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Prelude 
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Twenty-five years before their story began, science crossed a line it could not uncross. What started with pig–human hybrids for organ harvesting in the early 2020s escalated into something bolder, stranger, and far more controversial: the rabbit program. The first successful half-human, half-rabbit beings were hailed as miracles—creatures grown to adulthood in only six years, their bodies quick, strong, and unnervingly adaptable. To some, they were the future of a dwindling population. To others, they were tools—subhuman soldiers born from laboratories even though they were all female.

But three years into the project, the world pushed back. Ethical debates swelled into outrage, human rights were demanded for beings who were not fully human, and governments moved to outlaw the creation of more hybrids. Officially, the program ended. Unofficially, in hidden labs, it continued. Desperation bought compliance, and test subjects were coaxed—or coerced—into further experiments. 

Hana was one of them: a half-being herself, she as well as others, allowed insemination for the promise of money, carrying children they had never asked for. As for Hana, two of her offspring died during birth. Only one lived.

Auren.

He was proof of what the scientists whispered about—second-generation hybrids could survive. Raised in the shadow of secrecy and cruelty, he grew into a man with ears that twitched at every sound, fur dappled in white and black, legs built for speed and silence. Intelligent. Instinct-driven. Neither fully human, nor the beast they wanted him to be.

And it was in this fractured world—one that had created him, abandoned him, and feared what he represented—that Kaida would meet him.
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Chapter 1 Auren
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The forest was quiet tonight—too quiet.

I knew its rhythms well enough to notice when something was off. Normally, the trees carried sound: the scurrying of wild rabbits through undergrowth, the faint croak of frogs by the stream, the shrill cries of night birds that echoed through the branches. But tonight, the silence pressed in, thick and heavy, broken only by the distant sigh of the wind.

I crouched low in the brush, ears twitching instinctively, chest rising and falling with deliberate stillness. Silence meant something. Sometimes safety. Sometimes danger. I had learned to respect both.

Nineteen years I’d lived in the shadow of this forest, close enough to the city to hear its heartbeat, far enough to keep it from poisoning mine. The city was a place of bright lights and sharper stares, and I only went when I had to—when my mother’s job required something she couldn’t carry alone, when food or supplies couldn’t be hunted or grown. Otherwise, I stayed away.

Humans didn’t forget. They looked at me the way they had always looked at her—with suspicion, with hunger, with cruelty simmering beneath their polite smiles. I had ears. Fur. Legs made for running, for striking, for survival. I was not like them, no matter how human my hands appeared or how fluent my words sounded.

And they would never let me forget it.

I still remembered the first time I saw them break my mother down.

I couldn’t have been more than six, still small enough to hide behind her skirts, ears barely poking above her hip. We were in the market, her hand firm around mine. She was careful in the city, always careful with her head bowed, ears folded back against her hair as best she could manage. Her fur was a darker gray than mine, streaked with white near the tips, and she wore long sleeves even in the heat. She thought covering herself might make them forget.

It didn’t.

One man stepped too close, his shadow falling over us. He stank of tobacco and sweat, and when his hand shot out, I thought he meant to shove her. Instead, he grabbed her ear. Just—grabbed it. Like she was livestock. I wanted to bite him. I wanted to show him that the teeth he thought were hidden could tear through his throat. But I swallowed it. I swallowed myself.

“Don’t see things like you around much anymore,” he said, pulling until she was forced to bend. “Thought they’d shut all that down.”

Hana didn’t fight. She smiled through her teeth, her grip on my hand turning vice-tight. “Please let go,” she said softly, her voice shaking even as she tried to sound calm although she was really terrified.

The man tugged harder. She winced but didn’t resist, not even when his friends laughed nearby. Not even when my throat burned from holding back the growl in my chest.

She’d told me not to fight. Told me humans weren’t like us—that they had rules, laws, and if we wanted to survive, we couldn’t draw attention. So, I stayed quiet, even as the shame in her eyes burned hotter than any anger.

When he finally released her, she straightened and smoothed her hair, pretending nothing had happened. But later, that night, I saw her fingers trembling as she lit a candle.

That was the day I stopped trusting humans. The day I promised myself I would never let them make me small like that. They were the real animals.
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The memory left its usual bitter taste in my mouth, and I shook it away, ears twitching. The forest pressed in around me, but it wasn’t oppressive—it was alive. Safer than the city, safer than their streets and their hands.

Still, something was wrong tonight.

