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PROLOGUE


Leader of the Shadow Council


 


Candlelight flickers, casting a red glow on the stone walls of the chamber. 


Shadows dance in the eyes of the other council members. I can make out the contours of their faces. I sit perched at the head of the table, taking in the smell of candle smoke.


Most of us wear hoods, afraid of who among us might be here only to find our identities. The others murmur in low voices. Most of their chatter is tearfully boring. 


The others mutter among themselves. They talk of our usual business, the various recent events in our world and the notable things happening in the human world. Both are important, neither can be neglected. 


I watch carefully. I wonder which of these people in front of me is the most eager to prove themself. These are usually the most easily turned. Which of them have goals that most closely match my own? Which will flee at the soonest sign of our enemies? 


And which of them want my seat, as the head of the Shadow Council. 


I hold up a hand, and the room goes instantly silent. 


My eyes, accustomed to the dark, scan every face. 


I let them stew in the silence for a moment. Some of the most dangerous beings in the world are gathered here, all in one place. And they are all here to listen to me. Someone scoffs, uncomfortable with the long silence. A werewolf, even in human form, growls low in his throat, a sound that ripples through the chamber and makes the candles quiver in their sconces. 


Ronan Blackwood. Depending on the day, he’s either a useful ally or a terrible opponent. Either way, I don’t trust him. 


“Well,” I begin, “I am sure you can all guess why I called this meeting.” 


“On the contrary,” says Ronan. “We are all on the edge of our seats to hear your explination.” 


Good. I would rather them wonder about my plans that know them too closely. 


“I traveled a very long way for this,” says a vampire from the other side of the country, drumming her pointed fingernails on the table. “I do hope that you have a good reason.” 


"Of course, Mira," I say, keeping my voice strategically low so that the others must pay close attention just to hear me, "Thank you for coming all this way. Wwe must remain in close communication, now that the human world is gaining almost as much power as our own. Their weapons and technology could make what we do… obsolete, if we are not careful.” 


Ronan chuckles. “Surely you don’t think us so simple?” 


I raise an eyebrow.


"I’m sure I don’t know what you mean?" 


Another long pause. 


“The humans and their technology have been becoming more powerful for the past fifty years. If this problem bothered you, surely you would have had time to talk about it before now. The rumor is that you called a meeting of the council to talk about something more… pressing.”


“That girl—that child,” someone mutters. I can’t quite tell who. 


Someone breathes her name like a curse—a flicker of interest stirs within the group. A feeling of dread pools in the pit of my stomach. 


Taylor Knight. 


Of course, I am aware of her. Elise and James should never have been allowed to have kids. We do our best to moniter these things, but occasionally, someone slips through the cracks. 


I take a long drink of wine from the chalice in front of me, so the ruby-red liquid lingers on my lips for a moment. I hoped that we had a little more time before the others demand that we address the unique problems that she poses. 


“Hybrids are usually too powerful for their own good,” Mira growls. He comes from one of the wealthier vampire families, and as such I cannot have him removed from the council. “Just think of what one did to Belruth.” 


“Some would consider the defeat of Belruth a good thing,” I tell her. 


“Some might,” she says. “But controlling people is much easier when they’re frightened, isn’t it?” 


I nod. 


Rowan clears his throat. “She might get ideas, if she is not kept in check.” 


I lean back in my seat and steeple my fingers in front of me. Do they think that I am not in control?  


“It has been far too long since we reminded Mistfalls who really controls the ins and outs of our world,” says another werewolf, tapping her fingers on the stone table. 


The murmur returns as they argue back and forth about the best ways to kill the child. 


"Patience," I say, calling them to silence again. 


My tone remains even, laced with the poison of reassurance. 


"You forget that this hybrid is still just a girl.”


“A girl who defeated a half-dragon,” says Rowan. 


“Not to mention, she escaped the lab of that human doctor. It didn’t seem to be much of a problem for her.” 


 “She still has much to prove. We have no need to be afraid of her. We will deal with her as we have always delt with those like her." 


I let them imagine, let them consider. The candles sputter, red wax dripping like blood upon the table. 


"I would remind the more fretful members of the council exactly who we are," I state, an immutable fact. "Out there, they believe that they are in control.” 


The others refuse to meet my eyes. 


“Out there, the rest of the world believes that their schools and camps and governments mean something. But I remind you all, any appearance of power outside of this room is an illusion." 


