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PROLOGUE 


 


Isabel


 


My eyelids snap open. 


At first, I forget where I am, listening to the birds chirping somewhere overhead. I peel away the orange sleeping bag that I found behind a dumpster a few weeks ago. It still carries a faint scent of campfire from the previous owner. It is beginning to smell worse from its continued use. My body protests as I sit up, muscles stiff from the unforgiving ground, my makeshift bed of leaves and earth no substitute for a mattress.


I squint at the light filtering through the treetops, the sun just starting to peek above the horizon. It paints the world in hues of gold and green, but the beauty is lost on me. The cold has seeped into my bones, a constant reminder of last night's inadequate shelter under the stars. The sleeping bag, a lucky find abandoned beside a trail, provides little comfort against the early spring chill of the Pacific Northwest.


I don’t know exactly where I am. And I have even lost track of the number of days that have passed since I left camp. Time seems to run into a meaningless blur out here on my own. There’s a headache pounding just behind my eyes. Rubbing my temples does little to ease the grogginess that clings like cobwebs in my mind. With every move, my joints creak in protest, voicing their displeasure at the prolonged contact with the unforgiving forest floor. I should be used to this by now, the discomfort, the nomadic existence—but I'm not.


"Get up, Isabel," I say. Now that I’m alone, I’ve taken to talking to myself out loud. It helps to break up the silence. "It’s just another morning. And it’s time to keep moving." It's a mantra. Every time I want to give up, stop, or, worst of all, turn back, I tell myself over and over again. Just keep moving.


I push aside the sleeping bag, its nylon fabric whispering against itself, and stand. My legs wobble slightly. I look around at the trees as if they could give me some kind of comfort, some kind of advice. 


A grumble rises from my stomach, a hollow echo that sets off a chorus of similar complaints from within. Hunger, an ever-present companion, gnaws at me, insistent and unignored. I never had to worry about feeding myself at camp. I wrap my arms around myself, trying to quell the emptiness, to muster the energy to face another day of survival.


I’ll have to find something to eat soon, the task that takes up most of my time and energy. I push through a tangle of undergrowth, the sharp scent of pine and damp earth filling my nostrils. They come to me when I finally succumb to sleep, vivid and relentless.


"Isabel," I whisper to myself, trying to shake off the residual fear from last night's visions. "We'll find something to eat soon. There was that berry bush a few miles back that looked promising. We'll find a perinate place to stay soon. Somewhere, Taylor will never come looking for us. Just keep it together."


I keep seeing camp in my nightmares. 


In those dreams, Mistfalls is always a labyrinth of shadows, each turn leading to another dead end. I've seen too much, stepped over lines meant to keep us safe—or so they claim. After what happened, after what I learned, there's no returning. Not when every face would look at me with accusation or worse, pity.


I could go back to my parent’s house. I have thought about finding their new place where they live now that they’re reunited. But they would want me to reconcile with Taylor. 


After everything that happened, I know that I can’t go back. They wouldn't understand why. I have a hard time fully articulating what happened to myself. I just know that I am completely lost now. That I have seen too much of Mistfalls, I know how they have failed to live up to the things that they promised. They'd take her side, insist on reconciling, but some rifts are too deep to mend.


She wouldn’t want me back anyway.


"Focus on now, Isabel. Survive first, brood later," I tell myself sternly.


I push through another patch of trees, still in search of that same berry bush. 


I remember the dreams in which I see Malek—the demon from the Otherworld. When we crossed paths, he seemed to know me already, he seemed to be able to see through me. He was the first to suggest that I couldn't return to Mistfalls as things were. I hate that he was right.


"Isabel," he purred in my dream, "you're stronger than they ever gave you credit for. You're carving your own destiny now."


His voice still makes the hair on my arms stand on end. 


I pause, leaning against a moss-covered rock, closing my eyes briefly. Every word from him feels like a trap. 


"They betrayed you, don't you remember?" that is the question that he asks me every night in my dreams. Visions were always Taylor and Jesse's realm. I don't know what to make of the dreams I'm having now, if they're just the result of a stressed mind, or if it will just continue to make things worse. 


