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“You still got its trail, Raven?” Mercy asked.

“Hah. I am surprised you even require my presence to find this trail.” Raven had never felt the traces of a demon as strongly as this one. Its passage raked at the ground; the contamination from it seared every living thing in its wake. It was visible to the human eye, if one knew what to look for. Leaves curled and blackened, buds turned yellow, dry twigs had been shed prematurely. It was the end of the Cold Planting season, almost to First Growing. The weather was damp and cool, and the wilderness should have been blooming, not sickening.

Raven didn’t need to see it; he had a seeker’s sigil, and he could feel the blight in the vegetation as surely as he could feel his fellow hunters. The sensation was more akin to touch than anything else, as if the world around him were his skin. He could feel the line of blight like corrosion eating away at the skyland, although it did not cause him literal pain. The line led away across the scrublands and into a dense brush ahead.

Raven could sense his team, Determination White, as well. Their presence was a comforting counterweight to the demonic trail. Mercy followed two yards behind him on the left, unstoppable and indomitable, like a river on a clear sunny day. The leader of their team, Aster, had a different kind of strength, the coolness of steel in her as she brought up the rear. Tangerine was sleek and swift, quicksilver moving three yards behind and on his right.

Raven led them towards the stand of trees ahead, where scrub trees grew close together, short and whip-thin with a thick carpet of undergrowth around them. Carving a path into it would be difficult, though he could sense the corruption intensifying ahead, and the brittle blackening in the tree branches was visible even from here.

“Uh…I see what you mean. It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” Mercy said in an undertone.

Raven nodded, and motioned for the others to stay back. He advanced alone for a few dozen yards. Then he felt the demon itself, a ball of corrosive death lurking at the extreme edge of Raven’s range. By now, the broken trees and flattened brush where it had entered the copse was evident.

He fell back, turning to face his team.

“It’s still here,” Aster said before he spoke, based on his expression and actions alone. She was a short, stout warrior with her dark hair secured in a single long braid, like Raven’s. Like all of the team, she wore armor: a cuirass of boiled leather, helmet, and a skirt of leather strips riveted together, with gloves, bracers and greaves to protect arms and legs. As was typical among people in the Anesh archipelago, she had rich brown skin, hers a little lighter than Mercy’s and similar to Raven’s and Tangerine’s.

“Yes. Four hundred eighty yards ahead, within the copse. It was motionless when I detected it. Feeding.” Raven met her eyes. “This is a high demon, Aster. A youthful one, but still powerful. This shall not go smoothly for us.”

“No one lives out here, true?” Mercy, barely a year older than Raven, had all the vibrancy of her youth and health. She was the team’s steadfast, tall, strong, and as beautiful as an ideal, with a flawless mahogany complexion and large dark eyes. She wore her thick hair coiled into braids beneath her helm. She glanced at Tangerine.

Tangerine was almost as tall, a heavyset non-binary harrier, with a square, solid face that matched their frame. They looked more like a steadfast than Mercy did, as if they could take any blow. They consulted their map. “Not so far as I know. Nearest farm’s fifteen miles away, per the folks at the last town.”

“So what is it eating?” Mercy asked.

“It’s spreading blight in the wilderness,” Raven answered. “Nothing is left alive in the area where it has stopped. It must have been there a little while. Eating the woods from the inside out, I surmise. It hopes to avoid another clash until it has gained more strength.”

“Somehow, I don’t think we can trust it to stay out here in the middle of nowhere.” Mercy glanced around them with a frown. The team had first found this demon after it blighted a small village – five households and the surrounding fields, corroded to poisonous black dust. One of the survivors said they’d found it destroying a field. Unwisely, several of the locals had tried to drive the monster away themselves. The humans had not fared well in the ensuing battle. Even most of those who had stayed in their homes and waited for the hunters had been dead of blight infection by the time Determination White had arrived. The only survivors were the messenger who had brought them the word, and one family who had fled their house at the first sign of a demon and taken refuge in a nearby village.

“Raven.” Aster folded her arms together, thoughtful. “High demon. Not near its full power?” She drummed her fingers against her arm.

“Yes.”

“Immortal, I presume.”

“Oh yes.” Some demons, usually the weaker kinds, were mortal. But high demons were almost always immortal. When their body was slain, their spirit needed to be trapped or it would later rebuild a new body.

“Can the four of us trap it? Do we need backup?”

Raven grimaced. He wasn’t the team leader; at eighteen, he was too inexperienced for the role, even if he was a seeker. But he was the one with the ability to tell how much energy demons held, how much stronger they could grow, and whether or not a given team of hunters was a match for it. “We can capture it,” he said, slowly, weighing the situation. “But we cannot emerge unscathed from such a battle, not if the three of you attack unaided.” He knew well enough that he would be of little use in confrontation with the demon. That wasn’t his role.

“And if we go for backup? It’s leaving a conspicuous trail. You’d have no trouble staying on it?”

“No. But it is gaining power, too. Quickly, because it’s so young.”

“And if it moves several miles south, it’s back in farmlands,” Tangerine added.

“You said we can stop it now,” Mercy said. “Let’s do it. If it’s getting stronger anyway, it shan’t necessarily be easier to fight with a second team.”

“Raven? You agree?” Aster asked him.

Raven hesitated. “Allow me another look at it.” He slipped away from the group, to get close enough to feel the acidic pressure of the demon’s presence. He didn’t need to appraise it again, but he needed an excuse to think.

He’d never wanted to be a hunter, but he’d nonetheless been honored to be chosen by the angel of Insight two years ago and granted a sigil. He took pride in stopping demons, and in having an unusual sigil for the work. Typically, he found his ability to judge the danger posed by demons comforting. Granted, he would not want to fight even the most ineffectual of demons by himself. But the other hunters of his team, blessed with potent sigils for direct combat, were more formidable alone than any ordinary demon. With three of them working together, the odds of any of them being hurt was minimal.

But this was no ordinary demon. High demons were the most dangerous kind, and even if this one was weak and young for its breed, it posed a serious threat. His instincts said they would win – and that it would hurt. His instincts said: we should get help. But help was days away, and if the demon went after another village…

Which of his friends did he want to see crippled, maybe killed, to protect against that possibility? If a hunter fell here, what future village would pay the price for that loss to the hunter’s guild?

This blight demon had killed fifteen people already.

Raven slunk back to his team. “Mercy is right,” he said, heavily. “You can trap this demon, and we should not risk another attack on a village.” Mercy grinned at him, triumphant, and he had a sudden horrific vision of her powerful, graceful body broken and blackened by blight. He swallowed. “Just be careful, I beg you. It is far more formidable than anything we’ve fought before.”

“Not to worry, clever bird.” Tangerine clapped their hand to his shoulder in camaraderie. “I’ve fought high demons before. So’s Aster. We shall exercise all due caution. You hear that, tough girl?” They gave Mercy a sharp glance.

“Yeah, you can count on me.” Mercy compressed her full lips together in an effort to look serious and dedicated. “What’s the plan, Aster? Set up an ambush with a trap medallion here, attack from three sides, push the demon towards it?”

Aster considered the ground before them. “Copse is too thick. We can’t encircle the demon. Unless we follow its trail in, we’d be hacking through with machetes to get to it. It’d know we’re coming an hour beforehand. However, it’s blighting the stand now. True, Raven?”

“Yes.”

“So the wood near it shall fall over of its own accord in a few days.”

“If we wait for that, the blight shall infect us as well.” Raven disliked being as close to the blight as they already were. This land needed a mender to repair the damage.

Aster nodded. She licked a finger and held it up to test the wind, then eyed the copse. It was a modest stand, less than half a mile across. “Let’s scout the sides, see how deep it goes. Maybe we can smoke it out.”
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The copse was only a little deeper than it was wide. The blight demon remained crouched inside it as the hunter team scouted and planned. Based on its lack of activity, Raven guessed it didn’t know they were there.

At length, the team dug out three small fire pits outside the copse, upwind of the demon. They filled each pit with dry tinder and wood. Then they sprinkled it with demonsbane, one of the compounds crafted by binders, people who bore a sigil that allowed them to make such things. On the opposite side of the copse, Aster activated her trap amulet and they laid a web in ambush around it to snare the demon. Mercy, Aster, and Tangerine spread out around the ambush, to drive the demon towards it if the monster didn’t emerge where they were hoping it would.

Once the rest of his team was in position, Raven went to light the fires. As a seeker, he was a faster long-distance runner than the other three, in addition to being the worst fighter. That made him the logical choice to go where the fighting wasn’t. As he set the third fire, he felt the demon stirring inside the stand. The demonsbane smoke irritated it, driving it to move south and away from the fires. Raven gave three long whistles to alert his team, then ran along the western edge in an effort to get the demon within range of his senses again. Branches and burrs from the wild brush caught at his clothes and boots. He wished, not for the first time, that he had a scout’s or even a tracker’s range on his senses.

The wind was faster than he was, carrying with it the acrid scent of demonsbane smoke from the fires. Raven held a brand from the fire in his left hand, to discourage the demon from coming towards him directly. After a quarter-mile of running, Raven had the demon in range again. He whistled three times, to signal it was heading in Mercy’s direction. The other hunters would move to support her, assuming it didn’t change direction again. He slowed his adrenaline-fueled sprint to a brisk jog to keep pace with the demon. It continued moving but veered southeast, towards Raven’s side of the wood. He slowed a little more, waving the torch in an effort to steer the creature due south. It would be better to let the blight demon escape their planned ambush than for him to confront it first. Fortunately, it wasn’t coming out of the woods after him.

Raven gave another three short, sharp whistles when he judged the demon about to break from the cover of the copse, along the southeast edge.

Then he could see it: a massive creature, far bigger than any living thing or demon he’d seen in all the skylands. It was taller than a man and twice as broad, covered in sparse fur and skin that flaked off in ashy patches. It ran on all fours, with long claws that cut furrows through the foliage and the ground. The blight radiating from it was palpable. Raven could see the black dust of blight clinging to the plants around it.

Mercy was fifty yards farther south, watching for it. As soon as it broke into the clear she was in motion. She moved to circle wide around it, binder-made spear in her right hand, intending to approach it from the east and drive it west, towards the ambush. The blight demon reared on its hind legs, head swiveling as it noticed Mercy’s movement. It loosed an angry, deafening roar and charged her. Mercy stopped as it came for her and pivoted to face it instead. She braced her spear haft against the ground and crouched with the point towards the beast as it pounced on her. The spear point took it just below the shoulder, the blight demon’s own momentum driving the blade through its body and out the far side. It swiped for Mercy as it descended. She released the spear to roll away from its attack, but still took a glancing blow against her back and side. Raven could hear the scrape of claws against hardened leather, and the rending sound as one of the straps gave.

As Mercy rolled to her feet, she unsheathed her long dagger and circled to the west side of the blight demon. It reared onto its haunches, clawing at the spear shaft in an effort to break it off. The weapon did not yield. Mercy eyed the spear and the demon, dagger in her right hand, off hand poised to grab for the shaft of her spear if given an opening.

Raven sprinted closer to Mercy, waving his torch in an effort to convince the demon to fall back. Unfortunately, while demonsbane was good at getting demons to move away when they could see neither threats nor prey, its effect was not strong on a demon with a target. The beast gave up on breaking the spear and shoved the haft deeper instead, so that the spear blade rose high above its back, black gore streaming from the wound.

The demon dropped to all fours, the spear shaft no longer impeding its stride, and snarled at Mercy and Raven. “Shall destroy you.” Its voice was like grinding gears, harsh and unnatural. “Shall destroy everything.”

Mercy did not waste breath arguing with it. She darted in and feinted with her dagger as she made a grab for the spear shaft emerging from its back. She danced aside as it tried to bite her, but a blow from one forepaw forced her back and made her lose her grip on the spear. The yank on it made the blight demon roar in pain. Mercy only grunted, though the creature’s claws had left rents in the armor over her abdomen and thigh.

By now, Aster had reached the fight. She jabbed at the blight demon from behind, raking a line of black blood from pale, flaking flesh and then yanking her spear back as the beast turned upon her. She feinted for its nose, but drew the spear away the moment the blight demon swiped for it.

“Die, human.” The demon exhaled a cloud of black corruption at her.

Aster turned her face to shield it behind her helmet and backpedaled. “Make me, you unholy abomination.” She sidestepped and stabbed at it, almost catching its open mouth this time. It snapped its jaws closed and advanced on her. Aster continued to draw it after her, retreating towards the ambush.

Taking her cue from their leader, Mercy took position near Aster, taunting the enraged demon into pursuing them. When Tangerine reached the battle, Aster motioned Tangerine to take position on the beast’s flank and deter it from fleeing. Raven stayed well behind it with the torch.

Despite its size and injury, the blight demon lashed out with startling speed when it attacked. It kept its primary attention on Aster, because of the reach the spear gave her. Mercy moved in to stab with the dagger, but she had to fall back quickly to avoid being savaged by its claws and teeth. As a steadfast, she was by far the most resilient team member, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be hit.

As they backed into the ambush, Raven caught his breath. The demon followed them onto the carefully-laid web—

—and nothing happened.

“Uh, Aster…” Mercy started, glancing quickly at the twine around their feet.

“Got it—” Aster was interrupted as the demon pounced for her. She had shifted her spear to hold it one-handed, a medallion glinting in her left hand. Aster tried to dodge and stab it at the same time, and was largely unsuccessful at both. The spear point grazed along the outside of its foreleg and torso as the demon knocked her to the ground with one giant paw and landed on top of her. Aster slammed the medallion into place at the heart of the web.

The ambush came alive around them, dozens of lines of white light rising to envelope the blight demon. It clawed at the lines in surprise, but the strands clung to its body and even its claws like glue, entrapping the monster. Aster, unaffected by the ambush, flung up her arms to shield her face as the demon clawed at the armor over her torso and tried to bite her head and neck. Mercy threw aside caution and fell upon it, burying her dagger in it up to the hilt and then pulling it out to stab it again, kicking at its side in an effort to push it off Aster. The demon tried to turn on Mercy, but by now its movements were too impeded by the web to be effective. Tangerine struck it from the side with her spear, pulled out the weapon, and struck again. The demon trap didn’t affect the hunters, or hamper their strikes. Raven dropped his torch and ran around the demon to pry its foot off of Aster’s chest and help her squirm free.

The monster took a long time to die, thrashing and roaring against the binding web. Aster’s reason for disarming the web and then re-arming it once the blight demon was in the middle was obvious: if the trap had gone off with the demon at the edge instead, it would have had the strength to pull free. As it was, the monster was doomed. Black gore oozed from a dozen wounds before it finally slumped to the ground. Even after it fell, Mercy continued to stab it.

Aster’s chest armor was ruined. Raven undid the straps while the team’s harrier and steadfast finished off the demon. Aster breathed in shallow, pained gasps, and helped him pull off the destroyed padded vest she wore underneath it. He traced the rune for cleansing with an enchanted stick down the center of her chest. Blood and sweat melted away to reveal a dozen deep scratches and bleeding puncture wounds. Raven grimaced and traced the rune again. “This cleanser can’t dislodge blight,” he said, shortly. “We need to get you to a mender.”

“Also a doctor.” Tangerine came around the demon corpse to look at them. “Can you walk, Aster?”

Aster raised her head, took a breath, and winced. “Think so. Let me just…rest here a few more minutes. Thank you, Raven. Thank you, all of you. Did the trap capture it?”

Mercy turned at last from the demon’s corpse and knelt to find the medallion amidst the white strands of the activated trap. She pulled it free and held it aloft for Aster to see its inset jewel, glowing red in evidence that it imprisoned a demon’s spirit. “We did.” She smiled with grim, gore-spattered triumph.

Their leader smiled back, letting her head drop back to the ground. “Well done, team. Well done.”
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Before the sigil grew, Sunrise planned to be a tinkerer.

She’d always been good at tinkering. Her mother knew the language of enchantments and taught it to Sunrise when she was young. So Sunrise knew how to hear the words enchantments said, even when they were too soft for the untrained to notice. She knew to listen when the speech started to slow or meander from the usual contented murmur. When one stopped working, she would listen to its long, broken laments and not interrupt. Then, when it was done, she would repeat its story back with the words it was missing supplied. Usually she had to try a few different ways: when an enchantment forgot words, that meant it needed new and different ones because the old ones were wrong for it now. But she was patient and she liked enchantments and did not mind helping them get back to their jobs.

Enchantments wanted to work, to do their small tasks and help their people. It was their nature.

Sunrise did not want to work, or at least, not work at any of the jobs in Oak-by-the-Water. Listening to enchantments to help them find their missing words didn’t count. Her mother, Peony, could do that too, and townspeople brought broken enchantments to their home to fix. But enchantments lasted a long time before they lost words, so they didn’t get enough broken ones in Oak-by-the-Water to make a proper job of it. Peony worked at the town’s smeltery, which was sweaty, hot, miserable work. Sunrise did not want a job at the smeltery, or the mill, or the fields, or the mine.

But a tinkerer could make a living, if she was willing to travel from town to town. Sunrise wasn’t just willing to travel: she wanted to. One of her friends, Cotton, said she should become an enchanter and make her own enchantments. But her mother used to make enchantments at Hill-on-the-Edge. Peony had explained that it was duller than fixing them. “It’s all done in teams now. One person does the carving, one person does the sanding, one does the initial preparations, another one gives it the story, and another does polishing. Everybody works on just one kind of enchantment. It’s all so simple anyone can do it, and does. Only the designers have the challenging jobs now.”

“It still doesn’t sound as bad as smelting.” Sunrise had made a face.

Peony’d laughed. “It all depends on who else is on your team, I suppose. But it’s not so bad, no.”

Still, Sunrise thought tinkering was better.

“Why do you want to be a tinkerer?” Cotton asked her one day, while she, Leopard and Sunrise were sitting by the river. They were supposed to be studying math but actually shirking everything. “It’s just walking everywhere and listening to enchantments babble about their problems all the time.”

“Tinkerers get to work with all kinds of enchantments, and they’re not stuck in the same boring building with the same boring people every boring day,” Sunrise explained. “They get to go everywhere and see everything! I could get a little lightened cart and bring enchantments to sell and trade, and fix broken ones, and meet new people and see things no one in Oak-by-the-Water had even heard about.”

Cotton made a pfft noise. “Being a demon hunter is way better. If you’re a demon hunter, you get to travel everywhere too.” The First Growing season was off to an unusually warm and pleasant start, and Cotton was dangling her bare toes in the river. “And everyone loves you, and respects you, and gives you whatever you want and does whatever you say.”

Leopard was skeptical. “They don’t get whatever they want.”

“Pfft. Close enough.” Cotton waved a hand in dismissal.

“And you have to hunt demons,” Sunrise said, which struck her as the overwhelming disadvantage of being a demon hunter.

“Yes! That’s the best part!” Cotton threw her arms over her head. “Divine powers at your command! Adventure! Heroism! A grateful populace wherever you go!”

“You already said that part.” Leopard fell back in the long grass and stared at the sky.

“Well, it bears repeating.”

“It doesn’t matter. You need a sigil to hunt demons and there hasn’t been a sigil-bearer born in Oak-by-the-Water in centuries.”

“Hey, my great-great-great-great aunt had a sigil!”

“She wasn’t born here.” Leopard plucked some grass and plaited them together idly.

Cotton made a face at Leopard. “Anyway, one of the ways you get a sigil is by demon hunting.”

“And demon hunting without a sigil is one of the ways you get dead.” Leopard stuck her tongue out at Cotton. “My da says that’s why Guild Blue doesn’t take hardly any apprentices unless they already have a sigil. The ones without a sigil mostly don’t ever get them. They just get killed.”

“You’re just mad because your da won’t let you apprentice to a demon hunter,” Cotton retaliated.

“Am not!”

“Well, you two can fight it out for a sigil if you want.” Sunrise leaned on her arm, watching her friends. “I’d rather be a tinkerer.”

But the sigil came to Sunrise anyway.
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She first noticed it while she was changing for bed one night during Summer Harvest. It was little more than a bump on her wrist, a raised wavy pale line against brown skin. It looked like a half-healed scratch. There was no redness about it, no sign of a cut, but sometimes you got scratches like that. Sunrise didn’t think too much about it.

But within a few days, the wavy line had grown to an s-shape, with little dots at the center of each semi-circle. It was difficult to pretend that it was just a scratch then. Sunrise tried removing it with a cleansing stick, making the cleaning rune over and over and over again on top of the mark. It had no effect other than to wear down the enchantment on the stick early, and make Sunrise sparkly-clean for the rest of the day. She had to sing the enchantment back into the stick afterwards.

And when the raised marks radiated a gentle golden glow on the fourth day, it was impossible to believe it a scratch.

Sunrise was pretty sure she was supposed to tell someone, at that point. If she was going to tell anyone, she would have told her father, because he was the kindest to her about her fears, but it would’ve been acceptable to tell her mother or her grandfather or the temple confidant or basically any adult at all.

Instead, she made sure to tie her thickest and longest sleeves to her tunics each day, ones with heavy cuffs laced tight around her wrists so no one would see the glow of the sigil through them. The season was a little warm for thick sleeves, but she couldn’t think of another way to keep people from noticing.

Of course, it didn’t work.

A week after she’d first discovered the marks, she and Cotton had the chore of soaking qi-nuts to husk them. No one husked qi-nuts wearing long sleeves. So Cotton removed her sleeves, and Sunrise removed her left sleeve, and got the right one soaked along with the husks. Cotton laughed at her. “Look at you, you’re a mess, girl.” She reached for Sunrise’s arm to untie the sleeve, but Sunrise yanked her arm out of reach. “What’s wrong?” Cotton asked, then frowned. “Why’s your wrist glowing?”

The now-soaked sleeve had become translucent, letting the sigil’s glow shine through. Sunrise hid her arm behind her back. “What do you mean? Nothing’s wrong.”

Cotton splashed her deliberately from the tub. While Sunrise yelped and fended off the water with her left hand, Cotton grabbed her right and yanked back the sleeve. She gasped. “You’ve got a sigil!”

“What? No I don’t.” Sunrise tried to pull her hand back.

Cotton twisted Sunrise’s hand around and waved it before her face. “Yes you do! Right here! It’s glowing and everything!”

“What?” Sunrise’s face felt hot. She blinked at her wrist and pretended she was surprised. “When did that happen?”

Cotton released Sunrise’s arm to put her hands on her hips, turning sideways on the stool to face her. “You can’t tell me you didn’t notice! Why were you hiding it then?”

“…I thought it was just a scratch?” Sunrise tried.

Cotton glowered at her. “You’ve got a sigil and you get to be a demon hunter! You are so lucky! Why’re you trying to hide it?”

Sunrise winced and motioned downwards with her hands. “Stop shouting about it!” she hissed. “Maybe it’s only temporary.”

“There’s no such thing as a temporary sigil, Sunrise.”

“How would you know? The glow’s supposed to be temporary, anyway. I mean, it doesn’t glow if you don’t use it and I’m not hunting any demons now.” Sunrise had hoped it would stop glowing a lot sooner. That would’ve made it easier to hide. Although she wouldn’t have been able to wear long sleeves when weather turned hotter and wetter for the Summer Planting season anyway. Maybe she could have covered it with a bandage. Maybe she still could, if Cotton didn’t give her away.

“You can’t just hide it! Don’t you want to be demon hunter?”

“No! You want to be a hunter! Maybe Leopard does! I just want to be a tinkerer. Can’t I just, I don’t know, give it to you?”

Cotton gaped at her. “No.”

“Why not?” Sunrise held out her right arm. “Maybe it’ll rub off. We could try, right?” Cotton eyed her sigil dubiously, and Sunrise waggled it. “C’mon! Look, the angels made a mistake and gave it to me by accident, it’s obviously supposed to be yours, and you said hunters sometimes get sigils by working at it, so, you know. Work at it!”

Cotton shook her head. “They work at it by hunting demons, not by trying to steal someone else’s sigil!”

Sunrise grabbed Cotton’s right hand in her left and dragged their wrists together. “You’re not stealing it, I’m giving it to you.” She rubbed her wrist against Cotton’s, in case it would come off.

Cotton clasped her arm, holding their wrists together, and Sunrise did the same. The sigil’s glow wasn’t bright enough to be visible like that. “I don’t think this is going to work.”

“Maybe if we both want it really hard? I mean, if you can get a sigil by working for it you can get rid of one that way, too, right?”

“I don’t understand why you wouldn’t want one.”

Sunrise didn’t understand why Cotton would want one, so that made them even. “Because fighting demons sounds dangerous and difficult and I’m cowardly and lazy.” Sunrise turned back to the tub and scooped out qi-nuts with her left hand, pushing husks off between finger and thumb into one bucket, and dumping the nutmeat into another.

“You’re not lazy. Lazy people don’t learn the whole language of enchantments, or how to sing to them.” Cotton moved her stool to the far side of the tub and tried to work one-handed too.

“Am so! I’m too lazy to work so I have to make sure the enchantments will do it for me.”

“You should sing up a husking enchantment, then.”

“Hah! I wish.” Sunrise was still hanging on to Cotton’s arm. She relaxed her grip enough to see if the sigil was still on her wrist. It was. Sunrise made a face at it. Go away! I don’t want you! Go be Cotton’s sigil, she’ll put you to work. She grabbed Cotton’s arm again for emphasis.

“It’s not gonna work,” Cotton told her.

Sunrise noticed that Cotton wasn’t letting go of her arm, either. “Maybe if we kept together for a long time. Like overnight? I haven’t had it that long. It can’t have set yet.”

“I don’t think sigils are like dye.”

“Hey, which one of us has one?”

“You do!” Cotton snapped, jealous.

“Right! So that makes me the expert. I’ve got more experience with having one than you do so I know more about transferring it.”

“…I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“Do you want a sigil or not?” Sunrise retaliated. Husking qi-nuts with one hand was annoying.

“You know I do, I just don’t think…”

“Let’s try soaking it. Maybe it’ll loosen. Like a husk.” Sunrise felt inspired.

Soaking made their fingers shrivel up, but it had no apparent effect on the sigil. Cotton did get her mother’s permission to have Sunrise sleep over that night. They shared a bed, right arms together and with the same sleeve pulled over both so they wouldn’t come apart.

The next morning, Cotton’s wrist had a blurry inverted indentation in the shape of the sigil. Both girls were breathless with excitement – until it faded, like the other wrinkles in their skin from the compression of the sleeve.

Sunrise’s sigil was, if anything, brighter than before, with little lines to either side that were new, and didn’t disappear like the sleeve-wrinkles. They glowed faintly, like the rest of the sigil.

“It’s not gonna come off, Sunrise,” Cotton told her. They sat side-by-side on the edge of her bed, gazing at the sigil.

Sunrise heaved a sigh. “I guess not.”

“You’d better tell someone.”

Sunrise sighed again. “I guess so.”
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Sunrise’s father was Mastiff of the Hammer, the town’s master carpenter. He mostly worked at his shop these days. He’d lost his right leg before Sunrise was born, and while he could get around well with a cane and a prosthetic leg he’d carved himself, he preferred to work in his own environment. The shop was set up with railings and posts and handholds all around, so he could maneuver about it even with his leg off. He had journeymen and apprentices who did most of the installations and on-site work.

When Sunrise came to the shop that morning, Mastiff was at the main workbench, using his smallest shaping wand to mold tiny roses in the decorative trim for a cabinet. “Good morning, Da.” Out of habit, Sunrise put her hands on two rails that made an aisle through the shop, and lifted her feet off the ground by them. She swung her legs back and forth.

“Good morning, Morning.” Mastiff focused on his task, big hands moving with delicacy along the shaped lines of the wood, polishing off flecks with the tip of the wand.

Her part in the joke was to say something like ‘Da, sunrise is only part of morning,’ but her heart wasn’t in it today. “Da, can I talk to you? I have something I have to show you.”

Mastiff nodded without looking up. “Of course, sunshine. Just give me a moment.”

Sunrise hand-walked along the rails to Mastiff’s workbench without letting her feet touch the ground. It was an old game and much harder than it looked. She’d gotten pretty good at it by now, though. When she neared the workbench, she shifted her grip to one rail, rocked against it, then swung one leg over it to straddle it. She grabbed one of the handles secured to the ceiling and leaned first to one side, then the other, as she waited on her father.

Once he reached the end of the trim, he twisted around on his stool to face her. “Now, what is it you wanted to show me?”

Sunrise straightened to balance on the rail, let go of the handle, and pulled back her sleeve.

“Oh.” He sat back on the stool. “Oh.”

“I don’t want to be a demon hunter, Da.” Sunrise thought she wasn’t going to get to say that many more times, but she wanted to make sure he knew, at least.

Mastiff swallowed. He leaned forward and took her hand in his. She wasn’t a child any more, but her father was so large that she still looked like one in comparison to him. He touched the sigil with one big brown fingertip. Its golden glow leaked orange through his skin where he covered it. “Looks like the angels think you should reconsider, sunshine.”

“Can they re-reconsider because I still don’t want to?”

“Have you told anyone else yet?”

“Just Cotton. I tried to soak it off and give it to her but it won’t come off.”

Mastiff brought a hand to his face to hide his smile, then smoothed his bushy beard to disguise the motion. It didn’t work but Sunrise appreciated the effort. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s something you can do. We’ll tell your Mum when she gets home, then I suppose we’d better tell the confidant tomorrow.” He clapped his big hand to her shoulder and squeezed reassuringly. “Don’t worry, little sunbeam. No one’s going to make you hunt demons any time soon, I promise.”
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Sunrise’s mother, Peony, was equally firm that Sunrise would not be fighting demons any time soon. Peony didn’t go to the smeltery the next day. Mastiff left his shop with his journeymen, and put on his leg and took his cane so they could both go with her to see the temple confidant. On the one hand, Sunrise felt better to have her parents there to support her. On the other, it was scary that they thought it was important enough to require both of them, like maybe just one of them wouldn’t be enough. Sunrise had always assumed that either of her parents could handle basically anything. Maybe not an invading army or a demonic attack, but a temple confidant for sure. They weren’t like Leopard’s parents, any two of whom together couldn’t reliably handle an average day never mind a real problem.

Sunrise had grown up knowing the temple confidant Waterlily of the Deeps. She’d retired two seasons ago and gone to live with her son. The new one was Sparrow the Sharp, a tall, heavyset enby who’d chosen “it” for its pronoun. Sparrow’s hair was all in long thick dreadlocks that the whole town admired. It led all the local rites and tended to guardian-plants and handled all the High Temple correspondence. Demon hunters weren’t technically part of the High Temple order; they had their own guild. But a temple confidant was more closely associated with demon hunters than anyone else in Oak-by-the-Water. Except arguably Sunrise, now, but that argument hadn’t gotten Sunrise far with Cotton and she sure wasn’t going to be the one to make it now. It wasn’t as if she wanted to be associated with demon hunters.

