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PROLOGUE


 


 


Ambrose Veil


 


I can hear the distant drip of water as I walk through the cave. My steps echo with a faint click on the stone floor. 


After our last fight with the people of Mistfalls, the Shadow Council is weakened. I would be foolish to deny it. But this place will always be safe for the remnant that remains true to the cause. A final stronghold. No one could ever find us here. 


My breath condenses in the cool, underground air. The temperature continues to drop with every step that I take, down deeper into the earth. My robes rustle behind me, and I have only the solitary candle that I carry with me to keep me company. 


The hair on my arm stands on end when I think of what I am about to do. 


Who I am about to meet. 


Regaining the respect of the rest of the Council only took a little bit of fineness, some tact, and a few well-placed threats. Then the others fell in line like the sheep that they are, ready to answer to my every need. 


But things will be different with the one I am about to speak to. 


I have been practicing exactly what to say for the better part of the afternoon, but still, my hands shake as I reach the ring that opens the heavy door at the far end of the tunnel. I might be the only person who knows about this place—in this world, at least. 


Fear isn't a feeling that I am accustomed to. It creeps up my throat and makes sweat bead on my forehead. I bite the inside of my lip, remind myself no matter what he says, he cannot get to me. Not from where he is. 


I pull open the door. The sound of ancient hinges whining echoes off the walls. I step into a pitch-black chamber and use my single candle to light the sconces on the wall. A faint hum vibrates through the subterranean chamber, growing louder as I approach the object on the wall opposite me. 


It looks a bit like a mirror, if a mirror were made of liquid. But really, it works more like a window, a small opening that allows me to see through this world into the next one—into the Otherworld. 


Looking into the veil is like looking into a pool of quicksilver. I can never quite get a good look at what lies on the other side. It is a mystery I don’t need to know the answer to. 


Only my predecessor, the previous leader of the Shadow Council, knew about this place. Only he knew what went on in this secret cave. And he told me that I was to keep what went on here a secret for all time until I eventually passed the mantle on to whoever comes to replace me. Beyond that, I must keep this place a complete secret. 


After all, what would happen if the world knew that even Ambrose Veil has a master. 


I hear a growling from the other side of the veil. The hair on my arms stands on end. 


The surface of the veil shifts and shimmers, and then he appears. 


I can never get a good look at him, that thing who gifts the Shadow Council so much of its power. All I can ever make out is a vaguely human shadow. 


I pause just shy of the shimmering threshold, my hand hovering inches from its surface. The Otherworld awaits on the other side. The magic and power in their world make ours look like child’s play.


"Master," I murmur, my voice barely above a whisper, respecting the sanctity of this secluded place. "I have come."


Another growl. 


"Master," I begin, reminding myself of the practiced words that I recited over and over again before coming here. "Control of Mistfalls remains elusive. Now that they know about the Nexus, it will be difficult to get them to use it. But as far as I can tell, they know nothing about the Voidstone.” 


An even louder growl, a sound like a machine wrenching.


“How many times,” says a deep voice that reminds me of the rumble of thunder. “How many times must you fail before you get this right.” 


“I wouldn’t call it a failure,” I say. “We are working with the resources available—” 


But he cuts me off with a roar. “I allow you to take power from this world, and in turn, you do as I tell you without question. That is our arrangement. And it has been our arrangement for generations.” 


“I understand,” I say, realizing that it is no use to defend myself in any of this.  


“Mistfalls is only a camp. It is run by children. How difficult could overtaking it possibly be?” 


“About that. I have a plan.” 


I wait for the quiver in my voice to settle, for fear has no place in my plan. 


"We can still get to the Voidstone if that is still what you really want." 


He hasn’t told me what the Voidstone actually does, and in all my searching, I have not been able to find very much information on it. Not even the most ancient texts held in the archives can give me more than vague warnings. 


The figure stirs, a ripple in the darkness. 