The others nod. Mira’s mouth twitches upward into a self-satisfied smirk. 


I lean forward, breathing in the dusty air. The ancient mahogany seat groans under my weight. 


“Then what—” spits Rowan, “is your plan to deal with her? And that sister of hers, whose power isn’t quite something to forget.” 


"Taylor on her own is not yet worth our full attention, but that place… that Mistfalls Wilderness Camp," I murmur.  


"Once, our influence there was much stronger," a man to my left speaks up, his voice a low growl. "But now, our grip has slackened." He's a rough-hewn figure, muscles that show through the layers of his coats cling to him.


"Since the camp’s beginnings, it answered to us," he spits the word as if it were a curse.


A pause hangs heavy, the silence filled with the council's shared discontent. 


"I think it is time that we remind Mistfalls of their original allegiance," says the werewolf.  "Return our attention to that silly little collection of islands, and any who might have too much power there. They’ve had quite the change in leadership in the last year, it would seem." 


“A most unique place,” another echoes. 


I give a generous nod. “It’s true that the place has been allowed to operate… independently… for far too long. Under Brown’s control, it isn’t what it once was.” 


"Let us reclaim what was once ours," Rowan. 


“It is a waste of time,” says the vampire next to me. “We should decide what to do about the girl—let her live or not—and then we should turn our attention to greater matters.” 


“She should not be allowed to live!” another shouts, slamming his fists on the table. “Hybrids… they cannot be trusted.”


Their voices are a cacophony of growls and hisses, echoing off the stone walls of the chamber. A smirk plays upon my lips, but no words pass them. Not yet. The dance of dominion requires patience, and I am its master choreographer.


“She cannot be allowed to live!” one says. “A hybrid killed my father. They are all vile. Too dangerous.” 


“The girl might mean well,” says the vampire next to me, “but who can control all that power.” 


I hold up my hand again, and they all fall silent. 


 “I would hate to destroy a weapon that could be so decidedly useful to us.” 


“What makes you think that she will follow you?” asks Rowan, the only one brave enough to speak. “I hear that attempts to control and kidnap her did not go so well in the past.”


“It is as you all have said… she is young. Impressionable. And hybrids are incredible rare. Their volatility can be used against them. It would not hurt to have one in our arsenal. Just think of what we could. We would only have to tap into all of that… potential.” 


"She could be a useful ally," Mira mutters. “If she would agree to be an ally.”


 "Or a fearsome enemy,” adds the werewolf. “And I doubt that she would take very kindly to being manipulated by a secret council.” 


He looks up at me with one cocked eyebrow. 


“We could regret pushing her too far,” another adds. “Trying to exert some power over her could backfire.”


I force my face to remain neutral. 


They’re turning on me, beginning to side with the naysayers among us, and if I am not careful, then the support of the others might begin to waiver.  


“What do we know of this girl?” I ask. “I confess, I have heard only of what she did with Belruth, and nothing more.” 


“Her reputation is that of one who is tenacious,” says Mira. “Trained by one of the Ancients, Raenia.”  


“Someone who might not want to be controlled,” adds the werewolf. 


I weigh all of the options. If I fold now, then I risk losing my authority. And it would look weak to back away. "Enough," I say at last, my voice cutting through the quietude. 


The word reverberates, a single note of power that resonates within the stone walls.


"I have heard all of you. And I believe that it is time we attend to Mistfalls once more, as our forebears did before us." My statement hangs heavy in the air, a decree that sets hearts racing and minds whirling with possibilities.


“To kill her?” adds Rowan. 


“No. I am many things, but I am not wasteful.” 


He frowns but does not argue.


I raise my voice, trying to regain their trust. "Time has come to weave our influence into the very fabric of their sanctuary, to remind them from whence true power springs." My amethyst gaze holds each of them in turn, ensuring my intention is clear.


"Centuries past have shown us the folly of neglect," I continue, rising slowly from my seat, the whispers of my dark robes a sibilant threat. "We will not repeat such errors. And we will send an emissary on our behalf to determine if this girl is worth our concern."


I lean forward, palms flat upon the mahogany surface. I spin the ring on my right hand around my finger. "Mistfalls shall not remain untouched by our hand. Not anymore." 


And as I straighten, the candlelight catching the cruel smile that curls my lips, I know they understand. 


