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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I have never been so scared in my life.

      Yet, I know fear, as menacing as it happens to be, can also be cathartic, especially when it pushes you to change your life for the better.

      Three days after the events that took Skylar Ronson’s life and nearly left Jackson for dead, I stand at the foot of what used to be my property line in Red Wolf and look on at the scarred ground before me. Terrified about what is soon to occur, but knowing that circumstance has changed my outlook on life forever, I inhale a deep breath of the fresh, pine-scented air and try, with little success, not to doubt myself.

      This is it, I think, lifting my eyes to look at the tree line beyond. This is where you abandon everything you’ve known and loved…

      “And give in to the inevitable,” I then whisper, and try my hardest not to sigh.

      Unfortunately, it doesn’t work; and unfortunately, whoever’s just happened to step out of the Meadows family home has heard my suppressed lamentation.

      The only thing they can ask is: “Are you all right?”

      I turn my head to regard Zachariah Meadows—who, with his kind eyes, looks on with concern I know is born of unsurety over the matter at hand. It wasn’t that long ago that he was sending us off to college with hope in his heart and pride in his smile. Now he’s sending us to the Agency, where we will do only God knows what.

      “I… honestly don’t know,” I reply, before turning my head back to look at where my family home once stood. “It’s just… I feel so lost, Mister Meadows. And I’m not sure how to find my way back home.”

      “So you’ve come here,” he offers.

      I nod.

      The man ambles forward with the use of his cane, then exhales a breath through his nose before saying, “We all have burdens to bear, Oaklynn.”

      “I know. It’s just… why now? And why me?”

      “Maybe because you’re meant to do something more with your life?” he asks.

      I’d thought the same, once upon a time—when, as a student at Red Wolf High School, I’d longed to become a biologist or wildlife conservationist and make a change in not only Texas, but my world. Now that I stand here, though—in the now—I can’t help but wonder if carrying my childhood aspirations over to my adulthood was a mistake.

      It was never a mistake, the Light Wolf says.

      I settle my gaze upon her as she materializes from the dirt road and onto the scarred property line. Here, she lifts her head; and here, she surveys the lands where deaths occurred as a result of one young man’s violence. Then she turns her head to face me, and asks, Do you really believe that?

      It feels like it, I reply.

      She doesn’t respond. Instead, she turns her head to look back at the land where my true home once stood. They would be proud of your decision.

      My parents? I wait for her to nod before continuing. I still feel like my hand has been forced.

      Your hand was destined to be forced, Oaklynn Smith, whether you liked it or not.

      So destiny is a thing?

      ‘Destiny’ is as much a thing as ‘fate’ is—you either believe in it or you don’t.

      A frown tugs at my features.

      Zachariah sets a hand on my shoulder, says, “You should come inside and eat something.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “It’s supposed to storm, Oaklynn.”

      “I can handle a little rain.”

      Mister Meadows sighs, and says, “You should at least come in and rest. You have a long drive to Dallas ahead of you, even if you’re being escorted by one of the Hunters.”

      “Just… give me a few more moments. If that’s okay?”

      “That’s fine.”

      The sound of Zachariah’s footsteps, as they retreat to the far side of the road, leave me to consider everything that once was, could have been, and what will soon be.

      Through it all, I know that one thing is for certain:

      My life is about to inexplicably change once again.

      I can only hope, and pray, that I can handle it.

      

      There is a quiet respite from the hardships of not only the day, but the moment—when, in what was once my room within the Meadows family home, I lie in the bed that I once made my own, and consider the rafters that run across the ceiling. Desperate to find purpose in my loss, I try my hardest to fall asleep, but find that sleep is nearly impossible considering the storm raging in my mind.

      Tomorrow, I think, with a slow and steady exhale, it begins.

      “The start of my new life,” I then whisper, and close my eyes.

      Outside—in a world that I once knew but now feel is strange—a sprinkle of moisture begins to fall. Tapping softly on the windowpanes, in gentle beats, its rhythm gradually increases in pitch until finally the merciless staccato of rainfall begins.

      Normally, the sound of rain would not bother me. Today, however, it chills me to the bone, and summons memories of what had happened no more than a few days prior.

