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Episode 1

 The Girl


PROLOGUE






Seven Years Ago

day of escape






Night had fallen hours ago, but to Quinn, the arid
land stretching in front of them was as clear as daylight. Were it
not for the first signs of the monsoon season, it would have seemed
even brighter under the full moon. However, dark clouds loomed high
in the sky, enveloping the area in a chilly dampness.

Not that it bothered Quinn. Their thick,
black coat protected them from the cold, and though being wet was
an inconvenience, the rain was light enough to be tolerable.
Raising their snout, they lightly sniffed the air, taking in the
smell of wet earth mixing with the scents from the succulents
growing all over the desert. Then, noting nothing out of the
ordinary, they continued on their way.

As they ran along the border of the
sanctuary, their paws digging through the earth underneath, a sense
of freedom overpowered any other feeling.

Where are you? Levi’s voice rang in
their mind after a while, as clear as if he were standing next to
them.

Almost at the boulder, they
replied.

Wait for me there.

Moments later, Quinn reached the western
edge of the border and stopped to catch their breath. This side of
the sanctuary was the least protected by natural terrain. The
village itself was a few miles inward, but while the rest of Levi’s
land was shielded by mountains, the western side was directly
exposed to the empty expanse of the Sonoran Desert. Thankfully, a
high boulder on the side offered a great vantage point for sentries
standing guard, one that would shield them if they lay flat on
their stomach.

The boulder was empty tonight, as Levi had
given the usual sentries the night off. Quinn padded toward the
edge and stopped, dropping onto their hind legs and settling down
on their belly. This side of the desert was as empty as ever. Other
than a few critters and crawlers here and there, Quinn never
encountered anyone during patrol. Still, the secrecy of the
sanctuary’s location and the safety of its refugees were too
important to risk getting lax with security, so there was always
someone keeping watch.

After a while, Levi approached, his brown
coat easily visible in the moonlight as he lay down next to them.
Neither looked at the other or spoke a word, which normally
wouldn’t have been a problem between the two of them. Tonight,
however, the silence was tense.

I don’t want to talk about it, Quinn
said, preemptively beating Levi to the punch.

His thoughts sounded like a sigh. I won’t
force you to, but you know we must at some point.

He was right, of course, though that didn’t
make the whole thing any less stressful for Quinn. They closed
their eyes and breathed deeply for a moment, trying to put their
thoughts into words for his sake.

I don’t know if I want it.

He looked at them. Now or ever?

Quinn hesitated. I don’t know. I’ve never
thought about it either way. My whole life has been about survival,
not family. How could I bring a child into the world when I
know what that world will do to it?

Slowly, Levi scooted closer and rested his
forehead against the side of theirs. Quinn briefly closed their
eyes and nuzzled closer, taking comfort in the gesture. Their
partner’s voice was soothing when he spoke.

The world has always been dangerous,
he said. Even more so for people like us. That part won’t ever
change. And yet, look at everything we’ve built here.

That was a good point. Being both nonbinary
and a skinwalker, Quinn knew more about danger than anyone should.
But if there was any safe space for people like them to raise a
family, the sanctuary was it. The knowledge didn’t magically erase
the ball of tension in their stomach, but it did loosen it a little
bit.

I truly believe, Levi continued,
we can protect the little one and give them a good life. A happy
life. And you wouldn’t be alone in this. He paused for a
moment. But, of course, none of that matters if this isn’t the
path you want. At the end of the day, it’s your decision to make,
and I’ll support you no matter what you choose to do.

Quinn pulled away to be able to look at him
in the eye. You would?

Of course, he simply said. I’m
your partner.

Wolves couldn’t shrug, but if they did,
Quinn imagined Levi would be doing that right about now. He had
this way of taking any of Quinn’s fears and reducing their
intensity so they didn’t feel as heavy. They greatly appreciated
him for it, and they were about to say so, to promise that they
would think about it, but then Levi’s head snapped up toward the
horizon.

What is it? Quinn asked when he
didn’t stop staring.

Then they turned and instantly saw what he
had already noticed: a group of people, at least five, were running
in their direction. The figures were too far away to detect their
scents, but the speed at which they were approaching suggested that
they were supernaturals.

They were also headed straight for the
sanctuary.

Quinn’s first instinct was to tense for a
fight, but then they remembered the refugees and started to turn
around in that direction. Levi jumped in front of them before they
could take off.

We have to warn the others! Quinn
protested.

Wait, he insisted. Look.

So Quinn did, and a split second later, they
understood. The figure at the front of the group was a young girl,
and she had apparently tripped and was scrambling to get back up. A
streak of long, dark hair flopped heavily around as she glanced
back at the others. Six of them, by the looks of it, all of them
large men.

They’re after her, Levi said, his
voice laced with concern.

With that realization, the two of them
resumed their previous position, flat on their stomachs so as to
hide better. From their vantage point, they watched as the pursuers
started catching up with the young girl. They still couldn’t smell
the runners, which was good because it meant the latter wouldn’t
sense the skinwalkers either, but Quinn knew without a doubt they
were vampires. The girl wasn’t human either, so she must have been
a runaway.

Was she headed for the sanctuary? Quinn
dreaded to think how she found them, but for now, they focused on
watching the scene unfold.

The girl must have been running in the rain
for a while. Her nightgown clung to her skin, sloshing with every
step as she dashed through the harsh terrain, unaware of her
barefoot state. On the verge of collapse, her legs gave way once
more, but when she tried to pick herself up again, it was too
late.