I straightened slowly, letting the moonlight spill across me. This felt like the only time that I could be myself, I could leave my shirt laying on my bed and not be attacked for it. My fur caught its glow in streaks of white and silver, black specks breaking the pattern across my chest. The air smelled sharp, metallic, like the moment before a storm. My ears swiveled, tracking sounds I couldn’t place—branches shifting, the faint crackle of underbrush too deliberate to be wind.

My instincts whispered: Change.
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Home was just past the edge of the forest, a small cabin that Hana had bought with the few savings she’d kept after the experiments. She was there when I arrived, bent over her workbench, fixing some device that hummed softly in the corner. She looked up, and her eyes softened—not the warmth of relief, but a careful, measured caution, as if she were still preparing for the world to hurt her.

“Late again,” she said, voice low. “You’ve been out long enough to attract attention. You know what happens if someone sees you.”

“I know,” I muttered, ears flattening briefly in irritation. “I wasn’t seen. I wouldn’t risk bringing someone here.”

“You weren’t.” She studied me for a moment, then turned back to her tinkering. “Good. Keep it that way.”

I wanted to ask if she had brought home food so instead, I offered her what I had found. “Food?” I offered, hands full of foraged berries and roots. She waved a hand, brushing her fingers across the table, a faint smile tugging at her lips.

“You keep doing well, Auren. That’s all I ask. You did well today.” Was all she responded with.

I didn’t say anything. Her praise was always restrained, tempered by worry. I didn’t need to hear it to feel it, though—the way her eyes lingered a fraction too long, the way her hands moved with care over my hair when she checked for cuts or scrapes. She had survived them, survived the world, and somehow she had raised me to survive too.

Even if that meant I carried my scars like armor and I never trusted a human. I could image my ears mounted on a plate above a fireplace of some human. That had happened to others. 
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As I stared out into the forest from the door, I knew that something was coming.

I exhaled, steadying myself, but the restless coil in my stomach didn’t ease. I’d lived too long with loneliness, too long with the constant reminder that I wasn’t welcome in their world. Part of me had stopped believing anything could ever change. Another part—the animal in me, the instincts passed down from the program that made me—knew better.

Tonight wasn’t ordinary.

I pressed my palm to the rough bark of a tree, claws barely extended and let my body still. My pulse quickened despite the silence. Somewhere out there, just beyond the veil of darkness, the world shifted.

And I couldn’t shake the feeling that it had something to do with me.

That was when a new scent hit me like a ton of bricks. Human. 

Artificial perfume. Deodorant was there but I could still smell traces of sweat under it all. It wasn’t just human, it was fire wrapped in sweetness, a scent that screamed danger in the same breath it begged me closer.

Female I decided after hearing a twig breaking. She was at least half a mile away so there was no way she would go this far into the woods. No one ever did because of all the rumors of death to those who came out here thanks to the rumors my mom had told people over the years to keep them away. 

Mom had not noticed yet, but I knew she would start panicking as soon as he caught the scent. To my horror the girls steps did not stop. She passed the home-made signs warning of danger and death without hesitation. Not good. If she found us, we would have to leave and make a new home somewhere else. 

I have no choice. My feet were moving before I even made the final decision. I had to stop her from coming any closer. If for no other reason than to save mom. 

I quickly made my way towards her without a thought. Which was a huge mistake on my part because before I realized it I was right in front of her. Stupid.

Her short dark brown chocolate kiss hair framed her face perfectly. She was the prettiest girl I had ever seen in my life. Her hands fidgeted causing me to focus on other aspects of her.

Her clothes and shoes all looked nice and tidy. She had dressed to come into the woods. Her light brown short sleeve button up did not have a single wrinkle on it. Her khaki-colored pants stretched over her skin to show the thickness of her thighs. Her black boots almost too shiny. She looked like she didn’t belong to this world of dirt and shadows—too polished, too bright, as if the forest itself bent back to make room for her. And her eyes. Huge and round, green emeralds staring straight at me. 

Her scent was much stronger now that I was right in front of her. The elements were all there but the hormones and excitement that seemingly oozed off her was just as strong now. The scent tangled itself around my mind, sweet and maddening, impossible to ignore. I didn’t want to breathe it in, but I couldn’t stop. I should have growled, warned her off, driven her back toward safety. But the moment her eyes locked on mine, the words died in my throat.

