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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


New Big Bad


 


Humans have always considered themselves to be the more intelligent species. They have expanded across the planet, claiming land, building advanced technologies. They have waged wars, conquered kingdoms, toppled empires, all just to prove how strong they are, how powerful.


And yet, while we have the intelligence, we have incredibly short memories. We don't remember that there was a time when we were not the apex predator. In fact, even now, we are not at the top of the food chain. There are creatures around us, creatures who hide their existence from us, but they're stronger, faster, and much more deadlier.


I wash my hands in the basinet of the bathroom and then proceed to fix my hair.


To the world, I look like a sweet grandmother, my face gentle, my eyes a soft brown.  I've never bothered with face treatments to fix my wrinkles or dyed my hair. The woman staring back at me has a trim figure and looks to be in her early sixties. According to my granddaughters, I don't look a day over forty. 


They're sweet girls.


And so very naïve. 


I wipe my hands on a paper napkin.


Sometimes disguises are important. When those around you see you as something you're not, something harmless, you gain an edge. My lips curve as I study my reflection. 


All my life, people have considered me harmless and sweet, never knowing that my purpose in life is something they will never understand. The outside world lives in a reality which is untouched by the creatures moving amongst them. But I'm not blind. I've not been blind for a long time. All it took was one interaction to change the course of my life.


I fix my white lab coat and adjust my nametag, not that I need one since I run this entire facility.


Heading out of the bathroom, I walk into a pristine marbled hallway. 


"Evening Dr. Laxmor."


Two passing Research Assistants greet me in reverence. I'm not surprised at the awe in their eyes. My facility is one of the hardest to get into, and it is well-known that once someone joins here, they never want to leave. 


At the end of the hallway is a black door with a security pad next to it. I let my face be scanned and a robotic female voice says, 'Access granted. Good evening, Rita Laxmor.'


I hear the locks disengage, and I wait for the door to slide open before I step forward. I enter an elevator and scan my ID card. The door closes and I feel the elevator begin to move. My personal laboratory is underground, accessible to only a handful of trusted individuals. 


I wait for the pinging sound that signals that the elevator has reached the end of its journey. The doors open to reveal a section vastly different from any other lab in this facility. The walls are made of stone and rock, none of the pristine marble decorating this particular area. I enter the lobby where a security guard is sitting, a newspaper open in his hands. 


"Evening," he grunts.


"Evening, Max," I pause by his station and look down at the crossword puzzle he's working on. I tap my finger on one of the words, "That one's wrong."


His expression contracts, "Crap in a bottle!"


Max always comes up with the most creative curses. 


Amused at his struggles, I head inside. As soon as the door opens, the sounds of clicking and murmured voices fill my ears. This is the main base of operations for the real purpose behind this facility. One large computer screen has an active map with red and green spots flickering on it. Before it, are rows and rows of military grade computers which are being run by the world's top IT specialists and analysts. I walk past them as they work, heading towards a long corridor. At the end of the dark corridor is my own personal laboratory. 


Entering it, I don't bother turning on the lights, simply gazing inside at the long vertical tank filled with liquid. The tank dominates a portion of the room, and I study the female floating within, wires attached to every part of her body. Her eyes are closed, her hair floating around her.


"Any further activity?"


My assistant, Anna, looks up from where she is working on her laptop, "No. Not since the EEG picked up the signals last week. She's been silent ever since. It's almost like she's dead."


I turn to look at the blonde woman in the tank, my lips curving in amusement, "Dead? Her?"


My eyes tighten as I study the beautiful woman before me, "This woman, nay - this creature - she's one of the most intelligent beings I've come across. She's spent years eluding me. I once managed to track down her entire clan decades ago, and do you know what she did?"


Anna looks at me, curious.


"She burnt down the building, scorched it to protect her clan's secrets. She didn't care that it was her own people inside, She was a child back then."


Anna leans back in her chair, watching me, "It's been more than ten years, though. We've tried everything to wake her up, but nothing has worked. Her brain waves have been in a consistent low form. Maybe the coma we put her in."


"There was nothing wrong with the calculations of the injection I administered all those years ago," I murmur, lightly, not at all offended. "She's forced herself under. Short of dissecting her body, she thinks we can't learn anything from her."


