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      IN THE TEMPLE RUINS

      A figure in a long gray cloak stands at the edge of the tree line, her face obscured by a mask made of bone and metal, antlered and sharp. Orange light from the fires reflect off the surface, pulling all sound with it.

      Not that any birds sing near the ruins. This place reeks of emptiness and death.

      She steps forward, presses a palm on the gnarled bark of the sacred tree. After an eon, it still bleeds. Rivulets of thick, red sap ooze down the trunk, pooling in the roots like old blood refusing to dry. No animals chatter here. No wind dares to stir the blackened banners nailed to crumbling stone. Only the crackling flames in the iron bowls give light to the scene, and even that seems reluctant.

      “The young hybrid has moved,” says the acolyte, her young voice too loud, her torch too bright. “She left the security of the town last night.”

      The masked leader does not respond. Behind them, another figure emerges from the shadows. Older with a weathered face. Robed in dark green, the sleeves lined in gold thread so worn it’s barely noticeable in the firelight. “She’s hunting for answers. Just like her mother.”

      The leader tilts her head. “And we know how that ended.”

      “Not soon enough.” The elder straightens her back. “But this one is moving faster. The blood remembers.”

      The acolyte shifts nervously. “She’s left the werewolf and her father behind.”

      “Good,” the leader murmurs. “That works to our advantage. Her being alone will make the breaking cleaner, quicker. Certainly easier.”

      The elder steps forward, gaze fixed on the large map stretched across a scorched altar stone. Names of villages, family lines, old blood trails are scrawled in faded ink, but one name pulses like a wound, still oozing.

      Eira.

      The leader draws a dagger from her belt then places the blade gently over the name. “We missed our chance with the mother. We won’t with the daughter.”

      “She’s already shifted,” says the elder, almost with regret. “The line is reawakening.”

      “A huntress. But she doesn’t know what that means yet. Nobody does, given she’s the first. A female hunter is more dangerous and unpredictable than any hunter before her. There’s been a shift with the hybrid combinations coming together, and it’s something none of us fully understand. Not her, and not us.”

      The acolyte clears her throat, the noise jarring. “Doesn’t that mean she’s activated the loophole?”

      Neither of the other two respond, which is her answer.

      An eternity seems to pass before the elder finally speaks. “And if she tries to break the hunter’s curse?”

      The leader finally turns, antlered mask gleaming with the firelight. “Then she’ll discover there are far worse things than dying.”

      The elder gives a slow nod. “The solstice draws near.”

      The masked one lifts the dagger, and with one clean motion, slashes the blade across Eira’s name. “Neither hunter will survive the midnight death match. Chaos and death will rule again.”
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      EIRA

      My sword hums, indicating danger. I can feel it more than hear it, as if standing too close to lightning just before it strikes. The etchings along the blade’s edge glow softly, pale and threading through the grooves like veins of starlight. Ancient runes pulse with each beat of my heart, whispering secrets in a language older than memory.

      Interestingly, my palm isn’t glowing. Apparently, there aren’t any evil fae nearby. But something’s awry, or my sword wouldn’t be acting up.

      I tighten my grip until my knuckles go white. My palm is slick with sweat despite the bitter cold, and I can feel the weapon’s power thrumming against my skin like a second pulse. The blade seems hungry, eager. It wants blood.

      I scan the tree line, every shadow a potential threat. The forest is still, quieter than it should be at dawn. No birds sing their morning songs. No wind rustles the branches. Even the insects aren’t making a sound. The silence is so complete it feels like a held breath, like a threat is hiding somewhere. Something unnatural.

      The air smells like snow and copper—old blood, spilled magic, and the sickly-sweet stench of decay.

      My breath ghosts in front of me as I kneel, knees protesting the frozen ground, and press two fingers to the dirt. The earth should be frost-hard. Instead, it’s warm. The heat pulses against my fingertips like a fever, and when I pull my hand away, my fingertips come back stained with something that might be mud but looks like blood.

      Something was here. Whatever it was left the ground itself scarred.