Sparrow the Sharp was making the circuit of the town that morning, to bless the guardian-plants, and also water them. Peony and Mastiff took Sunrise to the north gate to find Sparrow. It was already there, in the middle of the plant blessing, so they waited for Sparrow to finish. Mother Sun was bright in the sky overhead, as she usually was during Summer Harvest, and the day was warm but not hot. At least it was a good day to be outside instead of in the schoolroom. Once Sparrow had finished the rite, Peony said, “Good morning, Confidant. We’ve come to inform you, as per sacred law, that my daughter Sunrise has been granted a sigil by the angels.”

Sparrow turned to her with raised eyebrows, and then to Sunrise. Sunrise bared her wrist politely, and the confidant took her hand to inspect the sigil.

Peony went on, “My daughter is only fifteen and, of course, too young to become a demon hunter. Would you be so good as to inform Guild Blue of this situation on our behalf?”

“Also, I don’t want to be a demon hunter so if I could not, that would be nice,” Sunrise added.

Sparrow snorted and bit back a grin. “Well, you’re a clever one. The demon hunters could use some more people smart enough not to want the job.” It traced a finger over Sunrise’s sigil. “I don’t recognize your sigil. Did the angel tell you what it was for when you got it?”

“The angel didn’t even tell me I was getting one.” Sunrise made a face. “I don’t even know which angel it was. Do you?”

“Not without knowing the sigil. Come back to the temple with me, Sunrise. I’ll copy it down.” Sparrow enfolded her hand in warm thick fingers and squeezed comfortingly. “Don’t worry, the guild doesn’t make everyone with a sigil run about as hunters. Trap-makers do most of their work in their workshops, for instance.”

Sunrise brightened. “Really? Might I become a trap-maker?”

“Well, your sigil doesn’t look like a trap-maker’s to me, but that doesn’t mean much. Yours might just be an unusual variant. We’ll find out what kind of sigil you have and go from there.”
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Sunrise’s parents came with them on the walk to the temple. Along the way, Sunrise asked Sparrow about trap-makers and if there were any other sigil-bearers who didn’t have to hunt demons personally. “I thought they were all warriors or trackers.”

Sparrow smiled. “No, not at all. There’s several common types of sigils: warriors, harriers, steadfasts, scouts, trackers, trap-makers, and binders. Only the warriors, harriers, and steadfasts are expected to fight demons directly. Scouts and trackers find demons for the combatant hunters, so they might be present when a battle happens. Trap-makers and binders make traps and weapons and other things that help the hunters in the field. The other kinds of hunters are all much rarer.” Sparrow scratched its round cheek and wrinkled its brow thoughtfully. “There’s a few different kinds of menders, who can detect and fix various types of demonic damage. I don’t know any of those sigils, so yours might be one of them. In any case, Guild Blue will know what you are, I’m sure.”

After they reached the temple, Sparrow copied the sigil down with brush and ink on paper. “I’ll send this to Guild Blue with a letter and let you know as soon as I hear back.”

It was still early in the day when they finished, so Peony set off for the smeltery. Mastiff went back to his shop, but told Sunrise she still didn’t have to go school. “It’s a nice day. Go play and have fun.”

“Do you think I’m a mender?” she asked her father. “That doesn’t sound so bad. Like fixing enchantments, maybe.”

“Maybe.” He tousled her hair. “Time enough to find out. Go enjoy today. Tomorrow can wait its turn.”
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Afterwards, Sunrise tried to forget about the sigil again. Unfortunately, that afternoon Cotton asked in front of Leopard if Sunrise had told her parents yet. So then Leopard wanted to know what they were talking about and it seemed pointless not to tell her. Then Leopard went and told her brother, and he told his friends, and soon the whole town knew and they all wanted to see it.

The little kids at school tried to bring Sunrise tribute and asked her to protect them from demons, and then she had to explain that Daffodil and Quince weren’t demons, just bullies. “At least, they’re not demons as far as I know,” Sunrise told Leopard after school. “I’m not a tracker. I don’t know how I’d tell.”

Cotton said, “Scouts can tell too.”

“Then I’m not that either.” Sunrise made a face at her sigil. It hadn’t changed any since the morning after she tried to give it to Cotton. “I bet I’m a mender. That doesn’t sound too bad. Anyway, how do I get little kids to stop offering me stuff? I’m not hunting anything!”

“You can tell them to give it to me,” Cotton said. “I don’t mind.”

Leopard threw a qi-nut at Cotton. “Ignore her. Ignore the kids, too. They’ll get the idea when it stops glowing.”

“It seems rude to just ignore them, though,” Sunrise grumbled.

By the time Sparrow got Guild Blue’s reply, Sunrise had gotten good at the art of “politely ignoring”, which meant she waved and smiled and pretended she was in a hurry or hadn’t heard and in any case needed to be on her way at once. She’d shown most of the town the sigil at one point or another, and told everyone that she didn’t know what it meant, or what she was doing next, or when she would go to Guild Blue.

Even though Guild Blue hadn’t written her directly, she found out from the post carrier the same day it arrived. “You’re the girl with the new sigil!” the woman cried on seeing her at Mastiff’s shop. “I brought a letter from Guild Blue to the confidant. Wonder what it could be about, mmm?”

Sunrise hadn’t thought she was in a great hurry to find out, but she jumped up from her chair just the same. “Go ahead and see Sparrow,” Mastiff told her. “Cloud, you finish up the sanding for her.”

Sunrise started out at a walk but switched to an impatient run, and arrived at the temple panting and out of breath. Sparrow was waiting for her in the assembly hall, at one of the tables with the mail before it. “Carrier told you, did she?”

“Yes ma’am. What did they say, Confidant? Am I one of the menders?”

“No.” The confidant looked at her, a puzzled frown on its face. “You’re a lure, apparently. Come here, let me see your wrist.”

Sunrise approached at a walk, still winded from the run. “A lure? What’s that?”

“Extremely rare. Fortunately, seldom needed, either, so you may get your wish of not becoming a hunter after all.” Sparrow turned perpendicular to the table and patted the seat beside it in invitation.

“Oh, thank the angels.” Sunrise sank into the chair. A little part of her was disappointed: all this fuss over the sigil for nothing. And the menders’ abilities had sounded interesting. But being useless to the hunters’ guild was still way better.

Sparrow pushed the girl’s sleeve back and laid her wrist next to a fancy little painting on a loose sheet. It had an image not unlike the one Sparrow’d sent to the guild, but far more elaborate and crowded with fine, archaic print along the sides. Sparrow grunted. “Yes, that’s definitely it.”

Sunrise squinted at the picture. “It’s got a lot more squiggles and doodads than mine.”

“Yes, this was copied from an experienced hunter. When you use a sigil to stop demons, it grows larger and more elaborate.” Sparrow held out thumb and forefinger to frame a rectangular section at the center of the drawing. “This part is the one that shows what kind you have. These marks.” It traced them. They were the same shape, location and width as the ones on Sunrise’s wrist. “They sent it along so I could be sure. In case my sketch was hopelessly inept, I suppose.” Sparrow tucked the painting back into the leather case. “So! You are a lure. This means you can draw certain kinds of demons to you. Ones that feed on negative emotions and sensations, like misery and hate and pain, can feed on your positive emotions.”

Sunrise stared at it, blinking. “How’s that?”

Sparrow shrugged. “Just what it says. Most demons of this sort aren’t terribly dangerous. A misery demon might make a few people miserable, but that’s about it. A demon hunting party can make short work of such a creature, once found. And it wouldn’t try to make you miserable: it would want you to be happy. So you being a lure doesn’t mean we’ll get a sudden influx of demons or anything, don’t worry.”

“Oh.” Sunrise blinked again. “What a strange ability.”

“Indeed. Guild Blue requests that you come for training when you’re eighteen. You will take the hunter’s oath then, but they only require that you receive six months of training. You’ll not be required to become a hunter. There’s basics they want every adult with a sigil to know, is all.” Sparrow shuffled through the pages before it. “Ah, yes, and your patron angel is Temperance. Here, they sent you an icon of her.” Broad fingers lifted a pewter medallion at the end of a chain, and deposited it in Sunrise’s palm.

Temperance had a peaceful, beneficent expression, hands clasped loosely before her, six wings raised at her back. She looked more promising than Sunrise’s purported power sounded. Sunrise didn’t know much about this angel; she wasn’t one of the six primary ones. Sunrise slipped the chain around her neck and tucked the medallion into her shirt. “Is there anything else I should know?”

“Don’t hunt demons on your own.” Sparrow raised its eyes from the letter to meet Sunrise’s gaze with a sober expression. “And don’t ask people for things because you’ve got a sigil.”

“I won’t,” Sunrise promised, and took her leave.




[image: Courage Red]
To no one’s surprise, but to Cotton’s continuing disappointment, Sunrise did not go demon hunting on her own. Nor did she solicit tithes, despite Leopard and Cotton both encouraging her to do so. The sigil stopped glowing three weeks and two days after it had first started. Sunrise stopped thinking about it much.

During Summer Planting, it got more attention again from her acquaintances, because you couldn’t wear long sleeves in Summer Planting without melting into a sad overheated puddle-person. People kept wanting to look at it to see if it had changed any from the last time. Other than not glowing, it hadn’t changed. But by the end of Second Growing pretty much everyone was used to it and knew as much about it as Sunrise did, or more if they’d made up details to enliven the story. Hardly anyone mentioned it at her sixteenth birthday celebration, so the sigil didn’t overshadow her getting her first woman’s amulet.

It was a couple of weeks into Cold Harvest before Sunrise had to think about her sigil again, and that was because a team of demon hunters had come to Oak-by-the-Water.

The team was Courage Red. “Red” because they were from Guild Red, and “Courage” for one of the six primary angels, the ones who gave out most of the sigils for demon hunters. Every demon hunters’ guild branch was supposed to have six teams of hunters who patrolled their region. Normally, Sunrise wouldn’t think anything of a team arriving at Oak-by-the-Water: teams patrolled through once every season or so. Courage Red was the fourth team to come by since Sunrise had received her sigil.

But Oak-by-the-Water was in Blue territory, not Red; they’d never seen any of these hunters before.

And Courage Red hadn’t come on a regular patrol. They’d come for Sunrise.
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They gathered on the front porch of Sunrise’s house, because Mother Sun was out and so it was cold but not unreasonably cold, and because the house didn’t have a room big enough for Sunrise, her parents, and four demon hunters. Not to hold them all comfortably, anyway.

Sunrise wasn’t entirely sure what a room big enough to hold four demon hunters from a strange guild would look like.

The demon hunters weren’t exactly scary. They ranged in size, age, and appearance: there was a short whippet-thin man named Coyote the Swift Hunt; a stout broad-shouldered youth, Birch the Determined; a muscular woman, Juniper the Finder, who was almost as tall as Mastiff; and a woman of medium build only a couple of inches taller than Sunrise, Mouse the Bold. Sunrise wondered if Mouse had ever wished for a different given name. Coyote was slight enough that Sunrise might have mistaken him for a woman, without the man’s amulet pinned to his shoulder.

Mastiff came stumping over from his workshop, without his leg on and using crutches instead of his cane. Sunrise figured that was deliberate: look at me, I’m a poor one-legged man, you can’t take my only daughter away from me. How will I go on?  And never mind that Sunrise had a grown brother in Oak-by-the-Water, and a sister in the next town over, and that Mastiff earned more money than anyone else in the family.

The demon hunters all shuffled about on the porch to make way. The big man, Birch, moved one of the two porch chairs so it’d be close to the stairs. Mastiff navigated the three steps with an exaggerated laboriousness, and sank into the chair with a sigh. Sunrise dipped her head and covered her face with one hand. “Now,” he said, “What’s all this about?”

“Good day, Master Carpenter,” the tall hunter, Juniper, said. “We’ve come to request your daughter’s help in stopping a demon that’s caused some trouble in Red territory.”

Peony could have taken the other chair, but she chose to stand, arms crossed over her chest and expression forbidding. “My daughter is only sixteen years old, Hunter. As I’m sure you know, she has no training and is not scheduled for such for another two years.”

“And indeed, my team excels in all the areas in which a demon hunter may be trained. I track and my teammates are all capable fighters. Courage Red can handle any demon we can intercept. From Sunrise, what we need cannot be taught: her particular sigil.” Juniper leaned against one of the supports for the porch roof, her legs angled to minimize her height, hands folded behind her back.

“Guild Blue said lures were seldom needed,” Mastiff said, mildly. “That there was no reason she couldn’t continue her schooling at home.”

“Sunrise wants to be an enchanter,” Peony added.

A tinkerer. Sunrise didn’t interrupt. ‘Enchanter’ sounded more like an important ambition, the kind that one might pursue instead of demon hunting.

“Really?” The slight man, Coyote, glanced at her. “You know the language of enchantments?”

“Uh huh. Do you have any that forgot their words? I can sing to them if you want,” Sunrise offered.

“Perhaps later,” Juniper interceded. She looked to Mastiff again. “Yes, lures are rarely needed. This happens to be a case where we need one. We’ve got an unusually clever pain demon that’s moved from region to region and evaded all our efforts to trap it.”

“It’s also fast,” Coyote added. “Especially after it’s fed. Even when we followed it from a recent victim, we couldn’t catch up to the pestilent creature.”

“We need a lure to bring the demon to us so we can stop it,” Jupiter continued. “And Sunrise is the only lure in this part of Anesh. By the time we locate another, this demon claims another half-dozen lives, or more.”

“And death by pain-demon is the gruesomest way to go,” Coyote said. “We found a corpse half-flayed, and by the blood—”

Sunrise swallowed. Birch and Mouse glared at him and Juniper cleared her throat to cut him off. “Yes. This is the kind of atrocity we are charged by the angels to prevent. Among the four of us, we have over fifty years of experience in stopping demons, Master Hammer, Mistress Iron. We will guard your daughter with our lives, with our best protections – we have to do so, in order to capture this demon. We will bring her back to you safely.” She took a deep breath. “I stake my life on it.”

“As do I.” Coyote’s eyes were on Sunrise, not her parents.

“And I,” Birch said, solemn, shoulders squared.

“And I.” Mouse looked to Sunrise. “Will you help us, Miss Sunrise?” 

Mastiff thumped the porch with the end of one crutch, and Peony said, “It’s almost nightfall. You must stay the night and enjoy the hospitality of Oak-by-the-Water. So there’s no reason my daughter needs to decide right now.”

“No.” Juniper offered a slight bow. “Of course not.”

“Our town will be honored to host you,” Mastiff said. “I’m sure Sparrow is already arranging a feast and lodgings.”

“Our own house is not large, but we’ve a spare bed that you are more than welcome to.” Peony’s arms remained folded forbiddingly over her chest, her offer not echoed in her demeanor.

“That’s very kind of you, Mistress Iron.” Mouse bowed. “I’m much obliged.”
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Sunrise went to the feast that night. The whole town came to the temple assembly hall for it, everyone bringing a dish to share with their neighbors and the hunter team. The hunters had the place of honor at the center table, bracketed by Sparrow and the mayor and the lawman and Oak-by-the-Water’s other dignitaries.

Juniper the Finder invited her to join them at the center table, causing all the local dignitaries to look ruffled or perplexed. “Since Sunrise is a demon hunter too,” Juniper said. “It’s your due.”

“Oh no. I don’t want to put anyone out. I’ll sit with my friends,” Sunrise begged off. Sitting with them felt like it meant accepting their request, conceding that she was one of them and had to go.

“Of course.” Coyote nodded, his mouth set. “Might be a while before you get the chance again.”

Sunrise bobbed to them and fled. I guess I’m pretty well committed either way.

Over the meal, she interrogated Cotton for everything she knew about pain demons. Which was no doubt a lot less than the hunters knew about pain demons, but she trusted Cotton more.

Cotton had way too many gruesome details about the creatures. Cotton’s parents kept glaring at them and telling her “not while we’re eating”. The girls would eat quietly for a minute or two, and then need would compel Sunrise to ask some new question of Cotton, in a lower tone of voice.

“They’re medium demons, usually. Middling-dangerous?” Cotton whispered back. “Low demons are the least dangerous type. Like misery demons, those are usually low. They won’t kill you, though you might decide to kill yourself.”

“How is that any different?” Sunrise demanded.

“Well, you could always not kill yourself.” Cotton washed down a mouthful of dense qi-nut bread with grapple cider. Sunrise wasn’t sure that was how that worked, but she didn’t interrupt as Cotton continued, “The most dangerous are high demons, like blight demons. Blight demons will poison everything. Not just people, but the plants and animals and the land itself.”

“I thought god-demons were the worst?” Sunrise asked.

Cotton giggled and shook her head. “If they were real, they would be, but they’re not. High demons are the worst type that actually exists. Anyway, pain demons are inventive about causing pain and they usually kill their victims eventually, but they take a long time to kill each victim. So they don’t kill so many people as a blight demon would, before hunters get them.”

“…they just kill a few people slowly and horribly.” Sunrise didn’t think ‘not so many people’ would be any consolation if you were one of the victims.

“Yes!” Cotton said, cheerfully. “That’s why demon hunting is such important work.”

Sunrise picked at her food and wondered if the pain demon that Courage Red was hunting had a victim right now.
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The spare bed was in Sunrise’s room, of course. It was Sunrise’s bed, in fact. There was a rollaway bed under hers, that she’d slept in before her sister married. Their brother’d had his own bed, but they traded it for a desk after he married. Anyway, if they had a guest, the guest got Sunrise’s bed and Sunrise slept in the rollaway, or the couch in the main room.

She offered to sleep on the couch so Mouse could have privacy, but Mouse told her, “I will not turn you from your own room in your own home!” Then she insisted that Sunrise sleep in the bed and she’d use the rollaway.

Sunrise used a cleaning stick on the rollaway to get the musty smell out of it, and brought linens from the closet. Mouse was changing for bed when she returned, and Sunrise mumbled apologies and retreated to the main room, so flushed and hot she used the cleaning stick on herself again. She traced its mark over both arms, in a wasteful bit of excess. Mouse came out wrapped in a sheet. “My apologies, I did not intend offense. I will wait here while you disrobe.”

Sunrise sidled into her room, changed, and slithered under the sheet for good measure before yelling that she was done.

Mouse returned and put the cover over the glowball. “Again, I apologize. Where I am from, in Candlequick, there’s no nudity taboo when everyone is of the same gender.”

“Oh.” Sunrise tried to imagine it. “That sounds awful.”

Mouse laughed. She pushed her sleeve up and made her way to the rollaway mattress by the candle-strength glow of her sigil. It was on her left arm, instead of her right like Sunrise’s. “No more so than having one about everyone!”

“Why would that—” Sunrise recalled her manners at last. “I mean, it’s fine. No need to apologize.”

“My hostess is gracious.” Mouse offered a formal bow, hands clasped together, then crawled into bed. “I think the difference stems from marriage customs. Women do not marry women in Candlequick. Or men marry men.”

“What, never?” Sunrise said, disbelieving. Candlequick was to the east, she remembered. That explained why Mouse had a different accent from the rest of her team. She wondered how Mouse had ended up in Guild Red. And if the same thing could happen to Sunrise.

“Never! One only ever marries one person, and always of a different gender.”

That was common enough, but “—what, always? Everyone just marries one person?” Her parents hadn’t ever married anyone else, but they’d talked about it with each other, and with some prospective candidates over the years. When Sunrise was little, she had hoped they’d marry Bluebird because he made the best pies, but Bluebird had married Quince and Daisy instead. “What if you need more people to help with the kids or tend the household or something?”

“Well, one may hire help, if one is wealthy enough.”

“What, like servants? To raise your kids?” That sounded disgusting. And expensive!

Mouse laughed again. “Grandparents and aunts and uncles and other relations often help, too. Most couples manage somehow. Didn’t yours? Or do you have more parents around?”

“No, I only have two. But they’re very good at parenting.” Sunrise couldn’t imagine Leopard’s family managing with just two parents.

“So they are.” Mouse lay down with her sigil-arm on the pillow before her, lighting her smile. “They do not want you hunting demons, do they?”

“Only because I don’t want me hunting demons,” Sunrise said. “If I wanted to, they’d cheer me on.” She paused, and added, “Sorry.”

“Ahh. You truly do not wish the sigil,” Mouse said, contemplative.

“I really don’t. Can I get Temperance to take it back? I tried to pass it to Cotton but it didn’t take.”

“Ah. No, I fear you cannot. The angels do not err in the sigils they give. You are as you are meant to be.” The demon hunter spoke softly, as if her regret was heartfelt.

Sunrise bit her lip. “That doesn’t actually make me feel better.”

“I imagine it would not,” Mouse said, ruefully. “The angels do not grant us sigils for our own benefit.”

“Yeah.” Sunrise rolled onto her side to watch Mouse’s face in the sigil-light. “Doesn’t that get annoying? I don’t remember mine being that bright, even when it was glowing.”

“Oh, no. I find it a great convenience. Always a reading light if I lie sleepless!” Mouse grinned. “And I get close-woven clothing, it is good to block the light when I desire darkness.” She pulled her sleeve down, and the light vanished under it. “Am I keeping you awake?”

“No, not at all.” Sunrise’s thoughts were full of things Cotton had said about pain demon victims. She didn’t think she’d fall asleep soon anyway. “Did you want your sigil?”

“Oh yes. More than anything, when I was your age. I joined Guild Purple when I was fifteen, as soon as they would take trainees without sigils. I trained for four years before they would put me on a team. Three times, I almost died.” She bared her sigil-arm again and brought her hand to the hem of her nightshirt before she laughed. “I apologize, I forget your taboo again already. I thought to show you the biggest scar. But I have one here, too.” She pulled apart her thick hair with both hands to reveal a long scar on her scalp, surrounded by pale, hairless skin. “I earned my second name then. They told me, ‘You have no sigil but surely you are blessed of Determination.’ And indeed, when I was twenty-two, I was.” She held up the inside of her wrist to show the center of the sigil. The design was different from the drawing Guild Blue had sent to Sparrow, but just as elaborate and ornate, bright golden lines crisp against dark brown skin.

“Which one does Determination give?” Sunrise asked, embarrassed that she didn’t know.

If Mouse expected her to, it didn’t show. “Steadfast. We are the most durable of the hunters, and the ones who mend most quickly. It is not the one I would have chosen, but it is best that I have it.”

“Which one would you have chosen?”

“Scout,” Mouse answered. “I wanted to be able to find them all, even the ones that are well-hidden. Especially the ones that are well-hidden.”

Sunrise thought about that, as the silence stretched, wondering if Mouse had a different reason from Cotton’s for wanting to be a demon hunter, wondering if it was all right to ask. Finally: “Why did you want to be a demon hunter?”

“My father committed suicide when I was eleven,” Mouse said. “A year later, the scout for Loyalty Green found a misery demon on a farm eight miles from ours, and they killed it. Two of the farmhands said they had been considering suicide without realizing a misery demon was attacking them. You do not see a misery demon come for you. The first thing they do is make their victims ashamed, you know. Afraid to discuss how unhappy they are, convinced that no one else would care or sympathize. My father had never spoken to anyone about suicide or…anything of despair or grief or sorrow. I do not know why he did it, or if he was that same demon’s previous victim. I had been so angry at him, that whole year, for leaving us. But after they killed that demon, all I wanted to do was kill more of them. It is a great pity they cannot all be slain. But trapping…that is enough too. It is enough to ensure they can hurt no one.”

Sunrise swallowed. “I’m sorry about your da.” For a moment, she imagined finding Mastiff dead in his shop, hung from the rafters, and shuddered. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Ever. Surely?

“It was a long time ago.” Mouse sighed. “But some events, they do cast a long shadow.”

Sunrise put her head back on the pillow and snuggled down beneath the blanket. “Does your team really need me to get this pain demon?”

“We truly do,” Mouse said, softly. “We would not have traveled here to find you, elsewise. But I fear we will not capture this beast without a lure. It does not need to be you. But it will be a much longer journey to get another, and people will die because of that delay. I am sorry, Sunrise. I would it were not so. I did not mean to press you further on this.”

Sunrise opened her mouth to ask, does the demon have a victim right now?  And then she realized she didn’t want to know. Mouse wouldn’t know for sure, either, anyway. If they’d known about a current victim, they could’ve found it through that person, right? Instead, she said, “I’ll go with you in the morning.”

Mouse smiled. “You have my thanks, Sunrise.” Then she put her arm beneath the pillow, extinguishing the sigil-glow.

Sunrise didn’t reply, but it was a long time before she fell asleep.
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Sunrise packed early the next morning, in a small trunk that belonged to her father. Mouse helped her figure out what to take. She’d gone on trips to visit her sister before, but that was only a day’s journey; nothing like this kind of trip. She said goodbye to her parents. “I’ll write,” she promised, at Peony’s worried look.

Mastiff smiled and gave her a big hug and glowered at Courage Red. “Take good care of my daughter,” he told them, before he would let her go.

Courage Red had a pull-cart and an enchanted lightening-stick that made it hardly weigh anything at all. Mouse put Sunrise’s trunk in it, with six other trunks for the team. Birch latched the straps of its harness about his chest and shoulders, and they set off at a walk.

“Let us know when you get tired,” Juniper told her. “You can ride in the cart if necessary.”

Sunrise gaped at the cart. “Really? Your lightening spell works on living flesh?”

Birch chuckled. “Well, no. But Sunrise—” he held the thumb and finger of one hand apart, eyeing her through them as if he could span her body with his hand. “—you cannot weigh more than a feather, surely?”

“Birch is the biggest and the youngest, so we make him do all the work for us,” Coyote told her. “He is fine. See?” He hopped over the cart wall and perched among the boxes.

Birch groaned and huffed with exaggerated effort as he leaned forward against the harness. He strained to put one foot in front of the other. “Unf! Uhh. Coyote…he…has feasted…unf…too much.”

Coyote leaned back atop a trunk and pushed out his stomach. He was so lean that even thus it was little more than convex, and certainly much smaller than Birch’s own large, stoutly-built frame. “It was those pies. The meat and the mince and that sweet one with a filling like rice pudding? Who made those pies, Sunrise?”

Sunrise stifled a smile. “Those were Bluebird’s. He and his spouses run Oak-by-the-Water’s bakery.”

“A splendid man! When the bards ask for the tale of this hunt, that they may set it to song, we must make mention of Bluebird’s pies,” Coyote proclaimed. “For their part in contributing to Birch’s prodigious strength, of course.”

Birch grunted and struggled as he fell behind Mouse and Juniper, who were both smirking. Sunrise walked between the two groups, glancing back and forth to keep track. Birch panted. “I think…my angel Strength…working hard enough…already. It is Coyote’s turn.” He threw off the straps of the harness and lengthened his stride to catch up to Sunrise, wearing a grin so broad it creased his nose.

“Aww.” Coyote sighed, dejected, and put on the harness before catching up.

“So your sigil is…warrior?” Sunrise guessed, looking at Birch.

“Yes. Coyote is a harrier. Mouse is a steadfast. And Juniper is our tracker.”

Sunrise nodded, not sure what the difference was and expecting she was supposed to know and they’d think she was stupid if she asked.

The two women in front slowed to let the others draw level. “Courage Red’s members take turns with the cart,” Juniper told Sunrise. “Birch does take it for more than his share, because he is largest and strongest. But it’s more awkward than heavy. The lightening on it is excellent. Unfortunately, we’ll have to leave it eventually. Our quarry likes to hide out in the wilderness, well away from roads. But we’ve many miles to traverse before we come to that.”

Sunrise nodded. They fell into a kind of formation, with Sunrise between Mouse and Juniper at the front, and Birch and Coyote behind them. Sunrise wondered if they were protecting her or making sure she didn’t try to escape. You chose to come, remember?  she chided herself. Not that she’d had any great choices.

“If there is aught you should like to know about demons or hunting, please do ask,” Mouse said to her. “It is a long dull business, walking, and we will all be glad for the distraction.”

“And to talk to someone new,” Birch added.

Coyote brightened. “That’s right! You haven’t heard the Tale of the Summer King and the Deepfalls yet!”

The other three demon hunters groaned. “If there’s anything you’d like to know that isn’t about the Summer King and the Deepfalls, please ask,” Juniper amended quickly.

“Aww.” Coyote scuffed the road with the toe of one foot, downcast.

Sunrise covered her mouth to stifle a giggle, curious now about the story. She decided to ask about it later. “So what do harrier and warrior and tracker sigils do?” she asked.

“Warriors are strong, tough, and accurate,” Birch said. “But mostly strong. Not as tough as a steadfast. Not as fast or accurate as a harrier. More versatile, maybe.”

Coyote waved that off. “Not really. Warriors, harriers, and steadfasts are all three the front line of the demon hunters. The fighters, the protectors, the guardians for the other hunters. We’re here to dispatch demons, and to deter them from damaging hunters like you and Juniper. We each have different specialties. In Courage Red, Birch is the strongest, Mouse is the toughest, and I’m the fastest. But which of us performs best in a given fight depends on terrain, circumstances, demon, and so forth.”

“Also,” Mouse added, “it is no competition. We are a team; we work together.” Birch nodded, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Trackers are just what the name sounds like,” Juniper said. “Good at finding the trails of demons and traces of their activity. When I’m close enough – within half a mile or so – I can sense the presence of demons. It’s like a kind of pressure on my skin, and a prickling, but more accurate than that sounds. I can pinpoint them fairly well based on that alone. A scout could do so better, and from further away. But trackers are superior at trail-finding. In a perfect world, every hunting team would have both a tracker and a scout. In practice, scouts and trackers are too rare. Most teams get one or the other. Or sometimes one of the rarer sigils for detection, like a seeker.”

“What are seekers like?” Sunrise asked.

“Their sense of detection has a much shorter range, but they can distinguish different types of demons and also evaluate the threat level of a given demon. So both what kind of demon it is, and also how dangerous a specimen of that particular kind.”

“So…all pain demons, for instance, aren’t equally dangerous?”

“Oh no. Some are so weak that ordinary guards could handle it, if they could catch it. Some few could overmatch a single demon hunter, or perhaps a pair.”

“…but not a team?”

Juniper hesitated. Coyote said, “There are stories of ones that are too dangerous for a single team to capture, yes. There’s no reason to believe our quarry is one of those. It is a swift, slippery one, and one that must be trapped, not slain. It poses considerable risk to ordinary folk, those without sigils. But we are well-equipped and have sigils to protect and aid us.”

