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Prologue: Shattered Glass 
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“Wolf! Wolf!” I cried, staring as the beast stepped out from the edge of the forest.

It had begun like any other ordinary day. My mother and I were hanging the laundry, listening to the damp sheets snap in the wind. We waited for the men to return from the valley fields below. Although we had heard stories of attacks on the livestock, we never imagined a wolf would be bold enough to enter the village.

I kept screaming, hoping someone would hear me, but the valley was too far and my voice too weak. I knew the other women would be too frightened to come to our aid. We were completely alone.

I studied the beast before me. He was as black as the midnight sky, without a single trace of white. He was larger than any wolf I had ever seen, yet there was something unnervingly young in his frame. His eyes were yellow amber, with something ancient and predatory lurking within them. The creature studied me as well. He tilted his head slowly and narrowed those golden eyes, as if memorizing my face. It felt wrong—how could a wild animal take the time to study its prey before devouring it?

The wolf growled, ready to strike. I tried to scream again, but fear silenced me and shock froze me in place. I saw him crouch, muscles tensing for the kill. I was six years old. I thought it would be my last day on earth. I stared at him, waiting for the bite. I didn’t move. I only hoped it would be quick.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother move. Before I could blink, she leapt forward and used her body as a shield. She didn’t say a word—she simply became a barrier between me and those sharp teeth.

I sat there, horrified, as the wolf tore into her. I watched the life drain from her body as blood covered the wolf’s dark muzzle. I was too shocked to move or make a sound. Before the wolf could turn on me, a gunshot rang out. The men were finally returning to the village—they must have heard her final, bloodcurdling screams.

When I looked back at the blood-soaked grass, the wolf was gone.

My mother was dead. My father was inconsolable. I watched him stand over her, knuckles white as he gripped his rifle. He stared into the dark tree line with silent rage. I knew he would never rest until that beast was dead. At that moment, I knew our lives were forever changed.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of the Morning
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Sunlight filtered through the thick canopy above. It warmed my skin. I knew this place. This was my secret spot, the sanctuary I had escaped to whenever the grief of my mother’s death became a weight too heavy to carry. For twelve years, this small patch of earth had been the only place I felt truly alone with my thoughts. I was strictly forbidden from entering the forest, my father’s fear had seen to that, yet I had always risked his wrath for just a moment of peace away from the watchful eyes of the village.

In Locksburgh, I was a ghost. A girl defined by a tragedy that everyone was too polite to mention but too afraid to forget. When I walked the village streets, the conversations would die down, replaced with pitying looks. But here, in this spot, I was able to just be me. I didn’t have to be the motherless girl who survived. I could be the girl who knew the language of the wind in the hemlocks and the exact path that avoided the village sentries. This patch of moss didn't look at me with pity; it didn't fear the shadow that followed me. It was the only place where the air didn't feel thin with the weight of a hundred watchful eyes.

But something was wrong. I don’t remember walking this far. As I looked around, the familiar trail was gone. There was nothing but ancient, towering trees and a ground choked with dead leaves for as far as I could see. My heart started to race. I turned, searching for a landmark or broken branch, but the forest seemed to shift and stretch around me. I was lost in the one place I thought I was safe.

I closed my eyes and prayed for a way out.
A twig snapped behind me.
A low, vibrating growl rippled through the air, resonating in my very bones. I turned slowly and saw the one thing I had feared since childhood: the wolf that murdered my mother. He had not changed. He was still as black as midnight, his muzzle stained with fresh, crimson blood. In his mouth, he held a feminine hand. It looked oddly familiar, and as I looked down at my own arms, I saw only the jagged, blood-soaked end of my sleeve.

I screamed, the sound tearing from my lungs until my throat burned.

“Rylee! Rylee, wake up! Are you okay?”

I jolted upright, my eyes snapping open to the dim light of my bedroom. My father sat on the edge of the bed, holding my shoulders with a concerned look on his face. His hair was still as full as it had been when I was a child, but silver streaks were forming now, reminding me of the cold, distant silver of the moon. The wrinkles had become more pronounced around his eyes. I knew that was partly due to his age, but mostly it was the stress. After the attack, my father had become a heroic leader to the village, but in the quiet of our home, the strain was showing on his strong face.

“Easy,” he said softly, his hand steadying my shoulder. “You are safe.”

My breathing was uneven as I tried to steady myself. “It felt so real.”

“The dream again?” His voice was careful, almost hesitant, as though he already feared the answer. I nodded, swallowing hard against the lump in my throat.

“Except this time...the wolf had torn my hand off and was carrying it in his mouth.”

Pain crossed his face so quickly I almost missed it. I whispered, “I could see the blood, I could smell it.”

My father lowered his eyes briefly and rubbed a hand over his beard. “Twelve years later and it still haunts you.”

“How could it not?” I asked quietly. He looked back at me, his expression softening. 

“I was hoping the nightmares would fade as you grew older,” he said.

“So was I.”

For a moment neither of us spoke. Outside, faint morning sounds drifted through the open window: distant sheep bleating, wagon wheels creaking over stone, the quiet rhythm of Locksburgh waking for another day.

“Will they ever stop?” I finally asked.

His jaw tightened slightly. “Yes.”

He answered too quickly. I studied him carefully, looking for the misdirection. “You don’t sound certain.”

“I am certain of one thing,” he said firmly. “As long as that beast is alive, none of us will truly have peace.” A familiar anger flickered behind his eyes; not wild anger but a controlled one. The kind he carried every day since my mother died.

“I know you still blame yourself,” I said gently.

His face hardened immediately. “I should have protected her.”

“You tried.”