A signal that he listens, that he considers the merit of my words. My heart beats a treacherous rhythm, threatening to betray my calm exterior. 


“And how do you suggest that you accomplish something like that?” he asks. 


“We will send another—”


“No! No more spies. No more infiltrations. They clearly aren’t falling for it.” 


“At the moment, our numbers are diminished,” I say, trying to show him reason. “We are too vulnerable for an all-out attack. At least one that would prove effective. But I believe that some of their numbers might be willing to turn…” 


Silence stretches, and I stand rigid, my fate hanging in the balance. I know well the cost of failure.


"Trust in my design, Master," I urge, a last flicker of persuasion. "This time, all will unfold as you desire." 


I draw back slightly, the weight of the Master's scrutiny heavy upon my shoulders. I've played my part; now, I must await the verdict, hoping my words have kindled a flame of interest in the heart of darkness before me.


Then he begins to laugh. 


A chuckle, dry as the dust around us, echoes from the other side of the shimmering portal. 


"Chance upon chance squandered, Ambrose," he drawls, his voice a blade dragging across my ambitions. "Your plans are meager. Short-sighted. I suppose one becomes short-sighted when one only has young girls to challenge, of course." 


I clench my fists, fighting the tremor in my voice. “They won’t expect another move from us so soon. We can regain our advantage."


"Advantage?" The word is laced with derision as it cuts through the charged air between us. "You have said as much before. And yet, here we are, empty-handed."


Sweat trickles down my spine, cold despite the stifling confines of this underground chamber. "But the proximity to the Voidstone—it changes things. I can still fix this. You'll see."


"Will I?" His skepticism hangs heavy, a tangible force that threatens to crush me where I stand. "You've been confident before, Ambrose. Now, your assurance rings hollow."


"Believe in me, Master," I plead, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. "I will not fail you again."


But even as I speak to them, doubt gnaws at my insides, a relentless pestilence. The Master remains silent, his judgment a shroud that smothers my resolve.


“No. I am done with your silly plans. Your scheming and power-hungry attitude bores me.” 


I swallow, feeling a lump form in the back of my throat. 


I know how precarious our arrangement is. 


“I will be the one making the plans, calling the shots from now on,” he says. 


"Then tell me, what would you have me do?" My words hang between us like cobwebs.


The Master's laughter trickles through the portal—a sound that chills my blood more than any silence could. "Ambrose, have you forgotten? I am the well from which your power springs."


I resist the urge to lower my gaze; I know better than to show weakness now. "And I am a loyal vessel for that power."


"Indeed," he murmurs, his voice echoing with a resonance that seems to vibrate within my very bones. "But loyalty alone does not win wars—nor does it secure the Voidstone."


A shiver runs down my spine. His reminder is a barbed hook, lodged deep. "What command do you lay upon me, then?"


"Think, Ambrose." There's a rustle as if the shadows themselves shift to accommodate his impatience. "If the stone will not come to you willingly..."


"Then we must compel others to bring it to us," I finish the thought, a plan beginning to crystallize in my mind.


"Exactly." The faint outline of his nod is barely discernible. "If you cannot get to the Voidstone to use it yourself, then you must compel those who do have it to use it on our behalf."


My heart seizes. “And what makes you think that you will be able to…” I cut myself off before I can say something worse. “That is… how do you plan to influence them to use the Voidstone?” 


“I have already begun my work,” he says. "We let them play into our hands."


"For now, I have only one small job for you. So small, not even you could mess it up." 


"Consider it done, Master." The words are a vow, an oath that seals my commitment to this new, treacherous gambit.


"Good. We will need a distraction. We need to give them a good reason to use the Voidstone. See that it is done right this time." With those final words, the Master's presence recedes, leaving me alone with the weight of expectation—and a cunning new purpose.


I turn from the shimmering portal, the echo of the Master's voice still clawing at the edges of my consciousness. The chamber's cold stone floor feels solid beneath my boots as I stride forward, the weight of the task ahead settling on my shoulders like a mantle of iron.