The vampire squad was on her.

They came at her from all sides, four of
them restraining her at once. A fifth one came to stand in front of
the girl, putting both hands on her shoulders and speaking slowly
as though attempting to reason with her. Quinn was too far to hear,
but they could see how the girl thrashed and screamed in response.
She was a fearsome thing to behold, evidently strong enough to
require all five vampires to keep her still, despite the weather
and the likelihood of her having run a long way to get here.

Quinn’s heart twisted in sympathy for her,
but they forced themself to stay still, while Levi also held his
breath beside them. As the Head Chief, he had to make sure this
bunch resolved their issue one way or another and moved along
without noticing the two wolves hiding on the boulder. Neither he
nor Quinn could intervene without violating the treaty—but if the
girl somehow got away, that was a different story.

Unfortunately for her, that didn’t seem
likely at the moment; the sixth and final vampire was approaching.
He lifted something in his hand toward her face, probably aiming to
put her to sleep, but she brought her head down as low as she could
and tried to fold in on herself.

Suddenly, a blast unlike anything Quinn had
ever felt propelled all of the young girl’s captors away from her.
It was powerful enough to reach the skinwalkers up on the boulder,
making Quinn’s ears ring and their teeth rattle.

But it was over in a moment, and then
everything went still.

It took a moment for the ringing to stop,
after which Quinn dared to look up.

Is she—? they started to ask, but the
words died in their throat when they saw the scene below them.

Seven bodies lay on the ground, including
the young girl in the center. Though she was unconscious, her chest
rose and fell with her even breathing.

She was alive.

That was surprising, and more than a little
impressive.

At least, that’s what Quinn thought until
they got a good look at her former pursuers. Spread out in a circle
around her, each one lay in a dark pool of crimson, the source of
which was the empty space right about where their heads should have
been attached to their necks.

Quinn nearly vomited at the sight, their
sympathy instantly evaporating. This girl was unlike any creature
they had ever seen. Nobody could single-handedly take out a vampire
squad in mere seconds without even lifting a finger. Only one kind
of supernatural—a typically male species, and the most terrible of
all—had that kind of psychic ability.

Whatever this girl was, she was just as
dangerous as a vamphyr.

Let’s go, Levi said as he got up.

Alarmed, Quinn was frozen for a moment, but
then they collected themself and ran after him. Are you crazy?!
Did you not see what she just did?

Did you not see how scared she
was? he threw back.

Levi!

He abruptly stopped and turned to face them.
She’s a runaway, Quinn.

We don’t know what she is.

Precisely. Now isn’t the time to start
casting judgements.

Quinn understood his argument and could
agree to an extent. But Levi had always been too quick to trust. In
practice, that kind of openness toward the supernatural could have
deadly consequences if his trust turned out to be misplaced.

We’ll be careful, he offered as
compromise. You can watch her yourself, and we’ll have Hisa step
in if she turns out to be dangerous. But if not, if she’s simply
lost and confused, we might be the only ones who can help
her.

With that, he turned around and started
trotting toward the girl, leaving Quinn no choice but to
follow.


CHAPTER ONE






Now






Silver slowly marched through the half-dozen bodies
scattered on the ground. The double swords on each end of her staff
glinted under the scorching sun, which somehow didn’t feel so bad
despite her all-black getup.

Remi had warned her the scene might be
disturbing, but that didn’t ease the knot in her stomach.

After her last job, she’d been hesitant to
return to Arizona—or rather, to stay there. However, right after
the drop-off, she heard rumors circulating even before Remi came to
her for help. Someone was on a murder spree, and the way they left
the bodies suggested a handful of supernaturals hunting together.
It took them a few weeks to track down the creatures behind it, but
they were finally on their trail.

Except—

“We’re too late,” she said somberly.

At her side, Remi ambled closer, his crooked
back forcing him to walk hunched over. He might have been frowning,
but it was impossible to tell with the permanently rigid scowl on
his face. He raised his nose and sniffed the air, his senses
picking up something she couldn’t. Then, he bent down to touch the
neck of the nearest body with two fingers, careful not to let his
claws cut through the skin.

“Not by a lot,” he replied. “They’re still
warm.”

Silver’s grip on the handle of her staff
tightened, her eyes scanning the scene for any sign of life among
the dead, but all was still. It was both a dreadful sight and a
sign of someone’s victory.

Just as she was about the give up hope of
finding any survivors, a grunt in the distance made her halt and
snap her head in its direction.

Unfortunately, the sound wasn’t clear enough
to locate its exact source, so she paused, closed her eyes for a
second, and then flung them open. Where her irises and pupils
should have been were now shiny, silver-colored pearls. The change
transformed her vision, making everything brighter as though
emitting its own light.

Anytime she did this, living creatures
usually appeared bathed in a colorful glow called auras. Different
species had different colored auras, like her silver glow or Remi’s
yellowish-brown one which was indicative of his werewolf nature.
Most of the bodies on the ground were devoid of any glow
whatsoever, but those that still emitted a dim light were a mix of
yellow and orange—humans’ signature aura. The faintness of their
glow indicated that they were too far gone for Silver’s power to
restore them back to health. But she also couldn’t bring herself to
put the poor souls out of their misery, which filled her with
guilt.

Then, one particular individual caught her
attention. His aura was brighter than the rest, though it flickered
like a battery running low. And he was still breathing.

“What do you see?” Remi wondered.

She pointed. “That one is still alive.”