They sit like carrion birds, waiting to feast on the fate of those at Mistfalls Wilderness Camp. Still, I can smell that they are driven by fear rather than their own cunning. 


“And if she is worth our attention?” asks the vampire. 


“Then we will have it your way. We will do away with her. It will be simple. Either they align with us, or they become relics of a bygone resistance." The certainty in my voice is a blade, sharp and gleaming in the half-light.


“And just how do you plan to do this?” asks the werewolf. He has a smug look on his face, as if he thinks that I’ll back of at his simple question. 


"We will have someone go to Mistfalls on our behalf. In disguise, of course. We cannot have the leaders learning about us."


“They managed to defeat Belruth,” says the werewolf. “You think that they won’t notice one intruder?” 


“I am counting on it, my friend,” I say, with a raised eyebrow. “Are there any volunteers?”


At first, no one talks. I wonder if my plan is fading quickly.


Then, from the darkness, a shape moves—a hooded figure, shrouded in mystery, edges forward. 


"I will go," comes the muffled voice from beneath the cowl, more a promise than a statement. "I am the perfect candidate. Someone that they will never suspect."


Of course, I recognize the speaker. 


"Good." I nod once. "Report back what you find. We must know if these people will accept… a guiding hand.”


The hooded figure bows, blending with the shadows, and then fades away. I turn back to the council, their faces expectant, eyes glinting in the dimness. 


“And keep an eye on this Taylor girl. I suspect she is not quite so fearsome as the others would have us believe.”


 




 


CHAPTER ONE


Taylor


 


I jerk awake and sit up in bed, wide-eyed and sweaty. 


There's a scream still caught in the back of my throat. 


Run. My heart is still racing. Run, something in the back of my head screams at me. I have to help my mom and dad. I have to get to Isabel. We have to get out. 


It’s like I’m in the lab all over again, fighting against sedation. Trying to dreamwalk but only being able to connect half way. But, as I sit up in bed, the dream is already fading from my mind. 


I put a hand over my heart and remind myself that Dr. Rita Laxmore can’t hurt us. Not anymore. I try to recall what exactly I had been so afraid of. 


The dreams have become more and more frequent over the last few months. I am not sure if it means something, or if my mind is working its way through everything that I went through last year while I sleep. 


I shake my head, trying to brush the panicked feeling away. It is hard to believe that we escaped Dr. Laxmor’s a year ago. 


I rise, muscles coiled tight as I stretch. The air in the level three barracks is cool against my skin. Now that I help run the camp, I guess I could live on whichever level island I want, but this place feels the most like home. 


I pull on a lightweight outfit, something easy to move in—dark jeans, a fitted tee. When I get my clothes, I see the ring that Jesse—or really his mother-- gave me tucked in my sock drawer. It still feels strange to have a famiy heirloom engagement ring, and to not actually be engaged. But I guess it’s sweet that she wanted to show her support. 


For Jesse, it was too little too late, and I understand. 


Once things settled down, she left Mistfalls to attend to some family business that I still don’t understand. 


I straighten my shirt in the mirror. I’ve never given much thought to my appearance before, not my dark hair or gangly limbs, but I’ve started dressing for complete practicality. An anxious feeling pools in the pit of my stomach, when I remember that today, the camp is accepting new arrivals. More kids like me—vampires, werewolves, or any other supernatural being—will live here to have a safe place to call home. 


The outside world isn’t exactly friendly to people like us. 


The ferry ride to the central island is short. The boat cuts through the murky waters, the camp's history murmurs beneath the surface. Not so long ago, I arrived here, just as clueless about my own nature as these new arrivals will be.


I knew nothing. Nothing about my family, my father, or what I can really do.


I take a deep breath, centering myself for the day. It’s like there’s this thing inside me, the hybrid, part vampire, part werewolf, born under a blood moon. It makes me incredibly powerful—too powerful. If I’m not careful with my emotions, I could lose control.  


I learned about this from one of the Ancients, Raeina. She was the one who showed me that these abilities didn’t have to just be a burden. That the hybrid could be controlled. 


It’s been four months since she left Mistfalls to help another camp of supernatural creatures like us, but I still miss her all the time. She even took Winston with her. I’m glad about that—the guy needed a good mentor in his life for once. There’s an innocence about him, but he’s learning from Raeina how to function in the outside world. She sends messages when she can, but that place keeps her pretty busy. That all seems like a lifetime ago now—the fight with Belruth, going off in search of my parents, getting captured by Laxmor.