My mind races, plotting, planning. I need to be cunning, more so than ever before. A single misstep could topple everything.


Control. I have to stay in control. 


My fingers brush against the cool wall, tracing the contours of runes etched deep into the rock. They hum with a quiet energy, remnants of spells woven long ago. In their thrumming, I find a thread of reassurance. Power still courses through these veins, through me—enough to bend fate, perhaps.


Power always comes at a cost. 


The cost of the influence that I have carefully built over the years has been only my allegiance to whoever it is that lives on the other side of that portal. 


In exchange, we draw power from the Otherworld. 


But that cost of late has become much higher than I had previously believed. It has become almost too much. 


I fear that the scales will tip away from me. But so much of what has been set in motion is out of my hands now. 


A final glance back at the portal, its surface now calms like a pool untouched by wind, and I step out into the labyrinthine tunnels that lead back to the surface. The Otherworld fades behind me, but its influence lingers—a cold fire in my veins, urging me onward.


I will succeed, carry out the master’s plan. And he will trust me again. 


And I will be the one in control of our world once more. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Taylor


 


I light another candle as the first one slowly fades away, melted down to a stump. 


Mr. Hawthorne's silhouette shimmers through the darkness behind me. In the tunnels underneath Mistfalls, I am not exactly at ease, but at the very least, I am becoming slightly more comfortable with existing down here. The air is dank, filled with the scent of earth and ancient stone, and I can feel the weight of the island above us pressing down.


"Is it much farther?" Hawthorne sighs in a tone that reminds me of a spoiled child. “Perhaps I should have sent my butler to do this for me.”


It’s a good thing he can’t see me roll my eyes. 


"Just ahead," I reply, my voice a murmur against the whispers of the tunnels. 


Shadows cling to the walls, shifting as if they're alive, and I force myself to focus on the task at hand.


With Director Brown meeting with some of our other allies, it’s up to me to honor the deal that I made with Mr. Hawthorne. Jesse and I have no idea when she’ll return, but when she left us in charge in her absence, I wasn’t sure I was ready for that kind of responsibility. Hopefully she gets back soon.  


We reach the vault doors. The intricate runes that only appear when Jesse and Rebecca are near have since disappeared. We figured that it would be best to ensure that Hawthorne knew as little about this place as possible. Jesse and Rebecca opened the door for me earlier that day, and then both left. 


We owe Mr. Hawthorn something that he chooses from these vaults as payment for his help in the battle against the Shadow Council. 


Other allies came to our aid out of the kindness of their hearts, but Mr. Hawthorn is, of course, too pragmatic for that. 


The Nexus once lay behind these doors, but not anymore. 


It is luckily, not one of his options. 


The only object in our world that can take a person’s power away from them shouldn’t fall into Mr. Hawthorne’s hands. But he doesn’t seem to know that it was ever here in the first place.


"Choose wisely, Mr. Hawthorne," I say, stepping aside to grant him entry. 


Even as the words leave my lips, I feel frightened. I have very little idea what is actually down here—objects hidden away by the founders of Mistfalls for safekeeping.


Hawthorne nods curtly, his gaze scanning the shelves lined with artifacts that glint in the dim light. His footsteps are calculated, and each one is measured as he assesses the relics before him. The chamber is beautiful, lined with crystals that keep the space well-lit and filled with ancient books and beautiful artifacts. 


He looks at it all unimpressed. 


I watch him closely, keeping my expression neutral. 


But on the inside, I worry about whatever object he might chose. He walks over to a small obelisk, picks it up, and then sets it down again, frowning. 


“Is this all?” He asks with a raised eyebrow. 


I know that he’s just trying to haggle with me. 


“Yes,” I answer. 


He begins to look a little bit more pleased with the various objects. "Thank you, Taylor," he says finally, his tone unreadable. "This arrangement may very well shift the balance in our favor."