Then to my surprise a grin stretched over her face as she reached a steady small hand out and with a voice of what could only be described as heavenly said, “Hi my name is Kaida! What’s your name?” Her voice wasn’t sound, it was a hand wrapping around my chest and pulling. For the first time in nineteen years, the forest wasn’t quiet anymore.

My name. The simplest thing in the world. But for one wild, unguarded second, I couldn’t remember it.
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Chapter 2 Kaida
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I stirred awake at the sound of my mother’s soft knock on the bedroom door. Sunlight spilled through the thin curtains, washing the room in pale gold. “Breakfast, love,” my mother’s voice called.

Yawning, I pushed myself up and ran a hand through my messy short white hair. Even though the sun was shining I could sleep for another hour or two. Alas I was an adult now with an adult job to get to.

I still wasn’t used to the idea of being nineteen. My birthday had been just a week ago, marked with a modest celebration at home. Mom made me my favorite meal of vegetarian lasagna and a homemade chocolate cake. The laughter at the table and the lingering warmth of family are all I needed. Who cares that I didn’t have friends my age. I was too busy for parties anyways.  

This morning, however, something new awaited me. When I sat down at the table, my father slid a package across the wood. “Your last gift finally came,” he said with a grin. As if he needed to get me anything else. They had gotten me new clothes, new field journals, new shoes and cash last week.

Inside was a compact field scanner, sleek and state-of-the-art, designed to analyze tracks and environmental data in real time. Perfect for her work. I could tell that my eyes lit up as I turned it over in my hands, the possibilities unfolding in my mind. For a second, it felt like the world cracked open wider. I wasn’t just Kaida anymore, I was someone who might actually matter

“It’s already connected to the animals that we have trackers in.” Mom chimed in. “Oh, Rowan dear this came in the mail for you today.” She handed dad a letter as she sat down a huge stack of pancakes. She always made too much food, but she always took the extra to work with her so that she could give out the extra to work colleagues and the animals. She took a break when I was born, and I think that was her way of still being connected to the job and team. She was a rockstar. 

“Aya there is something I wanted to bring up with you and I figured this would be the best time to do it.” Dad started. 

“You're using my name so it must be serious.”  She sat down at the table with us as worry colored her face.

“It is serious but that doesn’t mean it's bad. I know you have been out of the game for a while, but we are down a lab assistant since Jeff left the state and got a new job. I was thinking since Kaida here is starting work with me maybe you would be willing to take the job vacancy. That way we would all be working together.” A smile played at his lips. He knew what she would say before she even got the words out.

“Really? I mean yes. I accept the job offer.” She was basically shaking from excitement and the laughter that rolled out of me and my dad ended up making her cry as she joined in.

I graduated college early, years ahead of my peers thanks to homeschooling and my relentless curiosity. Now, with dad’s help, I had stepped into the professional world sooner than I had dared hope. My official title might just be “junior researcher,” but to me, it meant freedom: the chance to track and study the wild mammals I had always been fascinated by. To learn more about them and write journals with facts that others never knew.

My father never spoke much about his own projects, but I knew he worked closely with government contracts and headed his own research team. I admired him, even if the details of his job remained vague. Unlike him, my focus was on the open forests and the creatures that lived freely there—the rabbits, squirrels, possums, and mice whose movements painted subtle stories across the landscape. I prefer mud-streaked boots and fresh air to sterile labs and secretive reports.

It was my first solo day and I had been given the task of tracking down the animals that were being tracked via trackers using my new equipment. Dad said there was some odd readings and that a few of the specimens are in areas they usually wouldn’t go. So I needed to find them each, observe them, take pictures, and give them a snack. 

I decided to wear my new clothes to mark the occasion, and packed thick gloves just in case any of the animals needed to be relocated. I was so excited that I couldn’t stand it. Mom shared my enthusiasm as she bounced around the house gathering her own clothes and journals. My pixie cut hair bounced with every skip. Our excitement was contagious as even dad seemed to be excited. 

“Remember the rules of the job today since you are on your own for the next few days sweety. No animal is worth your life so in a life or death situation choose yourself.” Dad was coaching me as we all sat in the living room and prepared to go our separate ways. I knew the new shoes would be rough on my feet, but they looked too nice to not wear. “Also don’t go to far into the woods outside of the town. I know you are a big girl and your gear is tracked so you would be able to get home but there are a lot of rumors about that place. A lot of people go missing or wind up dead. So, if any of the critters went too far make note of it and go to the next. It’s not a big deal. We can trap and tag a new one if we need to.”

“Oh, and remember that animals
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