Opening my eyes, I push off the rock and continue forward. Even if it is the real Malek trying to speak to me, unless he can find me some food and a safe place to stay, it doesn’t matter much what he says. 


I stride through the woods, the damp earth yielding beneath my boots. The air is sharp with the scent of pine and the promise of rain. I can't shake off the chill that clings to me, nor the anger simmering just below the surface.


Before, I didn’t see what Taylor did as betrayal. 


But now…


Now that I’ve thought about it, now that I can’t stop seeing her face scowling at me in my dreams, I am starting to wonder if that isn’t the case. 


After all, if it hadn’t been for her, then Director Brown would still be alive. 


A crow caws from overhead, its raucous call echoing my turmoil. Taylor's face flashes in my mind, that familiar smirk that always seemed to know more than it let on. We were supposed to be a team, sisters against the world. Yet somewhere along the line, that bond frayed, leaving me stranded.


Whose idea was it to go into the Otherworld anyway? It must have been Taylor's. After all, she is the one who betrayed me. 


She decided that we had to go to the Otherworld, the dark dimension that mirrors our own, so that she could find out where and how the Shadow Council was drawing power from that place. The accusations pile up in my head, Malek’s voice intertwining with my own thoughts. If only she hadn’t stepped into that world. If she hadn’t stirred the darkness that lurked there…


Then Director Brown would still be okay. 


Then I wouldn’t have had to leave. 


"Maybe none of this would have happened." I say it out loud, even though there is no one to listen. 


It's a whisper lost to the forest, carried away by a breeze that rustles the leaves. But the weight of it remains, pressing down on my shoulders like a yoke.


Keep moving. 


That's all I can do. 


One foot in front of the other, distancing myself from the sister I no longer recognize and the memories that threaten to drown me. 


Director Brown is gone, and no amount of brooding will bring her back. My fingers curl into the dirt as if they could anchor me away from the darkness of my thoughts.


The trees seem to watch me. I just need distance—distance from Mistfalls, from Taylor, from everything that's turned my life inside out. Maybe if I get enough distance, then everything else will start to make sense.


Dew clings to my skin as I rise, an unwelcome chill that seeps through the thin fabric of the discarded sleeping bag. I shrug it off, rolling it up with mechanical precision and stuffing it into my backpack. The weight on my back is both a burden and a comfort, a reminder of the tangible world when so much seems intangible.


My stomach growls, a hollow echo that underscores the urgency of my situation. Fumbling with the zipper, I dig through the contents of my backpack, searching for something, anything edible. But all I find are wrappers and empty spaces where food once was. "Great," I sigh, the sound sharp in the quiet of the morning.


I find the berry bush, near a forgotten side road. Its berries are bright purple. They looked familiar, a little bit like blueberries, but they're smaller and they look waxy, a little like the fake berries that you find in decorations and wreaths. 


I pluck one from the branch and squeeze it between my fingers. Red juice oozes and stains my hand. I try to smell it, but the juice has no scent. 


I’m not so sure. 


Yesterday, I thought that this was a blackberry bush, but clearly, I was wrong. If I risk eating this, it could make me sick to my stomach. 


My stomach grumbles again. 


 Hunger, however, is a more insistent beast.


I don’t have much of a choice. If I don’t eat soon, I won’t be able to walk very far anyway. 


"I guess we’ll find out," I say aloud, trying to inject some confidence into my voice. I pluck a handful off of the branches. 


“They really should have a wilderness survival course at camp,” I tell the trees. “That way, when you have to leave in exile, you know how to survive.” 


I look around. No one is here to help me. I’m going to have to figure this out on my own.


"Here goes nothing," I murmur, popping the berry into my mouth. The taste is tart, a burst of flavor that momentarily pushes aside the fear and uncertainty. It doesn't taste like instant death, and that seems like a good sign. For now, this is enough—to eat, to survive, to keep moving. And with each step, I'll find my way away from the ghost of betrayal and toward a future I must carve out for myself.