"May it do just that," I respond, though a knot forms in my stomach. Deals like this come with a price, and I wonder what ours will be.


He continues to pace the area, like a wealthy widow perusing a department store. 


I glance at the objects resting on ancient pedestals and tucked into niches in the walls—scrolls sealed with arcane symbols, amulets throbbing with latent magic, weaponry from eras long past. 


"Curious," he murmurs, running a finger along the spine of an aged tome. His voice echoes off the vault's curved ceiling, disturbing the silence that had settled like dust. I swallow hard, watching him, wondering what knowledge—or catastrophe—he might unearth with such casual strokes.


My gaze catches on a small, unassuming piece nestled among the relics—a black stone, no larger than a quail's egg. 


I’ve never noticed it before, and yet…


There is something about it. Its presence pulls at me, demanding attention. A latent power pulses from it, a heart of darkness beating beneath the surface. Instinct screams within me to keep it hidden from Hawthorne's prying eyes.


I move without thought, stepping in front of the shelf, letting my body shield the stone from view. I feign interest in a nearby set of vials, their contents shimmering under the flickering torchlight. The stone's energy dances across my senses, a siren song of shadows and secrets.


"Everything here has its own story," I say, hoping to distract him, my words a spiderweb meant to ensnare his curiosity. "Some more dangerous than others."


"Don’t try to undersell me now, Taylor Night," Hawthorne replies. “I like to think that we’re on better terms than that.” 


He doesn't look up from his examination, but I can feel the intensity of his focus and the calculated nature of his search. The air between us crackles with the unseen currents of our respective agendas.


I give a faint smile. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Mr. Hawthorn,” I say. “I just want you to choose well.” 


"Rest assured, Taylor," he answers smoothly, lifting a peculiarly crafted dagger and inspecting its blade. "I intend to."


Hawthorne's fingers brush over a small, unassuming trinket at the back of a shelf. It’s a bronze figurine, tarnished by time, no larger than a thimble. 


There's a part of me that is relieved that he didn't notice the black stone or any of the objects near it. He turns it in his hand, examining its form with a discerning eye. The tension in my shoulders eases as he nods to himself.


"An interesting choice," I murmur, watching as he slips the object into his pocket.


"Interesting indeed," he says, his eyes still scanning the vault's contents hungrily. "But this will suffice."


Together, we walk back through the tunnel's damp embrace, our footsteps echoing off the ancient stones. The silence stretches between us, filled only by the distant drip of water. When we emerge into the fading light of dusk, I finally allow myself to relax. We stand there for a moment, two figures at the threshold of an uneasy alliance.


"Thank you, Mr. Hawthorne," I say, extending my hand. "For your part in stopping the Shadow Council."


“It was a good deal," he agrees. “If you ever want to do business again, let me know.” His handshake is firm, his smile tight but polite. "It's in all our interests to keep such... chaos at bay."


"Indeed." The word hangs between us, heavy with unspoken meaning.


He leaves, walking back towards the docks where his boat waits for him. 


With a deep breath, I feel a wave of relief. 


Well, at least that’s over. 


I think back to the stone from the chamber. I try not to give the thing much thought, but it lingers at the back of my mind. I need to know what it is and why it is here. 


I go back to retrieve it before leaving the tunnels once again. 


I sprint through the misty paths of Mistfalls, the stone's weight a constant reminder in my pocket. I make it back up the hill into the main building, where I know that the others are gathered. 


The door to Director Brown’s office swings open without protest, and there he is—Jesse, hunched over a sprawl of ancient texts and maps that clutter the surface of a grand oak desk. His dark hair falls into his eyes as he pores over the papers, a crease of concentration between his brows.


"Jesse," I call out, slightly breathless from my dash across the camp.


He looks up, his expression shifting from focus to surprise, then concern as he takes in my disheveled state. "Taylor? What's wrong?"


We’ve been together for a long time now, but he still makes my heart jump whenever we’re in the same room. 