Reaching behind her, Silver strapped her
weapon tightly on the harness at her back then walked toward the
man.

Remi glanced at her uncertainly but followed
closely behind. “Are you keeping the eyes?”

“It’ll get us answers faster.”

“Okay, just… take it easy on him.”

She stopped for a moment to scowl at him.
“Of course I will.”

“Hey, don’t look at me like that,” he
chuckled. “I meant that with love.”

She rolled her eyes and suppressed a smirk.
“Yeah, I know.”

With one quick look, she scanned the
surroundings, looking for anything the man on the ground could use
as a weapon against her, but there was nothing of use.

The man was lying on his back and groaning
in pain, but, with a startled gasp, he shut up when he saw Silver
leaning over him. He seemed to be holding his breath while she
examined the injuries on his body. Two puncture wounds, each one
smaller in width than the tip of her pinkie nail, glistened on one
side of his neck. Silver’s face betrayed no surprise at the sight,
and she simply continued her examination. He didn’t appear to be
bleeding anywhere else, but he still showed clear signs of blood
loss: he seemed woozy, and his head was lolling from side to side.
His eyelids were also droopy, and his gaze unfocused. He’d lost a
lot of blood.

“Vamps?” Remi guessed, his tone taking on a
dark quality that didn’t fit with his normally jovial demeanor.

“I don’t know,” Silver admitted. “Wild
vampires are usually more careful than this, and they don’t hunt in
groups this big. They haven’t in centuries.”

“Maybe they came from an estate.”

She shook her head. “No lord would let his
squad leave such a mess behind.”

“A blood-ring, perhaps?”

“They have a whole business to feed
themselves. Why hunt in the wild?”

“Maybe it’s some sort of initiation thing
for new recruits.”

“P-please,” the man gasped before
Silver could respond, struggling to get the words out.

Silver reached down to touch his abdomen and
feel his heartbeat. She thought she was being gentle, but he let
out a whimper. His heart was hammering pretty fast, and he was
conscious despite the blood loss. Impressive. He was
resilient for a human.

“Please,” he repeated, “don’t kill me. I
won’t tell anyone. I-I swear.”

Silver didn’t feel the need to elaborate
that they had found the scene this way. All these victims were
human, a species she was focused on protecting, not destroying.

Without warning, she reached under his
armpits with both of her hands, and he let out a startled yelp.

“Whoa, easy,” Remi cautioned.

“I’m just getting him comfortable,” she
protested defensively.

“Then use your words before you try
anything.”

She rolled her eyes, but then she took his
advice into consideration and turned to the man. “I’m going to help
you up, okay?” she said as softly as she could.

This time, there was no outward change when
she let her power flow through her muscles, allowing her to
effortlessly lift the man. The reassuring words didn’t do much, but
he was too weak to move anyway. Trying to be as gentle as possible,
Silver propped him up in a seated position against the nearest
wall. She kept her pearl eyes on his, and the frightened man
retreated into the corner. One hand went up to cover his face while
the other arm wrapped around his torso.

Still, he couldn’t stop himself from peeking
through his fingers at her with morbid fascination.

Fear was an emotion Silver was intimately
familiar with. She hated forcing it onto an innocent, but people
tended to be more forthcoming when they were afraid. That was also
why she hadn’t healed him the second she found him. When she was
done, she would do just that, and make sure he didn’t remember any
of the horrors he had seen today. It was the least she could
do.

“What’s your name?” she asked, her tone
carefully composed.

The man’s shaking arm retreated just enough
to show his face. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, just
please don’t hurt me.”

Silver cocked her head to the side. “We just
need answers. It would be easier for everyone if you
cooperate.”

Remi barked a laugh. “Yeah, totally not
threatening.”

She hadn’t meant to be intimidating, and a
flash of regret hit her when the man backed up further, until he
was pressed against the wall. With nowhere to go, he panicked and
looked around wildly for an escape. Her powers tried to push out
from inside her, her instincts dying to act against her will and
force the man to talk, but she held it in.

She was in control of her magic, not the
other way around.

“What is your name?” she repeated,
enunciating clearly.

He looked at her eyes once more in that
terrified but beguiled way. “Carl.”

“Nice to meet you, Carl. Can you tell me
what happened before we showed up?”

“Better,” Remi commended her.

Some of the fear in Carl’s eyes dissipated,
allowing him to truly think about her words. “Y-you mean… it wasn’t
you?”

“Was there someone who looked like me?”

The prospect of finding another of her kind
made her resolve waver for a moment, but Carl was quick to shake
his head in denial.

“No, not like you.”

He hesitated, this time looking at Remi.
Surprised, Silver glanced back at her friend for a moment.

“Me?” the werewolf asked
incredulously.

“N-not exactly, but…” Carl hesitated, “they
were similar. They walked on two feet, and their backs were
straight. They also had more… human-looking faces. But the rest of
it, the fur, the claws, the fangs, it was all the same.”

Silver and Remi shared a look of shocked
recognition. The man had gotten one thing wrong; werewolves had
thick canines, but fangs were a characteristic of vampires and—

“Hybrids.”

“Impossible,” Remi refuted. “No lord in his
right mind would create one, let alone a whole squad of
them.”

Silver could think of one specific lord who
wasn’t in his right mind and would certainly do something
like this.

“Would a werewolf do that?” she
challenged, pointing to Carl’s neck.

Remi had no answer.

“Y-you swear you won’t hurt me?” the human
asked after a moment.

