, blondie!" one of the roughnecks calls out, but I'm already turning my back on them. Their laughter cuts through the still air, a sharp reminder that I'm trespassing in a realm where I don't belong.


“What a loser,” another one says. 


My hand closes tight around the quarter, a talisman of desperation. I just need to find a vehicle to siphon some gas from, and then I’ll be on my way. 


Away from her. Away from all of them.


The last few weeks on the run have been a lesson in survival. The human world wants nothing to do with people like me, so I’ve learned to blend in. Learned to turn the other cheek. And most of all, I’ve learned to keep moving. That’s my one rule. The one thing I have to do every single day. 


Keep moving. 


Eventually, I'll get somewhere I want to be. 


I shove the quarterback into my pocket and walk back toward the sedan. 


I open the back door and dig through the backpack sitting on the backseat. The very last of all my positions. I was never well-off, living in that run-down apartment in LA, but now I have almost nothing to my name. A pocketknife with a blade that’s already rusting, an extra pair of socks, a water bottle that I keep refilling with sink water from gas station bathrooms. But one thing is more useful than any of this, and that’s the siphoning kit, no more than a few tubes and a cloth, but a lifeline in these times when every drop counts.


I step away from the car and scan the lot, searching for a vessel to plunder. That's when I see it—a rusted farm truck squatting unattended by the side of the storage units, its paint flaking like old scabs. It doesn’t look like it’s moved an inch in quite a while, but it’s my only option. Maybe this will be the thing that puts more miles between me and the past. 


I move towards it, heart hammering against my ribs. Maybe it's luck. The kids at the fruit stand seem too busy defacing private property to notice me. It'd be easy—first I’ll check out the vehicle, then bring my car over, attach the hose, and—


"Yo, what are you doing with our truck?" The voice slices through my thoughts, sharp and unexpected. 


I turn, and they're there—the rough kids from the fruit stand, stepping around the corner like predators closing in on prey. Their eyes are hard, their postures rigid with aggression.


"Was just admiring it," I answer, tone casual. There’s one lie that no one would ever believe. "Don't see many of these old models still running."


They don't buy it; I can see it in the way their sneers twist deeper, how their steps fan out, encircling. They're older, bigger, maybe the oldest of them is nineteen. I don’t need to get into another fight. Staying out of sight is hard enough as it is.


"Admiring, huh?" One step closer, his shadow folding over mine. "Because it looked like you were about to try to steal it.” 


“Beats that old junk bucket,” another says with a nod back to the sedan.


Their laughter is dark, a chorus meant to intimidate. But behind my grey eyes, something ancient stirs, urging me to claim my birthright of power. I shove it down and lock it away. Control—it's all about control.


"It sure does beat my car. But don’t worry, I was just looking. Guess I'll be on my way then," I say, leaving the words hanging heavy between us like a challenge. As I back away, their stares follow me, a tangible pressure against my skin.


“No one looks at my truck without permission.” 


“That’s a little—” I shake my head. 


Just agree. Agree and get away.


"Sorry," I mutter, the word tasting like ash on my tongue. But as I pivot on my heel, a sudden pain explodes across the back of my skull—sharp, hot, blinding.


An empty bottle collides with my head before it clatters to the ground, and my vision swims. My knees wobble, threatening to buckle, but stubborn pride forces them straight. I touch the throbbing spot, fingers coming away wet—a small trickle of blood, a scarlet offering to the pavement.


I turn around, biting my tongue to keep from yelling at those idiots. 


"Thought you were leaving?" The voice is laced with sneers, heavy with threat.


I swallow hard, the taste of iron filling my mouth. "I am." The words are harder to form now, each syllable a battle against the pounding in my head.


“I don’t know where you’re from,” says their leader, a particularly ugly kid with a face full of freckles, “but we don’t just let thieves go around here.” 


"Back off," I growl, attempting to infuse my voice with more confidence than I feel. I don't want this—not the fight, not the fury, not the blood that might spill. "I don't want to hurt you."


They scoff their disbelief a palpable thing. They don't know what simmers beneath my surface, the inferno I contain within flesh and bone. And I desperately hope they won't ignite it. 


Laughter claws at the air, cruel and sharp. 


The boys circle me like a pack of wolves scenting blood, their jeers slicing through the night's chill. 


I can’t blame them for thinking they could take me in a fight. At first, I'm not much to look at, I know—white-blonde hair that’s probably a greasy mess by now, gray eyes, a frame more wiry than brawny. They see an easy target, a stray lamb wandered too far from safety.


"Look at this one," the leader sneers, his voice dripping with malice. "Bet he thinks he's tough."


I stand my ground, the fight in me uncoiling silently. 


They don't know. 