Juniper nodded, slowly. “I don’t want you to think us overconfident, Sunrise, or for you to grow overconfident yourself. But we are a well-trained and experienced team. Between us, we’ve trapped or destroyed scores of demons, including many pain demons. There are grave risks involved with any demon hunt. But Courage Red is equipped to handle it; if I thought otherwise, I would call in other teams for assistance. But concentrating demon hunters in one area leaves other areas vulnerable to attacks, so we prefer each team to capture demons alone when feasible. And this is just, as Coyote said, a fast, slippery one, not an especially powerful one. So we craft a good plan, work together, and stop it as a team.”

Sunrise considered that, and frowned. “If you’re not a seeker, how do you know how powerful it is?”

“There are other ways to judge.” Juniper grimaced. “Mostly by the kind and amount of damage it’s done. The most powerful and dangerous ones are bolder. This one is elusive. If it was strong, it wouldn’t be so afraid of being caught.”
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In an ordinary day at Oak-by-the-Water, Sunrise walked several miles, between home and school and errands. She’d been on two-day trips to other villages a few times, where they’d walk fifteen miles in a day. The demon hunters set a quicker pace than she was used to, but she kept up without much difficulty for the first couple of hours. By the time they took a midday break, however, she was footsore and so exhausted she did no more than step off the road before sitting down. She didn’t think to help with lunch preparations until Birch handed her a cold meat pie and a hot mug of gintai tea. Guiltily, she offered to clean up and re-pack the supplies.

Coyote looked at her as if she’d offered to climb to the sky and catch the stars. “Just rest.”

“You can ride in the cart, honest,” Birch told her. “I don’t mind.”

“I’m fine.” Sunrise remembered she should eat and took a bite of the pie. “It’s just walking. I walk all the time.”

An hour later, she woke from a nap she didn’t remember taking to find Birch loading her into the cart. Embarrassed, she struggled to her feet and insisted on walking. “I’m sixteen! I’m not a child,” she said defiantly, at the smiles of the adult hunters around her.

Juniper sobered her expression. “None of us think that, Sunrise. But we’re all used to constant travel. It’s important that we make good time, yes. But it’s also important that you pace yourself in accordance with your own stamina. This is only the first day of a journey that takes twelve to fifteen days.”

Sunrise ducked her chin and nodded, not sure what else to say.

They walked a little slower through the afternoon, and stopped at the next town, Crown-on-the-Hill, to rest for the night. Crown-on-the-Hill feasted them, just as Oak-by-the-Water had. Crown was a bigger town, with a real inn that had room for all of them. Sunrise ate ravenously, then almost fell asleep at the table again. Birch excused them while the mayor was talking to Juniper, and went with her back to the inn.

The next day, Mouse helped her bind up her forming blisters so they wouldn’t worsen, and the hunters set out again. The second day was worse, and Sunrise did end up in the cart for the last couple of hours, because they were pushing on to get to the next village so they wouldn’t have to sleep by the road. The cart was not a comfortable way to travel either, packed as it was with trunks and lumpy bundles. It jounced, but she could curl up atop the trunks and rest her sore feet and legs.

The third day was mercifully shorter, because the nearest village along the way was only twelve miles, and the next one after that was twenty-five so there was no question of pushing on.

Left to her own devices, Sunrise would have spent the afternoon asleep. But the Cold Harvest weather had held as mild and cool, and Courage Red intended to train. Mouse, Coyote and Birch unpacked their armor and practice weapons in the village green. Their real weapons had steel blades and were made by binders especially for fighting demons. The practice ones were just wood and had no magic in them. They sparred with the faux blades while Sunrise and the local villagers watched. They practiced different techniques, where one or two of them would pretend to be demons and simulate the kind of tactics and abilities demons employed, rather than the kind of weapons that people had. There were complicated rules about how fast the fake-demons were and the reach they had and how hard they could hit. It all depended on the type of demon. It was at once strange and fascinating. All of the hunters were faster and more graceful in motion than was humanly possible. Coyote could strike so fast that he was a blur; Sunrise could only tell what had happened if the hunters reconstructed it after the fact.

After a while of watching, Sunrise leaned over to Juniper, started to talk, and then stopped as she realized Juniper wasn’t watching. Her eyes were unfocused and her expression one of intense concentration. Sunrise wasn’t sure if the hunters’ standard “ask whatever questions you like” still applied or if she’d be interrupting…whatever it was Juniper was doing.

After a minute or two, Juniper blinked a few times and glanced sidelong to Sunrise. “I’m sorry, did you say something?”

“Oh, um. I was just wondering if there’s something I’m supposed to do, to train my sigil?”

Juniper smiled. “I thought you’d already been working on it.” At Sunrise’s blank, confused look, she laughed. “Perhaps not. I’m not teasing, Sunrise! Let me explain.” She stood and held out her hand, then led Sunrise away from the locals gawking as Mouse and the men practiced. “According to guild records, a lure’s power is predominantly instinctual and automatic. Similar to mine: if a demon is within a half-mile of me, I’ve always been able to feel it there. I can, and do, practice focusing on the sense. That’s what I was doing just now. It’s similar to stilling your thoughts and your body so you can listen for distant sounds. Anyway, there are a bunch of tracker exercises like that, and none of them apply to you. What makes a lure potent is their ability to project positive emotions: joy, contentment, satisfaction, that kind of thing. I thought you were already working on that because you’ve been so uncomplaining through the trip so far.”

Sunrise stared at her. “I’ve been uncomplaining?” She felt like she’d done nothing but complain and ask questions since they’d left Oak-by-the-Water.

Juniper laughed again. “Yes! Mouse told us you truly do not want to be a hunter. Yet here you are, walking until your feet blister and then walking some more. You’ve barely ridden in the cart. You’ve kept up with people with longer legs and more experience. And you’ve done little more than ask for the occasional rest or a chance to adjust your shoes. I get more complaints from my little sister when we walk six miles to visit our grandfather.”

“Oh. Huh.” Sunrise rubbed the back of her head, and belatedly smiled at Juniper. “I’m glad you think so. I didn’t think I was doing a very good job of not complaining.” She screwed up her face in thought. “I’m not sure that’s the same as being happy. How do you practice being happy?”

“I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask.” Juniper clasped the nape of her own neck. “I think ‘not complaining’ is an important part of it, though. Not that you should feel uncomfortable about complaining. It’s good to be with people you trust enough to tell them if something is wrong. Especially if it’s something they can change, like by walking slower or letting you ride in the cart,” she said, with unnecessary pointedness. “But even if it’s not, it’s good to be able to share. My point is, it’s helpful not to dwell on things you can’t change, even though you don’t like them. Beyond that…I don’t know. I think happiness is enjoying what you’re doing, or doing things you enjoy. We have some free time now. What would you like to do, if you could do anything?”

Sunrise thought about that. “Right now? Talk to my parents. Oh! Can I write them a letter?”

“Of course! If you didn’t bring stationery, you may requisition some from the villagers. You’re a demon hunter now, you’re allowed.”

“I brought some,” Sunrise said. Mouse had told her not to bring much, because of cart-space, and because they could always get more. “…is it really all right to ask villagers to just give me more? I mean, it’s not like it’s for an important demon hunting message or something.”

“It is all right to ask people to give you more,” Juniper said, firmly. “Your well-being, including your mental well-being, is important to your service as a hunter. And you are serving right now. You can ask for whatever common things you need to stay healthy, sane, and happy. Don’t get greedy and demand some poor woman’s wedding bracelets or other things you don’t truly need. But no one begrudges you paper or postage.”

“…all right.”

Sunrise wrote three letters that afternoon, one to her parents, one to Leopard, and one to Cotton. She had wanted to write her sister, too, but by then her hand ached from holding the brush. So she un-traced the rune in its handle with the inkstick to stop the brush from writing, and took her letters to the village post.

This village was too small for even a proper store, much less a post. But they did have a small temple assembly hall, and they had a box for the post. Sunrise drew a map for her parents to show them where she was going so they would know how to direct replies to her. She also left her directions on a ledger by the box, so the carriers could look up where she’d gone from there. The post could sometimes catch up to travelers, because there were different shifts of carriers. The relay system wasn’t perfectly efficient, but it did mean that mail usually moved faster than any one traveler. Sunrise wasn’t sure if any letters sent from Oak-by-the-Water would reach her before she got to the end of her journey, but at least she’d be able to check for them along the way back. It was something to look forward to.

She spent a lot of time over the next few days thinking about happiness, and what made her happy in particular. One of the reasons she didn’t complain that much about the walking was that she didn’t much mind traveling itself. She’d always wanted to travel. Granted, not quite this quickly. She’d figured as a tinkerer, she could stop for a day or two in every town to see what needed fixing, fix it, and see the local sights. But it’d still mean a lot of walking.

Sunrise stopped asking Courage Red only questions about demon hunting and started asking them about places they’d been, especially the route they were taking and what things they might find along the way.

Mouse had been to the most different places, or maybe just paid the most attention when she was there. She knew a little bit about everywhere. She’d been born in the nation of Dokan, in a town in Guild Purple’s territory. Guild Purple had traded her to Guild Red, one of the Hashan guilds. Trading hunters was a common practice: one guild would have too many of a particular type of sigil, or really need another type of sigil, so they’d post to other guilds looking for specific hunters to fill out their teams. Guild Red’s territory included half a dozen different skylands and a lot of sparsely-populated wilderness.

Sunrise had never been far enough from home to look down to the ocean, but they would cross it several times on this trip, and that alone was exciting.
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On the afternoon of the fourth day, they reached Glade-on-the-Edge, the last town on the southeast side of Sunrise’s native skyland.

They’d been able to see the edge for most of the day, watching the horizon draw closer and closer, with its thick band of trees to guard the edge. It didn’t look any different from approaching any other forest, though.

Near the town, however, Sunrise caught her breath and squinted when they could see all the way down the road to the bridge. For the first time since the journey had begun, she quickened her steps to outpace the experienced hunters. While they stopped to arrange for food and lodgings, she ran on ahead to reach the bridge. She skidded to a stop, seizing one of its posts to stare ahead, breathless and awed.

The land fell away before her, gone as if some giant had cut it away with a knife. Far below, the ocean stretched, an endless expanse of blue and white. Stories said it was violent, as angry as a pot boiling over, full of danger for those who dared venture down to it. But from her vantage, it looked like a strange blue world all its own, spangled glowing white where the sunlight danced over it, dark and lifeless where the shadows fell from the skylands high above.

Sunrise hugged the bridge post with both arms, vertiginous and at the same time unwilling to step back or look away. The bridge itself was made of enchanted cables and planks. She could feel its words, a vibration in her bones. Unlike most enchantments, it was forceful enough to be audible even to those who weren’t taught to listen. The bridge attenuated as it stretched into the distance, high above the endless deep blue, to reach the nearest skyland. It was wide enough for three men to walk abreast along it, and the bridge began well back from the edge, so that the pylons of its anchor posts could sink deep into the skyland’s bedrock.

“Enjoying the view?” Mouse had drawn up beside her.

“This,” Sunrise said, nodding, breathless, “was worth the walk.” As Mouse chuckled at her side, Sunrise moved to one side of the post and sank to the planks of the bridge. She threaded her legs to either side of one cable between plank and railing, took a deep breath, and launched into the Bridge Song.

This was one bit of the language of enchantment that everyone learned: the song you sang to a skybridge while you walked on it. Even in inland towns like Oak-by-the-Water, you learned it, just in case you ever came to a bridge. You couldn’t cross one without singing it, not ever. The skybridges were the only thing tying the skylands together. You couldn’t let them fail.

Mouse joined her on the second verse. You didn’t need to sing enchantments their words – you could just tell them – but the melody and the rhyme made the words easier to remember. Also, the enchantments liked it better when you sang to them. Sunrise smiled as she sang, because she could tell Mouse didn’t know what the words she was saying meant, or what the proper pronunciation was. Mouse sang “the weight departs but strength remains” as if it were “tweight de partsbut strenth e mai ns.” When Sunrise had learned the song in her first school season, her mother had taught it to her again with translations for all the words. Peony had made her practice it over and over again until she got all the pronunciations right.

Sunrise didn’t know how much the bridge cared about the pronunciation, but she could feel it listening in the purr under its hum of magic. The purr shifted to match their song, keeping the cadence for her.

After the sixth and final verse, Mouse stopped while Sunrise sang the chorus again. “The song is required only while you walk upon it – you know this, yes?”

“I know.” Sunrise smiled, unabashed. “I just couldn’t resist. I’ve never given words to an enchantment so large before! I had to find out what it was like.”

“You will see again tomorrow. Again and again and again,” Mouse promised, teasing.

Sunrise jumped to her feet and threw her arms into the air. “I know!” she sang, triumphant. “Isn’t it amazing?” Impulsively, she hugged Mouse.

Mouse embraced her in return, smiling as well. “When you say it in such a fashion, I see that it is,” she replied, her own voice thoughtful and full of wonder.
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On the morning of the seventh day, Sunrise’s sigil began to glow again. Everyone congratulated her: “You’re a real demon hunter now!” As if she’d had something to do with it.

“You have had something to do with it,” Juniper told her. “You’re traveling to hunt a demon, and practicing your talent.”

Sunrise wasn’t sure that she was really practicing it. She had grown more used to the walking, and no longer collapsed exhausted at the end of every day. The hunters told her to use the extra time to practice and not worry about making arrangements or helping with packing and unpacking. “You’ve had the least time to practice,” Juniper said. “You need it the most.”

She used the time to write her family and friends, and draw pictures of whatever caught her eye at wherever they’d stopped. She wished she could capture the ocean in charcoal, but that blue could not be caught in shades of grey, at least not by an indifferent sketcher like her. She drew some pictures from the edge of the skylands anyway, just to capture the way the distant skylands looked, the way the sunlight fell between them, the tiny threads that were the joining bridges. The chasms between skylands looked so vast with the bridges stretched over them, but the big skylands, like the one Sunrise was from, were far greater still. She sent the pictures along with her letters, and imagined it as if the recipients were there with her, to enjoy these extraordinary sights.

One day, she glimpsed the Midnight Needle through the trees as they walked. It was a famous vertical skyland, too narrow and distant to ever have had a skybridge built to it. It was a dark spire of rock, with an arch near the top, and what looked like trees in the bottom of that arch as well as on its curved top. Sunrise would have liked to have gotten a better look: to climb to the top of one of the tall trees and maybe sketch it, even. But she couldn’t ask all of Courage Red to stop while she did sightseeing.

That proved a common theme on the journey, now that Sunrise was thinking about more than just their destination. She would pore over the maps in the evening, thinking of the things she would like to explore that were just a little out of the way. She was enjoying learning little things about Red’s teritory, too. Like that the people here hardly ever used the future tense, for example, unless it was so distant in the future that they were’t sure it would happen.

“Why did you all come to get me?” Sunrise asked Mouse one night, as she was looking at the map. “Messages are faster than a person walking, so why not send a message instead?”

“Several reasons,” Mouse answered. “Messages are not always faster: it depends on whether or not the areas through which the message passes are well-trafficked. We had already gone back to Guild Red to seek advice. We learned of you from them. From Guild Red, it was only eight days’ journey to Oak-by-the-Water. A message would not have traveled more than a few days faster, if that. You would need an escort of some kind regardless: we could not ask you to travel alone to meet us. And – forgive me, Sunrise. But we thought that a team of hunters would be more persuasive than any message, however urgently worded.”

Sunrise grimaced at that and ducked her head in a nod. “When you stop this demon, are you going to take me back home? I mean, is Courage Red going to? Or do you have to go back on patrol?”

“When we capture the demon, we will bring the trap with it back to Guild Red. Then we will all be at leisure for three weeks, before we must return to patrol. Either some of us will guide you home, or Guild Red will give you an escort. We will not strand you in the wilderness, I promise.”

Sunrise made a face at her for teasing. “I know that. I was just wondering if I could, well, have a more leisurely walk back to Oak-by-the-Water. With stops and detours to see interesting things. And stuff.”

“Oh! Yes, that certainly you may have, Sunrise.” Mouse smiled at her, and Sunrise beamed back, pleased at the prospect alone.
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By the ninth day, the weather had turned cold and grey. They were only halfway through Cold Harvest, but it looked like the rains of Cold Planting might come early this year. They put up their hoods and applied the charms against rain liberally to their cloaks and shoes.

The planning against the demon became more earnest and somber. Juniper couldn’t sense it, but they were within sixty miles of its last known victim. That was near enough that they were within territory where it might be hunting. The whole team now moved as one, never splitting up by more than a couple hundred yards. They knew their quarry was a shapeshifter: it could conceivably impersonate one of them. Juniper would know it by her sense at once, but the rest of them could only be sure if they saw each other’s sigils. Demons could not feign the glow of an active sigil. Juniper set a protocol that she would show her sigil every two hours while awake, to verify herself. As long as Juniper wasn’t compromised and the rest of them stayed close, they didn’t have to worry about the others. “But if any of us asks another to show their sigil, do so. No questions, no hesitation. This is not a game,” Juniper said, her expression implacable.

Moreover, it could look like any stranger they saw. Or any animal. Without Juniper at hand to spot for them, Sunrise would have been terrified of her own shadow, certain it was a demon in disguise.

On the twelfth day, they came to Shadow-of-the-Sky, a little village so named because it was eclipsed for a short time each day by a tiny, high skyland. It was another cold and gray day. The demon hunters went to the assembly hall to let the villagers know who they were, but it was empty. They went to the nearest house with smoke coming from its chimney. A woman answered their knock with a wary, appraising look.

“We are Courage Red, demon hunters in pursuit of quarry,” Juniper began, as she usually did.

The woman interrupted with a hostile huff and a scowl. “About time. Where were you three days ago, is what I’d like to know?”

“At Falls-before-the-Ocean,” Sunrise offered, perplexed. Mouse held up a hand in a warding gesture to her, Mouse’s own expression full of foreboding.

“Ha! Lot of good you did us there! Tell that to Marten and his family, if you dare.”

Juniper took a deep breath, a slight hitch in the middle. “Ma’am, we have been on the road for some weeks, and whatever message your village sent, we missed it in transit. Please, explain what happened here?”

The stranger’s scowl only deepened. “Marten and his wife, Songbird, were farmers. Lived about a mile and a half north of here, worked their fifty acres, didn’t cause no one trouble. Had two children. Hadn’t seen them on market day three days ago, and usually they come to market to trade for milk, on account of they don’t keep no goats. So Ram went out to check on them. Found their place reeked like a charnel house, could smell it from a hundred yards off, they said. Went on, fearing the worst, and then it did get worse. Heard these little whimpering noises, they said, real faint and muffled. Didn’t want to knock then. Went round to the windows, peeked through, saw blood everywhere. Demon had the family tied up and gagged in the bedroom. Torturing them. Ram ran back to town, talked it over with some folks. Some of us said we had to send to the guild, wasn’t no use fighting a demon on our own. Ram said we couldn’t just leave Marten and Songbird and the children like that.” Mouse flinched at that, and the village woman folded her arms over her chest. “So six strong folk decided they’d try to take the beast and went to Marten’s. Well, you can guess how that went. Demon killed three of them. Other three ran off and escaped, though Walnut loses that arm soon, I daresay. But maybe they did some good. That idiot girl Clover went to check on the Marten house the next day. Marten, Songbird and their youngest were all dead, and that’s a mercy if you ask me. Their oldest girl was missing. Still haven’t found her body. Maybe she got away and couldn’t stop running. Wouldn’t blame her for that. Any of you a tracker?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Juniper’s eyes were bright, and she blinked a few times, quickly. But her voice was steady and professional as she said, “Can you direct us to the house? And tell us anything about the missing girl?”

The local woman eyed the group. “Yeah. House is along the north road, set a ways back on a dirt track. Be the fifth house you come to. Has a big shed. Girl’s name was Apple. About her height.” She pointed to Sunrise. “Same build, maybe a little skinnier. Longer hair, rounder face, big eyes, wide nose.”

“You have our thanks, ma’am. Might we have your name?”

She folded her arms a little tighter, and answered grudgingly, “Eve.”

“We are obliged to you, Eve. I’m Juniper.” She introduced the rest of the group as well. “Is Ram – did they—?”

“They died with the other brave idiots,” Eve said, flatly.

Juniper bowed her head. She got the directions to the three survivors of the attack, and for Clover. “Did you bury the dead already?”

“No. We’ve been wasting preservation enchantments on the house, so’s you could look at it whenever you finally got here.”

“Bless you for that.” Juniper released a breath and bowed. “We go at once. Again, you have our thanks.”

Once they were away from Eve, Coyote asked Juniper, “Do you want to see the site first or the survivors?”

Juniper grimaced. “If this is the same demon we were tracking before, it has ripped out any ties it had to the survivors. Let’s go to the scene of the slaughter and get it over with. I need to see it regardless. I’m certainly not haring off after dead-end ties again.”

“What are ties?” Sunrise asked as they walked the north road. It was little better than a dirt track itself, though it did have a water-repellant runic groove down its center. It must have been treated in the last few years, because it wasn’t very muddy.

“When a demon feeds on something, like pain or misery or what-have-you, it hooks its victim. That makes an invisible tie through which it feeds, for as long as that victim lives,” Coyote told her.

“Longer, sometimes,” Juniper said, grimly. “But not with pain demons.”

“Trackers can see those ties and follow them,” Coyote explained.

“But demons can rip out the hooks. Most don’t: it hurts the demon to rip it out. But this one has been either killing its victims, so there’s no tie, or ripping the tie out,” Juniper said. “So we’d follow a tie into the middle of some dank forest, and then the trail just stops. I look for ties anyway, as I said. But I want all the information we can glean here first.”

They found the first signs of the fight on the track between the road and the Marten house: splotches of dried blood. Insects buzzed over them, though far fewer than there would have been in the warm seasons, at least. Sunrise crinkled her nose at the smell of rotting blood, already wafting stronger from the house than it was from the fight marks. “I thought they used preservation magic?”

“She meant on the corpses. Not on…everything.”

Sunrise paled, swallowing. Birch gave her a sympathetic look. “She doesn’t have to come in, right?”

“No,” Juniper said. “In truth, none of you need to see this if you don’t want to.”

Coyote huffed at that. Mouse said, “I shall go. Give you another pair of eyes.”

“Suit yourself. Don’t feel compelled to stay, anyone. And please don’t vomit on the corpses.” Juniper continued to the front door. A woman was keeping vigil on the porch, cheeks tear-stained, eyes red but dry now. Juniper showed her sigil as the woman watched them approach. Silent, the woman opened the door to them.

Inside, the bodies of three people were laid out on the floor of the front room. Streaks of dried blood marked where they’d been dragged. “We brought them inside, to keep the animals off, and then preserved them,” the local said. “The family’s in the bedroom.” She pointed to a closed side door. The slaughterhouse smell was already bad enough to make Sunrise gag. “We didn’t move them. Just preserved them. Gander said you’d want to see how the demon’d left them.” The local woman squeezed her eyes shut, and stepped back outside quickly.

Sunrise let the hood of her cloak fall back as she sidled along one of the outside walls. She’d never seen a murdered person before. Two of the corpses were ripped up with a kind of brutal efficiency: one’s throat was torn out and the other was disembowled. The third – Ram, presumably, given that body was the only one with an enby amulet pinned to the tabard – had several minor gashes and one leg was torn off at the hip.

“What killed them?” Sunrise asked Coyote softly, as he bent by the corpse and inspected it.

“Losing the leg, most likely,” Coyote said. Sunrise thought of her father, and Coyote added, “Losing a leg is survivable if some physician amputates it carefully, say. Not so much so if a demon rips it off and leaves you in shock to bleed to death. Sorry,” he said, as she looked queasier.

Juniper crouched between two of the other bodies. She bent low, eyes closed, hands resting lightly on first one body, then the other, and then one hand on each. Sunrise glanced sidelong to Birch, who was also watching. “What’s she doing?” She spoke in a hush, and wasn’t entirely sure why. To avoid breaking Juniper’s concentration, perhaps, or out of respect for the fallen. As if the dead might be disturbed. As if they were not past all disturbance now.

“Using tracker senses,” Birch answered in an equally low voice, so at least it wasn’t just her. “I think you have to be a tracker to understand. But it gives her a kind of picture of what happened here. What form the demon used, how it fought, and maybe whether or not it was the same one. Angels have pity on us, I hope it’s the same one.”

“It’s the same one.” Juniper rose and circled the bodies to crouch by the last one, repeating her examination on it. Mouse opened the door to the bedroom, and the rotting-blood smell increased. Sunrise couldn’t glimpse more than a flash of dried brown and a fly before Mouse closed the door again. The slight woman rested her head against the door frame, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides.

“Worse than the last one?” Coyote asked.

“Yes.” Mouse moved away and went to the other door, into the kitchen, instead. Birch moved away from the wall and started looking through the front room, making note of the position of furniture, of an overturned table and chair. Part of Sunrise wanted to ask what they were looking for. She knew she should offer to help. But she couldn’t make herself move away from the wall. Her eyes kept going to the closed bedroom door.

At length, Birch came back to her side. In a voice so soft she almost couldn’t hear it, he said, “All right. I’m going to open the bedroom door and look inside. Then I’m going to go outside and vomit. Do you want to come with me?”

Sunrise glanced at him, so surprised she almost laughed. After a moment, she gave a little nod. Birch took her hand in his big one and squeezed. Together, they crossed to the door.

Birch put his hand on the knob. He paused and looked at her. “You don’t have to look, you know. I mean, I don’t have to either. I just…it’s even worse for me, the not knowing. If it’s not for you, you can wait outside.”

She gave another little nod. “…I’d rather know, too.”

“All right.” Birch opened the door.

The smell hit her again, and she realized it was not just rot but sewage, urine and feces and vomit. And old sweat. And terror.

There was blood everywhere, dried rust-brown on the ceiling and walls, in puddles so thick on the floor they were still wet. Flies buzzed over them. The big family bed had been pushed onto its side and thrown against one wall with such force that the frame had broken. Small, unidentifiable fragments littered the floor.

The three corpses were pinned, one to each of the other walls, face out. So they could see each other. Their clothing was more holes than cloth, and they’d been partially flayed. One half of the adult woman’s face was pristine, making the other even more grisly, skin carefully peeled back to expose layers of muscle, fat, cartilage. The skin was still attached at the neck, a long flap hanging down. Limbs twisted at unnatural angles. The bodies were penetrated in grotesque ways. Small pieces were missing from them: fingernails, toes.

Next to Sunrise, Birch released her hand. “Gonna throw up now,” he said, garbled, and fled the house. Horror and disbelief had rooted Sunrise, but at that she realized that she too could leave. She fled.

The local woman was watching without sympathy as Birch leaned over in the yard and retched into the stalks of the Marten house’s last harvest. Sunrise felt nauseated too. She walked down the front stoop and sat on the bottom step, shaking. She tasted bile, and swallowed it back down. The air outside, which had smelled foul when they first approached, now seemed clean and pure.

When Birch finished, he staggered back to the stoop and sat next to her. “They were alive,” Sunrise said to him. “When it…”

“Yes.”

Then Sunrise threw up.

Birch held her hair as she doubled over, and patted her shoulder in awkward comfort. He offered her a handkerchief and his canteen when she was done.

“I guess you don’t get used to it.” Sunrise hugged the canteen to her chest, still shaking.

“Not really, no. I don’t know how Juniper does it. Glad I’m not a tracker. Do you need a hug? Because I need a hug.”

Sunrise twisted and buried her face against Birch’s chest, clinging to him as he held her in return. “I slowed you down,” she sobbed into his shirt. “I should’ve walked faster. I should’ve—”

“Shh, shh, no. It was all over three days ago. We couldn’t’ve gotten here three days sooner. One, two at most. You didn’t slow us down. We didn’t know. All right? No one knew. You can’t be everywhere. You can’t stop every demon. It’s not your fault.” His voice caught, and he brought up a hand to wipe his own eyes. “It’s not your fault.”
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After Juniper finished with the corpses, she spared them most of the details of what she’d learned. “It’s gone west,” she said. “Into the hills. Next, we talk to the other survivors just to be sure, but afterwards we go west to lay our trap.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “The girl, Apple, ran off to the south. I don’t think the demon picked her up again, but there’s no way to be sure. I…should ask the villagers to look for her that way. We need to stay on the demon.”

The others nodded in grim agreement.

When they talked to the survivors, Mouse and Coyote asked most of the questions. They wanted to know what shape the demon had taken, and how it fought. “It was like a dog, or a fox, but white as death and huge, chest-height. With horns like sword blades. Fast. So fast. It’d killed Holly before I realized it was upon us. We got some good hits on it: Ram almost chopped off one of its legs. Barely even slowed it down. Not enough to make a difference. It killed Spider, just gored his insides out, stabbed Ram a few times. I stuck it right through the chest, and it didn’t even notice the wound. We scattered after that. How do you stop something like that?”

“With a good trap,” Coyote said. “A very good trap.”

Afterwards, Courage Red talked combat tactics while Sunrise listened. The hills to the west were wilderness; Juniper thought the demon was sated after its feast and would lie low, away from roads and hunters on patrol. “The ties from the survivors to the demon go that way too. We can head that direction until I lose the trail wherever the demon pulled its hooks out. Then set the trap and hope the angels are with us and it works.”

They discussed how to fight the demon, strategies for making sure it was snared by the trap. The demon trap could be spread over a large area, in some way that Sunrise couldn’t quite visualize from the way they described it. It would catch anything, in fact: birds and rodents and animals and even humans. But it wouldn’t affect hunters; their sigils safeguarded them. “One usually must free a few ordinary creatures every day from it, once the trap has been set. The demons struggle, and will still be dangerous while inside it. Our part is to make sure it does not break free of the trap and that its body dies in it. Once its body is slain, its essence will go into the medallion that is the trap’s core,” Mouse explained. “Instead of being loosed to build a new body for itself.”

It didn’t matter that Sunrise didn’t understand. It would work just the same either way. Sunrise’s role in the plan was to stay at the heart of the trap and try to be happy. Under the circumstances, that sounded at least as challenging as fighting it outright.

By the time they finished with the last interview, it was after sunset. No one in Courage Red wanted to spend the night in this village, full of angry, grieving people. The contrast with the previous villages was stark and strange, in its way. The other places, places that hadn’t seen a demon in years, treated their presence as a blessing. But here, they were the hunters who’d come too late; the ones who’d betrayed them by not being there when they needed them. Still, Birch was right. There weren’t enough hunters in the world to be everywhere at once. And some of the locals were glad to see them – the ones who feared most that the demon would return.