      The thunder⁠—

      The rain⁠—

      The people who were insane⁠—

      I try my hardest not to tremble in spite of everything I am feeling—and to keep from succumbing to my deepest, most darkest fears as a result—but find myself doing just that.

      Everything had gone so wrong—so horribly, horribly wrong.

      From Jackson’s possession, to Skylar’s involvement, to Dion and Xavier trying their hardest to assist me in spite of everything that could happen⁠—

      I see, in my mind’s eye, a vision of us stumbling upon that clearing in the middle of the rain…

      Only to find Skylar Ronson had already died.

      I want to scream. I want to cry out. I want to do each and every thing in my power to prevent myself from seeing the same thing again.

      But I can’t.

      No.

      As I stand there, in the middle of that thicket, I can see nothing but Skylar Ronson’s head bowed, his neck sliced open.

      It is only when I see a pair of red eyes looking back at me that I burst from the lands of semi-consciousness.

      Gasping, mercilessly, for either air or relief, I open my eyes to find that I am still in the Meadows family home, and safe as I can possibly be.

      Safe, I think, from the monsters outside our door.

      A knock comes at the door, startling me from thought.

      “Oaklynn?” Jackson asks. “Are you awake?”

      “Everything’s fine,” I reply, before reaching up to rub my eyes. I am not surprised when I find that I’ve been crying.

      “I asked if you were awake.”

      Damn.

      Now he’ll know that something is wrong.

      With a shake of my head, I roll my legs over the mattress, plant my feet on the ground, then lift my head to look out the window before saying, “You can come in.”

      The door opens. Jackson steps inside. He closes the door behind him, then turns his head to face me. “You’re crying,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I reply, and can’t help but sniffle. “I am.”

      He steps forward, hesitation in his gait, and waits a moment for me to respond before settling down on the bed beside me. “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be all right,” I reply. “Not after what happened in the woods.”

      “Oaklynn,” he says, careful to keep his voice gentle, as if any loud noise will startle me. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I’m partially responsible, Jackson.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Oaklynn—“

      “I’m the one who decided to try and date him,” I say. “I’m the one who got jealous of that blue-haired witch, and I’m the one who brought him into my life. Who didn’t turn him away. Who didn’t try to shrug him off. If I hadn’t have done that... and if I had maybe cut him off earlier… then maybe… just maybe…”

      I lower my head and sigh.

      “Maybe he’d still be alive,” I then finish.

      “There’s no guarantee that Skylar wouldn’t have tried to pursue you,” Jackson offers a short moment later. “So, you can’t lay all of the blame on yourself.”

      “That’s just it, Jackson. I don’t.”

      “Then why are you beating yourself up over this so much?”

      “Because everyone around me keeps dying!” I cry.

      Jackson doesn’t respond.

      “First it was my parents,” I say, and this time, can’t prevent the tears that follow, “then it was your grandmother. Now it’s Skylar. Who’s to say it won’t be you next? Or your dad?”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to either of us, Oaklynn.”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “How, though?”

      “Because I’m not going to let anything happen to anyone,” he replies.

      I sniffle. Lift my eyes to face him. Find that his gaze is nearly impenetrable in light of everything that has just been said.

      He extends a hand toward me—and though I want to do everything in my power to shy away, I know I cannot. For that reason, I settle into his touch, and lean against him as he wraps his arm around me.

      “We’re gonna be okay,” Jackson says after several long moments of silence. “I promise.”

      How he can promise something like that I can’t be for certain.

      In the end, though, I have to take his word by fate. Because if I don’t…

      I’m apt to drive myself insane.
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      I am unsure how I will sleep on this seemingly godforsaken night. Given the tumultuous rain that batters against the windowpane, and the devilish thoughts that happen to come along with it, I am surprised that I find myself even somewhat comfortable, let alone content.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I say, more to Belle, who is curled up alongside me, than to myself. “I promise you. It’s gonna be okay.”

      The transition from wakefulness to dream comes easily enough after a short while. Dream, however, is far more fickle, as with each passing second there could be any manner of minutes occurring, or hours dredging on. This is why, as I become aware of the fact that I am dreaming, I open my eyes.