"Okay, not dead yet," I say aloud, relief mingling with the berry’s aftertaste. My hand reaches for another, then another, until I've stripped the bush bare of its offerings. Survival first—suspicion can wait when your body's demands are this loud.


I take a few more to add to my bag. "I’ll know if this is poison or not by nightfall," I whisper to myself, rolling the firm berries between thumb and forefinger. They're cool, the skin smooth under the pads of my fingers. 


The void where Mistfalls used to be in my life suddenly expands, gaping wide as reality settles in. I need shelter, somewhere to rest and regroup. "Can't keep sleeping under stars and whispers of the past," I mumble, scanning the woods for any sign of refuge. 


"Time to find a new haunt, Isabel," I declare to the trees, feeling a flicker of the old determination stirring within me. "Somewhere safe. Somewhere hidden." 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Jesse


 


I shuffle through the papers on the desk, the scent of age and dust clinging to each page. 


It still doesn’t feel real that she’s gone. 


Director Brown's office still smells like her – a mix of lavender and old books that's both comforting and disconcerting. I'm in her chair now, but it doesn't feel right. It's like wearing someone else's coat: familiar warmth, but it doesn't sit on my shoulders quite the same way.


Her papers are still scattered all over the desk, in neat piles, as if she knew that someone else would have to make sense of her work soon enough. 


Now the bulk of her tasks fall to me. I have to make sure that we have enough to eat, enough to drink, that our alliances with the other camps don’t fail, that all the students are getting along, and between all that, I have to make sure that the shadow council doesn’t somehow overtake us. 


Light filters through the high windows, casting long shadows over the wooden floorboards. Mistfalls is quiet this morning, a rare calm that settles over the camp like a hesitant breath. The trees outside rustle softly, their leaves whispering secrets I strain to understand.


"Another box?" I mutter to myself, dragging a heavy, dust-covered crate closer with a creak. Inside, there's a jumble of records, their corners bent, the ink faded. These are the histories of our camp, the ledgers of our past mistakes and triumphs. Some of the information is useful. 


Some of it isn’t. I need to familiarize myself with where we’ve come from, but at the same time, I’m not sure what I’m doing. 


I pull one out, the leather cracked and peeling, and flip it open to a random page. Names, dates, outcomes – a ledger of lives.


"Where do I even start?" The question hangs in the air, unanswered and rhetorical.


There isn’t exactly a job description for the work that Director Brown did. 


Somehow, she always knew what the next right step was. She knew where she wanted to take us. 


There's no manual for this, no guidebook on how to run a sanctuary for the supernatural. I replace the ledger, setting it aside with more care than before, as though the secrets it holds might spill out and scatter like leaves in the wind.


The office feels too big around me, the walls lined with bookshelves. I stand up, restless, and wander to the window.  


I’ll need a real plan for when the Shadow Council returns. It won’t take them long to regroup, and the camp is weaker than ever. Morale is at an all-time low. 


With a deep breath, I turn back to the desk, resolve hardening in my chest. 


"Alright," I speak into the silence, rolling up my sleeves. "Let's get to work."


My fingers trace along the spines of dusty tomes and weathered reports. Her absence is like a void, an open wound in the fabric of Mistfalls that refuses to heal. There are so many questions that I wish I could ask her. 


She told me to take up her mantle just before she died. 


I am trying to be worthy, but I don’t know if I deserve the faith that she put in me. 


I know she believed in me, saw something in me that perhaps I'm blind to myself. But belief is not a shield against guilt, and it gnaws at me, relentless.


She sacrificed herself for us.


So that we could get away from the Otherworld. 


I owe it to her to do this job well.


She didn't hesitate, stepping into the snare laid out for us, her last smile etched into my memory as she traded her life for ours. The weight of that sacrifice presses down on me, a constant reminder that every decision I make now must honor her legacy.


A soft knock pulls me from the depths of brooding thoughts. Rebecca stands at the threshold, her bright red hair a stark contrast to the somber mood that clings to the room.