Anna looks at me, "Have we really learned anything useful from her over this decade? Shouldn't we simply cut her open and study her before she dies?"


My lips curve. 


Unlike my assistant, I'm not so narrow-minded. This creature that I've captured, one who is unique even in her own kind, is simply trying to out-wait me. 


"She's not going to die so easily. Not while she has something to protect," my voice is soft.


I approach the tank, putting my hand on the thick glass, "Isn't that right, Elise?"




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Taylor Knight


 


"Hey, Isabel, you got a minute?"


My sister looks up from where she's helping some of the students with the repairs. Wiping her hands on her pants, she nods, "What's up?"


Before I can say anything, she waves a hand at the students fixing the windows, "I'm taking a ten-minute break."


"Sure thing," Anderson, her boyfriend, nods. "Take your time."


I shudder as we walk away, "I still don't know what you see in him."


"Jesse's no prize either, Taylor," Isabel huffs, crossing her arms and coming to a stop as he turns to face me. "Now what do you want?"


I tuck my hands in my pockets, "Look, I'm glad you have your foster parents here-"


"Parents," Isabel corrects me, tersely. "They're my parents."


I press my lips together to keep in any nasty comment which might make it's way out and count to ten in my head. Finally, when I trust myself to speak, I say through gritted teeth, "Fine. Be that way. But doesn't mean you have to avoid Dad like the plague. He's tried to talk to you multiple times, and you just keep making excuses and running off."


Isabel looks like she wants to bite my head off. Her voice is tense, "Look, I know you and your dad want to play happy family but I've already got parents, okay? He's a stranger to me and-"


"He's a stranger because you're not letting him get close to you!" I argue, feeling irritated. "And he doesn't want to play happy family, okay? He wants to get to know you. He lost you all those years ago, and it wasn't by choice. Don't treat him like some creepy person stalking you. And before you say anything, I know your foster parents have also tried to talk to you about this-"


"Keep them out of this!" Isabel's lips twist in anger. "Look, I don't care if he's my biological father. You can't make me care about him when I don't even remember him. Forcing us together won't spark a relationship, and he should know that."


"He's not trying to spark anything," I shoot back, hotly. "But you're the one acting like a spoilt little brat! You're not the only one who suffered, Isabel! Dad lost his wife, his youngest daughter, and his home! All these years, he's been agonizing about whether you're safe or not, whether you're alive or not. He couldn't even talk about it with me because he had to wipe my memories! Have a freaking heart, and stop painting yourself as the victim in your stories!"


Isabel's expression contorts, "It's easy for you to say all this considering you weren't the one abandoned by our mother-"


"Oh, get off your high horse, Isabel!" I sneer. "You had a perfect life, and we both know it! You were loved and pampered while I had none of it. If you want to start comparing whose life was more miserable, then I'll be winning hands down."


Isabel glares at me, and I really want to strangle her right now.


"Talk to Dad," I hiss, "and stop trying to hurt him all the time. I swear, if I see his eyes swollen one more time, I'm going to break that pretty little nose of yours!"


Her eyes tighten and I don't give her the opportunity to say anything, turning around to storm off. She doesn't follow after me and I'm glad for that. If she had, I might've said something worse!


"That was some fight," comes an amused voice from the trees and I come to a halt as a tall boy walks out, grinning. With his dark dark hair and grey eyes, Jesse used to be quite popular with girls in the camp. However, from the moment we met, we were drawn to each other. Our relationship has had its hiccups, but we've shouldered through everything. One of the biggest hiccups has been my identity as the Blood Moon Hybrid, a rare creature even in the world of the Others, who is driven by blood lust.


Fortunately, I can control my blood lust.


"Hey, I thought you were teaching the Level Ones, now that the camp is so short-staffed," I give him a smile when he comes to stand beside me, his arms on my shoulders as he locks his fingers behind my neck.


"I hate being a part-time counselor," he complains. "I'd rather spend my free time with you."


I lean on my toes to give him a quick kiss, "You're a terrible liar. You love showing off in front of the Level Ones."