      I follow the sword’s pull through a thicket of frostbitten brambles, each step careful. The thorns catch at my pants, tiny claws trying to hold me back. My newly discovered wolf side prowls restlessly beneath my skin, wanting to run on four legs instead of two, yearning to fight with fangs and claws instead of steel. The change burns just beneath the surface—an ache in my bones, a fire in my blood—but I keep it leashed for now. This isn’t the place for that. It’s too new, too unpredictable. This place calls for precision. For careful, deadly calm where I’m at the top of my game.

      When I break through the trees, I freeze at the sight but quickly recover and raise my weapon.

      A clearing scorched into the ground, a perfect circle with the topsoil blackened and cracked like a desert floor. At the center stands a vile totem. My stomach lurches with recognition and revulsion—a twisted sculpture of bone and blackened antler, tied together with what can only be sinew. Carved symbols writhe and shift when I’m not looking directly at them. Red sap pools at the bottom like blood, thick and viscous, seeping either from the earth or the idol.

      The metallic tang grows stronger. My mouth waters with the wolf’s hunger for the hunt, and I step closer. My sword’s glow intensifies, its light reflecting off the twisted bones like fireflies trapped in amber. The weapon grows heavier, and the mesmerizing magic thrums louder now, with a low harmony that resonates in my chest and sets my senses on fire.

      “What are you?” I whisper to both the totem and the malevolent presence that seeps from every shadow.

      The metal of my blade vibrates, perhaps in response. Its runes flare brighter, and for only a moment, I can almost understand them. Almost hear the words they’re trying to speak.

      A twig snaps behind me. The sound cuts through the unnatural silence like a knife.

      My heart hammers. Every muscle tightens. I whip around, sword at the ready. The blade’s light cuts through the gloom, revealing⁠—

      Him.

      My father steps from the shadows between the trees, silent and stealthy. His dark dreadlocks are streaked with silver, and new lines bracket his mouth, carved by months of watching me walk toward my destruction. His face is calm, unreadable as a rock, but I recognize tension in the set of his shoulders, the careful distance he maintains, the way his hand rests near the hilt of his own hunter’s sword.

      When our gazes lock, he moves his hand from his weapon.

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone.” His voice carries the weight of every one of his hundred and fifty years of life.

      I don’t lower my sword. Can’t. The wolf in me recognizes a threat, and right now, everything remains a threat, even with his presence.

      “They’re hunting you now,” he adds.

      Something in his tone makes my blood run cold. He doesn’t mean the casual hunters who’ve always stalked our family in search of glory and gold. He refers to something else. Something worse.

      “Rumors of the first huntress have spread far and wide. Fae and human alike are terrified by this new shift. The Circle has issued the death warrant. Every hunter from here to the coast will be coming for you. And this time...” His voice catches, just barely, just enough to reveal the father beneath the hunter. “This time, they mean to finish it.”

      His words settle like a boulder in my chest. This is what I’ve been preparing for, and he’s confirmed my fears. It’s good I’m used to being the odd one out—more than that. Different. Hated.

      I thought I’d have more time to get ready.

      The sword pulses in my grip, responding to my resolve, and its light flares bright enough to banish every shadow in the clearing. My words come out steady despite the fear clawing at my throat. “Let them try.”

      My father’s eyes reflect that light, dark and sad and proud all at once. “We’ll do this together. They’ll have to go through me before getting to you.”

      But the unspoken words that settle between us are far more terrifying than what we’ve actually voiced.

      We’re under the hunter’s curse. Destined to kill or be killed. There can only be one mature hunter at a time.

      Regardless of what we want, one of us will ultimately be forced to send the other to the grave. He’s been training these months knowing the skills he’s giving me could be exactly what ends him.

      However, I’m determined to find a loophole. I don’t care that every other hunter has killed his father—including Einar.

      The curse of my bloodline ends with me.

      One way or another.
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      The wind shifts as soon as we near Einar’s home. My home. Even after a few months, it’s still a foreign thought. In my bones, the old farm from which I’ve been banished is still home. I ache to return to my younger siblings. They need to know they’re halflings and will awaken their werewolf side should they kill a human or a fae.