Mist seeps into everything here. This place really earns its name.


I leave the level three barracks and head to the ferry.  


In the last year, the camp itself has changed. After what happened with mom and dad, I It makes me proud to see the place shedding some of its sinister legacy like dead skin. When I first got here, I didn’t exactly feel safe. It didn’t feel like home. I did everything I could to leave. Now, I’m helping rebuild.


The ferry bumps against the dock with a soft thud, jarring me back to the present. I step onto solid ground. The central island looms ahead, shrouded and waiting. 


Today, it waits for the new residents. 


I hope their transition to their new life is a little bit smoother for them than it was for me.


Welcome to Mistfalls, I say to myself, practicing my opening speech. 


After everything I’ve been through—the lab, Belruth—there isn’t much left that can make me nervous. But I’ve never been one for public speaking. Hopefully the new arrivals don’t hate me on sight, like pretty much everyone else I ever met since before I got here. 


I slip between the towering pines. I remember my first day, being sent into a river full of flesh-eating piranhas with a smile. I’m almost fond of that moment. Well, almost. 


I reach the clearing where the mess hall is, surrounded by old oaks. I step into the mess hall and look for my friends. 


Quill's fiery red hair cuts through the gloom ahead. A few of the wolfs from his pack are in human form, loading their plates with as much food as they can manage. Being the leader of the River Stone Pack, suits him well. He and Beth stand close, their fingers entwined. I smile fondly. It’s a little strange not having her around, ever since she became Quill’s mate in a wolf ceremony, I seem to see less and less of her. She spends most of her time on the Level Six island with the rest of their pack. Those two are my oldest friends, and even if Quill had a brief thing for me, I’m glad they finally got together. 


"Hey, Taylor," he calls out, with a nod. "How're you feeling about the newbies?"


I shrug, my motions deliberate and controlled. 


"Just another day," I lie smoothly, my tone belying the turbulence within. Am I more nervous than I should be? Maybe. Am I going to show it? Absolutely not.


Beth’s small, kind face searches mine. We’ve had our ups and downs as friends, but she’s we’ve always come together stronger than before. 


If she recognizes the lie, she knows better than to call me out on it. 


The last thing we need is to make something out of it. 


"Big day for them... and us," Quill adds, squeezing Beth's hand. His gaze flickers to mine, searching, questioning.


"Sure," I concede, my voice a murmur against the chorus of creaking branches above. The thought alone sets my pulse racing, an erratic drumbeat echoing the chaos of my thoughts.


"Taylor, you've got this," Beth insists, her voice a gentle. I really need to work on my poker face, so it isn’t so easy to tell when I’m scared. 


"Have I?" The question slips out. 


I've fought battles, torn through darkness with fangs and claws. I’ve survived being imprisoned, hunted, and living in a trailer in Texas with a woman who hated me. 


But this? 


This feels different. 


I know it shouldn’t, but it does. It feels like the test of everything I’ve learned so far. 


"Without a doubt." Quill's affirmation is fierce, unwavering. Sometimes I wonder if he gives me too much credit. 


"Thanks," I manage, the word a knot in my throat. 


I grab a plate of food and sit with them at the nearest table. The others look at us as we stuff our faces with as much breakfast as we can manage. 


The clatter of cutlery against plates is a comforting cacophony as we slide onto the worn wooden benches of the mess hall. The scent of maple syrup is thick in the air. 


"So, what’s your strategy with the newbies today?" Beth asks. I can tell that she’s trying to put me at ease, and If I’m being honest with myself, I need the help.


I'm about to answer when a presence looms behind me. 


A cascade of chills runs down my spine before a warm arm encircles my waist, and a soft kiss brushes my cheek. 


Jesse. 


It always makes me happy to see him, no matter how long we’ve been apart. 


"Morning," he murmurs, his voice low and soothing. He slides into the space beside me, his tall frame casting a shadow over the table. He has his own plate stacked high with pancakes.


"Hey," I reply, the tension easing just slightly as I lean into his touch. Jesse's dark hair falls into his eyes, and he sweeps it back absentmindedly. 