They don’t know what I really am. They don’t know what they’re getting themselves into. 


"Maybe we should rob him," the leader muses aloud, advancing with a hungry grin. "Take his car, teach him a lesson about stealing."


He lunges, all bravado and no brains. But as my fist connects with his jaw, something primal awakens within me—a surge of power that's been hibernating, waiting for a moment like this. There's a crack, a gasp, then silence. He staggers back, surprise etching his features before they contort in rage.


Their shock is palpable, a thing I can almost taste. It fuels me, kindles the fire that roars through my body with each heartbeat. They expected a pushover; instead, they're facing a tempest, a force of nature with fury hot enough to scorch the earth.


"Get him!" another shouts, but it's too late. I am upon them, a blur of motion, every strike precise and lethal. There's no holding back, no mercy to be found in the marrow of my bones. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my mother, it’s how to put up a fight. 


I almost don’t notice it happening.


Everything turns to a blur of red.  


When it's over, their bodies lie still in the dirt. 


My breath comes in ragged gasps. My hands shake, weary of the thing that I have unleashed. 


I don’t mean to hurt people. It just sort of happens, like there’s this power that becomes too much to control. 


There’s nothing else to be done for them. I check that there are no security cameras outside the gas station, then I rifle through each of their pockets until I find the keys to the truck. 


I cross the street, not wanting to look over my shoulder at the carnage behind me. 


I climb into their rusted farm truck, the engine roaring to life beneath my hands. It has a full tank of gas. The road unfurls before me, a ribbon of possibility and escape. I drive away into the embrace of the highway, wondering who I'll hurt next.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Taylor


 


I walk along the shoreline of the level one Island, the dampness seeping through the soles of my boots. Since Evie’s treachery, everything has become more intense, and I feel better if I walk patrol myself in the morning to make sure that there are no more unwanted intrusions. Most of the new recruits have moved on to Island Two—graduated to a semblance of safety—but I can't shake off the shadow of unease that trails me with every patrol.


I kick at a stone along the shoreline. 


That's what I get for trusting someone. Evie snuck in the Camp too easily. I didn't see what she really was until it was too late. 


And the whole Camp almost paid for it. 


I pause, narrowing my eyes at the water's edge where the lake meets land, searching for disturbances in the veil of fog. Director Brown, once my therapist and now our steadfast leader, wove ancient spells into the air here. She never mentioned anything like that before, and I was a little annoyed that she didn’t tell me that it was possible until just recently. 


She promised to teach me how to do it myself one day. But magic, like everything else touched by human—or nonhuman—hands, is fallible. It’s like having a chain link fence where you need a cement wall. 


A rustle from the thickets sends my pulse racing, but it's only a night bird taking flight, its wings slicing through the oppressive silence. I let out the breath I was holding, the sound seeming too loud in the hush that blankets the island. 


Stay sharp. I won’t let the Shadow Council sneak up on me again. 


The next time they come for us, I’ll be ready. The Shadow Council thrives in complacency, in the moments when guards are lowered and barriers are weak.


I make my way to the next checkpoint, fingers brushing over the symbols etched into the stone—an added layer of protection courtesy of Director Brown's meticulous planning. I feel the hum of power beneath my touch, a reassuring thrum that tells me the enchantments are holding. 


For now.


There is only one reason that Evie didn’t use her powers as a siren to overtake the entire Camp. Cal. I never trusted him, and as soon as I found out he was a shapeshifter, I liked him even less. I was convinced he was a spy of some kind. I believed this right up until the moment he confronted Evie. 


Until the moment that he killed her. 


It sent out shockwaves through the Camp, but it had to be done. It was the only way. 


I feel like a sitting duck waiting for the Shadow Council’s next move. 


"Taylor," a voice cuts through the cold air, smooth and unmistakable. Jesse comes up behind me, meeting me on the shores. He moves with a grace only vampires possess, his fair skin almost luminescent under the moonlight.


"Jesse," I greet him. It’s always a relief to see him. "I'm making extra rounds. Just because things seem quiet doesn't mean they are."


He steps closer, his dark hair a stark contrast to his pale features. His eyes search mine, reading the worry etched there. "You might be letting your fear get the best of you," he murmurs, reaching out to brush a strand of hair from my face. His touch, cool and soothing, sends a shiver down my spine.


"Maybe," I concede, even though I don’t think so. 


The Shadow Council's silence is more unnerving than any overt threat. They're planning, scheming—what, I cannot say. But whatever it is, I won't let them use Mistfalls as their chessboard.


But I lean in closer, letting him hug me. He kisses me on the forehead. Things have been hard the last few weeks, and we’re doing our best to be there for one another. 