After the quietest and least-feast-like dinner they’d had in a village, Mouse spoke to Sunrise about it. “It is not that they do not appreciate us, you must understand. Nor that they all blame us, though I do not doubt that Eve is not the only one who faults us for this tragedy. But fear causes its own kind of exhaustion. When we catch the demon, they will hail us as heroes. Until then: well, they will do their duty by us.”

The villagers did do their duty. There was no road heading where the demon had gone, so Courage Red planned to leave their cart here, along with some of their bulkier possessions. They repacked that night with everything they would carry. Their lightening enchantment stick worked on packs too, but it was less efficient and some things were too bulky to transport without the cart. Mouse, Coyote, and Birch would be wearing their armor and all of their weapons from now on. Coyote said they should have started doing that days ago. Food was the most important thing to bring. They had a stockpile of dried meat and hard bread, but mostly they’d eaten fresh food from the villages along the way. They added to their stores here; Juniper wanted them to have enough for at least a week. That, Sunrise realized while packing up her share, was a lot of food.

They slept where there was space in the villagers’ homes, as usual. At dawn, they headed west.
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It knew the lure was coming. It had known for several days, since it first caught the mouthwatering scent of her.

It had been tempted to take her at once. The demon hunters had not even laid an ambush yet, so it would be easy. But there was more to gaining a lure than merely abducting one. It had to consider the long-term consequences. That was why it had made a plan, so many weeks ago. The plan was working so far. It was unaccustomed to making plans of this sort, never mind ones so complicated. At some point, it was sure improvisation would be required. But for now, nothing had gone wrong. It would continue.

In preparation, therefore, it had considered whether to take the whole household or just the girl. Just the girl would’ve been simple enough. But the hunters would need an excuse to follow it into the wilderness anyway. And it was hungry again, which was so annoying. It had been hoarding power for weeks, using it carefully to keep its profile low, to make itself less noticeable. Yet the hunger returned anyway. It was so tired of being hungry. And meeting the lure while being hungry was bound to go badly. Lures needed to be happy to work. It didn’t understand human happiness, not the way it understood their pain, fear, horror, and despair. Those were easy. Maybe that was the problem.

Regardless, there was no point to any of this if it was just going to make the lure hurt and scared. Beyond that, it did have reserves it could fill. And if the plan went wrong, well, improvising was always easier the more energy one had.

So it stashed the girl, and took the remaining three at their house.

Doing families was fun, because torturing one of them had much the same effect as torturing all of them. For instance, little children by themselves were boring, with their shallow little fears and shallow little minds. But torment a small child in front of its parents, and you might as well be flaying the parents themselves. And it would provoke the most intoxicating mix of delightfully intense, strong emotions: fear, fury, impotence, despair, misery, pain. Much more satisfying than taking just one. It had made the right choice.

Taking them at their house was probably a mistake, though. The house had looked isolated, and houses were such a convenient place to hold one’s captives. So easy to confine, and you could give them false hopes about being able to escape without making it hard to recapture them. And humans were attached to their homes: making their home, where they were supposed to be warm and safe and protected, into a place worse than their worst nightmares, had a particular savor to it, an intensity all its own.

But it should’ve known other humans would come looking. Humans were pack animals, and not little family packs like wild dogs. Huge packs. Even when they looked dispersed, they never truly were. It knew the moment the spy found it; would’ve noticed the spy earlier, if it had not been distracted, savoring some especially delicious agony from the mother. But that spike of terror and flight from the spy was impossible to miss. If it had spent some power, it could’ve caught the fleeing person, but it knew how it went. More humans would come after the first one, and it was not as if it could feed on death. Besides, it already happened to know where the nearest demon hunters were: they were with the lure. It’d be days before they got there.

So it continued to feed.

Then the idiot spy came back with friends and tried to attack, just as if they thought a handful of ordinary humans could stop it. It was tempting to take them captive too. To take the whole village captive if it had to. But no, that way lay gluttony and bloating, and it wasn’t going to take that risk, not with the lure so near. So it killed a few to demonstrate the futility of attacking it, and let the rest scamper away. Then it finished up at the house; shame to have the meal rushed, but the hunters would be getting closer and it didn’t want to chance them finding it too soon. It went west.

It didn’t need to pull out the hooks to the survivors from the battle, given the circumstances. It knew who’d be following those ties. But it did anyway. Bad habit, leaving ties unsevered. Hunters expected demons to come back for victims they had ties to, to finish them off, but it hadn’t been that stupid for centuries.

Pulling the hooks out was a soul-deep ache; it meant vomiting out the power and sustenance it’d gained from those victims. Losing ties always made it hungry again, even now when it was still so replete from torturing that family. Still, that pain was minor compared to being trapped. Anything was better than being trapped. It was always a balancing act, the risks of feeding against the spur of hunger. The lure would help. It hoped.

And if the lure didn’t help, well, it hadn’t lost anything but time. And the demon had an endless supply of that.
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Their first day of travel in direct pursuit proved much slower than their previous rate of travel. On the road, they might cover as much as twenty-five miles in a good day. The demon didn’t need a road, or even so much as a deer trail. At first, the land they were going through was harvested crop lands; the footing was uneven but the way was clear. After a couple of miles, however, they hit true wilderness, where tall, thin trees grew amid an undergrowth of bushes and tangled brush. The terrain changed from sloped to hilly, with the demon’s trail wending upwards. Birch took point for the first half of the day, hacking away at the undergrowth with a machete. Juniper followed behind him, sniffing for traces of the demon’s ties that only she could detect. They did not hew exactly to the path the demon had taken. Juniper thought it had shifted to a smaller shape for its flight, perhaps a squirrel, but more likely a small predator, such as a lynx or a fox. Something less noticeable, and that could travel more easily through the wilderness.

Sunrise was third in the line, with Mouse behind her and Coyote at the rear. Mouse grumbled as she held back from her face one of many branches that were too whippy and stubborn to have fallen to Birch’s or Juniper’s machete. “I wish I had a sigil for shapeshifting myself. Now that would be a useful power!”

“Is there a sigil for shapeshifting?” Sunrise asked.

“No. Alas for us! Not so far as I am aware, anyway. Perhaps if we built a shrine to the angel of Change, she would so honor us. Or some demon hunter. Somewhere. I intend no disrespect to Determination.” Mouse signed over her sigil, with a flourish that made Sunrise giggle.

“Is there an angel of Change?” Sunrise asked. She didn’t remember hearing about that one at temple.

“No,” Coyote said, with a quelling look to Mouse.

“Perhaps she is waiting for mortals to honor her Name before she makes her presence known to us.” Mouse ignored his look.

Coyote cleared his throat and ignored her in return. “What I’d like to know,” he said, loudly, “is why this demon chose a ground-based form at all. It can fly, can’t it?”

“Flying forms take more energy,” Juniper said. “It might be conserving.”

“Conserving for what? It just killed six people. It can’t be weak now.”

“It’s a pain demon. It only fed on three of those deaths,” Juniper said.

“Fine. Three people. That’s still more than it’s taken at once since we started hunting it.”

“That we know of,” Juniper said, quietly.

“Angels. You think we might have missed some?”

“Of course we might have missed some. If it took victims near the edge of a skyland, dumping the bodies into the ocean would make them easy to hide. And not every kind of person is missed.”

Coyote cursed under his breath. “Even so. It didn’t take these victims anywhere that they might not be noticed. This is its most conspicuous attack yet. All the previous ones, it’s been a week or more ahead of us and it just disappeared. We’re five miles into this hunt and we still have a trail. Why?”

The other three hunters all paused in their hike and looked at Sunrise. “I haven’t done anything!” she said, bewildered.

“Your talent is not precisely one a hunter uses the way one tracks or fights,” Mouse said.

Coyote exhaled. “So we’re setting a trap when we camp tonight, right? Not just staying close by with one active.”

“Yes.” Juniper motioned to Birch, one hand ushering him onwards. The big man shook himself and returned his attention to trailblazing.

At midday, they broke for lunch as usual, though they hadn’t made it far. They switched positions then, with Mouse taking point and Birch falling back. Coyote also took a stint at the front. Sunrise offered to do so as well, but was not surprised when they declined. “This close to the demon, Sunrise needs to stay at the center of the group.” Juniper said. “At all times. You are our lure, Sunrise. If you’re in the lead, or at the rear for that matter, it would be easier for the demon to capture you without one of us trapping it first. Which is the last thing any of us wants.” She looked tired and solemn as she said the words. Sunrise gave her a quick smile and a nod to show that she understood. It wasn’t as if she wanted to be the one trailblazing. It was bad enough being third in line: being the one to wield the machete looked like back-breaking work. Sunrise could only imagine how tired Birch’s arm must be after multiple hours at it. It made her shoulder hurt just to watch the heavy steel blade strike, again and again.

They stopped a couple of hours before nightfall, when they found a spot where a large fallen tree had left a clearing in the forest. It was as good a place to camp as they’d seen since they’d left the fields. Setting up camp for the night took much longer than stopping in a village and staying in a local’s house. Not only because they had to set up tents and bedrolls and such, but because they set up an ambush.

Demon traps were much more complicated than Sunrise had realized.

The essence of a demon trap was contained in a single medallion, a round token a little smaller than the palm of Sunset’s hand. Each token had the profile of an angel embossed on the face of it: the ones Courage Red had were of the angel of Courage. Each member of the team had a trap medallion, and each medallion had three states: inactive, active, and cage. In the inactive state, a trap had no power. One activated it by tracing its rune six times while chanting the names of the six primary angels: Justice, Integrity, Loyalty, Courage, Strength, and Determination. It’d stay activated until it caught something, or was de-activated by a hunter, or after a fortnight. Active traps interfered with one another if they were within a dozen yards or so, so only one of Courage Red’s four traps was kept active. If you held an active trap against one of the immortal demons as it died, the demon’s spirit would be trapped inside it. Otherwise, the spirit, intangible, would leave to build a new body. The binder-made weapons the hunters all carried could affect even intangible spirits, but not enough to trap an immortal demon.

“So even if the villagers had killed the demon, it would’ve been back?” Sunrise asked. She was watching them set the ambush, after the group had laid down the tent floors and bedrolls. The ambush was fiddly work, and Mouse had told her it would be easier for her to help later if she had watched the process once before.

“Yes, in this case. But not all demons are immortal. It’s understandable that they would not realize this. And, depending on the demon, it takes a few days to several weeks for it to rebuild. They would have had time to rescue the family and escape themselves, if they had the sense to abandon the village,” Mouse explained.

“It wasn’t in vain.” Juniper hammered down a trap stake. “Their attack convinced the demon to leave its victims early. That means the Marten family was spared additional torment, and the demon had less time to feed. We face a less powerful demon now because of their sacrifice.”

Mouse nodded, somber, and set another trap stake. “Just so. To resume: if one touches an active trap medallion to a demon, it will stick to the demon, even if one makes no additional preparations. But demons know what the traps are. They’ll rip their own flesh out to detach a trap, and the worst outcome is that the demon will tear the trap off and hurl it out of the reach of the hunters. So one must attach the trap when the demon is just about to die, or when one’s team has it so overwhelmed that one may be certain it cannot remove the trap before death.”

Mouse sat back and took a swallow from her canteen. “An active trap placed within an ambush is far more effective. The ambush is a kind of spiderweb, which will entangle any living thing in its area without a sigil.” She pulled back her sleeve and tapped the glow on her forearm. “Including animals and other people. But it will substantially hamper even a powerful demon, and as long as even one thread connects the demon to the trap, if it dies it will be imprisoned.”

Mouse crawled back from her last stake, and set another one. “Once the demon is caught, the gem in the obverse side of the medallion will change from the green glow of an active trap to a red glow. That’s how you know it worked. A medallion may only hold one demon. That is why we all carry one: in case we need to capture more than one on a single patrol. Or if some mischance befalls a trap. But trap-makers invest a great deal of time, skill, and resources into each trap. We cannot afford to be careless with them.”

Once all the stakes were set, in a roughly circular area a dozen yards across, the demon hunters strung what looked like twine between the stakes. Each string wound around the head of each stake, then passed to the next one. It did rather look like a big spiderweb, radiating outwards from the medallion set at its center. When they finished laying it, they tamped the stakes the rest of the way into the ground, and covered the twine over with a little dirt. They set up the camp on top of it, including the bedrolls and tents. “Does that interfere with the trap?” Sunrise asked, as they lay down the tent floors and staked them.

“It is fine,” Juniper told her. “The twine serves as a conduit for the trap’s power, but the medallion does the work rather than the twine. If you want to go catch a frog or a lizard, any small animal, we can show you how it works.”

Mouse grinned and shook her head, vehemently. “No! Not after all the work we’ve done laying this ambush! You must stay inside the trap, Sunrise. I will find a test subject for you.”

“You, Mouse?” Coyote chuckled. “How much do you wager that I can catch something first?”

“Or Coyote will graciously volunteer to do so in a third of the time.” Mouse rose and bowed to him with a flourish. “You have my thanks, Coyote. You are too kind.”

Coyote bowed in return, and said in an aside to Sunrise, “I think I’ve been subtly manipulated, here. Take notes, young lady.”

It didn’t take him long to return, carrying a perplexed toad between his fingers. He stood outside the trap with his right sleeve rolled up, the glow of his sigil lighting the toad. “Since I’m carrying it, and I have a sigil, the trap won’t affect it,” he said, and stepped inside the perimeter. Nothing happened. “But once I let it go—” Coyote opened his hands to drop the toad. It croaked, falling, and even as it fell, a line of white light arched up to snare it. It caught the toad across the belly and pulled it to the ground. The animal struggled, squirming, and only became more entangled with the glowing line of the ambush. Coyote bent to disengage the lines of light from the toad, and picked it up again. “It can’t cling to us, so you may free from it whatever unfortunates are accidentally caught. There’s always a few.” He went to the tent and set it on top. As soon as he let it go, lines of light rose to ensnare it again: the toad scarcely had time to jump once before it was caught again. “There, now, you free it this time.”

Sunrise did so, and found it as easy as he’d made it look. To the toad, the lines of light appeared to be gluey strings that wrapped around it and clung to both the toad and itself. But when Sunrise touched it, the light was as slick as a ribbon, and pulled away as if nothing more than static had kept it in place. She let it go and freed it a couple more times to get a feel for it. “So just touching it doesn’t work. I have to make an effort to release it.”

“Right. Otherwise you’d be stabbing at some trapped demon, trying to finish it off, and instead you’d set it loose.” Coyote grinned at her. “Sigils aren’t as much instinct as people think, and that especially goes for the ones they use to make traps. A lot of time, study, and trial and error has gone into making the traps we use today as hunters. The first ones, from over a thousand years ago, didn’t have the capability to sustain an ambush. You had to pin them to the demon and keep it pinned, like Mouse said. Of course, the demons were stupider then too, so it wasn’t quite as hopeless as that sounds.”

Sunrise stifled a giggle behind one hand. “So how do you know this demon is immortal?”

“We don’t know for certain,” Juniper said. “But most pain demons are. And there are signs. This one’s caution, for example. And that it is cautious of hunters in particular. This kind of wariness and the cleverness it has demonstrated are more common in immortal demons than mortal ones.”

While they talked, Birch dug through his pack for cooking supplies. Sunrise offered to help, but he and Juniper waved her off. “You’re on duty now,” Birch told her. “Better get to that.”

“Uhh…what duty?”

He grinned. “Being happy, of course!”

“Fear not, my friend,” Mouse told her. “We will do all in our power to help you.”

Sunrise went to the edge of the ambush to set the toad down outside of it. The creature gave an indignant croak and hopped away as she watched. Under the circumstances, she felt…all right, as long as she didn’t think about what had happened to that family back at Shadow-of-the-Sky, or to the people who’d tried to help them. Or about why they were out here, or what was going to happen next. Enough, Sunrise, she told herself. This is not the right frame of mind at all. Just because someone’s told you that you need to be happy does not make it a good time to think of every possible reason not to be. She went back to the tents. They’d set up two: the women would sleep in one and the men the other, because Birch was the largest of their group. Coyote was smaller than Juniper, but Mouse didn’t like to share her sleeping space with a man, so Juniper would sleep with her and Sunrise. They’d shared rooms a number of times on this trip already, but the little tents felt a lot more intimate than a whole room. Sunrise was torn between liking the idea of snuggling in between Juniper and Mouse, and fearing that it would be horribly awkward. They had put her bedroll in the middle, though. She was always in the middle of everything, from here on. But for now, the threatened rain hadn’t started, and the front flaps on both tents were rolled up. Sunrise sat down at the edge with her legs crossed before her, and tried to think happy thoughts.

Mouse went to Juniper’s pack and rummaged through it, producing a packet tied with string. “Here.” She handed the packet to Sunrise with a smile. “This is our first effort to be of assistance.”

“What, is that our first?” Coyote pouted comically. “I thought she liked my toad.”

“Hush, you.” Mouse watched as Sunrise turned the packet over in her hands.

Sunrise squealed in sudden realization that the paper bundle of envelopes weren’t blank, for letter-writing. They already had directions on them. Her directions! “Letters! My parents!” She flipped through them. “And Cotton! And Leopard! Oh, they did catch up with me!” She flung herself into Mouse’s arms and hugged her. “Why didn’t you tell me – oh, nevermind, I know why you waited.” She made a face at all four demon hunters; even Birch had turned to grin at her. “And you’re all terrible and manipulative and I don’t care, I’m going to read my letters now.” She twisted about and flopped on her stomach inside the tent, her back to the group, and opened the first envelope.
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The first letters had been sent the day after she left Oak-by-the-Water. Cotton wrote that the demon hunters had asked Sunrise’s friends and family to write. “They said we needed to keep your spirits up. I still wish you’d been able to give me your sigil. You wouldn’t need to keep my spirits up! They’d already be up! But I hope you find time to write us, I want to hear all about it.”

Sunrise couldn’t believe the hunters had been collecting letters for her for days and days and hadn’t told her. So sneaky! She’d’ve been mad if she wasn’t so happy to hear from home.

Most of them had been sent before the senders had gotten any of her letters to them. But her parents had sent a response to her first letter. The daylight had faded by the time she got to it, so she peeled back her sleeve to read it by the glow of her sigil.


27 Cold Harvest, Year 72

Dear Sunrise,

We’re glad to hear you’re well. You’ve only been gone six days but it already feels like forever. Everything is fine at home, as you probably already know. Your father has been much better about writing than I am, but I wanted to answer your question about how to be happy.

I am not sure if it’s a sign that I have done something right or something terribly wrong that it has taken you sixteen years to think to ask me this.

It is my belief that happiness – or perhaps more accurately, contentment – is a skill. As with any skill, some people are naturally better at it than others. Some are born full of joy, and others have dour spirits with little or no comprehension of what will please them. But like any skill, one may improve with effort and practice. Your fellow hunters may not know how to improve your use of your sigil, but I do agree that they are right: you can.

That glow of happiness that you get when you see a friend after a long absence, or achieve a goal after long striving, or receive a grand surprise unlooked-for – that is not the kind of skill that I mean. That sort of happiness is a matter of appreciating a blessing when you receive it, and it’s transitory for everyone, I think. But the converse of that is also true: great sorrows are also transitory, even when you feel your life has been transformed forever. Even when your life truly has been transformed forever.

Contentment, however, in the form of a gentle satisfaction with one’s life: that is something you can keep. Not always, not in everything. But that is what I suggest you keep as your goal. Not ecstacy or bliss, which are fleeting, but contentment.

My first rule of contentment: be patient, with yourself most of all. Nothing is more self-defeating in the pursuit of happiness than to chide yourself for not already being happy. You feel what you feel. If you are lonely or homesick or afraid, do not be ashamed. Everyone feels those things, Sunrise. My house is lonely without you, and I am afraid for you right now.

But while I won’t deny those feelings, I won’t wallow in them either. I dwell instead on my pride, for my brave daughter who chose to embrace her power and face a great evil. I think about how clever and resilient you are. I know that you are in the company of good, trustworthy men and women who will bring you back to me safely.

And I appreciate the other blessings of my life, too. I have two other grown children who have found their place in the world, and are content. I am married to a truly wonderful man, gifted with not only talent but the willingness to use it, and who is loving and supportive. Most people are lucky to have a partner who exhibits even one of these qualities.

I mention my children and my husband, but I could do as well to mention my employer, who is fair and considerate, or my friends, who have stood by me for decades. People are important, Sunrise. When you know that you are loved and that you can trust the people around you to look out for you – that is a powerful source of contentment. And you are loved, Sunrise. Never doubt that.



Sunrise set the letter down, and put her hand over a bundle that held more than a score of letters. These were just the ones that had been sent and reached her in the last twelve days. Still more were probably even now accumulating in the assembly hall of Shadow-of-the-Sky. She sniffled and blinked back tears, mixed longing and joy. Sure, the hunters had told them all to write. But that didn’t matter as much as that they had. I know I’m loved, Mum, she thought at the page, and resumed reading.


So! Another source of contentment: satisfying work that you enjoy. Judging by your letter, you are not much enjoying the work. But it is a vital job. You should take pride in doing it, at the least. I know you always wanted to travel, if not under such circumstances. I hope you find some joy in it, in any case.

Your father is done with his pages now, so I will close here and we will post these together.

Love,

Mum



The second sheet in the envelope was from her father:


Dear Morning Sunshine,

Your mum thinks that I have special insight on How To Be Happy With Things You Hate And Can’t Change and so I should talk to you about it.

I don’t know that I agree with her that I know any more than anyone else, but here we go.

I’m not sure I ever told you that I was a courier when I was young. I loved it, in fact. I was one of the fastest runners in the Hashan, and very proud of it. Used to race against other youngsters. Won a few competitions for the fastest delivery by relay teams. It was everything I wanted to do with my life.

You know how this story ends. When I was a couple of years older than you are now, I lost my right leg. I’ll be the first to tell you, there are lots of things a man can do with only one leg, but being the fastest runner in the skylands: not one of them. I was so angry afterwards, you would not have recognized me. Sometimes at that wall for falling, sometimes at that child for having been too close to it, sometimes at myself for trying to block it. Or at the surgeon who cut off what remained of my crushed leg. Saved my life by doing so, mind you. But sometimes I couldn’t see that Or didn’t think it had been worth it, if I did.

But truth is, I’d always known that running was no job for an old man. It’s no job for a family man, for that matter, although I expect Peony’d have found a way to make it work, if she had to. Of course, I’d not’ve met her if I’d still been a courier. At any rate, I’d always figured I’d need a different career someday. I’d not formally apprenticed as a carpenter, but I’d worked in the shop of a friend’s mother. I knew the rudiments. I’d planned to fall back on that someday. Just not so soon, and not for this reason.

Point is, I knew my life wasn’t over, even though it felt like it was. (For example, I was absolutely convinced no man, enby, or woman would ever choose a one-legged husband, by the by, and it took two years before I realized how wrong that was.)

Fighting demons is not like losing a limb, although I’ve heard the one can follow from the other and am trusting those folks with you to make sure it doesn’t happen. Come back to me in one piece, my sunbeam. But maybe figuring you’ve got to go off and stop demons instead of what you planned for in life is like finding out your job as a courier is through. Except you’re not stuck. You just have to get through to the other side of this one demon. But maybe you’re worried there’ll be others, and what do I know? Perhaps there will be.

But even if there are, it’s not the end of your world. I love carpentry even more than I used to love running. I make things that last for decades, beautiful, useful things, and you bet I’m as proud of it as I ever was of any race. More than that, I met your mother when she hired my master to install cabinets in the workshop where she was employed. My whole life would’ve been different if I’d never had a retaining wall fail on top of me. I might never’ve had my little sunbeam.

And you’re worth more than a right leg, Sunrise. After all, I can always carve more of those when I need to.

Love,

Da



Before she’d finished reading the remaining letters, Coyote tugged on her boot. “Come out and eat, Sunrise, before supper gets cold.”

Supper turned out to be her favorite dish, couscous with melted cheese and dried kafruit. At home they had it with chicken: here, Coyote had caught a rabbit so Birch would have meat to add. Sunrise was touched all over again. “I know what you’re up to!” she told them, waggling her fork at each of them. “And it’s totally going to work, where did you find kafruit? When did you find kafruit? This is delicious, Birch, thank you.” She sniffled. “Thank you all.”

Mouse smiled at her and touched her cheek, while Birch grinned and ducked his head, abashed. “You are too easy to please, little one,” Mouse told her.

After supper, the team traded stories for a little while, this time not about past hunts. Instead, they were silly stories, like the time Mouse started stealing pieces of Coyote’s possessions in retaliation for a certain joke he used to make about her name. That ended after she stole his bootlaces. While he was still walking in them. Mouse refused to explain how she’d managed the trick. “He might yet return to the joke!”

“It was a terrible joke,” Coyote conceded, and did not say what it had been.

They set watches. Sunrise was to sleep through the night, and she had learned there was no point in questioning such decisions. She crawled into her tent between Mouse and Juniper, while Coyote stood first watch. With her packet of letters clutched to her chest, she found her eyes drooping despite the hardness of the ground. Feeling a strange serenity, a certainty that they’d catch the demon soon and everything would be all right, she fell asleep.
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They spent three days making their way through the wilderness. On the third day, they found a deer track. The demon’s trail followed it for several miles, making travel a little easier. Every night, Courage Red had some new surprise for Sunrise. On the second night, Juniper brought out her favorite candy. On the third, Mouse gave her an enchanted brush-and-wand set that produced ink in different colors, depending on where one stopped tracing with the wand on the brush’s rune. It was strange and finicky and too expensive for Sunrise to possibly have bought for herself. She loved it instantly. Mouse even posed for Sunrise to draw, which was its own kind of treat.

That night, Sunrise dreamed of a baby crying, and woke disoriented. Mouse stirred next to her. “Juniper?” Mouse said.

Juniper coughed. “All clear.” Mouse closed her eyes again. Sunrise poked her head out of the tent, uneasy still.

Coyote was already out, on his feet. “Sigil, Juniper.”

Their tracker raised her left arm and bared it; the familiar rune lines glowed gold. “Sorry, Coyote,” she said, softly. “I was feeling melancholy. I didn’t mean to make any noise.”

Coyote nodded and returned to his tent. Sunrise squirmed out of hers, sock-clad feet growing damp against the dewy earth. “Are you all right?” she asked Juniper, voice low to avoid disturbing the others again.

Juniper’s long, narrow face looked haunted by the sigil light. She covered her arm again, and her features vanished into the gloom. Big Brother, the larger moon, had already set. Little Sister was three-quarters full, and provided only enough light to make out shapes, not details. “I’m fine, Sunrise.” Her voice hitched, belying her words.“Just… thinking about my husband and son. He’s not even two yet, you know. Sometimes I…I wonder how they’re doing without me.”

Sunrise couldn’t imagine leaving a child so young to go back into harm’s way like this. “I’m sure they’re all right,” she said, trying to reassure. “I mean, they’d miss you and all. But they’re safe. Not the ones off hunting demons, right?”

That must have been the wrong thing to say, because Juniper made this choked little noise, halfway between a laugh and a sob. Sunrise wondered if Juniper had been thinking that she might not make it back to them, rather than worrying that they were in trouble. But the older woman only answered, in a strained voice, “Yes. Surely they will be fine.” Juniper patted Sunrise’s shoulder. “Go back to sleep.”

Sunrise nodded, then stepped forward impulsively to hug Juniper instead. The tall woman stiffened in surprise at first, but returned the embrace naturally, like a mother. She stroked Sunrise’s head, smoothing down fluffy curls, and sniffled. “They’ll be fine,” Juniper whispered, and choked again. She huffed out a breath and stepped back. Sunrise released her, and Juniper gave her a little nod. “Go on. Back to sleep with you.”
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A couple of hours later, Sunrise woke to the sound of Coyote’s voice. “What in Justice’s – wake! Trouble! Wake!”

Then the tent was collapsing around them, canvas falling as the demon hunters scrambled to escape through its quick-release flaps. Sunrise felt something hard kick her ribs, step on her leg, and then she was free.

The bodies of deer rained down around her: living, kicking, leaping creatures caught in the trap and pulled down by it. More than just deer: foxes, lynxes, rabbits, squirrels, all manner of animals overran the trap. “Which one is the demon?” Coyote screamed. “Juniper, which one?”

The panicked animals screamed, kicked, thrashed, and bit. Birch thrust at the nearest animal with his glaive, and then another, as Juniper said wildly, “I don’t know – it’s not – there!”

Sunrise did not have time to see where Juniper pointed before she felt something grab her by the shoulders, talons pricking through her shirt. An enormous beak stabbed down into the center of the encampment. Gluey strands of trap tried to reach the giant creature, but the mass of animals already caught overwhelmed the trap’s capacity. Birch swung, chopping into the bird’s wing; Mouse stabbed at the other side. But the massive wings flapped and heaved, and Sunrise rose from the ground.

Coyote yelled and hurled himself at Sunrise, grabbing her about the thighs. The huge beak stabbed down, sinking into Coyote’s shoulder like a knife blade. The man screamed, desperately trying to hold on despite the injury. But the demon pried him off and bore upwards, Sunrise in its talons.

Sunrise thrashed in its grip, screaming incoherent imprecations at the monster. The talons bit deeper into her skin, but she was barely aware of the pain.

“Stop that.” The giant bird had a thick, distorted voice, but it was intelligible. It startled Sunrise, even though she knew full well that shapeshifting demons could pose as people and talk. An arrow whistled close to her head, even as the bird jinked left. The arrow sank into its wing. “Ow. Do you want me to drop you?”

“Yes!” She grabbed the arrow and ripped it out of the demon, then tried to stab it again.

“Hey!” The giant beak curled down and snapped the arrow from her fingers. “Watch it! That’s no way to treat someone carrying you. You know you’ll die if you fall from this height, right?”

Sunrise swung her legs back and forth, trying to mess with its flight and perhaps build up the momentum to get a good kick in against the demon. “Better a clean death than what you do to people!”

“What? Oh, that. I’m not going to hurt you! That would defeat the whole purpose of getting you!”

Sunrise’s motions slowed as she stopped reacting on adrenaline alone. Then: “You’re hurting me right now!”

“Only because I don’t want to drop you.” The demon shifted its grip, to hold her around the base of her arms. “Blighted angels, that’s not much better. Sorry, not used to carrying people without hurting them. Not much call for it. Here, I’ll put you down and try for a better grip.” It dropped to the slope of one hillside, a little above the treeline, and released her as her feet touched ground.

Sunrise stumbled, caught her balance, and bolted.