Ever since the battle from two weeks ago, the new Director, the camp's previous therapist, Dr. Sherry Brown, is trying to set a tone of normalcy in the camp. When I first arrived at Mistfall Wildnerness Camp, I had never thought that I was anything more than a rebellious, hurting human teenager. However, the world that unfolded before me was filled with vampires and wolf shifters, and creatures even beyond that. The history of this camp was dredged in an ancient war, one that me and my friends were dragged into.


But now with the battle over, and Belruth, the ancient evil, once again killed, we are left to pick up the pieces.


The battle changed everyone. Seeing so much death and violence has forced many to grow up before their time. I got my father back. I got my sister back. But my family is still shattered in ways that I can't seem to fix.


Jesse wraps his arm around my shoulder as he falls into step beside me, "So, what was that all about? You and Isabel were really getting into it."


My expression darkens, "She's been avoiding Dad. He's tried everything, but she refuses to speak to him. She's acting as if he threw her away all those years ago. She made him cry, Jesse!"


My voice trembles in anger and pain, "Do you know what it's like watching your Dad cry alone? It's the worst feeling in the world! And she doesn't care! She just wants to hold a stupid grudge over something that doesn't make sense-"


"Okay," Jesse puts his hands on my shoulders, his voice hard. "Breathe. Your eyes are turning red."


I freeze, panic filling me, "Really?"


"Just a hint," he says, calmly. "Take in a few breaths and let them out. The world isn't ending. We already dealt with that part. Your dad's an adult. He'll figure this out. He doesn't need you to protect him, Taylor."


Ever since I went berserk during the time I was battling Belruth, it's getting harder to control my powers these days. My friends have been trying to keep me in check, and while I appreciate their efforts, it's something I'm beginning to worry about. 


I force myself into a calm state, practicing some breathing exercises before finally opening my eyes. Jesse gives me a thumbs up, "Good job!"


"You should really invest in pompoms," I tell him, dryly. "This is the seventh time in three days you've said 'good job' to me! Next time, I want you to spell it out with a cheer."


"Funny," Jesse pulls my hair, lightly. “I need to talk to you about something.”


I look at him and see the strain around his eyes, “What is it?”


Jesse turns to face me and then takes my hands in his, meeting my gaze, “You know how I have visions, right?”


“Yeah,” I say, slowly.


“Well, then you also know that there are some visions I can change and some that I can’t.”


“Jesse,” I frown at him. "I already know all this. Why're you-?"


"I had a vision this morning."


I go still, "What kind of vision?"


He looks tense, "One I can't change. And after what happened the last time I tried to change a fixed vision, I don't want to interfere again."


I squeeze his hands, "Tell me what you saw."


"I saw a woman," he says, reluctantly, "with long blonde hair. Her eyes were closed, and she was floating in what looked like a vertical tank. Then, I saw you, Isabel, and your Dad, leaving the island. You tell me that once you find her, you'll bring her here."


"She?" I ask, slowly.


Jesse gives me a hesitant look, "I went to your dad and asked to see a picture of your mother. She's the woman I saw in the tank, Taylor."


I stare at him, shaken, "What're you talking about? I saw - I mean, during the battle, I heard Mom's voice. She said she was coming for us-"


"I don't know Taylor, but I'm telling you what I saw. She was in that tank, and there were things attached to her. But I do know that all three of you are going to go look for her. And soon."


I wet my lips, "What did Dad say? You told him, right?"


Jesse nods, "He listened to me and then he went to Director Yearw-"


He pauses, and I close my eyes.


We still call the office Dr. Brown is occupying as Director Yearwood's office. Morrighan Yearwood was the previous Director of the camp and she died, saving me. During the last days of her life, leading to the battle, we didn't quite see eye to eye, given her extreme methods. But she too had suffered at the hands of the Black Wreath organization, having lost her husband and her family. The trauma had dictated some of those extreme actions which had made us doubt her. But nobody can deny that she kept us all together, and she gave us a fighting chance with her knowledge and intelligence.


I sigh, "Dad went to Director Brown's office?"


Jesse nods.


"When?"


"A few hours ago," Jesse tells me. "He's not there any longer. I don't know where he is."