Silver cocked an eyebrow at him. “No one
will harm you, I promise. But I still need you to tell me
everything you know.”

Carl studied her for a moment, though it was
obvious he was trying hard to even stay upright, what with the
sheer panic gripping him.

On impulse, Silver released some of her
magic to make him relaxed and calm enough to talk properly. His
body slumped, and the shaking ceased. He was still dizzy and
unfocused, so she added a dose of energy to alleviate some of the
side effects of blood loss. After that, Carl managed to hold
himself up without support.

Then, he swallowed and began his tale. “They
came at us from behind. The one that got me had my arms pinned so
tight, I think they bruised my ribs.”

No wonder Silver’s grip made him
whimper.

“Then, i-it bit me. Right here.” He
gestured to the puncture wounds on his neck. “Everything after that
is blurry, until the thing let go of me. That’s when the pain hit.
I must have passed out because next time I opened my eyes, you were
there.”

At a moment like this, he should have been
too terrified to speak. Her magic was the only thing that kept him
talking.

That was when she remembered that hybrids
probably had more in common with vampires than just blood-drinking.
With that thought, she knew what needed to be done, though she was
less than enthusiastic about having to do it.

“Are you…?” Remi asked, correctly reading
her expression.

“I have to.”

It wasn’t just that she hated using her
abilities on the weak and innocent. Unlike other aspects of her
powers, mind control tired her out too quickly. She would have to
recover for hours if she overexerted herself.

But she could deal with that later. Right
now, she needed information. Carl said he blacked out as soon the
hybrid bit him, but maybe he just suppressed the memory of whatever
he saw when he was being fed from. He flinched at her advance, but
she acted too quickly for him to move. Taking over his mind was
easy, especially in his weakened state. His mouth instantly fell
open, and his eyes went blank.

“What did you see when the creature was
biting you?” she asked, her voice so calm, it was almost
hypnotizing.

The man frowned, then spoke in a monotonous,
entranced voice. “He was remembering something they were talking
about before they attacked.”

Well, at least that confirmed what she
always suspected but had never bothered to check: hybrids could
indeed form a psychic link with their victims when feeding, just
like vampires.

“How many of them were there?”

Carl thought about it for a moment.
“Six.”

A whole squad of hybrids. Another
theory confirmed.

“What were they talking about in the
memory?”

“Someone they need to find.”

“Who?” she pressed, growing more urgent with
each answers.

“Easy.” Remi’s voice came at the right time.
Her power was building so much, she had to focus to restrain it
again.

“I don’t know,” the human mumbled. “Some… a
girl, maybe. They needed to lure her. They had a backup plan in
case it didn’t work. That’s why they attacked us; they weren’t
feeding, they just wanted to make a scene. They were pretty sure
she would hear about it and come investigate.”

Silver’s heart dropped, her eyes flying to
Remi. This was more than she thought she would get.

“He might be lying,” the werewolf lamely
offered.

“That’s not how mind control works. He
doesn’t even know what he’s saying.”

Carl was simply replaying the scene he heard
in the mind of his attacker as he was being fed from. The question
was, why had the hybrid that bit the poor man given him a
play-by-play of their plan?

“They left him alive on purpose,” she
realized with dread.

Remi cursed under his breath. “It’s a
trap.”

This was Master’s doing after
all.

Silver turned back to Carl in a rush.
“What’s the backup plan?”

He frowned, straining to remember. “There’s…
a person. I’m not sure if it’s a girl or a boy, but they’re
definitely human. He thinks this person has some magical ability
that’ll help them get to the girl they’re looking for. They’re
keeping that human as a hostage.”

The first part further confirmed the trap
theory, but the other bit was odd.

“A human with special abilities?” Remi
wondered, having had the same thought. “How’s that possible?”

“If it doesn’t work,” Carl went on, “they
decided to kill the human.”

Shit. “Where?”

Carl stuttered out an address.

Relieved, Silver instantly let her magic
flow through the poor man, making him sleep. Turning around to the
scene behind her, she only hesitated for a moment. Human life was
lost here purely to get to her. That left her with more sorrow and
guilt than any other mission she had undertaken. But like every
time, she needed to push that feeling down and finish the job.

“Silver, we can’t stay here.”

“Just a second.”

Wordlessly, she leaned down and gently
touched Carl’s forehead, sealing the puncture wounds on his neck
and restoring him from the blood loss. Then, she modified his
memory of the last few hours to provide a cover story for what
happened to him and his friends that also wouldn’t get him in
trouble with the human authorities.

“Can we go now?” Remi begged.

“Come on.”

The two of them ran from the scene in the
direction Carl had given as fast as they could. It wasn’t very far.
With their enhanced speed, they could catch up in less than an
hour.

Silver could only hope they wouldn’t be too
late.


CHAPTER TWO






Seven Years Ago

2 days after
escape






Shiloh was dying.

That was the only explanation for why she
felt weightless and so blissfully comfortable. Perhaps Master’s
vampire squad hadn’t brought her back to the estate after all.
Maybe they were instructed to kill her on sight.

No, that couldn’t be it. Master would rather
lock her up and torture her till she swore never to leave him again
rather than have her killed. No, this had to be a dream.

Opening her eyes only seemed to confirm as
much. She was inside a wooden hut she’d never seen before, its
thick walls and triangular ceiling made out of large branches. The
first light of dawn was filtering in through a small, glass window
right above the bed she was lying on. It illuminated the place in
dark orange hues, which was good because there were no light
fixtures around. Or any signs of modern technology, really. It was
like she had traveled back in time.