"It's time," she says, her voice carrying the quiet authority that comes so naturally to her, despite her reserved nature.


"Time?" My pulse quickens. 


"Time for the meeting." Rebecca steps aside, waiting for me to lead the way. “You didn’t forget again, did you?” 


“No, of course not. It just slipped my mind for today.” 


Since I don't fully know what I'm doing yet, I figured that we should set up a council of our own. A group of the most veteran students who could help me figure out what to do and help me make sure that this place is running the way that it's supposed to. 


"Right." I nod, gathering the scattered papers into a neat stack. I must have lost track of time again. "Let's go, then," I say, my voice steadier than I feel.


Together, we move towards the door, leaving behind the sanctuary of what was once Director Brown's office. I have to start getting used to thinking of it as my office, even if the thought is still strange. 


We push through the doors, and I fall into step behind Rebecca, my boots thudding against the wooden floorboards that creak in protest beneath our weight. The dimly lit hallway stretches before us, the walls adorned with old tapestries that seem to absorb the weak light from the flickering wall sconces. 


"Everyone's already there," Rebecca mutters, her gaze fixed ahead as we navigate the familiar path toward the meeting room. “Just waiting for you.” 


My cousin started living at the camp after visions brought us together. Before that, we didn't even know about one another. I guess our messed-up family did a pretty good job of keeping us apart. But ever since she's lived here, she's helped us fend off the Shadow Council. She even came with us to the Otherworld, and she is quickly becoming one of my more trusted friends. 


"Good." I try not to feel too guilty about being late. I have a lot on my mind.


We reach the door, the wood darkened by age and varnish, and Rebecca pushes it open without ceremony. The meeting room greets me with its stout oak table at the center, surrounded by enough chairs for the council—each one carved with the symbols of the camp's legacy.


Beth looks up from where she sits, her expression solemn, her hands clasped tightly together. Quill, with his shock of red hair unmistakable even in the subdued light, nods at me, his usual awkwardness absent in the seriousness of the moment. And then there's Eli, who leans back in his chair, the lines of grief he usually feeds on nowhere to be found on his face—only a steely resolve that seems out of place on his typically jovial features.


"Morning," I greet them, trying to infuse some confidence into my tone.


"Jesse," Beth responds, her voice steady. Quill just raises a hand in silent acknowledgment. Sometimes, I feel like I see less and less of them since they got married in a wolf ceremony and moved to the level six island with the River Stone pack. Now they run all of our patrols, and they keep our borders as secure as they could be. 


"Where's Liam?" I ask, looking around despite knowing the answer.


"Watching over the camp," Eli chimes in, his words tumbling forth in a hasty stream. He's an incubus, but he feeds off of people's grief and negative emotions rather than their romantic feelings. Because he can't die as long as he has something to feed off of, he's been around for longer than any of us. 


"He insisted,” he continues. “He said someone needed to keep an eye on things while we... strategize."


Probably a good idea. Liam is one of the stronger students of the camp, and I trust him to look after things while we talk here. 


I notice that Taylor isn’t here either. 


It hurts a little that she isn’t here for me in my first ever days as the leader of the camp. 


But I know that she has a good reason. Still out looking for her sister. I can’t ask her to come back when I know that Isabel could be anywhere, lost to the wind. 


"Right." I exhale slowly. "Let's get started then. We've got defenses to discuss and decisions to make. What updates do you all have for me?"


The weight of this new responsibility sits heavy on my shoulders as I drop into the chair next to Rebecca. 


Quill clears his throat, drawing my attention. "We've got issues with supply lines," he says, tapping a finger against the table's weathered surface. "Our new contact is reliable, but the camp... we're not what we used to be. We need to shore up our defenses, and fast."


"Attacks have left us exposed," I murmur, nodding along. It's an ugly truth, one that tastes of ash and blood in my mouth. Quill's right; our walls are more patchwork than fortress.