      Where, I think, after a moment’s hesitation, am I?

      The world is dark, the temperature even colder. I see plumes of foggy breath escape from my lungs, and wonder, for a moment, where I could possibly be.

      I lower my eyes. Look at my feet. Take one small, tentative step⁠—

      Then I watch as light begins to flicker out from beneath my shoe like an echo throughout time.

      At first, I am unsure what is happening, as so consumed by shock am I that I can do little more than stare. However, the more time goes on—and the further the light expands—I realize that, like a man wiping dust from a thousand-year-old canvas, the world is being revealed to me.

      What, I think, is this?

      Your world, the Light Wolf says.

      I see, now, that I am standing in a wide open field, within which there is a sweeping plain of green grass. Above the sky is blue, and in the distance the trees are multicolored from fall. From flaming reds, to burnt oranges, to mahogany browns and more, I see all around me the world in a stupendous vision of glory.

      Looking at it is almost too much to bear. Yet, the euphoria I feel from looking, feeling, and being, is enough to make me delirious with pleasure.

      “Why are you showing this to me?” I ask the Light Wolf as she begins to trot before me. “What purpose does this serve?”

      It serves to show you the beauty of what is, she replies, and the chaos that could happen if it were lost.

      I lift my eyes to the sky to find that there is smoke creeping across the horizon.

      “What is this?” I ask. “What’s going on? What’s happening?”

      You will see soon, the Light Wolf says.

      A thunderous sound comes from the distance—and though at first I am unsure what it could be, I am soon witness to a mass exodus from the forests in the distance.

      First come the rabbits. Then come the birds. Then arrive the stags and does who with heads high and eyes wide go stampeding across the field. There are skunks next. Possums thereafter. Porcupines and chipmunks and squirrels and all of the other small animals there could be. There are just so many—so very, very many—and as their numbers grow, I realize that there is little chance for them to outrun whatever it is pursuing them⁠—

      And they are heading straight toward me.

      The irrational part of me wants to flee—to take to all fours like the animals coming toward me and run from the chaos that is soon to ensue. The other, more rational part knows that running would do me no good.

      So, I do what I feel is best.

      I stand still.

      As a massive stag draws forward, I pray to God and the Mother Wolf that I will be safe, then wait for the inevitable.

      It doesn’t come.

      Rather than strike me down, the stag, and all the other animals running with it, go around me, creating a typhoon of fur and flesh from all the creeping things that happen to exist upon the earth.

      Then I see what is approaching:

      A shadow, dark and mighty⁠—

      A form, so wicked and fierce⁠—

      A miasma of torment, gaseous flame⁠—

      As the animals who cannot run as fast as the wind are absorbed by the cloud of hate and pain, I hear their cries, their screams, and long to shout into the wind.

      “WHAT ARE YOU?” I scream. “REVEAL YOURSELF!”

      Then there is a laughter in the sky, and a voice that is saying, “I am the Inevitable.”

      

      Moments later, I awaken drenched in sweat—my heart pounding, my eyes watering.

      “What in the world?” I whisper, and turn my head to look out the window.

      Outside, the rain is still falling, its drumbeat like that of a small child tapping the windowpanes. Dusky light attempts to shine through the clouds, and though unable to pierce through the fog in full, lights the world enough to where I can just make sense of my surroundings.

      That field, I think, those animals, that voice⁠—

      All had come from the grounds just outside this home.

      But how?

      I am just about to rise and make my way to the window when a knock comes at the door.

      “Oaklynn?” Jackson asks from the other side. “You up?”

      “Yeah,” I say, running a hand across my face. “I’m up.”

      “Good. Scarlet called Dad—said they’d be here within the hour.”

      Great, I think. Just great.

      I shout a quick thanks to Jackson, then lean over to consider Belle—who, perched atop the windowsill, is watching the world in all its vicious glory.

      “You ready for our next adventure?” I ask.

      She turns her head to acknowledge me with bright green eyes, then trills and jumps to the floor, leaving me just enough time to trade places with her.

      As I rise, and as I begin to make my way about the room to prepare for Scarlet Jane and Shadow’s arrival, I find myself dwelling on the dream and what it could have possibly meant.