“It was not enough.” The words hung heavily between us, thick with years of regret. I reached for his hand, brushing my fingers along his rough skin.

“Father... you have spent my entire life protecting me.”

“That is because you are all I have left.” The raw honesty in his voice caught me off guard. He cleared his throat and stood, collecting himself. “You should stay home today.”

“I can’t.”

“You barely slept,” he countered. “You are exhausted, Rylee.”

“I’m fine. I will not let fear control my life forever.”

His expression softened again, though worry still shadowed his face. “This isn’t about fear. It’s about keeping you safe.”

“I know.” I looked down at my hands, tracing the lines of my palms. “But training with Donovan helps. Learning to hunt, to track... it makes me feel less helpless.”

“You are not helpless.”

“Maybe not,” I admitted, “but every time I wake from those dreams, I still feel like the frightened little girl hiding behind mother in the grass.”

Pain crossed his face again and I immediately regretted saying it. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“You never need to apologize to me.” He placed a hand gently against my cheek. “You survived something terrible. No one expects you to simply forget.”

I leaned into his hand briefly before forcing a small smile. “Besides, Donovan will complain for the next month if I miss another lesson.”

That finally earned the faintest hint of amusement from him. “Yes, he does take himself very seriously.”

“That is a polite way of saying he behaves like a grumpy old man.”

“He learned from the best hunters in the village,” my father reminded me. 

“He is in his twenties. He should not sigh that much.”

A quiet chuckle escaped him, but it faded quickly. “Just promise me something. If anything feels wrong today that you come home immediately.”

I hesitated, thinking of our usual practices. “You know Donovan only trains near the edge of the valley.”

“That is not what worries me.”

I understood immediately.

The wolf.

“I will be careful,” I promised.

His eyes searched mine for a long moment before he finally nodded. “Alright. Hurry up and make sure to pack something to eat. I will be down in the fields today and won’t be back until sunset.”

“I know.”

“And Rylee?”

I looked up at him as he paused at the door. “Yes?”

“Do not wander away.”

I gave him a small smile. “I will try my best not to.”

“That answer alone concerns me.”

This time I laughed softly.

After he left, I quickly dressed in my usual slacks and shirt. I grabbed my mother’s necklace for luck, the silver heart cool against my palm. My father had told me it was passed down from her mother, but every time I asked about her family, he changed the subject. On the back were the words: Be True To Your Heart. I wondered why there was so much secrecy, but perhaps it was simply too hard for him to recall the past.

I grabbed my bow and arrows along with a loaf of bread and cheese. I made sure to fill my water flask and shove it into my bag along with a knife. I then ran down the hill toward the valley.

Locksburgh didn't so much sit upon the hill as it clung to it. The hundred souls who called it home lived in low cottages constructed from grey mountain stone, huddled together like sheep in a storm. From the central square, the land fell away sharply into the green lap of the valley where the fields and pastures lay. The village was built for security; every window faced outward. There were no gardens here; the villagers kept the grass shorn short and the brush hacked back at least fifty paces from each home. It was a place that valued the light and mistrusted the dark.

At the narrowest point of the valley floor stood the Great Gate. It was the anchor of our isolation, held up by timber pillars and a crossbeam of rusted iron. Donovan was already there waiting for me, leaning against one of the thick wooden posts with his arms crossed over his chest.

He was my best friend and four years my senior. My father had found him twelve years ago, naked and alone in the woods, a ten-year-old boy whose family had been slaughtered by a beast. His own village had banished him as cursed, but my father had raised him to become the best hunter in Locksburgh.

“Sorry I’m late, Donovan,” I said breathlessly, skidding to a halt beside him. “I had that same nightmare again.”

His expression softened immediately, though his eyes still drifted toward the dark tree line behind me. The flash of emotion vanished as quickly as it appeared, replaced by his usual calm, mentor-like composure. “You know how important these lessons are. I expect you to take them more seriously.”

“I ran all the way down the hill,” I protested, wiping a bead of sweat from my forehead. “You act as if I stopped for tea along the way.”

“That might improve your aim,” he countered, crossing his arms. “Right now, you shoot like an elderly woman throwing potatoes.”

I gasped dramatically. “That is deeply offensive. I will have you know I nearly hit the target yesterday.”

“You nearly hit a squirrel three trees away.”

“The squirrel shouldn’t have been standing there.”

A rare laugh escaped him, low and genuine. “You’re impossible.”

I smiled despite myself. Moments like this reminded me of when we were younger, before the wolf hunts and responsibilities hardened him into someone more serious. Back then he used to laugh often.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“To embarrass myself? Always.”

“To go into the woods.”

The smile dropped from my face. I stared at him; certain I had misheard what he said. “You know my father would never allow that. I’m not supposed to go into the forest for any reason.”

“I think you need more motivation and a different atmosphere,” he said, pushing himself off the gatepost. He adjusted the quiver on his shoulder with a casual shrug. “Besides, you cannot learn to hunt standing in an open field where every rabbit can see you from a mile away.”

“If my father finds out, he will skin both of us alive.”

“He won’t find out.” A faint, mischievous smile tugged at his mouth. “It will be our little secret.”

There was something in his tone that made my stomach tighten slightly. Not fear exactly, but intensity. Donovan took promises seriously, sometimes too seriously.

Still, I followed him beneath the rusted iron beam and into the forest.

The deeper we walked, the quieter my thoughts became. The village always felt tight around my ribs, crowded with watchful eyes and whispered fears, but the forest breathed differently. Sunlight filtered through the towering pines in fractured golden beams while the scent of moss and earth wrapped around me like something alive. Even knowing the dangers that lurked beneath the trees, part of me felt freer here than
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