“Hey!” The bird crashed into her, knocking her down. She tried to catch herself on her hands and grunted in pain as the ground skinned her palms. “Look, that’s your own fault for running,” the demon told her. The momentum of its assault had pushed her flat to the ground, its weight on her back pinning her down. “I’m not trying to hurt you. My approach when I want to hurt people is very different, trust me. Just hold still for a minute, will you?”

“If you don’t want to hurt me then let me go!” Sunrise yelled. The demon felt heavier against her back.

“Well, that would also defeat the whole purpose of getting you, so, no.” Its weight continued to increase perceptibly, and she gasped for breath. She writhed, trying to get out from under it. It shifted its weight, and large hands closed around her upper arms. Not talons: fingers.

Sunrise went limp, deciding to conserve energy for some more opportune moment. She stared at the fingers. “What do you want from me?”

“Oh, come on. You know you’re a lure. I want you to be happy, of course.”

“That’s really not going to work out if you’re going to hold me prisoner,” Sunrise told it. “Imprisonment does not make me happy.”

The demon squirmed around on top of her. She twisted her head to try to see what it was doing. It had changed its shape to a humanoid one, like a four-armed gorilla with a bird’s head. The left set of arms finished as she watched, and it grabbed her legs with them. It picked her up, then shifted its grip around while she flailed at it again. She almost scrambled free again at one point, but the demon’s form was both larger and faster, even if it had the disadvantage of not wanting to hurt her while she had no such compunctions about it. Finally, it got her cradled to its chest, extra hands pinning her legs together and holding her arms pinned to her sides. “You’ll get used to it,” it told her. “Humans can get used to almost anything.”

“I don’t think that applies to ‘held captive by a murderous torturing monster’.” Sunrise wriggled ineffectually. It wasn’t comfortable to be pinned like this, but it wasn’t physically hurting her any more. Her shoulders ached from where it had carried her earlier.

“I hope it does! You should hope so too.” The demon glanced around with its long-billed bird’s head. “Because if you can’t be happy with me, then I might as well torture you. And neither of us wants that.”
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After the demon’s last comment, Sunrise decided that maybe it was time to stop talking. Struggling was useless, too. The demon had been injured, she knew: it had bled when the arrow struck it, and where Birch had cut it. But it showed no sign of injury in its new form.

It carried her across the clear part of the hillside, its footing goat-sure despite its burden. It went into the woods along one of the deer trails, whacking back branches with two hands and hugging her protectively with the others. “Why don’t you humans know how to shapeshift?” It asked her.

“What?”

“Shapeshifting. It’s very convenient. You are an awkward size and weight for these woods. You people’ve learned so many other marvellous things, why not that one?”

Sunrise didn’t know if it was serious or not. “That’s not a kind of thing you can do with enchantment,” she told it. “Enchantments don’t work on living flesh except to help do things it does already. Like heal. How do you shapeshift?”

“Oh, I use stored power to transform my body. It takes some effort but it’s better than trailblazing. Ugh. Oh, I need to cover your eyes, I forgot.” It turned her around so that her head was against its furry white chest, and held her firmly in place.

She made muffled protests, struggling for air. “I can’t breathe!” It relaxed its grip until she could. Sunrise kept squirming anyway. “I need air!”

“Stop that. You can breathe just fine. Hmph. You never complained this much when you were with the hunters.”

Sunrise stilled. “How do you know how I acted with the hunters?”

The demon didn’t answer, but tramped onwards through the wilderness. She tried asking again, then other questions: “Where are we going?” “What are you planning?” “How can you see in the dark?” “You do realize that I need food to survive, right?”

The demon said, “Yes,” to the last, but did not respond to any of the others.

She tried playing Yes or No with it: “Are we going west?” “Are you going to stop eventually?” But it didn’t respond to those.

Sometime a few hours after dawn, the demon did stop. It lowered a rope tied to a tree into a deep pit, and climbed down, still carrying Sunrise. It set her down. “There’s clothing in the trunk. Change into it.”

The pit was perhaps three yards wide, and four or five deep. It was furnished, after a fashion: straw spread across the dirt floor, a cot on one side, a trunk at its foot, a three-legged footstool, and another chest on the opposite side. Sunrise moved as far away from the demon as she could. “Why?”

“Because you’re cold and dirty and I don’t have a cleaning stick. And you’ll feel better if you’re in clean warm clothing. Oh, and there’s bandages and poultices in the trunk, so you can treat where I pricked you.”

This was as sensible as any mother’s advice, and the truth of it did not make Sunrise any more inclined to follow it. She backed onto the cot. That put her a foot closer to the top of the pit. That was not nearly close enough to get out, even if the demon wasn’t watching to catch her again. She hugged her shoulders.

The demon gave a very human sigh through its avian beak. “Look, I’m going to turn around.” It put its back to her. “You can get changed now into nice clean clothing. Or, alternatively, I can shred the clothing you are wearing off of you and leave you naked in the pit to decide if you want to put on the clean clothing. It’s up to you.”

“Threats don’t make me happy,” she told it, but she opened the trunk and pulled clothing from it anyway.

“So far, nothing does, so it doesn’t make much difference what I say, does it?”

“Yes it does! You could let me go!” She pulled her undershirt off and drew on a clean one from the trunk, then put a day tunic over it and laced on the sleeves. The clothes were a little big, but not uncomfortable.

“We already discussed that. Maybe later we can negotiate over something that’s negotiable.”

Hope flickered in her chest. “So some things are negotiable?”

“Yes! Of course. I’m letting you change instead of ripping off your clothing, for example.”

Sunrise made a face as she changed her shorts for fresh ones and put on pants that were too snug to lace properly. She threw on a tabard over the whole thing: it hung past her knees. “Threatening people until they do what you want isn’t negotiation.” There was a woman’s amulet in the trunk, too, but in the local style of porcelain instead of bronze. Sunrise reached for her old tabard to remove her own amulet from it.

“Isn’t it?” The demon turned around and snatched her clothing from the cot before she could get the amulet. In a movement almost too quick to follow, it grabbed her Temperance medallion and pulled it and its chain over her head and away. “We can talk about that later too.”

“Hey!” She watched, startled, as it swarmed up the rope. “Where are you going? Why did you take my clothes? Give me back my medallion!”

“Errands to run!” it called back to her, pulling up the rope after it. “Have to get a cleaning stick, for example.”

She shivered convulsively. “Where are you going to get a cleaning stick?”

The demon did not answer. Instead, a wooden cover slid over the pit, with holes in the center that let in a trickle of light.

“Don’t leave me alone in the dark!” Sunrise yelled.

Something heavy thunked on top of the cover. After that, if the demon was still up there, it didn’t make any noise or answer her other shouts.
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Yelling, for the demon or for help, made Sunrise’s throat ache after a while, and she gave it up. Once she’d had some time to think, she realized what a terrible idea negotiating with a demon would be anyway. Even if the demon had been serious, appeasement of a demon was a capital crime. There were stories about people who had helped demons, ones who offered up their enemies or even neighbors in return for the demon sparing their own lives, or that of their family. Legends of the Death Archipelago told of demons who had bullied and tricked governors with promises that the demons would fight their political rivals and protect their loved ones. In return, the human governments had betrayed their own demon hunters to demons. The demons then came to rule over entire nations, treating humans like livestock. Sunrise didn’t know if that was true or just a myth, like god-demons. But it was a good example of how bad it could be to cooperate with a demon in order to save yourself. It had to be criminalized, because otherwise it would be too tempting to cave to a demon’s demands and that would make catching them even more difficult.

Grimacing at this line of thought, Sunrise tied back the sleeve on her right arm to expose her sigil for extra light. The holes in the cover over the pit didn’t allow for much sunlight. Then she investigated her prison.

The walls of the pit around her were damp packed earth, oozing water droplets from the sides a foot or so from its base. She hoped it didn’t rain while she was stuck down here. Cold Harvest was usually a dry season but the weather hadn’t looked good lately.

She got the bandages and poultices out of the chest, and used them to treat her scrapes. Her palms hurt worse from skinning them than the shallow puncture marks and bruises on her shoulders did. She was more bruised than anything, but she still would have liked a cleaning stick to cleanse the injuries.

In addition to the bandages, she found a stockpile of food: flatbreads, soft cheese, jams, dried meat, cold soup, and a jug of water. She wasn’t hungry, but had a few rounds of bread with cheese and jam for breakfast anyway. She couldn’t tell what the meat was – pork, probably – and couldn’t make herself taste it.

After eating, she stacked the wider chest on the cot, and then the second chest on that, and then the stool on top. She clambered up the rickety arrangement. Standing, unsteadily, atop the stool, she was still several feet shy of the cover. She scraped her fingers against the wall, but it was too hard to dig into with bare hands. Sunrise eased her way back down, and searched through the chests for tools. It had a fork and spoon, but no knife. There was a plate and bowl too, along with more clothing and food. She stared at the heap of things, then put everything but the fork and spoon back. With those dubious tools in hand, she climbed back up and started digging hand holds into the wall. It was difficult work: the ground was a mix of rocks and clay soil, all but impenetrable to fingers alone.

After laboriously carving out the first hand hold, she realized there was no way she was going to hold on with one hand and dig higher with the other. So she moved the stack to one side and carved out foot holds above the level of the stool.

As the work progressed, she stopped to rest after she started swaying so much she nearly fell out of her hand- and footholds halfway up the pit wall. She was worn out from the combination of little sleep, spent adrenaline, and sick dread. But sleep was impossible: she couldn’t imagine trying.

Finally, she reached a height where she could touch the cover, but it was too heavy to budge without leverage. She dug out hand holds just beneath it, braced her feet in former handholds under those, and put her back into it.

It still wouldn’t budge.

Crying from frustration, she heaved and shoved until her fingers were raw in the rough hand holds, her body shook, and her shoulder and neck screamed at the abuse. Finally, she climbed back down before she fell.

Sunrise didn’t have the energy to clear the stack or even brush the dirt off the cot. She curled around the chest and dropped into an exhausted doze.
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It was dark outside the pit when Sunrise next awakened. She ached all over; even her thoughts felt numb and gluey. She ate mechanically, in an effort to stir herself to alertness. Why did the demon leave me here?  she wondered. Does it figure that if it leaves me alone in darkness long enough, eventually I’ll be happy just to see light and fresh air?

Depressingly, that assessment felt likely to be true.

Don’t despair, she told herself. Think. You can’t push the cover aside. What else might work? It felt like wood. Maybe carve through it?  She scoffed at her own idea even as she had it. With a fork or spoon? No, that’d never work. Wait, the pit rim is earth. I can dig under it!

With a spoon, still, granted. But it was better than any other idea she’d had.

She climbed to just below the cover again, and started digging.

Her initial hole was barely wider than her hand: she just wanted to find the edge of the cover first, to see how far out she had to go.

She’d dug a narrow tunnel almost as long as her arm, and was starting to despair that the cover had any edge at all when her spoon broke through to air. She widened the tunnel a little further, and felt cool air against her fingertips. Elation was soon replaced by dull resignation, however. She’d been at it for hours already, and her left hand and feet hurt from hugging her to the wall while she dug. The demon was bound to return before she could widen that hole enough to fit her whole body through.

On the other hand, it wasn’t as if she had anything better to do.

She took another break, then further dug out the hand and foot holds she was using to stay close to the cover. After making them deeper and less uncomfortable to cling to, she resumed digging out the tunnel itself.

Sunrise fell asleep during another exhaustion-forced break, and woke again to sunlight through the cover holes. She ate, climbed back up, and continued digging.

The tunnel was perhaps half the width she needed to get out when she heard a voice. She froze, listening, deciding what her best chance was if the demon was returning. Try to hide the hole, she decided. It might not notice, depending on which way it pushed off the cover. Assuming it did push off the cover. She squirmed down and started to move the stool off the cot when she heard the voice again.

“Sunrise!” The voice didn’t sound like the demon’s. It sounded like – “Sunrise?!”

“Mouse!” Sunrise screamed involuntarily. She raced back up the wall. “Mouse! I’m down here, Mouse!”

“Sunrise!” Mouse sounded as profoundly relieved as Sunrise felt. “I’m coming, Sunrise! Hang on!”

“I’m in a pit! There’s a big weighted cover over it, it might be camouflaged. Be careful!”

Running footsteps followed, in defiance of Sunrise’s exhortation, then stopped at the center of the cover. “Sunrise? You’re down there?”

“Yes. I’m right under the cover, I was digging my way out. Can you get the cover off?”

“You were…um. Right. Yes, there’s a big boulder on it, let me…” A pained grunt and a dull scrape followed. “Unf. Uh. This is heavy, let me get a lever or something. Back up from it, Sunrise.”

Sunrise backed down to the bottom of the pit, and waited anxiously. “Be careful, Mouse, the demon said it would be back. Is Juniper with you?”

“You need not worry about the demon, Sunrise. We trapped it.” A glint of red glowed in one of the air holes, and Sunrise realized it was the demon trap, lit by the demon imprisoned within.

“Oh, praise the angels!” Sunrise fell back on the cot, limp with relief.

The glow vanished, and the scraping started again. “Unf. Yes, praise the angels. And I’ve found you, we’ll have you out – soon.” Another minute, and then the cover slid back, exposing sunlit sky beside Sunrise’s tunnel. She could see Mouse’s shadow as she climbed up the handholds again. “Angel’s words, Sunrise, you had all but freed yourself!”

Sunrise puffed as she made it to the top. “Not as easy at it looks,” she said, then hurled herself into Mouse’s embrace.

Mouse laughed in relief and joy, one hand stroking Sunrise’s back. But she didn’t use both arms, and Sunrise stepped back, sensing a wrongness. Mouse’s left arm hung limp – no—

Sunrise touched the bottom of Mouse’s left sleeve. It was empty. “Mouse – your arm!”

The woman rested her right hand on Sunrise’s shoulder. “Ah…I wish that were the least of our casualties in the fight against the demon. I am the lucky one, to have only lost an arm.”

Sunrise covered her mouth. “Mouse – where are the others? Are they—”

Mouse closed her eyes. “Gone. I am sorry, Sunrise. We captured the demon, yes, but at a terrible cost.”

“Oh no.” Sunrise hugged her arms to her stomach, suddenly nauseated. “Oh no. Not…surely not…” They were alive just yesterday, she thought nonsensically, as if that somehow meant they could not be dead now. Tears pricked at her eyes, and she squeezed them shut.

Mouse put her arm around Sunrise’s shoulders, curling her close. “Shh, shh,” she said, as Sunrise choked on sobs. “We all knew the risks. There, there. All will be well.”

The wrongness of making Mouse comfort her, when it was Mouse’s friends and companions who had died, twinged at Sunrise’s conscience. She straightened and scrubbed at her eyes, trying to put a brave face on the situation. “All right.” She swallowed hard. “What do we do now?”

Mouse gave her a tired smile. “I, for one, need some rest. I am no physician, but I suspect I have already done more activity in the last twenty-four hours than is advisable for a recent amputee to perform in a month. Now that I have found you, the adrenaline that has kept me upright is finally abandoning me, I fear. There’s a little abandoned house near here. I suggest we rest there, at least for tonight.” Sunrise shivered at the idea of staying in the area, and Mouse squeezed her shoulder. “It’s all right. We trapped the demon, Sunrise. It will not return.”

Sunrise nodded, shakily. “Can I…can I see the medallion again?”

Mouse smiled. “Of course.” She pulled it from a pouch at her side and held it out to Sunrise.

The girl took it, flipping it over to stare at the red glow in its gem. She rested her fingers on it, exhaling slowly. “It’s not that I don’t trust you,” she said, hastily. “It just…feels more real when I can hold it for myself.”

“Oh, I understand.” Mouse folded Sunrise’s fingers over the medallion. “You may keep it if you like. I need to go lie down now, Sunrise, or I fear I may fall where I stand.”

Sunrise shook herself out of her reverie. “Of course, I’m sorry, Mouse. Here, let me take your pack. Go on, I’ll follow you.” The backpack lay to one side; Sunrise winced at the thought of Mouse putting it on over what remained of her left arm. Judging by the sleeve, it looked like she’d lost it just above the elbow. The pack had dried blood soaked into it, but Sunrise ignored that to put it on one shoulder, and hiked after Mouse.

She still couldn’t believe the other hunters were gone. Her hand clenched around the medallion. “I hope you’re suffering in there,” she whispered to it. “I hope it hurts to have your spirit trapped, you monster. I hate you. I hate you, and I’m glad you’re trapped, and we’re going to put you in a vault with all your kin and you will never, ever, hurt anyone or anything again.”

“It does hurt,” Mouse said, and Sunrise looked ahead in surprise; she hadn’t thought she was speaking loudly enough for Mouse to hear her. The hunter stopped walking to wait while Sunrise caught up.

“The demon does?”

“Yes. It cannot feed inside of the medallion, cannot gain energy by sinking its hooks into anyone. But it is not like a bodily starvation: the demon’s spirit is immortal, so it cannot starve to death. But its hunger, its need for energy, continues to grow. It will suffer without end, inside the trap.”

“Oh.” Sunrise opened her fingers to look at the trap again, feeling strangely guilty about having wished torments upon it.

“This displeases you?” Mouse asked, puzzled. “It is a thing of pure evil, after all. If anything deserves suffering, surely pain demons do.”

“I…I know.” She gripped the medallion again, thinking about Juniper, and Coyote, and Birch, and the Marten family. “It does. I guess maybe an eternity of suffering is worse than anything deserves.” Sunrise clenched her hand until the medallion’s edges bit into her palm and fingers. “But it’s earned such punishment.”

“Yes.” Mouse’s voice was unexpectedly vindictive, satisfied. “It has.”

They walked in silence for a few moments, along an old overgrown path. “How do you know?” Sunrise asked after a moment. “I mean, that the demon spirits still hunger inside the traps.”

“Oh. Well, traps wear out, after some decades. So the guild halls monitor them closely for signs of escape. Escaped demons are tracked from the moment they get out, and channeled to form new bodies where they may be easily re-captured in a new trap. The escaped demons complain about the hunger. Some of them are driven mad by it – um – madder, perhaps. I do not suppose a demon may ever be considered sane.”

Sunrise shivered, remembering her strange conversation with the demon, the casual way it spoke of both wanting her to be happy and also of its willingness to torture her to death. “I’m so sorry about Birch and Juniper and Coyote,” she said, softly. “But I’m glad you trapped it.” She hung the medallion around her neck, tucking it under her tabard, in place of the Temperance medallion the demon had stolen.

“As am I.” Mouse gave her a strained smile. Sunrise could soon see the little house Mouse had mentioned earlier. It was a ramshackle one-room cottage, with a stove for warmth and few furnishings apart from a large dilapidated bed. Heaps of refuse were in the corners. Mouse made her way to the bed and collapsed into it.

“Do you want me to change your dressing?” Sunrise asked. Mouse looked at her blankly. “For your arm.” It must have been hard to bandage, one-handed. Sunrise couldn’t imagine doing it, could barely imagine any of the recent events.

Mouse shook her head. “No. No, it is fine for now. I am a steadfast, we are a tough people. It will mend quickly. I just need to rest. Are you – have you eaten at all since you were captured? I have little in the way of provisions remaining, I fear. Most of our possessions were destroyed during the battle with the demon.”

Sunrise walked to the stove. It had a poker, sweep, and shovel still by it, so she scooped out the old ashes and removed some wood not quite turned to charcoal. She was surprised there was anything left that hadn’t crumbled to ash, given how ill-maintained the cottage was.

It had actually been warmer inside the pit than it was in this house. While it wasn’t close to freezing, it was cold enough that she didn’t want to sit still without a heat source. Well, maybe if she snuggled up to Mouse under a blanket on the bed, but she thought Mouse had earned some space to herself to heal. “Yes, the demon left me food, in fact. I’ll go get what’s left out of the pit, it should last us a few more days at least. And I’ll see if I can find some wood, too.”

She climbed back into the pit and out again one more time, this time with all the remaining food bundled into a blanket and slung across her back. Behind the cottage was an old wood pile, not far from a rickety outhouse. The wood at the bottom of the pile was rotten and covered with vines and mushrooms, but there were some surprisingly fresh logs on top. The well still worked, too. It was even deeper than the pit she’d been in. “I think someone was here recently,” she told Mouse as she re-entered the cottage.

Mouse stirred on the bed, rolling onto her back. “It is convenient to that pit the demon put you in. It may be the demon was using the cottage for something.” At Sunrise’s shudder and glance around, Mouse shook her head. “No, not the way it used the Marten house. You would see far more evidence in such a case. But demons do use human residences on occasion for other purposes. To store things, for example. Perhaps they find it more comfortable than being outside, but are too lazy to build their own. It is hard to know with such creatures.”

Sunrise gave an uncertain nod and built a fire. She filled the kettle next to the stove with water from the well, then came over to the bed with the food she’d retrieved from the pit. Mouse lay on the side next to the wall, and patted the open space beside her. Sunrise sat at the invitation, and split some bread and cheese with her. “There’s honey and jam too, if you want.” Mouse accepted some honey. She didn’t eat as much as Sunrise thought someone recovering from a grave injury should, but Mouse insisted she was satisfied.

“Are you tired?” Mouse asked. “I know it is not dark yet, but I spent all of last night searching for you – no, no, do not feel bad for that, Sunrise! I am only glad that I found you. But now that I have found you, I think I can rest at last, and probably should, all things considered.”

“I’m not tired,” Sunrise lied. “I’ll keep watch. Don’t worry, Mouse.”

Mouse watched her with thoughtful eyes. “I think we will be all right here, if you decide to sleep. The doors can be barred, can they not? And the demon is trapped.” She tapped her finger against Sunrise’s chest, near where the medallion lay under her tabard. “Traps take decades to fail, at least. It will not escape any time soon. We are safe now.” She smiled, the expression a little forced. “You need not if you are not tired, of course. I have some of your things in the pack, those not destroyed. Your sketchbook and the colorbrush. And the letters from your family.”

Sunrise took her hand and smiled back, touched. “Thank you, Mouse.” She squeezed the woman’s hand, then laid it on her stomach. “Sleep well. I’ll bar the doors and sleep when I’m able.”
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After Mouse fell asleep, Sunrise started tidying. They’d be there a few days at least so Mouse could recover, so she might as well clean the place up. She gathered the detritus from the corners – unidentifiable moldering cloth, broken pottery, and the like – and dumped it atop a small heap of trash outside. She went through Mouse’s pack, afterwards. Most of it was her own stuff: both sets of clothing she’d brought, and her bedroll as well as Birch’s. But it had some of the group’s more useful enchantments, too: both a cleaning stick and a lightening stick. None of the spare traps that the others had been carrying, which surprised her. The demon couldn’t have destroyed those. Maybe they’d been hurled so far from the fight that Mouse hadn’t been able to find them afterwards.

Instead of brooding on that, Sunrise went back to work. She changed into her own clothing with an inward sigh of relief. The cleaning stick she used liberally on the house, herself, the bed, and even, carefully, on Mouse while the woman slept.

Afterwards, she went to rescue the trunks from the pit: climbed down, tied them up with the rope, lightened both, climbed out again, and then hauled them out. Even lightened, manhandling them both out of the pit and into the cottage was tiring work. By the time she got them inside, it was dark out and Sunrise’s anxiety-provoked energy had evaporated.

The next morning, Mouse once again refused when Sunrise asked if she could help with dressing the injury. “It will be fine if I leave it. I am a steadfast. There is little blood,” she insisted. Sunrise couldn’t see the bandage underneath Mouse’s empty sleeve, but she had to acknowledge that the blood hadn’t soaked through to that shirt. In fact, the shirt was unmarked by blood or tears from the fight. Sunrise puzzled over that. “What happened to the clothes you were wearing during the fight?”

Mouse gave her a perplexed look. “What?”

“You changed after the fight, right? That’s why there’s no marks on your clothing.”

“Oh. Yes. We were attacked during the day, in the final fight, so I was wearing my armor,” Mouse said. “It was ruined during the battle. I left it behind.”

“All of it?” Sunrise blurted out, surprised.

Mouse looked wry. “Better it than me. Not that I didn’t take some extra bruises and scrapes myself, beyond the arm. But those have mended already.”

Both of them spent much of that day asleep. Sunrise still felt off-balance from the two days she’d spent as a captive. After the two weeks of travel that had led up to it, it was nice not to have to walk anywhere or have an urgent mission weighing on her mind. At midday, she thought to ask about the bodies of the fallen. Mouse said she’d burned them already. Sunrise wondered at that, but didn’t ask: Mouse had been increasingly snappish that day, and Sunrise could hardly blame her. Steadfast or not, the wound from the missing limb had to hurt.

When they were both awake during supper, Mouse suggested Sunrise do some drawing before the light faded outside. “I hope we will never have need of your sigil as a lure again, but…it would be good for us both to keep our spirits up, do you not think so?”

That was reasonable enough, so they went outside together. Sunrise sketched the forest around them, while Mouse rested on Birch’s bedroll. The woman’s mood improved as Sunrise’s did. Sunrise played with the colorbrush. She wasn’t good with its fiddly little adjustments to colors yet. She’d rarely worked in color before. Sometimes Mastiff had let her play with the remnants from jars of wood stain, which were not at all precise but made some curious effects on paper. And she’d used cheap watercolors at school. The colorbrush was nothing like either: it inked rich, vibrant colors into the fibers of the paper, but with little wetness, neither soaking the page nor warping it. She could blend colors darker with it, by going over themselves, but not lighter, and colors did not so much blend as overlay. But by fiddling with its controls, she could vary the color it dispensed, through a seemingly endless variety of shades.

Her first few paintings with it that afternoon were as dreadful as the first time she’d used it, but she still loved it anyway. After she stopped on the third attempt at painting, she started talking to it in the language of enchantments.

Mouse cracked open an eye after several minutes. “What are you telling it?”

“Oh, that it’s a good colorbrush and I love it, mostly. In a bunch of different ways. I don’t think it needs to be reminded of its words right now, as such. But it’s a little tense and fidgety. I want to put it at ease.”

“Enchantments have moods?” Mouse asked, bemused. “Do they have thoughts too?”

Sunrise giggled, self-conscious. “Not thoughts, or at least not the way people think. But moods, like pets. And temperaments. Haven’t you ever noticed? Some enchantments get old and fussy, and some work smoothly and happily, and some catch and snag on the edges of the patterns you trace with them.”

Mouse blinked at her. “Yes, I suppose so. I had not thought of it in such terms before.”

“I maybe personify them too much.” Sunrise stroked the underside of the colorbrush, away from its controls. “But temperament does affect the way they perform, and giving them the right words can smooth that over.” She looked at the skyline, the stark black outlines of the trees against a purple-red sky as Mother Sun descended, and took out a new sheet to try to capture the grandeur of it.

She was working by sigil-light for the last bits of her picture when Mouse rose and looked over her shoulder. “Oh, Sunrise, that is beautiful!”

Sunrise warmed all over at the praise. “Do you like it, truly? It’s still messy but I think I’m getting to understand how to make it do what I want now.”

“I love it! I am so pleased to see you enjoying it.” Mouse beamed at her, and Sunrise smiled back, giddy. “You are very talented. I wish the light had lasted, but you are getting cold – I am, I know, so you must be too. You should come inside and get some rest.”

Sunrise complied. It wasn’t until they were both in bed and Mouse had fallen asleep that she realized she still hadn’t changed the bandage on the hunter’s arm. It seemed weird how Mouse kept putting that off. Maybe she was afraid the dressing would stick to the wound and she didn’t want to pull the scab off with it? But that would just get worse the longer it waited, wouldn’t it?

She remembered the demon shifting its shape, from bird to that ape-thing. Coyote saying to Juniper, “Sigil,” and Juniper baring her arm, because a demon could not impersonate an active sigil. But she couldn’t verify Mouse that way, not with her sigil arm missing.

How had Mouse managed to make a pyre for three corpses with only one arm, having just suffered such a traumatic injury? She was a steadfast, of course, but even so…

But if Mouse hadn’t made a pyre, why would she not want Sunrise to see the corpses?

Unless Mouse didn’t want her to discover there were actually four corpses.

Beside her, Mouse stirred. “Sunrise? Is something wrong?”

How does she know I’m upset? Maybe I’d twitched, or shivered. Maybe I’d done something. Other than think. “I was just thinking about Birch and the others. How…how did they die, Mouse?”

Mouse reached for her hand and squeezed it. “You mustn’t dwell on it, Sunrise. We cannot change what happened now.”

“I just…did it torture them?”

Mouse sighed. “No, of course not. It fought to win, as quickly as possible, just as we did. They fought bravely and inflicted grave injuries on it before it killed them. They suffered little.”

Sunrise tried to believe that was consolation and didn’t just raise more questions. She doesn’t want to talk about it. That’s understandable. If it were the demon, it would not be too upset to tell me how it killed them. Right? And there were four of them, against one demon. It makes sense that the hunters would win. They were sure they could capture the demon without losing even one of them, much less all.

Maybe none of them are dead. Maybe the demon just stole some of their stuff and came back to pretend to rescue me so I’d be happy.

That wasn’t exactly a reassuring thought, but it was less grim than thinking the demon hunters were all dead. Either this really is Mouse, or it’s a demon who wants me to think it’s Mouse to make me happy. Either way, I’m safe, as long as I act like I’m with Mouse. Sunrise exhaled and squeezed Mouse’s hand in return. “Sorry. Thank you for telling me. I feel better.” That was true, too, as far as it went.

“You’re welcome.” Mouse patted her hand and released it. “Sleep well.”
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The next day was worse. Mouse still didn’t want Sunrise to look at her arm. Sunrise didn’t press, because if the demon was impersonating Mouse, Sunrise didn’t want to make it angry. And if it was really Mouse and she didn’t want help, there wasn’t much point in aggravating her about it.

Mouse cajoled her about working at being happy instead, which just made Sunrise feel more sure she was the demon. Especially when Mouse only got more snappish and irritable the more Sunrise became upset. After a tense midday meal, Sunrise said she’d go outside to draw, and asked Mouse if she could go alone. “Since there’s nothing around to bother us anyway.” Mouse gave her strained smile and nodded.

Alone, Sunrise fidgeted with her pencil and sketchbook and tried to get a grip on herself. Am I being needlessly paranoid? I mean, it’s not that weird for Mouse to be in a bad mood because I’m in a bad mood, is it?

She isn’t acting much like herself, but she’s probably in pain and all. From a wound she won’t let me see.

Right.

Let’s try this another way: do I believe, for even a second, that a person who’d just had her arm ripped off and her three companions killed, would then go on to build a pyre and burn their bodies literally single-handed? As opposed to going for help, or looking for me?