Jesse spears a piece of pancake and pops it into his mouth. Now that he’s taken more responsibility from Director Brown, I think that he’s had a lot on his mind. I watch him, trying to decide if something is wrong, or if the guy I love is just tired from another long night of running the camp. 


"Ready for today?" His question is simple, but the weight of it presses on my chest.


"Always," I lie, a half-smirk pulling at my lips. 


My blood rushes with the anticipation of challenge, the same feeling I get before a dreamwalk or a battle. It's fear and excitement twisted into one.


"Remember, we’re here to help them," he says, his gaze meeting mine. “Make things different for them than it was for us.” 


“Yeah." 


"Good." He nods, satisfaction lacing his tone. His confidence in me is a steadying force, the calm in the eye of the whirlwind that is the camp.


We sit in silence for a moment, the raucous noise of the mess hall fading into the background. 


At least I have him. 


At first, Jesse was afraid of my powers. But we fell for each other anyway. It wasn’t always easy. His mom didn’t approve at first, especially because of all her issues with my parents. He comes from a powerful vampire family, and there’s a lot of pressure on him. But there is solace in the knowledge that, no matter how oppressive the darkness becomes, we'll face it together.


I scan the mess hall, the clatter of cutlery and murmur of voices pressing against my senses like a weight.


Where is she? 


Then I spot my sister Isabel. Our eyes meet, and something unspoken twines between us.


"Isabel," I call to wave her over to sit with us. 


When we first met, suspicion and rivalry gnawed at the edges of our bond. 


I didn’t even know that she was my long-lost sister, and I might have been a little bit prickly about getting a new member of the family. But now, knowing the truth—that she's my sister, another hybrid, though not as rarefied as I am—carves out a different kind of space within me, one filled with reluctant affection and a fierce protective streak.


"Have you spoken to your parents recently?" 


Jesse's voice cuts through the din, his words soft but heavy, pulling me back from the precipice of my thoughts.


I shake my head, letting the strands of unease unravel slowly. 


"No. They've been quiet." They left too. 


I didn’t want them to go… we never really got a chance to be a real family. But eventually I understood. My mom and dad had been through a lot. And when they finally got out of Laxmor’s lab, they just wanted a place to be safe, to live a normal life for once. They live in a house nearby, and sometimes they contact us, but for the most part, it feels almost like we’re estranged again.


Jesse's hand tightens around mine under the table. 


I’m glad that they finally get to have a life together after all that they’ve been through, but I miss them. 


"Maybe no news is good news," he says, and I feel the echo of his own hopes mingling with mine..


"Maybe," I agree, but the word tastes like ash on my tongue.


Suddenly, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. 


An attack. 


I can sense it. Then I hear shouting coming from just outside the mess hall, and I shoot out of my chair. 


 




 


CHAPTER TWO


Taylor


 


“Shut up, you moron!” 


The voice brings me back into the moment, and I immediately look around for the person who spoke. 


Mistfalls Wilderness Camp has its ups and downs. The occasional disagreement, rivalry, or all-out fight. Turns out giving kids a safer place to live doesn’t magically fix all their other problems. 


The hairs on the nape of my neck stand at attention, instinctively sensing trouble before my mind can even register it.


I have to step in. 


I shove my chair back and walk away from the mess hall.


 My mind runs through a list of who it could be this time. The voices grow louder, angrier—a cacophony of rage and accusation that grates against my eardrums. They don’t say anything interesting—just your classic assortment of random insults. 


"Take it back!" The voice is sharp, edged with desperation and fear. It's Amanda's, I realize, and she’s not one to raise her voice unless there's good reason.


My hand wraps around the door handle, the cold metal biting into my palm as I fling it open. Sunlight, weak and diluted, filters feebly onto the scene before me. 


Two figures are locked in a fierce struggle, a blur of motion that sends flashes of panic coursing through my veins.


"Stop it!" I command, my voice slicing through the tension. 


I step forward, my own power surging beneath my skin—a torrential river threatening to burst its banks. I tap into that hybrid strength, it still surprises me. The whole experience is like waking a sleeping beast in my soul. The problem isn’t getting hurt, it’s that I could lose control and hurt others. 


Nick, the instigator, snaps his head in my direction, his eyes wild and unyielding. He slashes with his claws. But Amanda isn't backing down either, her fists clenched, her stance defiant. She's smaller than Nick, yet there's a ferocity in her. She bares her teeth at him.
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