      Leif, the oldest of my half-siblings, is my biggest concern. He has a fiery temper equal to his father’s. Gunnar, my stepfather, doesn’t know what patience is. Tolerance and compassion are foreign concepts to him. He tried to sell me to the highest bidder the moment my mother took her last breath.

      My hunter blade stirs against my side, pulling me from my thoughts, its metal still but its magic active. I glance toward Einar, who says nothing. He’s been quiet since the clearing. His silence is equal parts unnerving and calming. He has a steady strength and perfect confidence which often helps me focus.

      Before us, the stone home carved into the mountain face rises from mist and cliff like a watchful sentinel. Above, a shadow arcs across the clouds.

      Sapphire.

      She circles, dives, her orange scales catching what little sun is left. A glint in her eye belies her innocence—she knows what a terrifying sight she is. Like a falling flame, she lands on the outer perch, wings stretching wide before folding with grace. Her intelligent gaze stops on Einar first, then me.

      I nod to her, hand still resting on my sword. She releases a low, rattling huff.

      A second dragon glides silently above us. Midnight black, wings outstretched like smoke across the sky. Vash. He doesn’t land but soars overhead with purpose.

      We reach the stairway then ascend, boots echoing off the carved steps. No words between us.

      When we get to the door, it’s already open. Harek stands inside, leaning against the entry arch with his arms crossed, brow furrowed. His cloak is damp, boots muddy. His expression shifts when he sees us—relief first, then something sharper.

      “Where have you been?” His gaze lands on me, and he sniffs. “You smell like old blood and burned bone.”

      “Good to see you too.”

      My best friend doesn’t even crack a smile. “We have a problem.”

      Einar and I follow Harek through the outer hall, past the twin hearths flanking the entry. Sapphire’s claws click against the balcony outside, a low rumble following us like thunder from a brewing storm.

      Harek leads us into the map room. It’s one of my father’s favorites, with a domed ceiling that flickers with fae lights. They shimmer over a table carved from black stone, its surface etched with maps of the surrounding regions.

      My friend tosses a folded cloth onto the center of the map. A charcoal sketch unrolls across the borders of the town of Mirendel, where we now live. The lines are harsh and coiled in a shape that makes my stomach clench.

      I know it before it’s fully revealed.

      “The totem.” My words barely come out above a whisper.

      Harek nods, tapping one of the glyphs near the center. “Not just any totem. This one’s meant for blood fracture.”

      “Where did you… When…” I struggle to form a complete sentence. “But you weren’t there!”

      He stares at me. “You’ve seen it?”

      “We were just there. When did you see it?”

      “From a vision.”

      My mouth falls open, but my voice won’t cooperate. My mind is too busy trying to make sense of it. Harek had a vision of the site Einar and I stumbled upon?

      There’s no way that’s a coincidence.

      My father moves beside me, studies the lines. “Ritual design. Very old. Possibly pre-hunter era.”

      I glance up, finding my voice. “What does it do?”

      “Targets bloodlines,” Harek answers. “Tears them apart, making legacy magic inert. If it’s strong enough, it can erase a line from existence. Not by killing it, but by nullifying it.”

      My stomach does acrobatics. “Someone wants to eliminate the hunter line.”

      The map flickers as my blade shifts at my side. The sigils are quiet now, but I remember how they glowed, how the metal thrummed when I was near the clearing.

      They want my father and me gone. Not just dead. Undone.

      Einar speaks at last, voice low. “We need to find the ritualists behind this. And we need to find them before they finish what they’ve started.”

      The walls seem to close in, the air is tight and thin. I step away from them, gasping. “I need some space.”

      Harek’s eyes widen. “Eira⁠—”

      I run.

      Desperate footsteps sound, but then they stop as quickly as they started. My father tells Harek to let me be. My friend argues, but can’t truly stand up against the fae hunter.

      I slip through the corridors, slowing as I put more distance between them and me. My fingers trail grooves in the wall—old etchings, almost worn away by time. They were probably meant for protection. Did they ever work? Might they still?

      Sapphire’s shadow crosses a window then disappears. Vash isn’t in sight.