No.

She thought about it for a few more minutes trying to come up with some way for the story to make sense. Nothing came to her. I could ask Mouse to explain, but what’s the use in asking Mouse when I can’t trust her anyway?

In the end: I don’t trust her. The only way I’d trust her now is if a scout or a tracker told me she wasn’t a demon.

And Juniper is dead.

She felt, curiously, a little better for having resolved the question in her own mind. I need to feel a lot better if I’m going to convince the demon everything is all right, though. And the only way I’m going to feel a lot better is if I get away from the demon. Argh. Think, Sunrise. What can you be happy about? You know it’s a demon now, so that means you can plan. That is a good thing. Be happy about that.

She did not feel happy.

Sunrise started sketching the cottage, with no enthusiasm but so that the demon would see she was trying if it checked on her. I need a plan. If I had a plan for how to get away, I could be happy about that. I wish my parents were here. No, wait, I’m glad my parents aren’t here. They’re hundreds of miles away and safe. Unlike me. Let’s focus on how everyone I know and care about in Oak-by-the-Water is completely safe. That’s a happy thought.

The demon doesn’t know I know. That’s another happy thought. If it asks why I’m upset, I can attribute it to grief for the other hunters. It’s not as if that’s a lie. When it’s asleep tonight, I can get away. I’m not tied up or in a pit or anything else that would stop me from just running. And if it wakes up when I try to leave, I can tell it I’m going to the outhouse. That’s plausible. I won’t give anything away. Except that it’s at least three days to town, so I’ll need to pack food. I’ll just cram as much as I can in my pockets. I’ll take nuts and hard cheese, those are filling and don’t take up so much space.

Sunrise suspected there were a lot of potential flaws in this plan. She decided not to think about it. I don’t want to worry, not if the demon can tell the difference between different kinds of upset. Can it tell? Well, I can tell it I’m worried about its injuries, especially since it won’t let me help so I can’t tell how they’re progressing. Except that I don’t want to badger it into showing me the wound now, because there’s no way seeing it will make me feel better now.

I just have to make it to nightfall. Then I can get away, find some real hunters to stop this impersonator, and go home. There are probably more hunters on the way already. Shadow-of-the-Sky sent a message for some, and we didn’t get it. A tracker might yet rescue me.

Heartened by that unexpected bit of hope, Sunrise bent over her journal and worked at her drawing.
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After supper that night, Sunrise spent some extra time putting away their remaining stockpile of food. They had eaten all the fresh food by now, but there was a lot left that had been preserved by enchantment. They were in no danger of running out. Because the demon had planned for us to be here, together, until it could pretend Mouse was well enough to travel. I wonder what it planned to do then? It can’t be planning to take the captured demon back to a guild. And how did it end up with a trap that held a demon already? Maybe it stole it from a group of hunters.

She didn’t ask the thing impersonating Mouse what its plans were. It didn’t matter anyway. She arranged the food so that the remaining nuts and hard cheeses were bagged up and close together, so she could grab them quickly in the dark.

They played cards that evening, a two-player game that Mouse knew and Sunrise didn’t. It was a pretty fun game, fast-paced and engaging. For a while, Sunrise wondered if she was wrong. Did demons play card games? Mouse won the first few games, and then let Sunrise win the next several, until Sunrise realized what Mouse was doing. “It’s no fun if you’re not trying!” she accused.

“Is it not? I am only helping you practice!” Mouse’s face grinned at her, teasing, and Sunrise could almost believe it was really Mouse.

Then she realized she was being foolish. Everyone had been worried that the demon might impersonate one of them. It’d shown that it could hold a conversation when it first captured her. Of course it could play card games and tease her.

“Very well,” Mouse said. “I am chastened. I will do my best.”

“That’s better.” Sunrise focused on happy thoughts. I’m going to miss the whole whitefruit harvest. I won’t have to do any of the canning! And I’ll get back in plenty of time for the jam. Cotton wrote her mum was making gintai-whitefruit jam just for when I returned.

As they prepared for bed, Sunrise contemplated, briefly, whether she should try to kill the demon while it slept. Mouse had brought the machete in her pack. Sunrise dismissed the idea almost as soon as it occurred to her. If the demon could read her emotions, she wouldn’t possibly be able to disguise trying to nerve herself up to stab it. She was already nervous, just planning to escape.

“Is something the matter?” Mouse asked.

Sunrise pulled the demon trap medallion out of her tunic and looked at the red glow in its gem. “I don’t know. I keep worrying that something else will go wrong. What if it had been working with another demon?”

“Pain demons don’t work in packs. They can’t share their victims, so they inevitably fight each other if they try to. And that demon—” she tapped the medallion “—was far more powerful than any other pain demon I’ve ever fought. If there were another, we could stop it. I promise you.” Mouse said it with such conviction and sincerity, Sunrise forgot it was a demon for a moment.

Sunrise managed a smile for her, and hugged her. The impersonator felt just like Mouse, too. That’s the other reason I can’t kill it. Even if I’m certain it’s a demon…I could be wrong. That’s not a disaster if all I’m doing is running away.

It would be so nice to be wrong.

She lay down next to Mouse. Fortunately the demon had put her on the outside the first day, and they hadn’t changed that.

She dozed off, waiting for Mouse to fall asleep. Sunrise came awake abruptly in the middle of the night. Mouse was breathing deeply and evenly next to her. Sunrise slipped out of the bed and grabbed the food and machete. She put on her boots by the back door, stuffed the food in the pack, threw on tabard and cloak over her night clothes, and headed outside.

Little Sister was high and full in the sky above: the smaller moon didn’t give as much light as Big Brother, but enough for Sunrise to pick out the outlines of things. She used the outhouse for cover. When there was still no sign of the demon, she left and slipped into the woods along the overgrown trail. She still didn’t know where the trail went, but it must have been trafficked at some point, and it was wider than what remained of the trail the demon had made while carrying her to the pit.

Unfortunately, it did not get any less overgrown as she walked it. After a quarter-hour, she feared she’d already lost it. She backtracked a little, took a different tack, and set out again.

After the third time she lost the trail, she wondered if it was even worth it to backtrack. She didn’t want to hack a trail with the machete, because the demon would have no trouble following that and it would slow her down. Sunrise clambered on as best she could through thick undergrowth. This is never going to work.

“Sunrise?”

Sunrise whirled about at the sound of Mouse’s voice. The woman was a silhouette among the trees, barely distinguishable in the darkness.

“What are you doing out here, Sunrise? Did you get turned around in the darkness?”

For a moment, Sunrise wanted to latch on to the ridiculous excuse that she’d gotten lost between the cottage and the outhouse. She could pretend she was relieved to see Mouse, go back with her to the cottage, try again tomorrow night.

No. It wasn’t coincidence that Mouse had woken and pursued her. The demon would never let her go.

Sunrise turned around and pulled the machete from the pack, fingers flexing around its haft. “You said we could negotiate,” she said, and wondered if even saying the words counted as appeasement.

“What?” Mouse’s voice sounded confused.

“After you captured me—”

“Sunrise, what do you mean? You came with us willingly—”

“—you said you wouldn’t let me go, but there were things we could negotiate. How about don’t pretend to be my dead friend? Can we put that on the table?”

Mouse stepped towards her, and paused as Sunrise lifted the machete. “Calm down, please. I don’t know what you mean. It’s late, and we’re both tired. You had a bad dream—”

“If I did, then I’m still having it! Stop pretending to be Mouse, demon! Mouse didn’t watch her friends die and lose her arm and then burn the bodies while she was still bleeding! She didn’t bandage her stump one-handed, and if she had she’d want my help tending the injury! None of this makes any sense!”

“Sunrise, don’t – don’t – you’re wrong—”

“Then take me to the pyre! Show me where you burned the bodies!”

Mouse hesitated. “It’s a long walk, Sunrise. In a few days, when I’m better—”

“If you were well enough three days ago to build a funeral pyre then you’re well enough now to take me to it! Not in a few days, when you’ve got time to fly over while I’m asleep and build one. Right now.”

Mouse set her jaw, and took another few steps towards her.

Sunrise raised the machete to her own throat. “Stop it! Just stop pretending! It doesn’t make me happy it just makes me crazy stop it now!”

Mouse dropped to the ground in a crouch. Her silhouette blurred, her shape changing to a four legged creature with a long sleek body. It looked like a giant fox, more massive than Mouse and Sunrise together. Its fur was snowy white, white as death, almost glowing in Little Sister’s light. “All right,” it said. “I was getting bored pretending to be hurt anyway. And having only one arm is much more irritating than I thought it would be. What’s the point in being humanoid if you’re only going to have one hand?”

Sunrise dropped her right arm. She doubled over, at once nauseated by the reality and relieved that the ruse was over. “You killed them all!”

“I didn’t kill any of them,” the demon said, annoyed. “If they were dead, no one could go report that you were dead and I was captured and we’d be actively hunted. Which is so obnoxious. I hate having hunters looking for me specifically. It’s been decades and I kind of forgot how troublesome it is but no, now I remember.”

Sunrise swallowed and straightened, staring at the demon. “You didn’t kill them.”

“No. I even let them think they’d killed me so they’d take the demon trap and go.”

“How could you – what’s in this trap? Is there anything in it?” Sunrise pulled the trap medallion out of her shirt and held it before her.

“Of course there’s something in it. It’s got a pain demon.” It paused, then added smugly, “It’s the same one that attacked that family in Shadow-of-the-Sky. I trapped it.”

“You? Why would you trap a demon?”

“So I could convince you hunter-types that I’d been caught, of course.” Its eyes were a solid luminescent blue-white, without pupils, but Sunrise could hear it rolling them. “It’s not like an empty trap is going to do it. Do you have any idea how bothersome it is to use a demon trap when you are a demon? Really bothersome. But I managed it. Twice! Look, this worked out even better than you guys planned. You trapped two demons instead of just one! You should be happy.” It sat on its haunches and lolled its tongue at her.

“That’s great,” Sunrise said, automatically. She was too stunned to figure out how she felt. She’d thought she was sure that Mouse was the demon, but she hadn’t been prepared just the same. Days. I’ve been living with a demon for days, talking to it, playing games with it, sleeping next to it… She shuddered convulsively.

The demon crinkled its muzzle. “Could you put a little oomph in that? You’re not feeling like it’s great.”

Sunrise took a deep breath. “I’m glad you didn’t kill Courage Red,” she said, and meant it. “And I’m glad you caught two demons for us. That was nice of you. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” The demon lolled its tongue again.

“Right. Thank you. So now I’d just like to go home, all right? By myself.”

“In the middle of the night? You know you’re going the wrong direction? You’ll get to the edge of the skyland before you find another village this way.” The demon stood. “I’m not going to hurt you or even throw you in a pit, I promise. Not just because you almost got out of the last pit I threw you in, even. You’re tired and you need sleep. Come back to the cottage and we can talk in the morning. You can always try running away then if you still want to.”

She stared at it suspiciously. “You’ll let me go.”

Its tongue lolled, almost black in the darkness, moonlight glinting on white fangs and white fur. “I didn’t say that! But you can have the pack and the food and the machete and I’ll even give you a quarter-hour head start if you want. I just want you to be well-rested. You’ll be happier then.”

She looked up through the canopy of leaves rendered in silhouette by Little Sister, the moon itself not visible from where she stood. “What will you do if I don’t?”

“Bad things. C’mon, Sunrise. I want you to be happy and that’s not going to make you happy, so come back to the cottage. You can have the bed. I’m fine sleeping on the floor. I promise we can go back to this same standoff in the morning and you’ll be better rested and also able to see where you’re going. Unlike now. When I can see where you’re going and you can’t. What’ve you got to lose?” The demon stood and swished its long fluffy tail. It looked jarringly cuddly in this shape, almost like a huge friendly dog.

It was hard to argue with that. Sunrise wondered if it counted as appeasement if she did what the demon wanted. Did it make a difference that she was a lure? It wasn’t as if she was helping the demon hurt anyone. “…all right.”

“Great!” The demon let her catch up, then led the way back to the cottage. She stumbled along the overgrown trail, until the demon started to pause to warn her of the roots and plants she couldn’t make out.

When they returned to the cottage, the demon curled up in front of the stove, true to its word. It wasn’t even blocking either of the exits there. Sunrise fell into the bed and lay there, reflecting on the situation without reaching any useful conclusions. Eventually, she fell into an exhausted doze.
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The demon lifted its head from its tail after Sunrise’s agitated mood finally leveled off and the lure fell asleep.

The plan wasn’t working at all.

I’m not going to give up on this yet, the demon told itself. I went to a lot of time and trouble to get this lure. I’m not going through all that again, and even if I did, there’s no reason to think it would go any better. I just…have…to be patient.

The demon was not used to being patient. It just wanted the lure to go back to being happy again. When she’d been with Courage Red, her mood had been so much more consistently good. Maybe I should have left her with them. No, that’s ridiculous. I can’t feed at a distance and I can’t spend my life following around demon hunters. They’d be bound to catch me eventually.

The demon sighed to itself. It was normal for humans to be upset when other humans were dead or injured around it. It was no surprise that her moods had been so variable since it pretended to rescue her. The demon had expected that. It was even less of a surprise, given how long she’d suspected its ruse.

But if she couldn’t be happy when she thought she was with her friend, how was she possibly going to be happy knowing she was with the demon? It stared at her, eyes glowing in the dark cottage. This will never work. I should just torture her to death now like any other prey. No, angels beware, I’ll not give up yet.

I can always torture her to death later. Much harder to make her happy after I’ve been burning her fingernails off for half a day or whatever.

It set its head down on its tail and went to sleep.
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The next morning, Sunrise woke late, to find the cottage empty: no giant demon-fox by the stove, no Mouse in bed beside her. She felt a surge of pleasure at being alone; for a moment she wondered if the events of the previous evening had been only a dream. But a glance at the back door let her see that the pack was where she’d left it when they returned. Where did the demon go? Probably not far. It might even be still in the cottage, in some form small enough to hide.

She blew out a breath. Should I try to run anyway?  It was tempting, but she suspected the demon was waiting for her to do so.

Still. Did she want to pass up the chance?

Sunrise packed up some more food, hoisted the pack, and headed out along the trail back to the pit. From the pit, she looked for any other signs of trails. She couldn’t find Mouse’s coming in, but the demon’s shape had been huge when it first carried Sunrise to the pit, and its trail of beaten foliage was still visible. Maybe it used the same path when it came back as Mouse. She set out along it.

A quarter-hour down the trail, she realized the flaw in her plan. The demon can take a flying shape. There’s no reason to assume it left on foot, or came back on foot. I don’t even know that it did leave. Maybe it was lying about tricking the hunters into thinking they’d caught it. Could it really have fooled Juniper into thinking it had been imprisoned in a trap?

Maybe it was waiting the whole time, just outside the pit.

Sunrise sighed, and trekked onwards anyway.

Despite her uncertainty about her direction, her spirits rose the longer she was away from the cottage. Hours passed, and she grew more confident after she climbed up one of the hills and rose above the treeline. That gave her a good view of the skyland below: she could see the fields of a village, perhaps Shadow-of-the-Sky, in the far distance. Dozens of miles of dense forest lay between her and it, but it gave her something to aim for. She’d lost the demon’s trail when she broke from the treeline, but she suspected she was in the area where it’d landed with her and shifted from flying to walking. Sunrise lunched on the hillside, then set out downslope to hack her way through the forest.

After hours of breaking trail, her good mood had dissipated, along with her confidence. Mother Sun was hard to see through the dense foliage, and she was no longer sure she was going in the right direction. She had a brief period of giddiness when she hacked her way into an ill-carved trail. A trail! A human trail, marked by blade cuts! I can follow it instead of making my own, and it’s bound to lead somewhere.

This was followed, shortly thereafter, by the unpleasant suspicion that the trail she’d found was her own.

“Are you sick of being lost yet?”

Sunrise whirled around at the voice.

A fox stood behind her, of normal proportions and ordinary appearance, other than that it was watching her in exactly the way ordinary animals didn’t. And talking to her. “Since you’re not happy anymore, I thought maybe you’d like directions or company or something? No?” It waved its tail optimistically. “C’mon, you can be a little happy to see me! I’m better than starving while lost in a forest.”

She made a face at it. “I’m not so sure.” The demon lolled its tongue at her like a dog, and she found it hard to remember it was a monster that tortured people to death.

The fox pranced from one leg to the next. “Yes I am c’mon it’s not the widest gap to bridge.” Sunrise found herself laughing, and the demon gave a cheerful yip. “See? Toldja. Want me to show you a good place to camp?”

She eyed it suspiciously. “You’re not going to drag me back to the cottage?”

“Will it make you happy to be dragged back to the cottage?”

“No!”

“Then no. There’s a clearing here you can put your bedroll down in. I don’t think it’s going to rain tonight so you should be all right without a tent. I guess I should’ve stolen a tent from the demon hunters. I didn’t think that through.”

Sunrise made another face at the demon. “No, you shouldn’t have stolen a tent!” She stopped herself, and then tried that a different way. “I mean, I’m glad you didn’t steal a tent.”

The demon crinkled its muzzle at her, pacing over to her. “I can tell when you’re lying, you know.”

“I’m not lying! I am glad you didn’t steal a tent.” She focused on that, thinking that it was good that the demon hunters didn’t have to try to squeeze into only one tent for their return. The weather had been grey and cold since the demon kidnapped her. She’d been snug in a relatively comfortable cottage for most of that. She didn’t want them to be suffering for her sake. “Sometimes it just takes a while for my feelings to catch up with my thoughts.”

“Huh.” The demon fox tilted its head, then nodded. “All right, then.”

Sunrise considered her options. “So if I tell you to go away and leave me alone, you’re just going to pretend to and actually stalk me?”

“Something like that,” the demon agreed. “You might as well make use of me. We’ll both feel better. You don’t really want to be lost and alone and going in circles in the wilderness.”

Sunrise wished it didn’t make so much sense. Although, as long as they were in the middle of the wilderness and far away from anyone, at least she could be sure the demon wasn’t hurting anybody. That had to be worth something. It couldn’t be a crime to agree with a demon in order to stop it from causing harm. Could it? “All right. Show me where to camp.”

She followed it back along the trail she’d left for several yards, and then she had to hack her way through more undergrowth for a bit, but finally broke through to a mossy glade in the lee of a huge fallen tree. Sunrise spread the bedroll on the ground and dug out some food from her pack. “Are you hungry?”

“Ravenous,” the demon told her. She offered it a strip of dried meat, and it shook its head. “Oh, no, not for your food. Save it for yourself.”

“What do you mean?” Sunrise asked. Then she remembered that the hunters had described the pain demons as ‘feeding’ when they tortured people, and she immediately wished she hadn’t said anything.

“I don’t need to eat food,” the demon told her. “I can, it doesn’t hurt me or anything. It’s just not the way my body sustains itself. Once you’re happy again, I won’t be so hungry.”

“But you’re hungry now,” she said, nervously.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it. I mean really, don’t worry about it. Unless it’s going to make you happy somehow. When you feel bad things like worry it’s kind of irritating.”

“…what do you mean, irritating?” This did nothing to make Sunrise less worried.

“Never mind.” The demon fox curled back its lip in a half-snarl. “Just make an effort to be happy, will you? Draw a picture or write a letter or something.”

Sunrise bit her lip and took out her journal as she ate her meal in tense silence. She opened her journal to the last page, thinking about what to write. Dear Mum and Da: I’ve been captured by a demon who may or may not have killed all of Courage Red. Don’t worry. I mean, worry a lot, it’s probably going to torture me to death eventually, but right now it says it wants me to be happy so let’s not dwell on that. The grim humor of her own thoughts almost made her smile. Instead, she said, “You said you made Courage Red think I was dead. You’re not going to let me write my parents.”

“I’m not going to stop you from writing them!” The fox lolled its tongue at her. “Maybe from sending the letters, yes. That. But you can still write! You might escape from me and get to send them that way?”

Sunrise put the journal down. “Look. You can’t just take away the things that made me happy, like the people I was traveling with and getting letters from my friends and family, and feeling like I’m not going to be tortured to death at any minute, and then expect me to be happy two minutes later.”

The demon whined. “It’s been days. Days and days. Way more than two minutes!”

“See, that? That is not helpful! If you’re going to keep that up I might as well cut my own throat now and at least spare myself the part where you flay me alive.”

The demon went still at her threat, and she wondered if that was something she could use to negotiate. “Don’t kill yourself,” it ordered her.

“Give me a reason not to!”

The fox bared its teeth. “I know where your parents live. I have their directions from your letters. I know where your friends live. Where your sister lives. If you kill yourself, I will claim them all. I will claim all of Oak-by-the-Water, until the air vibrates with their screams and the gutters run with blood. You will not cheat me of my reward.”

Sunrise stared at it. Its tone was uninflected and flat, not a threat but a statement of fact. Her heart hammered in her throat; she had gone so still she was choking, too scared to move, too scared to breathe.

It lolled its tongue at her. “See? That’s worth living for, right? Think of all the lives you’re saving. That makes you happy, right?”

She gasped, drew in a desperate wheezing breath. “You’re insane.”

“I’m not sure human definitions of sanity and insanity apply.” The demon sat on its small haunches, tail curled around its forelegs like a cat. “I mean, human standards are designed for people who are motivated by needs like breathing air and eating food and having sex and staying warm and keeping your insides on the inside and all that complicated stuff. Demons aren’t motivated by any of those things. We’re much simpler. But that probably does make me insane by human standards. You’re not going to go from stark terror to happy in two minutes either, are you?”

“No!” Sunrise caught her breath at last and yelled as anger and confusion took control from the terror that gibbered at the back of her head. “That is not how humans work! That is not how anything works! Anywhere! You can’t tell me demons are like that either!”

The demon scratched behind one ear, absently, as it considered this question. “Well. It depends. If I get a good enough meal and the reason to be scared goes away, I do.”

She blinked at it. “You get scared? What scares a demon?”

“Oh, demon hunters with traps, if there are enough of them to be a threat. I don’t want to be trapped again.” The fur rippled over its back, hackles rising and falling. “Mortal demons are scared of dying, of course, but that’s not an issue for me.”

Sunrise rubbed a hand over her forehead. “Right. All right.” She took a deep breath, and then another. “If you actually want me to be happy, you’re going to have to work with me. And I don’t mean ‘by threatening me and everyone I care about’. That is not how happiness works. You can’t just order me to be happy and I do it, like putting on shoes or eating dinner.”

The fox lay down, nose resting against its fluffy tail, incongruously cute for a monster. “That’s very inconvenient. Can’t you fix that?”

“No. I mean, I can work on it! I can try. But it’ll work a lot better if you don’t actively do things to make me feel worse.”

The demon pouted. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad! I’d do a much better job of it if I was.”

“See, that? What you said just now? Not making me feel better. Please stop reminding me that you’re a monster who tortures people for fun.”

“What? But you’re the one who insisted that I admit I was a demon and stop pretending to be a person. Now I’m supposed to pretend I’m not a demon? I’m confused.”

“No, I don’t mean that.” Sunrise flailed her arms. “I mean ‘don’t threaten me’. And don’t say things that are implicit threats, like ‘I could make you a lot more miserable’.”

The demon crinkled its muzzle, then shrugged narrow vulpine shoulders. “All right.”

Sunrise opened her mouth to argue further, then closed it again as she realized the demon had conceded the point. “Great. Thank you. That’s a start.” The demon perked its ears and lolled its tongue at her. “So, um, the other thing that would be useful is if I could actually feel safe again. Like you’re not going to snap and torture me to death at any moment.”

“I’m not going to snap and torture you to death as long as you’re happy,” the demon said, as if this were reasonable.

So any minute now, basically. Sunrise tried taking deep breaths some more. It didn’t help much. “Right. I’m going to pretend to write a letter to my parents now. And practice being happy.” Just before my horrible demise when I fail. “Just…be quiet and don’t threaten me or anything, all right?”

“All right!” It wagged its tail and lolled its tongue at her, like a fluffy friendly dog.

Just think of it as a dog. A friendly dog that wants you to be happy. This has no correlation with the truth but do it anyway, it’ll be fine. Somehow. It is more likely to be fine the more you can convince yourself it is, anyway.

She sighed and set to writing the letter she couldn’t send.
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The letter Sunrise pretended to write to her parents was ridiculous, full of things she wouldn’t have told them even if she could. Great news, Mum! I’m not dead! Yet! I’ll try not to lead my demon captor back to Oak-by-the-Water so it doesn’t destroy everything I care about.

Despite that, it made her feel somewhat better to find black humor in the absurdity of her situation. Maybe that would be enough to keep the demon from killing her.

When writing by sigil-light started to make her eyes hurt, she put the journal down, closed it up, and went to sleep.

She awoke the next morning to find a second blanket draped over her and a well-maintained fire burning in a shallow firepit she was pretty sure hadn’t been there last night. A kettle she hadn’t brought rested above the coals.

“Good morning!” The demon wore its giant white vulpine shape now. “You were cold so I made a fire. And got another blanket from the cottage. Also cocoa powder since you hadn’t packed any. Would you like hot cocoa?”

Sunrise thought about resenting these niceties from her captor, then remembered her life depended on being happy and decided to make the best of it instead. “Yes. Thank you. You went back to the cottage during the night?” It had taken her all day yesterday to get this far from it. Then again, I had been going in circles.

The demon left that part out, giving her an open-mouthed grin. “I’m very fast.”

“Mmm.” She watched as the demon took a pot grip in its mouth, dropped it over the kettle handle, and then pulled the kettle from the fire. It poured a mug of cocoa for her. Sunrise accepted it, hot and bitter and rich, the way she liked it. Her father always made it like this. “I don’t want my parents to think I’m dead.” She hesitated. It’s not appeasement as long as I’m not helping it harm anyone, surely. I can talk to it, I just have to refuse to do anything evil. “Is this something we can negotiate?”

“Huh.” The demon sat on its haunches, thinking, which was better than the ‘no’ she had expected. “Well. I made the demon hunters think you were dead and I was trapped so they wouldn’t keep looking for us. Do you have a way to tell your parents that you’re alive that won’t result in them looking for you?”

Sunrise bit her lip. “Not off the top of my head.”

“‘Demon hunters tracking us’ is not really negotiable. I mean, you don’t want another demon hunter team tracking us.”

“I don’t?” Sunrise looked at the demon skeptically.

“Yeah. I can do the ‘make them think they caught me’ trick one more time with the amulet I gave you, maybe. But after that it’s pretty much just killing them. You don’t want me killing whole teams of demon hunters, do you?”

She eyed it again. “Courage Red could’ve stopped you, if you hadn’t tricked them.”

The demon barked a laugh. “Sure, believe that if it makes you happy. Sorry. Anyway, I don’t want demon hunters tracking me because eventually they’d probably trap me and I hate that.”

“How would you take out a whole team of demon hunters?” Sunrise demanded. “They’re not slow and untrained like those poor villagers.” She felt a faint breeze ruffle her hair and prickle her nape.

The demon fox opened its jaws, and a medallion dropped to the ground. “I’m very fast.” Its tongue lolled.

Sunrise clasped her hand to her throat, found the trap gone from it. She leaned forward and lifted the demon trap from before the demon’s feet. Its ruby glowed. She swallowed.

The demon closed its mouth again and lay down, head against its paws. “Sorry. Should’ve let you think they could stop me. But then you might do something stupid later so…” A vulpine shrug.

“No, you’re right.” Sunrise slipped the demon trap over her head. “I like when you’re honest with me. I mean, short-term, terrifying, but long-term, it means I can trust what you say. That’s good.”

“It is? Why?”

“Uhhh.” Sunrise squinted at the demon. It seemed earnest. She tried to figure out how to explain this if it wasn’t self-evident. “It’s…a kind of security, I guess. Like it doesn’t make me safe, but it makes things more…predictable. If I know what to expect, it’s easier to plan. And I don’t have to worry so much about what you’re not telling me.”

“Oh.” The demon considered this, its countenance inscrutable.

Sunrise reflected on the matter of her parents again. “But if I did have a way to tell them that, say, I’m alive and safe and not coming home but they don’t have to worry about me and I’m definitely not being held prisoner by a demon, then you’d let me?”

“Sure! It’d make you happy, right?”

“Yes!”

The demon lolled its tongue. “All for that. I didn’t have any good ideas for that, though. I thought about killing the hunters and bringing you back to Oak-by-the-Water as Mouse. But demon hunters would come by sooner or later and you’d get suspicious when I was always avoiding their trackers and stuff. So I thought it would be safer this way.”

Sunrise blanched. “Okay, yes, I’m glad you went with the plan that didn’t involve killing my friends. Yes. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome!” The demon wagged its tail, blue-white eyes glowing.

She watched it, head tilted, then asked, “What’s your name?”

“Name?”

“Name. Yeah. What people call you. Well, what demons call you, I guess.”

“Demons don’t have names for each other. If I need to talk to a demon, it’s mostly ‘hey you’. Humans have called me things but it varies.”

“What do they call…” Sunrise started to ask, then stopped herself. “Oh, I suppose that’d be insults.”

“Mostly. Sometimes they get more inventive. Like ‘The White Terror’ or ‘The Death of a Thousand Faces’ or ‘The Uncatchable Demon’. When I want to blend in, I usually take the face and name of someone I’ve killed.”

“Like Mouse,” Sunrise said, testing.

“No.” The demon wrinkled its muzzle. “No, I didn’t kill her. Usually dead people are better, because they don’t turn up inconveniently while you’re talking to their friends. But I was trying something specific with you. I wanted you to like me and be happy so I picked your favorite person in Courage Red.”

Sunrise wished she could trust it more about Courage Red being still alive. “Can I go into Shadow-of-the-Sky and ask after Courage Red? I’d feel better if I could confirm through someone else that they’re not dead.”

“Well, sure, except that gets back to the problem of ‘the villagers all think you’re dead.’ And if any human who knows you finds out you’re alive, they’ll talk to all the other humans. I know how you humans work. I’ve been at this a long time.”

Sunrise rubbed her face. “All right. You want everyone I care about to never talk to me again. Exactly how were you expecting me to be happy, anyway?”

“In my original plan, I was going to convince you to travel together with me-as-Mouse. You want to be a tinkerer and you particularly want to see new places, and we could do that together.” The demon lolled its tongue at her. “In fact, we can do that even better now that you know I’m a demon. Because I’m very fast. And I can take you places very fast. Way faster than you can go on foot.”

Sunrise’s eyes widened, as she remembered it carrying her through the air. “You don’t need to use bridges.”