"Let me show you something," Jesse says, his voice low, carrying an undercurrent of something mysterious. He leans in, and his lips meet mine—a kiss that's meant to distract, to ease the tension that coils within me. 


"Show me what?" I ask, reluctantly pulling away from the comfort of his embrace.


"Trust me," he replies, a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. With a last glance at the dark horizon, I follow him, wondering what he has up his sleeve this time.


Jesse grasps my hand, leading me towards the concealed entrance of the tunnels under Mistfalls. The earthy scent of damp soil and ancient stone fills my nostrils as we descend into the bowels of the island. 


We've been here many times before, but not since the tunnels have all been declared off-limits.


"Careful," he warns, his voice echoing off the walls, a whisper in the gloom. The tunnel is narrow, suffocating, like a mouth ready to swallow us whole. 


Director Brown decided that the darkness bound here was too dangerous and the students shouldn’t go near it. Belruth's presence lingers here, a malignant force restrained but never truly gone.


But in a way, I’ve always been a rule breaker. 


I don't mind following him on our old path to get to Central Island. 


Finally, we emerge into the open air of the central island, a rush of relief flooding my chest as the weight of the underground lifts. 


Ahead, laughter and shouts break through the quiet morning. A group from Camp gathers in a clearing, their figures ghostly through the thin fog. Two teams face off. 


I ball my hands into fists, ready to break up the fight. 


Then I realize that it isn’t a fight at all. 


"What is this?" I ask before I make out what's going on. Two teams of students get ready for a game of capture the flag—a semblance of normalcy that warms me more than I expect. 


"See?" Jesse says, gesturing to the scene before us. "Life goes on, even after everything. People are getting along, they’re doing well, and they’re even playing friendly games of capture the flag."


He smiles, proud of himself. 


I watch them for a moment, the ease with which they move, the genuine smiles. It's a fragile piece of peace, hard-won and precious. 


They don't know how close the threats loom or how easily this could all shatter. But for now, they have this—camaraderie and competition without fear.


And in the end, it usually comes down to me being able to save them. 


"Alright," I concede, a smile tugging at my lips despite the lingering concern. "This is a good sign.”


"Exactly." Jesse nudges me forward, his arm wrapping around my shoulders. "Come on, let's join them."


As we step into the fray. I don’t have any intention of playing—that wouldn’t be fair to the other team. But it can’t hurt to watch. 


A hush falls over the clearing as Asher steps forward, his eyes glinting with a newfound confidence that seems to radiate from him like the soft glow of the moon. He’s changed so much in a short time. 


The half- vampire's presence commands attention, a stark difference from the shadow he used to be under Evie's manipulative grip. Now, standing tall and unflinching before the two assembled teams, he represents a fragment of the unity we've managed to piece back together.


"Alright," Asher's voice cuts through the mist, "let's make this a clean game." His gaze sweeps over us, and I catch a flicker of something akin to pride. He's not just a player anymore; he's a leader, someone who has clawed his way out of the darkness of subservience into the light of autonomy. “Remember, no claws. No venom, and no using psychic links to cheat.” 


A few people sigh at this rule. 


“Where’s the fun in that?” someone calls from the crowd. 


I can’t help but smile. 


Opposite him, there's Liam, the enigma with the frost-white hair and eyes like storm clouds, ever-shifting, ever-watchful. 


He’s new here, but so far, he’s fit right in. He went straight to level two island, and he’s been making fast friends ever since. He doesn’t seem like he’s ever had a group of people accept him before. 


Still, I know there’s an edge to him. We have that in common. There is a look behind his eyes, I can tell he’s seen too much. If he hadn’t found Mistfalls, there’s no telling what might have happened to him. 


Liam catches my eye, flashes me a mischievous smile. I recognize the sharpness in his gaze, the wheels turning behind those grey irises. He’s in a good mood most of the time, but he’s also competitive, calculating, a strategist playing life like a chessboard, always three moves ahead. 


We found out pretty quickly that he has demon blood running through his veins, and it makes a lot of sense when you think about it. 


"Teams, take your positions!" Liam calls out, his command clear and authoritative. There's no room for argument in his tone, and none is given. 


Asher nods and with a swift motion of his hand, sets his team into motion. They spread out, a fluid formation that speaks of hours spent drilling and preparing. It's almost beautiful, the way they move in sync, a single entity made up of many parts, each knowing their role.


I glance at Jesse, feeling his reassuring presence beside me. For a moment, I feel proud too. We’ve given these people who had no place to go a safe place to land. 


"Let's hope it holds," I murmur, more to myself than to Jesse.


He squeezes my hand. He understands, perhaps better than anyone, how precarious our position truly is.