      My room still smells faintly of my mother—lavender, summer storms, and steel. A candle on the far shelf flickers as I enter. I close the door before lighting another. The tiny flames glow, their light bouncing against the carved walls and making shadows dance across the ceiling like memories I can’t quite reach.

      The chest waits for me in the corner of a closet, tucked behind old fabric.

      My mother’s Secret Keeper’s chest. It was in this very spot I last heard her voice. At least, I think it was her voice. It felt like her speaking to me in my mind.

      I should try reading the etchings again. That was when I heard… what I heard. Taking a deep breath, I kneel then pull up the latch. When the lid lifts, a pulse of warmth greets me, soft as breath.

      After carefully removing the teal petals, I pick up the wolf sword. Turn it around. The etchings nearly knock me back.

      
        
        The Secret Keeper’s Shield.

        It protects the bearer of the secrets.

        The bearer protects those entrusted to her.

        If you can read these words,

        You are her.

      

        

      
        You have been entrusted with much.

        Your blood carries the necessary magic.

        Follow it, protect those in your care.

        Be brave, be strong.

        You have no other choice.

        Everyone depends on it.

      

      

      I read them aloud. Wait.

      Nothing.

      Disappointment washes through me. I must’ve only been able to activate the voice the first time I spoke the words.

      But I remember. My mother’s voice told me to tell no one.

      Not Harek? Or my father? She trusted Harek and his family with her other secrets. Surely, I can tell him. Unless she didn’t tell anyone at all.

      She certainly kept everything from me. That my father is the fae hunter, that we come from a unique line of werewolves, that she’s some kind of keeper of secrets.

      I’ve pushed all of this from my mind for the last few months. It’s easier to keep a secret hidden from my best friend when it’s out of my thoughts altogether.

      It isn’t fair of my mother to expect me to hold this alone. And it definitely wasn’t right of her to keep everything from me—so many things that make all the difference in my life. I don’t understand why she would’ve done this to me.

      “Speak to me!”

      The last line of the first section glows: You are her.

      I barely resist the urge to throw the shield. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      The third line lights up: The bearer protects those entrusted to her. Then the second: It protects the bearer of the secrets.

      Does that mean I’m supposed to protect my loved ones, and the sword will protect me?

      The very last line glows: Everyone depends on it.

      My mind races to understand the hidden messages. Then something clicks into place, and I think I understand. At least, I hope I do.

      I hold up the sword, again looking at the etchings on the back. “It isn’t that I need to keep the contents of the chest secret, it’s that I have to find the real secrets and use them to protect others.”

      The entire message glimmers.

      Hopefully that’s a yes. I’m taking it as such, and I’m finally going to tell Harek and my father about this. It can’t be a coincidence that I’ve found this and now there appears to be a movement to eradicate Einar and me.

      The shield rests heavy in my hands. It isn’t like my hunter sword, but somehow it’s a perfect match. I carry it down to the map room where Harek and Einar sit in silence. Sapphire is perched outside the window, one eye visible through the high window slit, watching as if she’s eager to hear our plans.

      Both my father and Harek glance between me and the shield.

      I lay the shield on the table between them. “I found this in a chest amongst my mother’s things. I’m not only a hunter and a werewolf, but the Secret Keeper, too.”

      It’s laughable that I spent my entire life thinking I was nothing more than a boring human.

      Harek doesn’t blink. “You… but…” He shakes his head. “This shouldn’t surprise me.”

      My father looks deep in thought, then he leans in, studying the wolf carving. His hand hovers over it, brows furrowing. “Looks fae-forged. Reinforced, not ornamental.”

      I turn it over and wait for them to read the message.

      Both of their expressions are blank.

      My heart sinks. “Read it!”

      Einar leans closer. “The scratch?”

      I trace the lines with one finger, my pulse kicking up. “No, the poem.”

      Silence.

      Harek meets my gaze. “There’s nothing there.”

      Einar slowly straightens. His gaze moves past me, unfocused.

      It all makes sense. I’m the only one who can even see it.

      Meaning I shouldn’t read it to anyone. At least not until I know more.
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      The forest is on fire, but it doesn’t burn. Teal and gold flames climb up the sides of trees cracked and jagged with age. Their trunks glow like lanterns, and leaves fall in slow spirals of light. The fire doesn’t give off any heat or smoke. Just the sound of crackling bark and a pulse of life.