“Nope! Although flying with you would use a lot of energy. We’d probably want to use roads most of the time. But I could carry you. Or pull you in a cart. I’m a faster runner and stronger than a human, and I don’t get tired the way humans do. I do run out of energy. But if you’re happy that’ll make energy less of an issue.”

“Oh.” Sunrise’s eyes widened. For the first time, she could imagine that being trapped with the demon might have an upside. “Oh. Angels.”

It thumped its tail against the ground. “See? Not such a bad plan.”

“You could never have gotten me to do it without being able to write my parents.”

“Well, I was going to let you write your parents and stuff and pretend to post the letters for you. I could make fake replies? But I assume you wouldn’t believe me if I offered to mail things now.”

Sunrise stuck her tongue out at it. “No. This wasn’t a very good plan, you know.”

“Sorry. If it helps, I was going to seduce you as Mouse, if you ever went back to being attracted to her? That usually makes humans more trusting.”

Sunrise shuddered. “Ugh. No. That doesn’t help and it’s disgusting and ugh. I don’t want to know how you know it makes people more trusting. UGH.”

The demon’s lip curled back. “Forget it, then.” There was a cruel, angry edge to its words that made Sunrise edge backwards.

“Sorry. Um—” she thought quickly about how to get this conversation to safer ground. “I still need something I can call you. ‘Terror’, ‘Death’ and ‘White’ aren’t good names. I guess I could call you Fox, but it’s a little too obvious when you actually look like one. ‘Demon’ doesn’t work either, for kinda the same reason. Isn’t there anything you like to be called?”

The demon shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. Pick a name if you want me to have one.”

Sunrise considered its current form, all white fur and glowing blue eyes. “Is this your normal shape?”

“I guess? I don’t really have a normal shape. This is a good all-purpose form, though. I try not to shift a lot, it takes energy.”

“And you only get energy back by hurting people.”

“Or you being happy.” It wagged its tail hopefully, and Sunrise smiled without meaning to. It wagged more, and she laughed and rubbed her face as she realized it was being cute and doggy-like on purpose.

“All right. Mm. I’ll call you ‘Bright’,” she said. “Because your eyes glow.” And ‘Bright’ was something good. If she was going to try to be happy around a monster, she needed to make it sound as promising as possible. Can I trick myself into thinking this is all right? I guess I’ll find out.

Seeing the worlds with a companion who’ll carry me at high speeds and wants me to be happy doesn’t sound that bad. I just need to not dwell on the ‘evil demon that has fed all its life on causing pain’ part. That means not dwelling on it right now. She closed her eyes and practiced breathing, trying to sweep away the negative thoughts and think of things that would be useful.

Her eyes flew open again. “I have an idea! For how I could tell people I was alive again. I could tell them the truth!”

The demon cocked its head at her. “That doesn’t sound like it satisfies my ‘and demon hunters don’t try to catch me’ criterion.”

“No, no, wait, we can make this work. I tell my parents what happened: that you pretended to be Mouse and told me the rest of Courage Red was dead. And then, after a while I got suspicious. But instead of running away, I found a way to get a new demon trap. And then I killed your body and trapped your spirit.”

The demon’s ears swiveled and perked up. “Oh! And we could use the trap that I told you I was already trapped in.”

“No, no, I need two demons in two traps for this story,” Sunrise said. “Otherwise I’d’ve known you weren’t Mouse right away. But you caught two demons already. You can catch a third, right? It’d make me hap-pee!” she finished in a sing-song, almost laughing.

The demon whined. “Do you know how hard it is to trap a demon when you are one? Really hard!”

“But you did it twice, right?” Her face fell. “Don’t tell me you were lying about that.”

“Noooooo…” The demon laid its head on its paws and sighed. “Fiiiine. I can catch another one, I guess. It better make you happy, though.”

“It will!” Sunrise threw herself across the space between them to hug the demon, giddy with relief at finding an acceptable solution. She quashed the part of herself that knew how insane this was. Just accept it. Your life depends on accepting it.
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On one side, this was a terrible plan.

On the other, it was actually working. That was more than could be said for the demon’s previous plans. Which had, if it thought about the matter, started to go wrong from the moment when Sunrise was less attracted to it-pretending-to-be-Mouse than she had been to the real Mouse.

But the lure’s plan – she was happy now. For the first time since it had captured her, she was excited and optimistic, looking forward to the execution of her plan as if it were a grand adventure.

The taste of it, the feel of her emotions, was incomparable. It was so pleasurable, so deeply satisfying, that the demon could forget, for the first time in centuries, about its hunger. This was why it had wanted a lure again, why it had been willing to risk so much to get one. While she felt like this, there was no possible way the demon could resist any request that might keep her this way.

Now, the demon led its lure through the forest to where it had let the demon hunters defeat it. The first step in her plan meant getting another demon trap. The demon had swapped Juniper’s active trap for a full one as part of the ruse to get the demon hunters to think they’d trapped it. After it recovered from dying, it had buried the swapped trap. Traps were so annoying, and it hadn’t thought it would have a use for one again. So it had just made sure the trap was buried well enough that it wouldn’t stumble across the angels-blessed thing again.

It sighed to itself.

The demon found the space where the battle had taken place easily enough. The remains of its last body were still there: a giant winged beast, half-melted into the ground already.

Its corpse fascinated Sunrise. She picked up a stick and poked at one half-rotted wing, shuddered at the maggots that spilled out when it broke off. “You actually died here.”

“Uh huh. Needed to. Can’t trick demon hunters by playing dead.”

“You can’t?”

It shook its head, and picked its way between the trees. Where did I leave that trap? It wasn’t that far from here. “Demon corpses sort of deflate,” it said, because the lure generally liked when it answered her questions. “Very distinctive, and I can’t mimic it with a shapeshift. Ordinary people I can fool, but not experienced hunters.”

“Why is it in the bird-thing shape?” the lure asked. “You’d shifted to that giant ape-thing the last time I saw you.”

“I wanted to make sure they associated me with the demon that had captured you. So, wore the same shape.” It pranced ahead between the trees, weaving this way and that around the undergrowth. Even in this form, it had an easier time navigating the brush than the human did. Finally, it found the site, marked by claws, fresh-turned earth, and a large rock. “Here it is.” It stomped to flatten down the brush as it made its way back to the lure. She was hacking her way through inexpertly with her machete, doing a better job of exhausting herself than of trailblazing. But she was in a better mood about it than she had been yesterday. And even her mood yesterday had been better than her mood the day before: she’d been so glad to escape it that it’d been reluctant to end her delusion.

It felt so good to have her happy. The demon basked.

“Where’s the trap?” the lure asked, scanning the ground with her eyes.

“Under here.” The demon pushed the stone aside, revealing recently tamped-down earth. “You dig it up. I don’t want the blessed thing stuck to me again.” It focused its empathy-sense tighter on her as it said that. It suspected she’d be disappointed, because it thought she was hoping to get the trap stuck to it so she could kill it and escape.

So it was surprised when her mood only brightened further. Maybe she figures she can catch me off guard later, when she’s supposed to be sleeping. The demon wasn’t worried. The lure might not know that she could pose no threat to it, but the demon was well aware she had nothing like the experience to trap it. It didn’t start to worry about hunters successfully trapping it until there were at least a dozen of them. The first time it had been trapped, at least forty sigil-bearers had been involved, plus scores of ordinary humans. It had killed ten sigil-bearers and most of the ordinary people before they took it down, but it had expected to lose that battle.

Losing that battle had been terrible, though. It’d spent centuries paying for that one loss.

But it had been younger then, and far less experienced. It would be vigilant around the lure. Wouldn’t do to let carelessness trip it up again.

The lure knelt before the spot where the rock had been, and dug at the ground with the wooden bowl from her pack. The demon hadn’t packed the earth down hard after burying the trap, and it had only dug down a foot before pushing the trap in with a stick. Soon, she reached into the hole and started to pry it out with her fingers, then yelped and jerked her hand back. She shook maggots off her fingers. “Ugh! Did you bury a dead rat in there, too?”

“No. It’s still stuck to a chunk of me. A rotting chunk of me.” The demon lolled its tongue at her, this time because it was amused rather than in an effort to please her.

“Ew.” She patted its neck, feeling a twinge of sympathy, which puzzled it. It leaned into the pat to see what she’d do, and felt her surprise. She stroked its back and scratched between its shoulder blades, while it thumped its tail against the ground like a dog. The demon had no particular associations with petting, good or bad, but the lure liked it when the demon used cues for enjoyment in some contexts. After a moment, the lure pulled her hand back, with an uncomfortable feeling – guilt? Disquiet? The demon wasn’t sure. She poked at the earth with a stick, and pried free the trap and its attendant strip of half-dissolved demonflesh.

She scraped most of the flesh off with her machete. With enough of the face clear to expose its grooves, she traced the motions to deactivate it. Once she’d done that, the remainder of the decaying flesh sloughed away, no longer glued to it. The lure used a cleaning stick on the trap to remove all other residue and leave it gleaming softly. She took the chain that held her current trap medallion off her neck and threaded the empty trap through it, then put the chain on again. “Perfect!” She beamed at the demon with fresh delight, and gave it another hug. “Thank you, Bright.”

The demon thumped its tail against the ground again, making the lure giggle and sit back. It lolled its tongue at her, wondering if it could be conditioned to like hugs for their own sake. “You’re welcome.” It was strange to use that phrase and realize it meant it. Normally it was just a noise it made because it was impersonating a person and humans expected certain kinds of responses from other humans.

“So, how do we find another demon?” she asked. “Can you locate them the way a tracker can?”

“Kind of? Demon hunter senses are different from demon senses. But I can recognize demons and see their hooks.” It thought back to the different areas it had been through in the last season or so. There were certain kinds of demons that it competed with – pain demons, for instance. It wasn’t a pain demon itself, although it was often mistaken for one. True pain demons responded only to pain and to the joy of lures. It was personally sensitive to a much broader range of emotions. Anyway, when it had looked for demons to capture, it had found two of those, because it might as well get the competition out of the way. It didn’t know where any more of those happened to be, but there were other types it had ignored in its travels, and been ignored in return.

It didn’t have any particular ill-will towards them, but if catching a demon would make the lure happy…“We should head northwest.”
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Once they had the trap, Bright led the way to one of the deer trails in the woods, that Bright said would take them in the right direction. Sunrise only had to hack through another quarter-mile of brush before they reached it. It was nothing like a proper trail made by humans, but it was still much better than carving her own path had been. Bright crinkled its nose as it surveyed the trail, her, and its own shape. Its outline fuzzed and grew, legs longer and torso broader when it stopped. “You’ve been carried on a human’s back before, right?”

“When I was little, yes.”

“Great. Think you can stay on my back without me having hands to hold you on?”

Sunrise opened her mouth, surprised, and considered its present shape. It was huge now, its shoulder at the level of her chest. “Um. Is it all right if I hang on around your neck?”

“Sure. I’m stronger than I look.” Bright crouched low, and she put one leg over it, then sat. The experience reminded her of sitting astride one of the rails in her father’s workshop, although more comfortable because Bright wasn’t as narrow. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around its neck. Bright straightened. Sunrise tightened her grip and partly wrapped her legs under its chest. Bright started off at a walk, then shifted to a trot for a half-dozen paces. Sunrise yelped, startled by the rocking, jolting sensation, and clung tighter still. Bright slowed to a walk again, and huffed a noise like a laugh. “Can you tuck your calves against my flanks instead of underneath me? Tight is fine, it’s just where your feet are now shortens my stride.”

“Oops, sorry.” She shifted her legs so that her knees were bent and her calves and feet tucked against Bright’s side instead. “How’s that?”

“Perfect. Let’s experiment with paces, not sure what’ll be comfortable for you.” It broke into a trot again. “I can’t tell if you hate this or like it? You feel strange.”

“I can’t tell either!” Sunrise clung to it, cheek pressed to its neck, so that she wouldn’t hit her head on any branches the demon ducked beneath. She stared to the other side, watching the trees pass. The demon’s gait jostled her, its spine digging into her crotch. “It’s one part terrifying and one part uncomfortable and one part exhilarating. How long can you run like this, carrying me?”

Bright laughed. “Run? Girl, I haven’t even started to run yet. This is a slow jog.”

“This is…slow?”

“Uh huh.” It slowed to a halt. “Gonna adjust my back so it’s more comfortable for you. Also for me.” She felt its body change under her, the spine disappearing under a layer of padding fat. “There, that’s better.” It strode again, moving from walk to trot, then a faster trot, and then it was loping, legs stretched and bunching with each stride. The movement felt almost more like flying than flying had, as if it were moving in effortless leaps instead of staying in contact with the ground. It wove along the narrow, twisting trail with a startling ease, shifting from side to side like water on a riverbed. Bright kept its head up a little, just enough to make sure it was higher than her head. She could feel thin branches graze and whip against her back as Bright ran. When they neared a thick one, Bright would slow and crouch to pass under it. Until they came to a very low one, and Bright leaped over it.

The sudden change in momentum and direction unbalanced Sunrise. She slid forward as Bright landed on the far side, flailed to try to keep her place, and tumbled right over its neck and onto the ground before it. Bright pulled up short and twisted sideways to avoid trampling her. “Ack! Did that hurt? Oh, that did hurt. How badly are you hurt?”

“Would I know better than you?” Sunrise sat up and laughed at the absurdity of it asking her things it could already feel through her. That was better than thinking about how creepy it was. Do not think about how creepy it is. She’d skinned her right palm, and her left arm and knees hurt a little. Her clothing hadn’t torn, though. She pulled back her sleeve and trouser legs: the skin was abraded but little more than a few spots of blood showed. “Bruised but nothing serious, I think.”

“It’s hard to tell how damaged you are by the way you feel,” Bright answered her first question. “Humans have weird connections with pain. Like you rip off one fingernail and that hurts more than a bone fracture in a leg. At least until you try to walk on the leg. But the missing fingernail just keeps hurting and…never mind. You know what I mean. So you’re all right?”

Do not think about it ripping your fingernails off. Happy. It wants you to be happy. “I think I’m all right. You know that talking about missing fingernails does not make me happy, right? Or other kinds of tortures. I don’t like torture.”

The demon shuffled its feet, ears going back, and it whined. “I guess so. It’s hard to remember what things will upset you when we’re just having a normal conversation.”

“Bright…have you ever had a normal conversation? Do you even know what normal conversation looks like?”

“Hey, we had a whole bunch of normal conversations when I was pretending to be Mouse. Well, normal for a human to another human. More or less. Right? Did I say weird things then too? I thought I was doing pretty well.”

“You were,” she conceded. “It wasn’t so much that you sounded like a demon as that you didn’t sound quite like Mouse. And you definitely didn’t act like a human who’d just had her arm torn off by a monster.”

“I didn’t think that part of impersonating a demon hunter through,” it conceded. “Maybe I should’ve waited a few more days before rescuing you.”

Sunrise stood and stroked its neck. “I’m glad you didn’t wait a few more days to rescue me, Bright. I like our current plan a lot better than your last plan. Honesty is good.” She spoke firmly, hoping to cement this fact in its evil demon brain. Even demons could learn, right?

“All right. So did you want to try riding again? I don’t have to run if you’d rather go slower and more carefully.”

“I like riding,” she admitted. Riding Bright was not only easier than walking, it was much more comfortable than sitting in a cart full of luggage as it bounced along a road. It was all the fun of running with much less effort. “I like it when you’re running, too. Even the jump was fun up until the point where I fell off. I…kind of want to figure out why I fell off, actually. I can’t tell from just one time whether there was a way to hang on and I just goofed, or if I was going to fall off no matter what I did.”

The demon wrinkled its muzzle. “Do you want to know badly enough to fall off again?”

“…maybe? We could try having you jump while standing still, and while walking, and see if I still lose my grip. Falling won’t hurt much if you’re not going fast. I think.”

Bright eyed her skeptically. “If it’ll make you happy…”

“It will contribute to my long-term happiness,” Sunrise hedged. “I might not be happy right after I fall. If I fall again.”

It huffed and shrugged, then crouched for her. She climbed back on. When it jumped straight up from a standstill, that rocked her but didn’t make her unbalanced. Jumping forward was trickier. “I think it’s that you slow down when you hit the ground, and I’m not slowing down as quickly as you are,” she said, after a few tests. “So you slow down and I keep going. Maybe if had a harness to hang onto, and something to hook my feet onto so I’m not just sliding around. Can you shapeshift to have handles?”

The demon snorted back a laugh, then considered the question. “I can add horns to the side of my head. Adding horns on my flanks isn’t feasible for a shape I’m keeping for a while, though. Same with anything else that’d be like a handle. There’s no proper anchor point and making one would be – well, it doesn’t work for complicated demon reasons.”

“Horns to hold onto sounds good.” Sunrise sat upright as chalk-white bones grew from the back of its skull, curved outwards to make handholds. She grabbed them, and they tried setting off again.

The demon was much clumsier this time, and stopped after a few dozen yards at a trot. “You keep jerking my head around whenever you tense up or jostle. You would not believe how annoying it is. You don’t feel like you’re any more secure, either. There’s rope in the pack, isn’t there? Maybe you can tie it into a harness.”

She slid off the demon’s back, and fished into the pack. The coil of rope was still at the bottom. She tied a loop around the base of its neck and a loop around its flanks, and connected the two with lines along the side. Sunrise tucked her feet under the rear loop and wrapped her hands around the neck one. “I’m not going to strangle you with this, am I?”

“Your entire weight on a rope is not enough to strangle me.” Bright set off at a trot again.

Sunrise felt both more comfortable and more secure now. She nestled into the padding of fat Bright had made along its back. “This is pretty good. How far can we take this track? Do we hook up with a real road eventually?”

“Eventually. We’ll need to be more circumspect if we take a human road. People get suspicious of demons carting human girls around. For some reason. I know this area pretty well, been here a while. Don’t worry about it, I’ll get us there.”

Sunrise thought that not worrying about it was only harder after the demon had told her not to. “Do you usually travel in a form this large?”

“Depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“Whether I’m the hunter or the hunted.”

“Oh. So, um, where are we going to find our, er, prey?”

“Why are you so squeamish about having prey? You’re a demon hunter! You weren’t squeamish about hunting me.”

“That was before I’d talked to you.”

“So you’d be squeamish about hunting me now?”

“…probably.” Sunrise squirmed and felt guilty, and wasn’t sure if it was because she would still have hunted Bright, given a chance, or because she would have felt bad about doing it.

“Huh.” The demon changed the subject for her. “Last time I went through there, there was a change demon at Indigo-of-the-Hill. That was in Summer Planting, but it was pretty well entrenched, so it’ll probably still be there.”

“What does a change demon do? Isn’t that what you are?”

“No, I’m a shapeshifter. A change demon feeds by warping the development of children. So it delays puberty, or makes puberty come too soon, or makes them get taller too fast, or lopsided. A careful change demon can make a bunch of little adjustments to a lot of children, maybe pick on one or two hard, and villagers don’t notice unless a tracker comes through and spots the hooks. The little hooks are inconspicuous, so if the change demon knows the tracker’s schedule, it can kill its primary prey and hope all the secondaries go unnoticed.”

Sunrise cringed, jaw and mouth pulling back in a grimace. “All right. Yeah, let’s stop that monster.” She called the image of the map to her mind, trying to remember where Indigo-of-the-Hill was. “Is that on the skyland to the west of us?”

“Yep.”

“So, what, a week away?”

“Well, if you want to take a lot of breaks or only travel a couple of hours a day. I was thinking tomorrow.”

Sunrise stared. “Tomorrow?”

“Yeah, we can make the bridge tonight, if you don’t get too stiff riding.” It lolled its tongue. “Told you I’m fast.”
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As it turned out, they didn’t arrive in Indigo-of-the-Hill on the next day.

They could have made it in the time Bright had originally planned, but Bright shifted to a small-dog form to cross the bridge, and there was an unexpected amount of traffic on the road. Rather than leaving the main road promptly for a side route, they continued along the main road for several miles, with Sunrise walking. They took a break and made camp in late afternoon to nap, and then continued on after night fell. By full dark, the other travellers had cleared from the road. Bright could see well enough in the dark to navigate without difficulty; it seemed amused by the notion of losing its way or running into something on the open road.

While riding Bright was much easier than walking, and less miserable than riding in the hunter’s cart, it was still work in its way. The rope dug into Sunrise’s hands, and she kept shifting her legs up and down to change the spot where the rope bit into her calf or ankles. Sometimes she pulled them out entirely, but if she let her legs dangle too far down, she’d inadvertently kick Bright’s legs as it ran. That was unpleasant for her and she expected it was worse for the demon, although it had not yet complained.

A little after midnight, Bright stopped for the night, and they made another camp to sleep. Sunrise awoke at mid-morning, sore and stiff all over.

That…was not good. The demon whined and snapped at her for being miserable, which had the effect of making them both more miserable. “I’m just achey!” she shouted at it finally. “If you were watching me all that time with the demon hunters you ought to know I felt this way all the time too so I don’t know why you’re surprised and mad about it now!”

“Because this whole plan was your idea and it’s not even working!” The demon’s fur ruffled, its teeth bared in a snarl. “I ran all this way for you and you’re not even trying.”

“I am trying! You’re not trying!” She struggled out of the bedroll. “Curse it, Bright, if you want me to be happy stop scaring me and yelling at me!”

“Why not? If you’re not going to be happy you might as well feel something.” The demon advanced on her. Sunrise took a step back, heart hammering, then lost her nerve. She turned to run.

It was on her before she’d taken two steps. The demon knocked her to the ground and stood on her back, claws digging into her shoulders. “I love it when you humans try to run,” it purred in her ear, all menace and cruelty. “You’re so bad at it, but you can’t resist trying anyway.”

“Stop it!” Sunrise struggled in vain to throw it off, but the most she could do was wriggle.

“Make me, little human!” It flexed its paws, claws biting deeper.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Please, stop,” she pleaded. “I’ll be happy again. You know I can. But not if you keep being like this.” Sunrise felt the claws dig in harder, then stop abruptly. The demon’s weight vanished.

“Try harder,” it told her.

“Y – yes. I will.” She staggered to her feet, thinking I have to get away I can’t get away I have to be happy I hate it, I hate it so much, how can I think about happy things when I hate you this much?  She didn’t look at it. Instead, she picked up her pack. “I’m going to the nearest village. I’ll show them my sigil and get them to give me a bed to sleep in. After some rest, I’ll draw or write letters or…something. I’ll be fine after that.”

The demon’s breath behind her was loud. “All right.” She curled up the bedroll, lashed it atop the pack, and set off at a stiff-legged walk. The demon turned itself into an ordinary dog again and walked alongside her. After half a mile, it said, “Don’t run away from me.”

“I’m not running away from you. You’re right next to me.” You horrible evil monster. Do you think I wouldn’t run away from you if I thought there was any chance I could get away? I’ve already tried twice.

“No, I mean, literally don’t run away. Don’t turn your back on me when you’re scared, and then try to move as fast as you can in the opposite direction from me. When someone’s running away from me it makes me want to chase them and…stuff. It’s not…going to end well.”

She clenched her fists. Great. Just great.

“I’m trying to keep you alive!” it whined. “You shouldn’t be mad about that. That’s a stupid thing to be mad about.”

Sunrise glared at it. “Bright, you are trying to keep me a prisoner. If you cared about keeping me alive and keeping me happy, you would leave me alone. I’m going to do my best to be a nice happy prisoner for you, all right? But don’t make it harder by lying to me about how this is for my own good. Honesty. I like honesty.”

“All right, fine, then I’m just being honest about things that make me more likely to kill you. You still shouldn’t be mad about that.”

“You are not helping. Please shut up so I can concentrate on happy thoughts that are not about demons threatening my life,” Sunrise told it. Mercifully, the demon finally shut up. Sunrise tried to think about happy things: her friends, her parents, her favorite spot on the river. Thinking about Oak-by-the-Water made her more nostalgic and melancholy than actually happy, though.

She remembered Mouse complimenting her on one of her drawings – curse it, that wasn’t a memory of Mouse, that was when the demon was pretending to be Mouse. How is it you manage to ruin everything? I hope Mouse and the rest of Courage Red figures out you’re still alive and kills you. Slowly. With four traps attached so your soul gets split between them and you can never get out. She knew perfectly well traps didn’t work that way, but that didn’t stop her from fantasizing about it. The fantasy made her feel a little better, so she elaborated on the idea. She imagined binders vivisecting the traps to separate the demon into ever-smaller pieces, until finally the smallest pieces were so tiny it was no longer immortal. Then she’d break each trap, one by one, to let a little ant-sized Bright out. And she’d step on each teensy demon fox, while it tried to run, never fast enough. Squish. Squish. Squish.

Unfortunately, the most vivid revenge fantasies were not enough to offset the weight of her miseries. Both the physical aches that had set the demon off, and the anger, fear, hatred, and resentment that its attack had unleashed in her. I don’t think I can build a lasting contentment out of delusions of vengeance.

They are nice delusions, though.

The next house she came to was a sprawling farmhouse. It looked prosperous, and she decided that was as good as a village for her purposes. A man answered at her knock, and she bared her sigil. “May I have a cot to rest on for a few hours, please, sir?”

“Oh! Hunter, it would be the honor of our house.” The man gave her a deep bow, and stood aside for her.

“Bright, wait out here,” she ordered her faux dog. It lay on its stomach with a lolling tongue that did not reassure her for a moment.

The man conducted her into the master bedroom despite her protests that a cot would be fine. He looked appalled by the very suggestion. She gave up on protesting and fell into a thick plush mattress with only a few guilty qualms.

She awoke a couple of hours later, to find three young children plus the man from earlier working on a feast for her supper. Sunrise had to explain that she couldn’t stay for supper. “I have to leave. I’m on an urgent hunt.”

All four of them urged her to stay, but she knew if she did they’d expect her to spend the night. She wouldn’t be able to explain why she’d needed to sleep during the day and travel in darkness.

Although it occurred to her how nice it would be to sleep in a proper bed for a whole night. After kicking my hosts out of it, no doubt. No, let’s just go. The guilt isn’t worth it.

She showed her map to her host to find out for sure where she was, and the best route to Indigo-of-the-Hill. It was only thirty miles distant, but most of that was steep hills and wilderness. An assortment of eighty miles of roads that often took her perpendicular to her destination would get her there, eventually. She wondered how Bright planned to do it.

The roads did have one other advantage, from her perspective: they passed within half a mile of the Balancing Rocks, which she’d heard about even in Oak-by-the-Water.

She left the farmhouse before the rest of the household could return and possibly add to the pleading of the children. Bright let her get a half-mile before it spoke. “You don’t have to leave now on my account. I don’t mind if you spend the night.”

“I want to travel at night, though, so we can move faster. Were you going to take the road or go overland?” Sunrise asked.

Bright shrugged. “Take the road, probably, if we can move at night. But it’s not that much difference to me. Matters more to you, I think.” Sunrise considered, teeth gritted. Bright sighed. “No, seriously, we should do what makes you happy. Stop thinking about what you need to do for other people. Stop feeling guilty about taking up space in someone else’s bed. You’re a demon hunter, right? Demon hunters are supposed to get help from other people. You need help from other people to stop a demon. Why do you feel guilty about that?”

“Because I’m not stopping another demon! I’m helping you.”

“What do you mean? You are stopping me right now! What do you think I would be doing if I wasn’t trying to make you happy? It wouldn’t be ‘walking away from the nice farmhouse full of isolated targets that no one would miss for a while’. I’m not threatening them! That’s not a threat! I’m not going to hurt anyone. Because it won’t make you happy if I did and what I am trying to right now is make you happy and every minute that you can persuade me that’s worth doing is a minute that I’m not hurting anyone. How is that not demon hunting? How is that not exactly the thing that your angel gave you a sigil so you could do?”

“It isn’t!” Sunrise yelled. “What do you know about demon hunting? You’re a demon! Working with you is the exact opposite of stopping you.”

“You’re working with me to stop me. I don’t want to keep hurting people, and you don’t want me to hurt people, and we are, together, not hurting anyone. Unless you count you being trapped by me but I mean not physically torturing anyone and that’s what counts, isn’t it? That I not be hurting people and torturing them. That’s what you want to stop, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but not like this. I’m supposed to stop you by putting you in a trap.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean, ‘why’? Because then you can’t kidnap me and threaten my family and stuff. Because it’s way more effective than pretending to be happy? Why are you arguing with me, anyway, if you want me to be happy?” Sunrise glared at it.

“Because you’re less unhappy yelling than you are sulky and guilty, so I thought it would be progress. Especially if I could win the fight. You don’t want to win this fight anyway.” Bright lolled its tongue at her.

“Stop that.”

“Stop what?”

“Trying to look cute. You’re an evil demon. It’s wrong.”

“Maybe I’m trying to stop being an evil demon?”

“You are not. If you were trying to stop being evil you wouldn’t have started with the whole kidnapping and holding hostage and everything.”

“I’m not kidnapping you very effectively, though. You can go wherever you want and I’m not keeping you locked up or anything. Or tied up. I’ve done kidnapping that was much more like kidnapping than this. It’s more like I’m stalking you, really.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

Bright wagged its long tail, curly in its small dog shape. “Yes. You should definitely feel better. It’s progress, right? This is better than being abducted and thrown in a pit or trapped in a cottage. We’re getting closer to me not being evil at all, right?”

“Does that mean you plan to stop stalking me at some point?”

“Well, no. Look, can we get back to the thing we started arguing about, which is you doing what will make you happy? Do you have a preference for taking the road for some reason?”

Sunrise ducked her head and sighed. “I want to see the Balancing Rocks,” she mumbled.

“What’s that?”

“It’s a thing. A natural phenomenon, a place where there are all these miniature skylands connected by narrow spars of rock, so there’s like a tiny mountain peak and a skyland balanced atop it. Dozens and dozens of them. We heard stories about them even in Oak-by-the-Water.”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve seen those. Right, there’s some to the north of here. We can go there.”

“I know we can go there, but if we took the road at night we’d be past it by the time we got there, and…”

“We’re not in a hurry, are we? I mean, the main demon you’re stopping is me. The change demon isn’t going to kill anyone in the next couple of days. It’s been there for years. The children aren’t going to get much worse whether we get there tomorrow morning or tomorrow night. So you could go back to your human friends in the farmhouse, have a nice meal, play with the children, and sleep in a good bed. And I can wait outside and not annoy you and enjoy you spending an afternoon not being annoyed by the semi-reformed evil demon you’re stuck fighting. Then you can sneak out a few hours before dawn, and I can take you to the Balancing Rocks. And you can watch the sun rise over them and draw and paint. And you’ll feel better and I’ll feel better and no one will have to get hurt or scared or anything.” Bright pranced around her, bouncing on all four legs and wagging its tail. It looked completely ridiculous, given what it was.