The game begins, and both sides dart back and forth, some playing offense and trying to bring others into their designated jail, others hiding to sneak behind enemy lines and capture the flag. 


“Okay, come on,” I say to Jesse, pulling him by the hand. “We need to talk.” 


I weave through the underbrush, the damp earth beneath my boots grounding me as I pull Jesse by the hand to the edge of the clearing. I catch his eyes, deep and dark as the forest at midnight, and the urgency within me swells.


"Jesse," I start, my voice barely above a whisper, "we need to talk about the defenses."


He tilts his head, an eyebrow arching in question, but I press on before he can speak.


"Look, I know we've cast spells and set wards, but it's not enough." My words tumble out rapid-fire, quickened by the beat of my racing heart. "The Shadow Council—they're cunning. They could slip through the cracks. We have to be ready."


Jesse's hand tightens around mine, and he pulls me close, his breath warm against my ear. "Taylor," he soothes, "calm down. We've done more than anyone could expect. The Camp is secure."


But his reassurance feels like a dismissive pat on the head, and a spark of anger flares hot in my chest.


"Secure?" I echo, the word laced with incredulity. "You think wards are enough to stop them? They'll come, Jesse. And when they do, we'll wish we'd prepared for war."


His eyes search mine, and for an instant, I see a glimmer of that old angst, the weight of responsibility that he carries on his shoulders. But then it's gone, replaced by the practical leader he's become.


"Taylor," he says firmly, "like it or not, the only thing left to do is wait for the Council’s next move. We wait. We watch. That's all we can do."


I bristle at the dismissal, anger churning within me like a storm. 


To him, it may seem enough, but to me, it's a gamble with stakes too high to comprehend. Every instinct screams that danger lurks just beyond our carefully crafted sanctuary, waiting for its moment to strike.


"Fine," I spit out, pulling away from him. "But if they breach our walls, don't say I didn't warn you."




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Isabel


 


I tread lightly across the mossy stones leading to the rendezvous with Cal—a veil of water cascading from above, veiling the corner of level three island in secrecy. My breath hitches with every step closer to where Cal promised to meet me, hidden away from the prying eyes. We've been meeting in secret like this while we figure out what we are to each other. 


Where is he? 


He’s usually here by now, but I don’t see him anywhere.


I can almost feel Taylor's suspicion, her innate ability to sense when something is amiss, and I know it's only a matter of minutes before she realizes that her sister isn't sitting across from her at breakfast. She gets so caught up in this kind of stuff, and she’s really slow to trust people. She didn’t even like me at first. I don’t know how I could begin to tell her about me and Cal. She reacted badly when he first arrived. Even though she came around to realizing that he isn’t a spy from the Shadow Council, I’m not sure she’d be a fan of the idea of us being together. 


I check my reflection in the surface of the water. I push a strand of hair back that’s fallen out of my braid. I feel a little silly, spending all this time thinking about my appearance. I never used to do that before. 


We haven't been together for very long, and every time we meet it feels electric. Cal is unlike anyone I’ve ever met. He’s clever, and he sees right through me. 


A feeling of anxiety pools in my stomach. What if he's too late? What if there is something wrong with our relationship? I remind myself not to overthink it. 


Suddenly, the crunch of a footstep on fallen leaves cuts through the melody of the falling water. My pulse quickens, adrenaline surging as I spin on my heel. The eerie quiet of the morning had claimed dominion over the Camp.


"Cal?" The name escapes me as a whisper. 


The figure materializing from the shadow-dappled foliage is not Cal. 


At least, not as I know him. 


A stranger stands before me, his hair a cascade of brown that brushes his shoulders, nose hooked like an eagle's talon, eyes set so close they threaten to merge into one calculating gaze. 


But I look a little closer. 


Not Cal… at least not Cal as he should be. 


A knowing smile plays on my lips.


"There you are," I say, confident. “I was beginning to think that you weren’t coming at all.” He likes to change form to blend in and go unnoticed. But there’s something about his posture and the glimmer in his eye that always gives him away. No matter what form he takes, I am learning to tell when it’s him. 


His smile is a silent concession. “Am I that transparent?” he asks. In a fluid motion, the stranger melts away, replaced by the familiar form of Cal as I first met him. Curly brown hair frames his face, blue eyes glinting with mischief, and that sharp jawline that could cut Glass. Butterflies flutter in my stomach. 


"I thought I could trick you," he admits, stepping forward with the shadows retreating from his playful grin. “But you’re never off your guard, are you?” 


"Never," I assert, my heart beating a rhythm. I lean in closer to him, feeling that familiar nervousness. His hands are gentle as they cup my face, drawing me into an embrace. When his lips meet mine, it's a silent symphony, intimate and serene.
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