      Was it a prophecy, I think, of the future?

      Or was it just a nightmare?

      The Light Wolf did say that there was no such thing as destiny, just as there was not fate. But if that was the case: then why did I have such an ominous dream?

      “I’m sure a shrink could explain it,” I mumble, before slipping into the attached bathroom.

      After showering, brushing my hair and teeth, and applying the day’s minimal makeup, I emerge from the bathroom just in time to see Belle cautiously eyeing the cat carrier beside the door.

      “Yeah,” I say, though reluctantly at that. “We’re moving. Again.”

      She blinks, then lowers her ears upon my approach.

      I have just finished securing her in her carrier when the sound of a vehicle’s engine enters my wheels.

      Well, I muse. Here goes nothing.

      I lift my pack in one hand, Belle’s carrier in the other, and then make my way out the bedroom door.

      Down the hall stands none other than Scarlet Jane. Dressed in a black raincoat, and with her hood over her head, the Hunter lifts her eyes to face me, and offers a small yet determined nod as she says, “Hello, Oaklynn.”

      “Hello,” I manage, though meekly at that.

      “Are you ready to head out?”

      I offer a small, tentative nod.

      Jackson—who emerges from the kitchen with a sandwich in hand—offers a slight frown as he considers me, but quickly disguises it by wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He turns his eyes to his father soon after. “I’m sorry we have to leave so soon, Dad.”

      “It’s better you left now,” Zachariah Meadows replies from his place against the wall, “before the storm gets any worse.”

      “It’s gonna get worse,” Scarlet says. “I can feel it.”

      Though I long to ask if she can sense the weather as well, I decide to keep my mouth shut and approach Zachariah Meadows slowly. “Thank you, sir.”

      “For what, Oaklynn?”

      “Everything.”

      The man offers a short nod, then leans forward and sets a hand on my shoulder. “You kids’ll do fine at the Agency. I know it.”

      “Yeah,” Jackson says. “We’ll be all right. Won’t we, Oaklynn?”

      I offer him a nod that’s more for his sake than for my own. I still have my doubts about the whole thing.

      With one last nod, Scarlet Jane turns to face the door and says, “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Bye, Dad,” Jackson says, offering his father one last hug before turning to grab the umbrella by the door. “I’ll try and call when I can.”

      “Don’t worry if you can’t,” Zachariah says—and though I know he means to be comforting, a part of me wonders if he, too, fears for what the future might hold, now that me and Jackson’s existences have just expanded all the more.

      Within moments, Scarlet is stepping up to the doorway.

      Jackson and I follow shortly thereafter.

      Outside—in the cold and bitter rain—Jackson extends the umbrella and waits for it to fully expand before gesturing me forward. “Ladies first.”

      “Thanks,” I offer.

      “I was talking about Belle,” he says.

      “Oh, gee. Thanks.”

      He offers a small smirk before stepping up alongside me.

      Though it takes only moments to reach Scarlet’s RV, it feels like we have just passed over a tremendous river, within which there are many monsters, many dangers.

      For a moment, I feel as though I will break.

      Slowly, though, I come to the realization that I must remain strong—if not for me, then for Jackson and Belle.

      Once Scarlet has popped the RV’s door open, she enters the vehicle, then turns her head and offers a hand—not, I see, to me, but for Belle’s carrier. “You’ll need to use your hands,” she says.

      I pass Belle off to her—much to the cat’s distress—and carefully take hold of the railing before hauling myself into the RV.

      Once Jackson is inside, I turn my head to face the driver’s seat, only to find that Shadow is watching with a soft yet determined gaze.

      “Are we ready?” the Wiper asks.

      “I believe so,” Scarlet replies. “Unless the two of you need anything else?”

      “No. We don’t,” I say. Jackson can only nod in response.

      With that, Scarlet leans down, secures the RV’s door into place, then locks it and says, “Let’s get out of here.”

      I turn my head to look out one of the long windows, only to find that Zachariah Meadows has come to stand beneath the porch’s small awning.

      “You think we made the right decision?” I ask as the man lifts a hand to wave.

      “I don’t think we had much choice,” Jackson replies, before waving back at his father.