The interior was simple, with just enough
living space for the roughly made wooden bed and its equally crude
mattress, a hand-carved closet, and a tiny bathroom in the corner,
separated from the rest of the room with sliding panels. On her
left was the only door in the hut—

—which swung open at that exact moment, and
a man walked in.

Shiloh swallowed a scream and cowered back
into the space between the bed and the corner wall, her heart
hammering in her chest. The movement felt odd, like every muscle in
her body was sore, but she pushed the feeling to the back of her
mind. Survival instincts suddenly kicked in, and she lifted herself
in a defensive stance, arms out protectively in front of her
face.

“Whoa, hey easy,” he said. “I’m Remi. I’m
friendly, I promise.”

He had one of those happy,
constantly-smiling faces, which gave him an open and inviting
demeanor, but Shiloh wasn’t fooled. She could see the golden rings
around the outer layer of his irises as plain as day.

He offered a contrite smile. “Ah, right. I
always forget the eyes. Well, yes, I’m a werewolf, but I swear I’m
not working for whatever lord you ran away from.”

This made her hesitate uncertainly. She knew
the faces of every supernatural at Master’s estate, knew every
corner of that land, but neither this Remi person nor this place
looked familiar.

Just as she was about to demand where she
was and what he wanted from her, a wolf suddenly followed Remi
inside.

This time, Shiloh did scream.

“Easy, there,” Remi repeated in a soothing
voice. “This is Chief Quinn. They’re also friendly. Well…
ish.” The wolf growled at him, but instead of cowering like
Shiloh did, Remi chuckled. “Kidding, Chief. Anyway, they’re just
here to check if you’re awake. You had us worried; you’ve been out
for a couple days.”

Shiloh waited for the wolf to lunge at her,
but they stayed rooted in their spot, staring at her so intensely
that she could sense the intelligence behind those yellow eyes.

Chief Quinn, she repeated Remi’s
words to herself. Was this wolf actually a skinwalker?

She’d never seen one in real life—which was
saying something since she had seen practically everything else—but
she’d heard that was their title, like how vamphyrs were called
‘Lord’. Her eyebrow twitched with curiosity, but she didn’t dare
let her guard down.

“I’ll go get Chief Levi,” Remi went on
talking as if everything was normal. “He’ll explain
everything.”

Then he walked out, leaving her alone with
the black wolf.

She stayed frozen in place. The wolf’s
demeanor felt hostile, yet Shiloh couldn’t help her fascination.
Everything she had been taught about skinwalkers made them out to
be dangerous, but that interpretation had come from their natural
enemies, so maybe it wasn’t entirely true.

Based on what she’d heard, they could turn
into wolves at the full moon, and most of them became feral and
lost their sense of humanity until they turned back. She wasn’t
sure about the full moon part, but this wolf certainly appeared in
full control of itself. Perhaps they became more human once the sun
came up? But then, that would also negate the full moon theory.

Lost in thought, Shiloh slowly pushed
herself toward the edge of the bed, intending to get a closer look,
but the movement alarmed the wolf, who let out a low growl in
warning.

“Easy, Quinn,” said a new voice.

The black wolf instantly calmed down as a
man walked through the door, though they still glared at Shiloh.
The man was dressed in loose clothing, with matching brown robes
and pants, but he walked barefoot. He eyed the bed for a second,
apparently deciding that standing was better. This must have been
the other skinwalker Remi had mentioned.

“You’ll have to forgive Quinn,” he told
Shiloh. “They mean well.”

Lifting his hands, he pulled his coily brown
hair, which almost reached down to his shoulders, into a bun. There
was something firm yet gentle about the way he carried himself. He
appeared to be in his mid-to-late forties, though he was likely
older. Skinwalkers aged differently than humans, after all.

His eyes were a curious green color. They
fixed her with an intensity that rooted her to the spot, but they
were also filled with a warmth that put her at ease. Something
about them felt familiar, but Shiloh couldn’t place why.

“Of course,” he went on in that calm voice
of his, “you can’t really blame them for being cautious, given how
you arrived.”

Shiloh blinked, unsure what he was talking
about. At the moment, there was really only one thing she could
focus on.

“You guys are skinwalkers,” she blurted out.
Her voice came out tired and croaky, so she coughed to clear
it.

“We are,” the man confirmed. “I’m Levi. The
real question is who are you? Obviously not human, but
you’re not a vampire or a werewolf. Definitely not a hybrid,
either. Do you have a name?”

Shiloh opened her mouth and almost blurted
out her real name, but she stopped herself at the last second.
Skinwalkers weren’t the friendliest to other supernaturals—or so
the stories claimed. Who knew what was true anymore? The wolf in
front of her certainly hadn’t acted feral earlier.

Still, she couldn’t take the risk of
revealing herself, so her mind grasped for some fake name to hand
out.

Levi noticed her distress and tried to ease
her apprehension. “No need to be so afraid. You don’t have to tell
us your true name. Runaways often adopt a new identity when they
leave an estate. You can take your time choosing one for
yourself.”

His voice relaxed her a little, and she slid
down on the mattress into a more comfortably seated position. “You
sound like you know a lot of runaways.”

The side of Levi’s lips twisted in a small,
amused smile. “A few. But you see, we usually find them, not
the other way around. Which makes me wonder how you ended up on our
doorstep.”