"Nothing's wrong, exactly," I say, crossing the room to stand beside him. I pull out the black stone, its surface cool and smooth against my skin, and place it on the desk before us.


His hand pauses mid-air, fingers inches away from the object. "What's this?"


"I found it in the vaults." My words tumble out, swift and low. "There's something about it—"


Before I can finish, the stone reacts to our proximity, a shimmering glow emanating from within. Patterns emerge on its surface, intricate symbols that dance and coil like living things.


"Whoa," Jesse breathes, his practical nature momentarily set aside by wonder. His fair skin is illuminated by the otherworldly light, making him look both ethereal and hauntingly beautiful.


“There’s a strange energy here. I know what you’re talking about.” 


"Have you ever seen anything like this?" I ask, but it's clear from his wide-eyed gaze that he hasn't.


"No," he admits, the angsty edge usually present in his voice now replaced with awe. "But whatever it is, it's powerful. We need to be careful."


“We had no idea that the Nexus was just beneath our feet. Imagine what this thing can do.” 


The symbols pulse faster, their glow intensifying as if responding to our voices. Despite the beauty of the sight, a protective instinct flares within me.


“Is it…” Jesse takes a step back. 


“Why would it do that?” I ask. “I thought that magic like the runes on the vault door only responded to bloodlines.” 


He shakes his head. “I don’t know. This isn’t like anything I’ve seen before. We need to talk to Director Brown. Figure out what kind of object we have on our hands.” 


"Agreed," I say, feeling that familiar resolve steeling my nerves. "We'll figure this out. Together."


I snatch the stone from the desk, its surface now dormant and cool once more. 


“Director Brown is busy right now,” he says. 


I tap my foot, not wanting to be still when there is so much to learn from this one object. 


“I'm going back to the vaults," I declare with a determined edge. "There are hundreds of old books down there. There has to be something down there that can tell us what this is."


Jesse's brows furrow, concern etching his face. "Be careful, Taylor. And the Shadow Council… they knew about the Nexus before we did. Maybe they know about whatever this thing is, too."


"Which is why I need to hurry." My voice is firm, laced with the urgency pressing against my chest like a physical weight. "Maybe this is another card in play. Something that they want us to find."


He nods once, sharp and succinct. "Keep me posted."


I pocket the stone, feeling its presence like a thrumming heartbeat against my thigh. The hallways blur past as I rush toward the secret entrance of the underground chambers. My boots echo in the empty corridors, each step a drumbeat propelling me forward.


As I descend into the bowels of Mistfalls, the air grows colder, dampness clinging to my skin. Shadows dance along the walls, thrown by the flickering torches that line the path. The stone feels heavier now, a burden I'm all too eager to understand and contain.


The quiet is suffocating, pressing in from all sides, making every breath an effort. I make it back to the vault. I’m only now realizing that we should have left it guarded if we were going to leave the door open. 


No one else at the camp really knows what lurks down here, though. 


My eyes scan the shelves, searching for any clue, any tome or scroll that might shed light on the enigma burning in my pocket. But it's not just curiosity that drives me; it's fear—fear of the unknown, fear of what the Shadow Council could do if they wielded such power.


I linger at a shelf lined with dusty books, fingers tracing the spines, seeking the telltale tingle of magic. Nothing. With a frustrated sigh, I move on, the sense of trepidation growing with each fruitless search. I begin flipping through the pages, scanning runes and letters that still don’t quite make sense. 


Then, in the dimmest corner of the vault, I find it—a tome bound in dark leather, its cover adorned with symbols that echo those on the stone. My pulse races as I open it, pages whispering secrets long buried.


The characters on the page mirror those glowing on the stone, and as I read, realization dawns cold and sharp. There are so few details, and I can’t completely make out what text is there.


"The Voidstone..." I murmur, the name tasting like ash on my tongue.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Jesse


 


The cold glow of the lights flickers in Director Brown's office, casting a sterile light over the stacks of messages that clutter the desk. I look up from my reading and wonder how long I have been here, trying to hold the camp together. 