      I step forward. The moss underfoot is soft and oddly warm. Water runs somewhere in the distance, sounding beyond the crackling fire.

      Then she appears before me.

      My mother stands at the center of it all, her cloak fluttering in a wind I can’t feel, and her eyes shine with that same impossible fire—teal rimmed with gold. Her face is exactly how I remember it. Not softened by memory or faded by grief. But real.

      I try to speak, but no sound comes. Try to reach for her.

      She raises a hand to steady me. Then she says a single word, quiet and clear.  “Loophole.”

      Her voice echoes like a ripple through snow, and everything trembles. The trees lean toward her. The fire folds inward. She takes a step back, fading, dissolving into light.

      “No!” I reach for her.

      Then I wake. I bolt upright, heart thundering like I’ve run for hours.

      Disappointment rushes through me like a harsh winter storm. It was all just a dream… yet somehow she seemed as real as my own hands in front of me now. Like she was back from the dead.

      But no. It wasn’t real. Just wishful thinking. Me missing her, wanting her back.

      The room is dark but alive with silver moonlight. The fire’s gone out, but I can still hear the crackle from the dream in my ears, though there isn’t any flame here. Just stone and silence and the ache in my chest that never seems to go away.

      I miss her so much. The ache comes sudden and sharp, like it always does when I stop guarding against it. I miss everything about her, but most of all, the way she used to sit beside me, no words passing between us but somehow making it feel like she said everything I needed to hear.

      Before the grief becomes too much to bear, I slide out of bed, wrap a thin blanket around my shoulders, then cross the room barefoot.

      The shield leans in the corner where I left it, propped beneath the window where the light hits just right at night. I crouch beside it, tracing the edge of the carved wolf with the tips of my fingers.

      My mother held this. She carried it. Bled on it. Fought for it.

      Now it’s mine.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “But I’m trying. I want to follow our path, to learn everything I need to. There has to be a reason you didn’t tell me anything when you were alive. Is each Secret Keeper supposed to figure everything out on her own?”

      Silence is my only answer, not that I actually expected anything more. That doesn’t stop the gnawing disappointment which continues to pull at me in these quiet moments in the night. I can keep myself busy all day and push aside my pain, but it will wake me in these wee hours and force me to face my thoughts.

      Some things refuse to be ignored, and clearly grief is one of them.

      I set my hand on the center of the metal, let it warm beneath my skin. Not glowing or humming. Just solid.

      Something catches my attention. Teal, like the fire in my dream.

      Petals.

      Fragile, scattered across the floor like someone placed them where they are. But no one’s been here. Or have they? These have to be the ones from the chest. This color is so rare.

      My stomach drops, my breath hitches. Swallowing, I scoot closer for a better look.

      Its pattern steals my breath. The petals’ arrangement is purposeful, intentional. They form a single word.

      Loophole.

      I stare, my voice caught in my throat.

      They weren’t there before.

      I reach out, touch one. It crumbles into dust.

      Horrified, I leap back. The blanket falls loosely around me. When it lands, a puff of air sends the petals dancing upward. They flutter down, land haphazardly. The word is gone.

      But the image is burned into my memory.

      I sink to the floor, wrapping my arms around my knees. Moonlight spills through the window, catching the dust where the petals were placed.

      Loophole.

      It’s not just a word. It’s a message. But from who? The obvious answer is my mother, but how? And why now? What does she expect me to do? She’s gone, and I’m still here, fumbling through mysteries of a life she never explained to me.

      Does she know I’m looking for a loophole to the hunter’s curse? More than anything, I want to get around that so I don’t lose my only remaining parent.

      We just found each other. I can’t kill him. Won’t. And I know he won’t kill me. Though the curse dictates one of us will die a slow and painful death if we don’t take care of it the ‘honorable’ way.

      Honor. I laugh bitterly. Where’s the honor in a parent and child fighting to the death?

      Is there another loophole my mother is trying to tell me about? Something to do with the Secret Keeper’s chest and its contents?