Rebecca's voice is barely above a whisper, but it cuts through the tension like a silver knife. "Relations with the other camps are strained too." She avoids eye contact, her gaze fixed on the map sprawled across the table, showing lines and dots that represent tenuous alliances. "They're asking for more than we can give. They want to share resources, but..."


"But we can hardly fend for ourselves," I finish for her, feeling the strain pull taut across my temples. Every request for aid is a reminder of our dwindling strength, every shared resource a piece of ourselves we may never get back.


"Then we'll have to be smart about it," Beth interjects. "We can't leave ourselves vulnerable, but we can't isolate either."


"Agreed." The word feels like a rock in my throat. Balance is key, yet it's as elusive as a shadow in the dusk. 


This is the kind of moment where Taylor would have had something to say. Her absence makes the whole space feel hollow. She would know what to say. 


“So, how do we fix it?” asks Eli. 


I realize that I’m supposed to know the answer to this. Somehow, I have to either conjure more supplies or think of another solution. 


“We can’t tell them that we’re vulnerable,” says Quill. “We don’t know if everyone will stay on our side.” 


“We could offer them something from the vaults?” suggests Rebecca. 


I shake my head. “We don’t want to risk giving something too valuable away,” I add. “We tell them that we’ll owe them a debt of gratitude, and we’ll help them the next time they need it. That should be enough.” 


Eli clicks his tongue in disbelief. 


“Anyone have a better idea?” I ask the table. 


They shake their heads. 


"Okay." I take a deep breath, forcing my mind back to the matters at hand. "Let’s move on then. Last I checked, we’re still expecting another attack from the Shadow Council before long. Quill, you're on defense. Where are we on protecting our people?"


He nods, his red hair catching the dim light as he straightens in his chair. "I'll start drafting plans today. We’re working on getting a good perimeter and changing the patrol often enough, but we’re spread pretty thin.” 


I nod, knowing that we’ve lost a few more to the Shadow Council. 


“They might try to infiltrate again,” says Rebecca. 


“I don’t know. They already tried that strategy,” I say. “And they don’t have many resources left either. I think that they’ll go for one last stand.” 


“If they invade, then we can't afford to be caught off guard again,” he says. 


"Right." I feel a sudden weight over my shoulders. All these people are expecting me to look after them, to make sure that they are safe. And I’m almost completely powerless to protect them. "The Shadow Council won't stay quiet for long. They're regrouping, and we need to be ready to face whatever comes next."


"Will we be able to hold them off?" Rebecca's question hangs heavy in the air, her gaze steady on mine.


"We have to," I say, meeting her eyes. "We have no other choice." My voice is firm, but inside, uncertainty coils like a restless serpent. “I have some other things to see to. Finish the rest of the meeting without me.” 


And with that, I stand up and leave the room before they can stop me.


 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Taylor


 


I push through the underbrush, the damp ferns slapping against my jeans as I rush through the woods. Mistfalls is a dot in the distance now, its secrets tangled like the roots beneath my feet. I'm out here on a whisper of hope, seeking Isabel in the dense woods that stretch beyond what we call safe.


She could be anywhere. 


I’ll have to move quickly if I’m ever going to find her. 


The ground is uneven, littered with pine needles and moss-covered stones that threaten to trip me up. But I don't slow down. 


I’m following a tip. A place where she might be hiding. She’s managed to avoid being noticed by anyone so far, but I have a good feeling about this new spot. 


The tip came from a half-trustworthy source, but it's all I have—a rumor of a refuge where Isabel might be hiding. A small camp not too far from Mistfalls where people live apart from both our organization and the Shadow Council 


Birdcalls echo high above, their melodies piercing the thick canopy. Sunlight filters through in erratic shafts, spotlighting patches of the woodland floor. My heart thrums a fierce rhythm, part anticipation, part fear. I can't afford another dead end, not with the ache for my sister gnawing at my insides.


I am looking for any sign of this camp. 


I have a feeling that they’ve gotten pretty good at hiding, and they might not want me to enter unannounced. But I don’t have any other choice.