My vision blurs. None of us have been sleeping nearly as much as we should, now that we’re waiting for the next attack from the Shadow Council. 


They are weakened, but they won’t stay down for long. We need to be prepared for whatever they could throw at us. But in order to do that, we need to keep our new alliances together. 


I lean forward, elbows on mahogany, eyes scanning the latest updates from the supernatural refugees scattered across the region. 


It turns out the only thing that we have in common with any of the other camps and refugees is that they also don't want the Shadow Council controlling their lives.


But that’s the end of it. 


Most places are divided—there are a few camps for vampires and another couple for werewolves. There's a refuge for every kind of supernatural being that you could think of. And Most of them have a feud of some kind with a least three of the others. The strength we have together is our only hope in fighting off the Shadow Council. 


I’m just not sure that anyone will be able to come together in the first place.  


I tap a rhythmless beat on the desk with my fingertips. We’ve sent ambassadors to the other camps and received some here. And yet, the new friendships formed seem as fragile as a spiderweb. 


More messengers have returned, and each camp has a different demand, another request from us. Some want food, others supplies. These aren’t requests that I want to refuse, but we’re stretched thin enough as it is. 


There's a heaviness that settles in my chest, a weight forged from the iron of responsibility and the lead of concern. This intricate web of alliances and rivalries demands constant vigilance, the kind that gnaws at the edges of both day and night.


I don’t know how to manage what everyone wants from us. I want to give the others what they need but… 


We’re holding on by a thread as it is. 


A sigh escapes me as I click open another message, senses sharpening to the subtle clues within the text. 


I flip the heavy cream envelope, the name Brenan scrawled across the front in a hurried script. I smile when I think of him. He didn’t want to join the fight at first, but he changed his mind soon enough. That’s all that matters to me. 


The seal breaks with a soft tear, and I unfold the letter inside, scanning the lines of gratitude woven through with trepidation.


"Thank you for the extra supplies this month," I read aloud to the empty room, my voice echoing off the walls, stark against the silence. The words loop in my mind, sincere but edged with uncertainty. "You’re a good kid. Still think you’re getting your hopes up too much about this alliance thing, but so far, you’re off to a great start. But I don't know if or when we'll be able to return the favor."


The paper crinkles as my grip tightens, a physical manifestation of the frustration knotting in my chest. 


The entire point of this is to become stronger together, not to leech each other of our resources until we’re bled dry. 


"Okay, think, Jesse," I mutter, tapping a finger against the wooden surface.


The werewolf pack demands respect from an incubus outpost.


"Mutual respect," I whisper, the phrase looping like a mantra. Could it be that simple? 


The werewolf camp has a long-standing feud with half a dozen others that I have in interest in learning the intricacies of. I’ll have to think of a diplomatic response, and soon, or else things could get even worse for us. 


My head finds its way into my hands, elbows propped on the cold desk. I let out a humorless chuckle, the sound hollow. "Does Director Brown do this all the time?" I ask the shadows dancing on the wall, imagining her calm demeanor weathering storms of conflict day in and day out.


And then there is that strange stone that Taylor found earlier today.


I remember the power that I felt getting near it, the way it glowed when we were both in its presence. 


Taylor is probably already worried that the Shadow Council will come for whatever object we just discovered. I make a mental note to do some kind of inventory of all of the objects that are kept here. 


Still, I don’t like this. 


Even if it is on our side for now. 


"Trouble," I murmur, my voice barely audible in the stillness of the room. It's just a piece of something larger, a relic perhaps, but its significance is undeniable. I can't shake the memory of its weight in my hand, cold and pulsing like a living heart encased in stone.


Taylor thinks it's a weapon—or could be, if wielded correctly. 


A shiver runs down my spine despite the warmth of the office. The thought of losing another piece of our autonomy—to them—tightens my chest.


When will we be done with weapons? When will this work be over? 
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