Shiloh frowned and folded her knees closer
to her chest. There was no accusation in his tone, but it sure felt
like a reproach. Something nagged at the back of her mind, piercing
through the momentary doubt, but Levi’s question had already set
her mind working on processing how she’d gotten here—wherever
here was.

She remembered her escape all too clearly,
from the recurring dream that started it all to the moment she was
caught. Night after night, the dream had plagued her until she
became obsessed with the idea of flinging herself out the window of
her private quarters. Except that instead of plunging to her death
like she expected, she landed on all fours without a scratch or an
ounce of pain. She stood there for a second, her shock momentarily
taking away the desperation that brought her to attempt to take her
life. It was only when she opened her eyes and saw the world
glowing that she understood.

Her magic had saved her. She didn’t summon
it on purpose; it manifested itself in her time of need.

Just like before.

Speechless, Shiloh had caught one glance at
herself, barely registering the silvery glow that emanated from her
own body before taking off in a dash. She had run without rest from
sunup till sundown, barefoot, her lungs burning, her sore lips
cracking.

But in the end, it had been for nothing.
Master’s search squad inevitably caught her in the middle of the
night. Terror and desperation gripped her so tight, she lost hold
on her powers and tripped. That was their window, and they didn’t
hesitate to take it, coming at her from all sides, trying
everything from reason to intimidation to get her to go back
willingly. Sheer panic sent her into a frenzy, but when that proved
futile, something exploded inside her, and everything went
black.

Then she woke up here, with two skinwalkers
that she was not nearly as afraid of as she should be. And they
seemed equally unafraid of her for some reason. They hadn’t even
asked her about Master, though they clearly knew she came from an
estate.

What was this place? And how did she
end up there?

“I had no idea where I was running,” she
explained. “I was just trying to get away.”

“And you’re sure nothing was influencing you
to go in a specific direction?” he pressed. “Like a prophetic dream
for instance?”

That wasn’t a power Shiloh knew anything
about. She opened her mouth to ask about it but then stopped.
Levi’s gaze was fixed on her attentively, his head cocking to the
side with interest.

And suddenly, she knew why his eyes seemed
so familiar, why she wasn’t as afraid when she woke up. The dream
had actually started weeks before she actually jumped out the
window, on the first day she opened her eyes as a supernatural. She
hadn’t realized it at the time because only a fragment of it had
plagued her for the past few days.

It was more vivid than any dream she’d ever
had. She almost believed that she was actually in her room, looking
out her window at the vast desert expanse stretching out to the
horizon, until she climbed on the windowsill. That was the part
which replayed in the days before her escape. She always woke up
gasping for air as soon as her dream-self jumped out the
window.

However, that first night she’d had the
dream, it didn’t end there. Her body had fallen out of view, yet
the dream had continued without her, sliding out from the window
like a bird’s eye view. It glided over the desert at an inhuman
speed, crossing hundreds and hundreds of miles until it reached a
specific boulder at the edge of a hill. Standing at the top was a
figure too dark to make out its features clearly. When it turned to
her, she could only see its eyes, glowing the exact shade of green
as Levi’s.

That first night, Shiloh had brushed the
whole thing off as soon as she woke up. But now that was here, it
was too weird to be a coincidence.

Somehow, her dreams had been leading her to
Levi from the start.


CHAPTER
THREE






Now






The eerie silence was a bad sign, so Silver
stayed at a safe distance as she examined the target location from
afar.

Five stories high, the building might have
been a factory at one point, but it was abandoned a long time ago.
Signs of decay and overgrown vegetation surrounded the walls on all
sides, and the fire escape was rusty from years of neglect. Even
the surrounding area was empty, with no other buildings or any
signs of civilization as far as Silver could see. The nearest city
was behind her, a tiny blot in the distant horizon.

The walls of the factory weren’t thick
enough to shield her aura perception, so it was easy to find her
enemies’ exact location. There were five auras on the top floor,
four of which held hybrids’ signature purple glow. The last one was
human, sitting on the ground while the rest paced around them.

“They’ve got the human restrained on the top
floor,” Silver reported.

“The whole squad?” Remi asked.

As per Carl’s account, there had to be two
more hybrids. Silver scanned the rest of the building and quickly
found them positioned at the entrance. The extra brightness in
their signature indicated that they had shifted to their
supernatural form. This would make it harder to approach them
undetected, since shifting enhanced their senses.

“There are two at the entrance and four
guarding the hostage,” she said.

“Okay, that’s good, you can divide and
conquer, easy.”

She dropped her magic and turned to him
quizzically. “Aren’t you helping?”

The werewolf shook his head. “If this human
really is special, I have to do some digging and update Levi.
Besides, you don’t need me for this. Just let me know when you’re
done. Which reminds me…”

From his back pocket, he pulled out a black
burner phone and handed it to her. “Let me know when you’re done
and I’ll text you the drop-off location. And remember—”

“I know, I’ll keep it switched off until I
need it, and I’ll destroy it after. I’ve been doing this for years,
Rem. I can take care of myself.”

He smiled and patted her shoulder. Were it
anyone else, she would have pushed them off.

“I know you can,” he said softly. “Old
habits die hard, I guess.”

Silver gave him a tight-lipped smile and
mock-punched the side of his shoulder. “Stay safe.”

“You too.”

Once he was gone, Silver called on her magic
again and carefully started to move toward the hybrids at the
entrance, keeping her steps light. She might not be able to cover
her scent, but she would take any advantage she could.