      “But did we make the right decision?” I ask once more.

      “I hope so,” my friend says.

      Hope.

      It is a word that has become synonymous with existence of late—that desire, that need for security. For comfort. For realization.

      As Shadow starts the vehicle and begins to drive from the outskirts of Red Wolf, Texas—and as the RV cuts through the fog like a glimmering sword in the night—I find myself dreading what the future may hold.

      Remember, a part of me says. You’re doing it for him.

      Him.

      Skylar Ronson—the man who didn’t get a chance at life.

      With that thought firmly in mind, I settle down on one of the RV’s love seats, then lean back and close my eyes.

      Though I long to do nothing more than sleep, I fear that the dream, as ominous as it had been, will swiftly return.

      So, I do the next best thing I can.

      I wait.

      

      And wait I do—for several long, agonizing hours. Through mud and rain, through traffic and pain, we make our way along a long stretch of highway toward our single destination:

      Dallas, Texas.

      I have never been so far west, and though I know that we are leaving the east to secure our futures and hopefully make a difference, I cannot shake the idea that something ominous will soon occur.

      It was a dream, I tell myself. You know it was.

      Still—dream or not, it has not dulled the edge I feel along my spirit, my spine, or my brain. Sharp as a knife, and dangerous as could be, it threatens to pierce my emotions at any moment, and thus reveal the worry I harbor within me. It’s enough to make me feel completely, and utterly, paranoid.

      Thankfully, the people around me have not taken notice of my emotional state. While beside me Jackson sleeps with his arms crossed and his head hanging down, in the driver’s and passengers seats Shadow and Scarlet sit quietly—the Wiper with his eyes on the road, Scarlet with her head in a book. Belle’s carrier rests in the groove between them.

      “Are you all right?” Scarlet asks, without even lifting her head from her hardcover.

      “How did you—“ I start.

      But Scarlet cuts me off by saying, “You learn to know when people are watching you, especially after you’ve become a Hunter.”

      Jackson snorts in his sleep.

      I, not wanting to bother him by speaking too close to his ear, rise and make my way down up the aisle to where Belle sleeps soundly in her pet taxi.

      When I come to stand beside them, Scarlet dog-ears a page and slaps the hardcover shut. “What’s up, Oaklynn? You seem restless.”

      “Another one of your learned intuitions?” I ask.

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      “It’s just… I’m not sure what exactly is going to happen come time we arrive at this… well... Agency. I mean… what exactly can we do to help?”

      “You might get paired up with someone,” Scarlet offers, “sort of like a double agent.”

      “But I wouldn’t be a Hunter,” I say.

      “No. You wouldn’t.”

      Shadow—who has remained silent this whole time—clears his throat to say, “Shifters are incredibly useful in the field.”

      “How much good is a wolf shifter going to be in Texas, though?”

      “That I cannot tell you.”

      I sigh. “Great. I’ve just left home for the second time and already I feel like my life is meaningless.”

      “Hey,” Scarlet says, rotating in her seat to face me. “Your life is not meaningless.”

      “It sure feels like it.”

      “I say it’s not because, if it were, the forces that be wouldn’t have bothered with you.”

      “So… you’re saying that my life means something… all because of the events that have taken place.”

      “Exactly.”

      I sigh. “That sure makes me feel better.”

      “You’ll learn to adapt eventually, Oaklynn. I mean… I wasn’t always the Hunter you see before you. I came from roots like yours.”

      “But you’re stronger than me.”

      “That may be true in some senses, but in others?” Scarlet tsks and shakes her head. “You were blessed by the Mother Wolf. You were a mortal given unparalleled magical powers. Can you imagine what some people would do with that kind of power?”

      “A lot of things,” I muse, more to myself than to Scarlet herself.

      “You just need to have a little faith in yourself, Oaklynn, and know that, regardless of how you feel in the present, that your feelings on the matter will also pass.”

      This too shall pass, I remembered once reading.

      With a nod, I turn my head to look out the front windshield⁠—

      Only to find that the turnoff for Dallas, Texas is looming in the distance.

      “Welcome home,” Shadow says at my side.

      “Yeah,” I whisper. “Welcome home.”
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