I look at my boyfriend, wishing Beth and Quill were here. My best friends are right now in Seattle, for court hearings, Beth Lee, my closest friend, and sister in all but blood, is determined to put her cruel stepbrother in prison for what he did to her after their parents' death, and his active attempts to kill her. Her boyfriend, Quill, has gone with her to keep her both safe and because he doesn't want her out of his sight.


"Let's go find Dad, then," I mutter, wrapping my hand around Jesse's. 


As we head out to find my father, my heart sinks in trepidation.


If my mother is being held prisoner somewhere, it would make sense that nobody has seen her in all these years.


But then, how was I able to hear her voice in my head?!




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Jesse


 


Taylor's father, James Knight, looks ordinary.


Perhaps that's why he's been able to keep such a low profile when he lived with Taylor.


However, under those glasses, his blue eyes are sharp as steel, a vivid intelligence in them. Right now, he looks haggard, as if the weight of the world is pressing down on his shoulders. I can see the worry and concern on Taylor's face. 


"Dad, Jesse told me about his vision."


James looks at his daughter, "Yeah."


That's all he says, but there is a despair in his voice.


"He thinks Mom is being held somewhere."


"It would explain a lot of things, Taylor," her father murmurs. "Especially why I haven't been able to find her all this time."


He looks at her, "I have to go look for her."


Taylor stares at him, "Not just you, Dad. I'm going to go with you as well."


"No," her father shakes his head. "No, I want you here where it's safe and-"


"Nowhere is safe, Dad," Taylor says, tightly. "And I'm not ready to lose you again. With me around, whatever happens, I can protect you. I'm going with you."


I watch her back, and my lips curve sadly. Taylor's fierce loyalty is one of her most attractive qualities. 


From the moment our eyes had met, I had been drawn to her. It had been like a burning desire to be around her at all times. I didn't understand it at first. Her green eyes and inky hair, while attractive, didn't make her the prettiest girl in the camp. But whenever those eyes would turn to me, I would forget how to breathe. As I got to know her, however, her prickly nature and soft heart made me fall even deeper. Both of us were secretive about our families, and even now, we don't know everything about each other. Taylor has never asked me about my family, and I know it's not from a lack of curiosity. She's been waiting for me to tell her about my family, just like she took her time to tell me. 


It's not like I've not shared anything, but never the full story. I guess we never had the time to do so.


Our relationship isn't perfect. She still holds back as if a part of her is scared of fully committing herself, of making herself too vulnerable. I don't blame her. When I found out that she was not a vampire like me, but the terrifying Blood Moon Hybrid, I had walked away from her, leaving her reeling with knowledge herself. But when my ex-girlfriend, Rachel, who had been part of the Black Wreath group, kidnapped me, Taylor had come after me, removing the seal on her powers. And in the process, she lost her freedom for months, her friends. She lost everything, and I saw the depression and bitterness she sunk into. She never once blamed me. She never acted surprised that everyone abandoned her. But she wrapped her loneliness around her, letting it consume her, while we began to fight for her, to bring her back. While forgiveness was hard to get, she did forgive me, forgive her friends. But sometimes I wonder if she still carries the scars inside of her or if her trust for us, for me, is the same.


"In my vision, all three of you go to look for her," I speak up. "These visions can't be changed, Mr. Knight. Any attempt to change them has dangerous repercussions."


Taylor's father gives me a narrow-eyed look and I avert my gaze, uncomfortably.


"Are you suggesting that I put my daughters in danger because of some vision?"


"He's saying," Taylor interjects, her voice hard, "that we have both faced what happens when someone attempts to change an unchangeable vision, Dad. And stop picking on Jesse. Even if he didn't have the vision, I would still not let you go off alone. And if you try to sneak off, I'm just going to follow you."


Her father's eyes tighten, "I think you're forgetting who the parent is here."


I don't miss the taunting edge to Taylor's voice, probably fueled from a place of hurt, "Seeing as you missed the last couple of my birthdays, let me remind you that I'm eighteen now, Dad. I'm legally an adult. So don't bother trying to tell me what to do."


Mr. Knight winces, "I didn't forget your birthdays. I know you were with your friends-"


"I was locked in one of the vaults like an animal this past birthday," Taylor says, pleasantly. "The one before that, I was hiding under the trailer with a black eye and a bruise on the back of my head from where Dolores smashed her beer bottle. And let's not get into the one before that."