When she was a few yards away, the hybrids
raised their heads, noses pointed in her direction. Though she was
still out of sight, they could tell where she was coming from. A
quick assessment of their body language told her that one hybrid
was less sure of himself than the other, taking on a more defensive
stance and standing a few steps behind his companion.

Without hesitation, Silver launched herself
full speed at them. They heard her footsteps now and bared their
teeth in a menacing growl. Within seconds, she was on them, and
they met her head-on.

They were fast, but she was faster and
anticipated how they would move. She’d fought hybrids only a
handful of times before, but she knew their techniques. They didn’t
usually concentrate on offensive attacks as much as vampires.
Instead, they moved in groups of two or more and relied on quick
evasions. Their focus was on immobilizing their opponent and then
having their best fighter incapacitate them.

In her rush to get to the harder target
first, she had underestimated the cowardly one, and he managed to
whack her on the head. Luckily, neither of them tried to go for her
weapon, and as soon as she was able so jump out of their reach, she
swiftly threw her staff at them. The stronger hybrid had quick
reflexes and was able to dodge it, but his companion was too slow
to react. A look of pure shock overtook his face when he was thrown
back, pinned to the wall with the blade piercing him in the
stomach.

The stronger hybrid was surprisingly quick
in getting back on his feet after that. He lunged in her direction,
but Silver simply ducked under his outstretched arm and reached for
her weapon with both hands. Bracing herself, she effortlessly swung
her body upward and out of reach. Then she flung her legs full
force at the hybrid, her heels landing on his chest and throwing
him back about a dozen feet. This momentary distraction gave her
the time she needed to finish off the hybrid she had pinned to the
wall, who was snarling at her and flailing his body around in an
attempt to get away. One quick slice of her weapon tore his heart
and silenced him for good.

The rest was easy. The other hybrid had
fallen unconscious on the ground. Silver walked toward him with
determination, staff poised and ready to strike. She stopped short
when his unconscious body shifted back to human form, and she was
suddenly blinded.

“Damn it,” she hissed and covered her
eyes.

She forgot about one unfortunate drawback of
using her powers specifically against these creatures.

In her defense, she hadn’t come across as
many hybrids in her life as she had other supernaturals. Vampires
were her usual opponents, and they only had one true form.
Skinwalkers had two forms, but they were born supernatural, so
their aura stayed the same, too.

Hybrids and werewolves, on the other hand,
had a slightly different aura when they went from one form to the
other. Levi once said that it was probably due to the fact that
they hovered somewhere between mortal and immortal. Their
individual signatures were there regardless, but their bodies
looked different. Their monstrous side was easy to look at with her
aura perception, but in human form, the glow of their aura faded,
and they appeared as though made of crystal. Shifting from one form
to the other would throw light in her pearly eyes and momentarily
blind her.

Once her eyesight adjusted, she glanced down
at the hybrid, squinting to get a good look at him. Something about
him was familiar. Since he was still unconscious, Silver risked
letting go of her magic for a moment to get a clear view of his
human form, but she instantly froze at the sight.

“Adam?” she whispered, horrified.

No answer, but it was definitely him. She
started to reach out as though to touch him, her fingers shaking,
but she quickly stopped. Her fist closed so tightly, the knuckles
turned white.

Why on earth was he a hybrid? The
last time she saw him, he was human, with little interest to change
that.

For a moment, Silver hesitated, debating her
options. As powerful as she was, her magic still had limits. When
she was in touch with it, she became stronger and could move things
just by thinking it. She could affect the mind and body—both hers
and other people’s—but the healing aspect of that power was limited
to non-lethal wounds and injuries. She couldn’t cure illnesses or
revert supernaturals back to human. There was a different way to do
the latter, but it wasn’t time for that yet.

All she could do for Adam was make him
forget he saw her and plant a false memory to convince him that he
had simply fallen asleep on watch. She also put him under hypnotic
sleep to keep him unconscious for a few more hours. She didn’t want
to take the chance of healing him in case he woke up and tried to
kill her again. Even old friends could become enemies, and he was
part of the squad that was hunting her.

When she was done, she felt like somebody
had strapped her to a rollercoaster and propelled her on the track
at super-speed. She waited a moment until it passed, as it always
did.

Then, with one last, regretful look at
Adam’s unconscious form, she turned her back and silently walked
away.


CHAPTER FOUR






Seven Years Ago

2 days after
escape






Despite Shiloh’s flabbergasted state, Levi
never once lost his composure. If anything, he was more relaxed now
that he was certain she hadn’t come to his territory on purpose. He
went to sit down next to her and laid his hands on his knees, palms
open in her direction, as though leaving it up to her whether to
take them or not.

“The way I see it, you have two options,” he
said. “You can leave here and keep running on your own, in which
case I promise, no one will stop you. We’ll even give you a fresh
pair of clothes and some supplies for your journey.”

Shiloh’s eyebrows drew closer together, and
she slowly met his gaze. “Why would you help me?”

“It’s what we do here.” He gestured toward
the door and made a sweeping motion to encompass the area outside
the hut. “This is a sanctuary for runaways like you.”

There had to be more to it than that, but
now wasn’t the time to find out.

Shiloh gulped and hugged herself
protectively. “Human runaways or supernatural ones?”

“Both. Anyone who leaves the supernatural
life and needs help getting back on their feet.”

Shiloh took a moment to mull his words
over.