      I should have asked her why she didn’t tell me about any of this. Next time I will.

      The shield rests against the wall, quiet now. It doesn’t glow, doesn’t hum. Simply sits there, mysterious and heavy.

      Everything about my mother feels like that. Legacy, secrets, and pressure she never had time to pass down all settle on me like a stone cloak I never had time to prepare for.

      Yet she chose to leave it all for me.

      And now this dream. Is the word a warning? Or is she pushing me forward in the direction I’m already headed?

      I press my forehead to my knees and close my eyes. Draw in a deep breath. What am I supposed to do with a loophole if I don’t even know what it’s about?

      There’s only one way to get the answers I need. I climb back into bed, shut my eyes. Squeeze them tight, roll over, then again. But sleep won’t come.

      I pull a blanket over my eyes and try to will the dream back. Picturing the forest and fire, I focus on my mother’s voice. I hold onto the way she looked, standing in that burning grove like she was part of the scenery. Like they were one.

      I whisper her name. Then again.

      Nothing.

      The moon slips across the sky while I toss and turn, the word “loophole” echoing in my head like a riddle I can’t solve. My hand finds the shield beside the bed. Cool to the touch and still just a shield.

      Eventually, I stop trying to sleep.

      I swing my feet to the floor, pull on a cloak and shoes, then go into the hallway, quiet save for the faint sound of wind slipping through the cracks in the walls. Dragons shift somewhere above, evident by a low growl and the heavy creak of talons against roof tiles.

      Einar’s in the study, where he often is when I can’t sleep. Sometimes I wonder if he ever rests.

      He doesn’t look up right away, just turns a page in the book he’s reading, his silver-streaked dreadlocks falling around his face. “You’re not the first to go looking for her in dreams.”

      I jolt at his words. “Excuse me?”

      His silence is unnerving, and I struggle to wait for his reply. I’ve learned he’s a deep thinker and rarely answers quickly, unless he’s already put a lot of thought into something.

      To keep from losing my mind, I focus on the fire in the hearth which casts flickering light across the walls. Books are stacked on the table, a half dozen open to pages marked with glyphs and diagrams.

      My father doesn’t look up. He just turns another page, his voice low and steady. “She used to wake the same way. Eyes wide, hair a little wild. It was like she was still trying to carry her dream into the waking world.”

      I step inside. “What do you mean by ‘not the first’?”

      He glances at me then, eyes dark and unreadable. “I mean your mother dreamed in ways most don’t. She said her visions came wrapped in fire and silence. Symbols instead of answers. I didn’t know what to make of them. And I knew never to push.”

      “She said a word.” I step closer. “In my dream, I mean. Just one word.”

      He sets the book down and looks directly into my eyes. “What was it?”

      “Loophole.”

      That gets his attention. His expression shifts—his brows tightening, jaw flexing as if the word stings more than it should. “She said that to me once,” he murmurs. “But not like that. It was an argument.”

      I wait for him to continue.

      “She was angry. It wasn’t long after we met, while she was still healing. I asked her about the hunter’s curse because I wanted to know if she believed there was a way out of it. She seemed to know a lot about that type of thing, and I thought the only way we could have a future together was if I broke the blasted curse.”

      “What did she say?” I realize my fists are clenched and relax them.

      His voice lowers. “She said there’s always a loophole. But someone always pays for it.”

      My mind reels. Sitting across from him, I swallow a thousand unasked questions teasing the tip of my tongue.

      He shakes his head slowly, looking lost in an old memory. “I thought it was just deflection. But now…”

      Now he’s wondering if it wasn’t.

      The fire snaps between us.

      Finally, I speak. “Do you think she found one?”

      He meets my gaze, and this time, there’s no distance in his eyes. Just quiet grief.

      Something we share, but for a different past. Different experiences with my mother.

      Einar clears his throat. “I think she spent much of her life looking. She wouldn’t have kept you and me apart if she hadn’t been. Tyra wanted us to know each other, I’m sure of it. But she didn’t want us to face the curse.”

      “Yet here we are.”

      He nods. “Yes, we certainly are.”
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