I smell smoke before I see any sign of life, the scent mingling with the earthy fragrance of the forest. Is it a campfire? 


I want to call my sister’s name, but I know it’s best to keep a low profile. There's no response but the rustle of leaves and the distant caw of a crow.


She left so quickly before I could do anything to stop her. 


She didn’t give any indication of why, she never tried to tell us what why she wanted to get away. 


I knew that we had been arguing. We always seem to talk past one another. But I didn’t think that she would take things this far. 


A glimmer of something unnatural catches my eye—a thread of silver wire, almost invisible among the foliage. It's deliberate, a warning or a trap, and I skirt around it carefully.


"Come on, Izzy, give me something to work with," I plead, though the trees offer no reply.


Then, a subtle path reveals itself—a barely discernible pattern of broken twigs and disturbed earth leading deeper into the wilderness. My pulse quickens. 


This has to be it. 


My pulse quickens. I don’t know if the people at this camp will be very happy to see me. But I don’t have any other choice.


I push through a thicket, branches grabbing at my hair like skeletal fingers. 


The guilt for my momentary neglect, that day when grief for Director Brown clouded everything else, sits heavy in my stomach. She tried to reach out to me so many times, and in my foolishness, I ignored her. 


I didn’t think that the problem was that bad, or that whatever bothered her was something that would force her out of Mistfalls for good. I understand that she’s angry with me, but I don’t understand why that meant she had to leave. 


If only I'd seen it—the pain in Isabel's eyes, the resolve to leave Mistfalls. 


I was too grief-stricken to stop her. 


Too overcome with sadness for what happened to Director Brown. 


And I am still making sense of it. 


Could I have stopped her? Would she have listened?


I should have been there for her sooner, listened to her when she needed me. I’ll always regret the way that I didn’t see what was going on, but I can find a way to make up to her now. 


The conviction burns inside me. I just need to find her, explain everything, apologize—no, beg for forgiveness—and hope she understands. She has to. 


She's all I have left.


A twig snaps, sharp and clear in the quietude of the forest. I spin around, fists clenched, a rush of adrenaline coursing through me. 


Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I see a person. 


There's a vampire standing a few paces away, her gaze calculating, fixed on me. Her presence is an unexpected shadow in the waning light, and my mind races to piece together her intent.


Where did she come from? 


"Who are you?" she demands, her voice betraying a hint of wariness beneath its authority. "What do you want?"


My heart pounds against my ribs. She’s not Isabel, but her appearance here can't be a coincidence. She must be from the camp that I am looking for. But with the look that she has on her face, I’m not sure that it’s the friendliest place. 


"I’m just passing through," I say, my voice steady despite the thrumming of blood in my ears. "Looking for someone."


"Are you now?" She tilts her head, eyes narrowing as if trying to decipher a puzzle.


"Someone important." I leave it at that. Too much information might spook her—or worse, provoke her. 


“Who are you looking for?” she asks. 


“Just my sister.” 


“You’re not from the Shadow Council, are you? Because we want nothing to do with you or your people.” 


“No,” I tell her. “Of course not. I hate the council.” 


She looks me up and down as if trying to determine if she believes me. "Alright, come with me. You can look for your sister in our camp." 


I breathe a quiet sigh of relief. 


We round the bend, and the woods open up to reveal an encampment alive with flickering shadows and whispers of conversation. The vampire leads me through, her stride sure and unhesitating. Tents cluster together like mushrooms after rain, hammocks slung between trees sway gently, and a bonfire crackles at the center, casting a warm glow on the faces surrounding it. It isn’t much, but it seems like a safe enough place. 


"Here," she says, waving an arm at the scene before us, "is where people come when they've had enough of politics and power plays. Mistfalls, Shadow Council—it doesn’t matter here. We’re the forgotten ones, the ones who choose to live without allegiance."


Good thing they don’t know who I am. 


Now that Jesse is in charge of Mistfalls, it makes me pretty much second in command there. I can tell that they won’t like me much when they find out. 
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