On one hand, she shouldn’t be so quick to
let her guard down. If Levi decided to turn her over to Master, she
had no guarantee that her magic would save her again. The
skinwalker didn’t look dangerous, and he claimed to be on her side,
but with what little training she had in self-defense, she wouldn’t
be able to match him in a fight in case he turned on her.

On the other hand, there was no denying that
it was her own power that had brought her here. She hadn’t exactly
thought about what to do. There was no plan beyond escape and
survive.

Self-preservation won out in the end, and
she decided to follow the instincts urging her to trust the
skinwalker.

“The second option is to stay?” she
guessed.

Levi nodded once.

“For how long?”

He shrugged. “Until you’re ready to leave.
Meanwhile, you’ll have a place to stay and recover. You’ll be
safe.”

Safe.

The word had a gut-punch effect on her. Her
flight instincts had long since worn off, and the previous night’s
events finally started to replay in her mind. Her emotions were
also beginning to catch up quickly, threatening to drown her.

With a cough, she straightened up. “Can I
think about it?”

Her voice nearly shook with the effort not
to cry, but she kept it under control. Just because she didn’t fear
Levi didn’t mean she was ready to show vulnerability.

“Of course,” he assured her. “This will be
your room for now. Take your time to freshen up and change into
something more comfortable. We’ve laid out some clothing for you in
the bathroom. When you’re ready, come join us for breakfast.”

She gave him a grateful nod and lay back in
the bed, her shoulders touching the wall. After that, Levi stood up
and walked out, with the wolf named Quinn right on his heels.
Shiloh trembled with the effort of holding herself together until
their receding footsteps had faded.

Then, in a snap, she collapsed in on
herself, broken, uncontrollable sobs escaping her lips.

She cried for herself first, for the
childhood innocence she had lost when she was taken, and the human
family she still missed every day. For the pain she suffered
through during her year-long captivity. For the lover she lost
because of Master’s cruelty. For the months she endured before
finally seizing her chance at freedom.

But since she didn’t want to relive any of
it, she put the past out of her mind and instead cried for all the
innocent people she had left behind. What would happen to them now?
None of her friends knew she was going to escape—she herself hadn’t
known—but Master’s obsession with her surpassed reason. Would they
be punished in her place? No matter how dangerous it was for her to
stay, her freedom had come at a terrible cost that she never
wanted. She felt foolish for not considering all of this before
now.

She grieved for a long few minutes before
remembering that she had to pull herself together. She wasn’t out
of the woods just yet; she had a choice to make. She could sit
there wallowing in grief, or she could do something about it. Levi
told her she could stay as long as she needed, but she wasn’t about
to waste time while her friends remained prisoners.

Why couldn’t her magic have saved
everyone?

With a gasp, Shiloh’s sobs abruptly cut
off.

If she could control her powers, she
wouldn’t hesitate to barge into Master’s estate and free everyone.
She didn’t even know the extent of her new powers or what she was
capable of because of them. What little she had learned so far had
come from a natural instinct for self-preservation.

Resolve overpowered her grief, and she cast
a look about the hut. Her eyes landed on a small mirror above the
sink, and she swiftly marched to it. Her reflection was dirty and
disheveled, but she didn’t care about that right now. What mattered
was her eyes—wild and unblinking, but still hazel in color.

Shiloh had only seen the effects of her
magic on her eyes once, but now, she tried to will them to change.
She thought about the people she had left behind, concentrating on
her desperation to protect them and using that to build her
strength. After a moment, her magic finally responded, coursing out
from her heart and spreading through her entire body, bathing her
in a sense of comfort and power. She realized that she had been
subconsciously resisting it up until that point and instantly let
that feeling go.

When the magic reached her eyes, their hazel
color faded as the center irises dilated and changed to a brilliant
silver, like two perfect, round pearls.

A startled laugh escaped her lips, the sound
almost manic in its relief. When she blinked, she was pleased to
see that the act didn’t revert her eyes back to their human
color.

Her reflection was now glowing with that
silvery shimmer she had seen when she first jumped out the window
at the estate. Holding her hand out, she watched with fascination
as the glow brightened up her body.

Then, her hand turned into a fist. She
could do this.

She refused to run like a coward into a safe
corner while everyone she cared about in that wretched place
remained trapped. Her lover may be gone for good, but she wasn’t
going to let his loss be in vain, either.

Straightening up with a dangerous look in
her eyes, she felt her powers expanding and changing her on a much
deeper level, letting the old Shiloh crumble to make way for Silver
to rise.


CHAPTER
FIVE


Now


Silver’s pearly eyes scanned the floor above
her as she cautiously walked around the abandoned building.

There were only four people on the top level
now. A struggle seemed to have ensued between them as two of the
hybrids restrained the human while the third one watched. That was
odd, but Silver had no time to question it.

Suddenly, the last hybrid came crashing into
her from behind, causing her to yelp once in surprise before she
sprang into action, covering her head with both arms and waiting
for the crash. Her attacker’s massive form brought a section of the
wall crumbling down with them. They both fell in the debris, with
the man landing on top of Silver. It unwittingly protected her from
the rubble, but it also kept her trapped.

It was futile trying to get away, especially
when the man reached for her neck with both hands. Silver narrowly
stayed out of his grasp by using her own arms to push back against
his. It wouldn’t last long since he was evidently strong, but it
was enough to allow her to slip her legs between their bodies and
kick with every bit of strength she had in her. He screamed as he
flew back, waving his arms to keep his balance and landing a few
feet away.

While he was in the air, Silver went back on
her feet and wasted no time charging at him, her staff held
parallel to
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