My hand balls into a fist. It always upsets me when I hear of how miserable her life was. Her father is no different. The pain in his eyes is obvious.


"Taylor, I -"


Taylor shakes her head, "Sorry. Forget what I said. Anyway, did you talk to Dr. Brown?"


Her father seems to struggle and then his shoulders slump, "There is no way of knowing where Elise could be. Over the years, whenever I managed to venture out, I tried to look for her, or at least for any clues. But Alice and Ray were the last people to see Elise. When she dropped off Isabel, that was when they saw her. They're not here today, otherwise, I would have talked to them. I've exhausted all my other resources. This vision is the first clue I've come across in years. But even with this, all I can tell is that she's a prisoner. That's all."


I bite my tongue, forcing myself to keep quiet. Till I talk to my mother, I can't say anything. 


Taylor sits down, heavily, on the bed.


Her father is staying in one of the counselor's rooms, which is where we found him.


"I don't understand. If she was a prisoner, then how was she able to contact me? Was there anything else that you saw, Jesse?" She suddenly looks at me. 


I blink slowly, trying to remember the vision. For a few moments, I don't speak, and then I murmur, "Her hair - It was long. It was floating around her, but I could tell it was unnaturally long. And her nails. They were long and curved-"


"That means she's been in there for an incredibly long time," Mr. Knight says, grimly. Under the seriousness and anger, I hear the anguish.


Taylor looks worried and I decide to give her a moment with her father. But as I stand outside, I glance up at the sky. The sky is clear. 


I blink.


It's sunny.


That means the barrier isn't functioning right now. 


Ever since the battle took place, the barriers surrounding the islands have fluctuated. A request has been sent to the Master of the Magic Tower to send some warlocks, but Dr. Brown hasn't heard back.


The mystical world has its own leaders and sections. The one who governs all warlocks is the Master of the Magic Tower. I've never seen the person, but I know that my ancestor has also once held claim to that title. His wife was a Seer, and I inherited that magical ability. 


I glance back at the barrack before quickly making up my mind.


As long as there is a barrier on the islands which make up Mistfall Wilderness Camp, no electronic works here. However, since I am sometimes needed home, I have a phone and a wifi device fo contact once I leave the proximity of the barrier. 


I hurry to my barrack and feel grateful to find out that it's empty. 


Turning on my phone, I videocall my mother.


The phone rings and suddenly the black screen is replaced by a bright-eyed woman with brunette hair in a pixie cut.


"Jesse," my mother gives me a surprised look. "Is everything okay?"


"I don't have much time, Mom," I say, quickly. "I got your letter. Glad everyone is safe. But I need to talk to you about a vision I had."


Her eyes darken, "About what?"


I tell her my vision and see the way her jaw tightens.


"Mom, I know you have people who can track-"


"You don't need trackers," she says, slowly, her voice heavy. "I'm sorry, Jesse, but I'm afraid that Taylor will never see her mother again."


My brows furrow, "What's that supposed to mean?"


My mother hesitates, "You know what our family does, don't you? We study threats to our kind and investigate them."


"Yeah."


She presses her lips together, "Well, we came across a string of disappearances over the past three decades. Different creatures, just disappearing off the face of the earth. During our investigation, two of our people managed to contact us at different times, telling us that they were being followed. One of them was never heard from again. The other disappeared for six years before we found him. He kept babbling about some lab, but he never survived. We've searched for a lab that might be studying our kind, but we've found nothing. He could have been delusional, but after what you just told me, I think he was on to something. As harsh as this sounds, Jesse, it would be better for you to tell Taylor to never look for her mother."


My hand tightens on the phone, "What're you saying?"


My mother is wearing a serious expression on her face, "Taylor's a Blood Moon Hybrid. They are rare. And more importantly, she's able to control her abilities. She's an enigma among enigmas. If somebody is capturing our people to study them, then she should be kept hidden. I don't know what is going on, but so many of our kind disappearing is not normal. Edgar was the only one who survived and lived long enough to escape and return to us. But his mind was in shambles. The only comprehensible word I could get out of him was 'the lab'. I didn't know what he meant but Jesse, if someone is out there, capturing our kind and experimenting on them, Taylor should be careful."
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