“I hate it when your arguments are actually reasonable and not just you pretending they’re reasonable because you’re an evil demon and you don’t know what reasonable looks like,” Sunrise muttered.

Bright wagged its tail harder. “That means you’re going to do it, right? And it’ll make you happy?”

“Yes.” She bent and patted its head, just as if it were the dog it was pretending to be. It licked her fingers with a doggish slurp. “Ewww!” She giggled anyway, despite it all. “You’re a weird evil demon.”

“I’m reforming. It’s a work in progress.”
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Dinner at the farmhouse was lovely.

Mostly it was delightfully normal. It was clear that the husband, Sky, had made some special treats in honor of “feasting a hunter”. But the meal was just for her and the family – Sky, his husband, two wives, an enby spouse, and eight children ranging from toddler to almost-grown. They bickered, like any family, and then remembered they had a guest and stopped bickering to be on their best behavior. Sunrise’s own family had never been this large, but it was all ordinary and familiar.

The children wanted to hear demon hunter stories. Sunrise told them one of Coyote’s, because he’d had all the best stories. Then she went ahead and told the story of being captured by Bright and rescued by Mouse, and skipped the part where Mouse was actually a demon. After all, both Bright’s original story and the new one they were planning agreed on that much, so there was no reason not to tell it.

Of course, then Sunrise had to make up something about where Mouse was now, and why she was in a rush. Sunrise instantly regretted everything. She made up a bit about Mouse going on ahead to get some more hunters, because she travelled faster, and then they’d meet in Indigo-of-the-Hill. Fortunately, the family didn’t press for details.

The most chilling part was after dinner, when one of the mothers, Dew, went outside to look for two of the pre-pubescent kids. Sunrise was in their family room when she heard a high-pitched voice say, “We just came out to feed the hunter’s dog!”

Sunrise bolted out the door, to find Bright wagging its tail as a little girl patted its head, then threw a stick for it. Bright bounded after the stick, snatched it from the air, and ran back to play tug-of-war with the child.

“I guess they’re not doing any harm,” Dew said, sighing. “Where did you find your dog?”

Sunrise had to restrain herself from yelling at the kids stay away from that. “It sort of found me, and now I can’t get rid of it,” she said, ruefully.

Dew chuckled. “She must have been someone’s dog. She’s well-trained.”

“Drop it!” The little girl told Bright, yanking on the stick. The demon released the stick with a whine. The girl threw it, and Bright gave chase again.

“…you’d think so, wouldn’t you.” Sunrise watched Bright run back, but this time the demon went to her. It dropped the stick at her feet, and then sat up on two legs in a begging pose, tongue lolling. She crouched to pat it and scratched behind its ears. “Good girl. There’s a good girl,” she told it, and threw the stick again.

She retired soon afterwards, telling the family she had to leave before dawn. Before Sunrise went to sleep, she carefully wrote down what she’d told people was her story so far, to make sure she didn’t forget what it was supposed to be.

She woke to a tap on the window. It was still full dark outside. Dew and her wife were in the family bed with her, but they slept soundly. Bright’s little doggy nose pressed against the glass. She waved it back, then slid out of the bed and into day clothes. One of the women stirred, but Sunrise waved her off and ran out the door before anyone could ask about the hour. She didn’t even know what time it was herself. Little Sister was low on the horizon and Big Brother still high in the sky. She didn’t talk to Bright, just walked.

It didn’t speak, either, until they were a quarter mile from the farmhouse, alone on the dark, empty road. Then Bright shifted to its giant vulpine form. It didn’t break stride, just grew larger and whiter over a couple of steps. Its eyes glowed like blue-tinged moonlight. “Wanna ride?”

She nodded, and rigged the pseudo-harness again before climbing on top. Sunrise wasn’t that tired or stiff now, but the darkness and the rocking motion of travel soothed her to sleep. She found herself awake again as they were climbing a switchback road shortly after dawn. She sat up a little, blinking back sleep. “Good morning.”

“Good morning! You slept well,” Bright said, satisfied. “We’re almost to the Balancing Rocks.”

“Oh! Already?” She sat straighter, peering through trees to look for them.

“Almost! Another mile, maybe. Gimme a few minutes.”

Sunrise squirmed, excited despite herself. Because of yourself, she thought, in correction. Bright is an evil demon but that doesn’t mean everything it says is wrong. I can’t stop this demon by dying, so I have to stay alive. That means staying happy. Nothing is gained by being miserable just to spite the evil demon. I should not feel even a little guilty for getting to see the Balancing Rocks. She stroked the side of Bright’s neck. “Thanks for playing with the kids when they came out to feed you. And not, say, eating them or something.”

Bright laughed. “You’re welcome.”

“Are you really trying to reform?”

“Maybe? I’m really determined to keep a lure happy this time so.” Bright shrugged under her, making an odd bobble in its run. “If that’s what it takes.”

“You know that actual reform means not stalking me or holding me prisoner, right?”

“Whoa, whoa, let’s not go all the way off the edge of the skyland, here. I wouldn’t bet on me getting that reformed.” Bright paused, and then added, “But we’ll see!”

Sunrise knew it was teasing her if not outright lying, but its tone made her laugh.

Then they broke out above the treeline. Bright trotted further up the road to reach an overlook, while Sunrise stared around her in wonder.

Bright came to a stop on a patch of stone overlooking the hills and valleys around them. Sunrise slid off its back, without thought for anything but the vista. The slope before her was much steeper than the one they’d come up, and had no trees.

Instead, boulders rose out of it, ranging in size from shorter than Sunrise to bigger than a house. Most of the boulders thinned to a single point, where it would join the base of what looked like a miniature skyland, balanced improbably atop the boulder. In a few cases, a boulder supported two of the tiny skylands. A few others had a single upper boulder supported by the arch of two lower ones. The formations were covered by striated layers of colorful lichen, in pastels like pink and lavendar, or deeper hues of blue or indigo. Some of the miniature skylands supported more plant life on their topside: beds of moss and even little bushes, to make the resemblance to a full-sized skyland more pronounced.

A handful of the little skylands had broken loose from their anchors, and hung in the air not far above the hills. The Balancing Rock formations stretched over the valley below: where there were farmlands, Sunrise could see Balancing Rocks rise from amongst the crops. Other places, the tree cover obscured most of them. Sunrise could see just enough to know they were there. After several minutes, she finally recalled herself enough to remember she wasn’t alone. “Where’s the Archipelago, do you know?” she asked Bright.

“Up.” Bright motioned with its nose to the hill above them. Sunrise peered, but the slope from where they were obscured it. “We can get up to it if you want. There’s a path.”

“Oh yes. Please.” She climbed back on Bright as it crouched, and then it sprang up the slope.

The Archipelago was a whole string of Balancing Rocks, big and small, a dozen in all, at the top of the hill. They were so close together that a human artist had decorated them like actual skylands several years ago. Tiny bridges led from one miniature skyland to the next. Little houses perched inside a mossy wilderness. Most of them were too tall for Sunrise to see how many details there were at their tops. Bright stood on its hind legs and held out its forepaws. “Here, I’ll give you a boost up.”

“Oh, I don’t want to step on anything the artist did—”

“You won’t step on anything someone else hasn’t first, there’s footprints all over this one. And steps carved into it. C’mon, it’s the natural viewing point.” Bright dropped to a crouch. “Get on my shoulders.” She sat on its shoulders, her legs before its legs, clinging to the demon as it rose onto its hind legs. Then she scrambled to crouch on its shoulders, and clambered up onto the miniature skyland balanced at the end of the ersatz archipelago. She more than half-expected the stone to rock under her – it was no more than a few yards across, and its connection point to the lower rock was only a few inches. But it was as steady as solid ground beneath her. Bright was right about the steps: she ascended them to the top. She stood there for a long time, taking it all in. Not only the extra details that had been put into the Archipelago on this hilltop, but the whole area, the tiny skylands that floated detached, the scores of Balancing Rocks, everything. It was a miracle, a miracle she had never truly believed she’d see for herself.

Finally, she shook herself from her reverie and walked back down the steps to sit at the edge. “Bright, can you pass my pack up? I want to get my sketchbook and stuff out. You don’t mind if I stay up here and draw, do you?”

Bright made a dismissive noise as it padded to where it had left the pack. “After I ran all this way? I’d be disappointed if you didn’t stay up there and draw. Take as long as you like.”
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This was good.

Bright picked a spot before the path widened at the hill summit and stretched out. It kept its senses attuned to the slope in case anyone else came up. It didn’t remember the hilltop getting much traffic, perhaps two or three visitors in a day. Few humans traveled purely for pleasure, but there were some who did. It expected they’d be alone until later in the morning, at least. If anyone came, it could shapeshift into the dog form to be less conspicuous. It didn’t want to waste the energy if it didn’t have to, however.

Sunrise was happy. She was genuinely, happy, as happy as she’d been when Mouse gave her the colorbrush or Juniper gave her the letters from her parents.

She could stay up there all day if she wanted, and all night, and for the rest of eternity for all Bright cared, as long as she still felt this way. The exquisite taste of her delight was perfection itself. Bright’s hunger disappeared underneath the tidal wave of it, not only sated but forgotten. It couldn’t remember if it had ever felt this good. Maybe with the last lure. It had been so long ago that it could no longer remember clearly what it had been like, only that Bright had missed the sensation. Bright had remembered that it wasn’t as powerful as feeding on pain or fear or despair, and it wasn’t. Its reserves were still lower than it liked. But somehow being low on energy didn’t matter anymore.

It wasn’t hungry.

This was perfect.

Bright lazed through half the morning, not bored, not restless, no fear or need goading it to action. It basked in a prolonged contentment it could not recall ever experiencing before. It was bizarre.

Presumably, it came with a price.

There was always a price.

It’d be worth it.

It stirred to motion when it heard steps approaching on the path below. But that motion only consisted of shifting to the inconspicuous shape of a small dog, and padding to lie to one side of the balanced rock Sunrise was perched on. It didn’t need to see Sunrise or the newcomers to keep track of them. The lure glowed like the sun to the demon’s empathic sense, radiant and life-sustaining with her present pleasure. The three newcomers were candles by comparison, paltry things filled with ordinary, everyday human emotions: weariness, anticipation, and a sense of triumph dulled by long effort as they reached the summit.

Sunrise spoke to them when they arrived, with a thread of anxiety marring her happiness. If Bright had not been trying to be inconspicuous, it would have reassured her that the strangers posed no threat. It would kill them in a heartbeat if they tried to hurt its lure.

After some conversation, during which Sunrise relaxed, the demon realized that “it would kill them in a heartbeat if they presented any danger” was probably on the list of things Sunrise worried about. Being social animals made human feelings so weird. Sunrise was the kind of human who reflexively liked other humans, based on what the demon had observed so far. Good thing she hasn’t seen me hurting people yet. I should keep it that way.

When I have to hurt someone, I should remember to do it where she can’t see. Oh, and won’t find out later.
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The weather turned cold and windy late in the afternoon, and Sunrise packed up after that. The demon was disappointed to see her joy dim; it still wanted to bask. But despite her growing physical discomfort, she was still in a good mood. She dug Mouse’s heavy traveling cloak out of the pack and wore it, hem dragging the ground as they walked down the path. There was still too much daylight left for the demon to be comfortable wearing a rideable form on the road. Well, a rideable animal form, anyway. “I could turn into a big human and carry you on my shoulders,” it offered. “And just slow down when we got near people. It wouldn’t be as hard to disguise as an animal shape big enough to carry you.”

But Sunrise shook her head and leaned down to stroke Bright’s canine back. “I like you better in animal shapes.”

“Why’s that?”

She didn’t answer for a few minutes. “Because you in human form reminds me of you lying to me for days. It’s not a good association. The animal shapes feel more honest. I like your giant white fox form with the glowing eyes best, because then I know you’re not pretending to be anything other than what you are.”

The demon doubted she actually wanted it to stop pretending to be things it wasn’t, like ‘harmless’ and ‘friendly’. It also didn’t think it’d make her happy if it made any comments to this effect. Instead, it said, “Wanna camp until nightfall, then? I can scout a good spot, find one with shelter from the wind.”

She agreed to that. Soon, she was in the lee of some big trees, eating the last of the leftovers the farmhouse had pressed on her the night before. She curled up in her bedroll afterwards to nap.

Bright shifted to its larger form then, and pressed against the lure’s back to keep her warm. It once again regretted not stealing a tent. The day was overcast and gloomy now. If it rained, the little human was going to be cold, wet and miserable, whether they stayed here or rode for Indigo-of-the-Hill. The demon gritted its sharp teeth at the prospect of enduring her misery after a glorious day like this. Unhappy humans filled it with the urge to torment them further, to show them true suffering, to gorge upon their pain. The lure’s pain tasted strange, not so much unpleasant as vaguely wrong, like milk that had started to turn. The wrongness in it served as a reminder not to indulge its usual appetites. But the demon had centuries of practice at indulging its usual appetites, and only a couple of months at trying to control them in this fashion. And that was if it counted its first lure. It had been much worse at restraint with that lure than this one.

Maybe restraint is the price, it considered. Sunrise rolled over in her sleep, and burrowed her head under its long fluffy chest fur. It put a foreleg over her shoulder to keep the draft off her back. And it’s not as if I’ve ever showed no restraint. The price of gluttony is far too high.

Avoiding the price of gluttony was the whole point to getting another lure, after all.

Sunrise was sleeping well, despite the time of day, and her sleep was much more peaceful than it had been for the last several days. Bright hadn’t realized how much difference it made: it could taste her peace, a mild but pleasant sensation, enough to soothe the edge from its renewed hunger. It curled its neck around her head and dozed.
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They arrived at Indigo-of-the-Hill around midnight. It was raining and dreary, but the lure was doing better than the demon had expected. Her cloak was waterproofed by enchantment, and she had a stick to renew it. So she was mostly dry under cloak and hood. The demon was only dry where Sunrise rested against it. It felt the cold and wet, much the way a human did. Its body could even die of exposure, if it wasn’t careful to mend the gradual damage done. But like most sensations, it was a minor nuisance, nothing compared to real hunger. The demon was more aggravated by Sunrise’s discomfort than by its own body’s condition. “We’ll be at the town soon,” it told her. “Another mile and I should change into a regular dog, and you can go ask for shelter.”

Sunrise stirred. “Unf. What time is it? I don’t want to wake anyone.”

“You also don’t want to sleep on wet ground. No matter how good that waterproofing stick is. No, seriously, Sunrise. Don’t make me take all the people in a cottage hostage so you can have a dry bed when they’ll give you one for the asking.”

Sunrise was aghast. “You wouldn’t!”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure how badly that would go, overall. I have a fair idea of how badly it goes for you to wake up miserable after crappy uncomfortable sleep, and tonight’s not nearly as nice as the evening two days ago.”

“Argh. Curse it.” Sunrise sighed and sat up on its back. “You’d better change into one-armed Mouse, then.”

The demon blinked, perplexed by this change of subject. “I thought you hated me pretending to be Mouse?”

“I do. But our story right now is that you are one-armed Mouse and I believe it. That’s what I told Sky’s family last night. I don’t want to come up with yet another unconvincing explanation for why I think you’re Mouse but there’s no Mouse around. So. You pretend to be Mouse tonight. Then, tomorrow after we kill the change demon, you disappear. And I tell everyone about how you’d had me fooled at first, but I figured it out and managed to kill you. I show them the dead change demon and tell them it’s the form you shapeshifted into while you were struggling to stop me.”

The demon slowed as she spoke, then stopped as it felt the presence of sleeping humans in the far distance. It was surprised that Sunrise had put more thought into making sure their plan would work than it had. It still half-suspected Sunrise was going to try to trap it in truth, although there wasn’t much reason for her to have waited this long. Maybe she wanted to wait to activate the trap until the demon expected her to. “All right. We’re close now, get off and I’ll shift.”

The demon took Mouse’s shape, dressed in a coat of thick fur so it wouldn’t be much colder and wetter than it was already. It couldn’t shift into true clothing, but it could make its outer skin look and even drape in a reasonable approximation of clothes, as long as no one tried to take them off.

They continued on to the nearest house. As it turned out, Sunrise didn’t need to explain anything. She showed the young man who opened the door her sigil. The man let them in before Sunrise could finish saying, “we’re demon hunters and need shelter.” He didn’t offer them his bed, but had a sofa long enough for Sunrise. The demon volunteered to take the floor. Their host did have spare blankets and pillows.

As soon as they were settled, the young man stumbled back to his own bed. The demon heard a woman’s voice ask what was going on, and the man offer a half-asleep explanation.

“Those sigils are useful,” the demon murmured to Sunrise. “Wish I could make one. I don’t think anyone’d accept my one-armed hunter story without you to vouch for me.”

“Yeah, and that’s why you can’t have one.” She stuck her tongue out at it, then tucked her sigil under the blanket to put them in darkness. “If demons could fake them, people wouldn’t trust them anyway. Good night, Bright.”
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Indigo-of-the-Hill was a large enough town to have a proper inn, their host told them the next morning. “If yun fane break-fast there. Sorra, wasun wake las’ night. Figure yun ny tumble aboun innal rain.”

The demon told him, “By yes, thank yun,” in the same dialect, and escorted Sunrise out.

“What language was he speaking?” Sunrise asked as they left. It was a cold, blustery day, but there was no more rain, at least. Bright wished it had a real cloak and not just its own fur coat hung over Mouse’s frame, but it didn’t complain. “Do you speak it?”

“Yes? It’s more an accent than a different language,” Bright said. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Do they all talk like that here?” There was a curious thrill of excitement from Sunrise.

“Probably?” The demon tried to remember where they were in human terms. “We’re near the…Triumph Lowlands, I think? On the edge of Guild White’s territory.” It paid attention to which guild patrolled in a given area. “They speak an older version of Hashan than your people do. Indigo-of-the-Hill is near the bridge, so they might get more traffic from the Lowlands than the rest of their skyland.”

Sunrise’s eyes were wide and rounder than usual, almost glittering. “I never thought I’d travel so far that people stopped speaking Hashan!”

“Oh, well, if you like that idea, we should keep going. Another three skylands west in the archipelago, there’s villages with a kind of Hashan-Baushan pidgin, and then after that it’s all Baushan for several skylands. That’s a different language, grammar and vocabulary both.”

“What’s it sound like?”

“Tun yuben esha shudu butun,” the demon said, and startled a laugh from her.

“What does that mean? How many languages do you speak?” Sunrise asked.

“I said ‘It sounds like this’, and, I don’t know. Do you count the pidgins? Indigo-of-the-Hill is just an accent, does it count anyway?”

“It does if you learned how to mimic it!”

“Oh, scores, then.”

“Scores!”

“Only a couple dozen real languages, with different names for themselves and all.”

“A couple dozen! There’s not even one dozen different languages in all of Anesh.”

The demon almost stuck Mouse’s tongue out to pant, before it remembered what shape it wore and grinned. “Some of them aren’t spoken anymore. And most aren’t from this archipelago.”

“You’ve been to other archipelagos! How? Did you fly?”

“Swam a few times. Took a boat a couple times.”

“Oh! I thought boats that went all the way to another archipelago were just a children’s story. They’re real?”

“Yup. Were several decades ago, anyway. It’s been a while.”

“If you can go to other archipelagos, why are you worried about hunters tracking you at all? Surely they couldn’t follow you across the ocean?”

Bright didn’t like traveling over water, and the reason why was not going to make Sunrise happy. It didn’t want to ruin her mood by explaining. So instead it grinned at her again, and said something more likely to please her. “You’d be surprised how dogged those hunters can get.”

She smiled back. Bright had guessed right: that did please her. It wasn’t even a lie, as far as it went.
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After breakfast, they went on a tour of the town, so that Bright could look for the change demon’s hooks. Sunrise kept giving Bright concerned looks, but it couldn’t tell what she was worrying about. Maybe she was trying to figure out when would be a good time to try to kill it.

The town had a schoolhouse, so they went there first. They loitered outside until the children came out into the weak, cold sunlight for a mid-morning break. Mouse moved among them, while Sunrise said something about demon hunter business to the schoolteacher. Several children had the taint of the change demon upon them, weak but detectable when the demon was close enough to touch. One of the children, an undersized boy who walked with a limp, one leg shorter than the other, had the scent much stronger than the rest. The demon crouched beside the boy and put its hand on his shoulder, to take a stronger impression. The boy jerked back, surprised, and stumbled away from the demon, eyes wide and scared. “Who’re you? What do you want?” the child said, in the local dialect.

The demon took firm control of its instincts and didn’t pursue. Stupid little boy, getting scared and running is exactly the wrong thing to do around a demon. It considered what Mouse would say. “I’m Mouse the Bold. My partner and I are hunting a demon.” It motioned to Sunrise, who still had her sigil exposed. “Will you help?” It offered its hand, palm up.

“Me? How can I help?”

“By taking my hand for a minute. That’s all. Come now, did your parents not teach you to help demon hunters?”

The boy reluctantly took her hand. His eyes were on her empty sleeve. “What happened to your arm?”

“A demon ripped it off. Look, stop that, it’s not your arm that got ripped off.” The demon held the boy’s hand tightly as it felt for the other demon’s hook. The boy struggled and whimpered in the most irritating way. It made Bright want to put its own hook in the child and show him what real pain and fear were.

Sunrise came over, tasting of worry edged in panic. “Mouse, what are you doing?” The schoolteacher was right behind her. Why did humans have to be so annoying? It was trying to help them, even! You’d think that would make a difference but no.

“Just checking for something.” Bright had the shape of the hook and its feel well enough to follow it, finally. It let the boy go. The boy ran and hid behind the schoolteacher. Bright curled its toes against the urge to chase, and gritted its teeth. “We can go now. Thank you for your help.”

After the demon had led her out of earshot, Sunrise asked, exasperated, “How have you learned scores of languages but not how to behave around people?”

“I know how to behave around people! …badly.” It watched as Sunrise smothered a smile. Her good mood was intact, the exasperation only superficial, more bewilderment than upset. That was good; it was much easier for the demon to suppress its usual habits when it could feed on her contentment. “Right, so walking up to people and grabbing them is—” it struggled for the right word. “—rude.”

“Yes. Yes it is,” she said, with mock sternness. “Please don’t do that again.”

“I’ll try to remember that.” It knew perfectly well that humans didn’t like that, in fact. It just didn’t care. Except about Sunrise, of course: it had to care about what she liked. Now I have to care about what random other humans like too because if I don’t that will bother her? Ugh, this is so much work. It realized it had lost track of the change demon’s trail and raised its hand to stop Sunrise. It dropped its chin, feeling around with its soulsense for the tie that connected hook to demon again.

“What is it?”

“Tracking the demon. Not that much in practice with this, and it’s harder in a town.” The tie disappeared into a building. The demon led Sunrise down an alley, circled around to find the tie again, and continued after it.

“So…you’re following the change demon’s scent?” Sunrise asked. “It went this way?”

“Not exactly. I’m following the connection between it and its victim. It’s not the path the victim and demon have taken since they last saw each other; that would be a monstrous tangle, it might’ve been years since it made contact with that boy. It’s not a straight line between demon and victim, either. It’s more a meandering line between the two, that’s influenced by the way they move. Imagine if you and I were connected by a piece of yarn two hundred yards long. When we’re only ten yards apart, there’s a lot of slack on the line that might just lie wherever it fell, until one or the other of us gathered up the slack. It’s not actually like that. But I don’t have a better analogy. I can follow the thread but it won’t be a direct or sensible path, from your perspective.” It felt a flare of wariness from Sunrise, which it found tedious under the circumstances. “This is your plan. Is there some other way you want to do it?” it asked her, annoyed.

Sunrise rubbed the back of her neck and shook her head. “No. It’s fine.”

“If you could actually feel like it’s fine instead of getting grumpy at me for doing what you asked me to do, that would be nice,” Bright whined.

“Sorry.” She looked away from the demon.

“You’re not sorry. Why do you say that when you don’t mean it? And why are you more upset about me asking you to be less upset?” It is so much easier to make humans hurt, and I would really like to hurt something now. The demon gritted its teeth and focused on the tie before it lost it again.

The lure sighed. “Do you really want to know?”

“Yes, I really want to know. Why else would I ask?”

“Because you want to needle me for being insincere?”

“What?” The demon tried to figure out why that would make sense. “Why would I want to needle you? That’s not going to make you happy, is it?”

She gave it a sidelong dubious look, but at least she was more confused than aggravated now. “No!”

“Look, if I wanted to make you suffer I have so many better ways to do it than talking to you!” When it said that, her lips twitched. She bit the inside of her cheek, but even that wasn’t enough to restrain her smile. It could feel her mirth, like laughter bubbling in her mind, and glanced at her curiously. “What?”

“Are you suuuure?” she asked, in a sing-song, and then she did laugh.

“Yes! You don’t hate it when I talk to you more than half the time. People hardly ever laugh when I’m trying to torment them on purpose, you know.” It grinned as she laughed harder. It liked making her laugh. That almost always dissipated her bad feelings, at least for a few minutes.

“All right. I’ll try to remember that you aren’t trying to annoy me with conversation, you’re just not any good at it,” Sunrise said, still amused and very patronizing.

“Great! Much better!”

“Are we still on the trail for the change demon?”

“Yessss…” It screwed up its face, and led Sunrise north again along another alley.

“Should I stop distracting you for now? You can concentrate on the trail…um…tie, or hook, or whatever it is. And I can concentrate on being happy that you’re so helpful.”

The demon grinned again. “Deal.”
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By the time they got out of the town proper, Sunrise was in a much better mood. They cut across harvested fields as the demon followed the tie towards its source. The tie attenuated the farther they got from the boy, which meant that they were still closer to the child than the demon. Bright doubted the change demon would be so far away that the line attenuated to the point where Bright could not follow it at all. When they attenuated that much, the lines no longer fed the demon who’d hooked its prey. But the lines were still a vulnerability: binders could unhook them, for example, and trackers could still follow the lines even if Bright couldn’t. So the change demon wouldn’t want to be more than five or six miles from its prey.

Of course, it had a lot of prey, so it might just be used to letting some of them stray out of range. Doggedly, Bright felt its way along the attenuated thread. At least it didn’t have to circle around buildings any more.

Finally, over a mile outside of town, the thread began to thicken again. The demon crinkled its human nose, considering the situation.

Sunrise glanced at it. “What is it?”

“We’re about halfway to it, now. Shouldn’t have any problems following it from here. Have you activated the trap yet?”

She nodded. “Do you want me to try to lay it, and you can drive the change demon into it?”

“Yeah, let’s stick with that. Not laying it yet, we’re not that near. But soon. Do you want to be around for the fight, or out of the way?”

“If there’s some way I can help, you know I’m glad to.”

Bright screwed up its face at her. “Are you actually glad to or is that just one of those figures of speech?”

Sunrise laughed, half-amused and half-embarrassed. “More a figure of speech, I guess. When you grabbed me out of the middle of the trap, it was terrifying. I don’t think I’m going to be much more useful this time than I was then. But this is my plan. I’ll do whatever it take to make it happen.”

“Unless it actually will make you happy to be there when I kill it, I’d just as soon you were well away from any fighting. I don’t want to chance it hurting you or getting a hook in you.”

She shivered. “I thought change demons went after little kids. The ones who are still growing.”

“Mostly. Children are easier to hurt without anyone realizing it’s a demon. But they can do things to adults, like—” the demon stopped itself before getting to specifics. “Well, gruesome and conspicuous things. It’d be bad.”

Sunrise shivered again. “I don’t need to watch the fight. Are you sure you’ll be all right alone against it?”

“Pretty sure.” Bright glanced at her sidelong, puzzled by the thread of worry in her. “Why are you worried? If the change demon traps me instead of me trapping it, then your plan worked even better, right? And you could tell the hunter’s guild about the change demon to get it trapped, if you’re worried about it getting away.”

She laughed, nervous and confused. “I guess it does work for me either way.” She touched the demon’s shoulder, as if about to say something else, but she let her hand fall away without speaking. They walked for several minutes in silence. “When do you want me to try to set the trap? I’m…not sure I can do it right. I only saw the hunters do it once. Don’t you need special twine and stakes for it?”

“Not really. I mean, it’ll make a stronger trap if you set it in a good web, but the magic is in the medallion itself, not in the other stuff. And there’s a ball of twine in the pack already, you can use that. Just use stones to hold down the points. I’ll mostly kill the change demon before I throw it in.”

“All right. Where do you want me to put it? Are we close enough yet?”

“Mm.” Bright thought the change demon was probably another mile and a half off, still too far away for it to sense. But it didn’t want to wait until the change demon noticed them before it got the trap in place. “See that stand of trees between this field and the next? Put it in the field just before those woods. Doesn’t need to be a big web. Oh, hey, I can help you set it up. The web won’t activate until you put the trap down on it.” Bright waited for her emotional response to that, expecting her to feel anticipation or anxiousness. If it was in the middle of a trap while setting it up, that’d be the perfect time for Sunrise to set the trap prematurely and try to catch it. It wouldn’t be strong enough to hold Bright, of course, but Sunrise wouldn’t expect that. She had faith in the traps.

But all she felt was a little relief, and less worried. “Can you? Thank you! I was worried about having to do it on my own. So…is this how you caught the other demons?” She fingered the trap medallion that already glowed with an imprisoned demon.

“Something like that.” It had just been an active trap that Bright had left on the ground, and then planted the demon on top of it and held it down until it smothered to death. Having a web would make it harder for the change demon to escape the trap before it died, though. Which meant Bright could take its time about killing it. That’d be good.

They set up the trap together. Bright gathered stones and laid them out for the points of the web. Sunrise strung the twine between them, using the stones to hold it down. “It’s not going to be very sturdy with just rocks, is it? Not like using stakes.” She was worried again.

“No, but it doesn’t need to be.” Bright placed the last of the stones, then stood deliberately inside the web as Sunrise finished stringing it.

She was concerned and determined, but there was no sense of rising anticipation from her, or eminent action. “Is that good?” she asked, as she finished with the edge.

“Yup, looks fine.”

“All right, get to one side and I’ll activate it.”

Surprised that she had not even tried to catch it, Bright moved out of the web and watched as Sunrise set the trap down and made the gestures over its face. “How do you know so much about setting traps, anyway?” she asked.

“I am a demon, you know. Courage Red isn’t the first team that tried to catch me.”

“Yes, but – it’s not like demon hunters would tell you their methods, would they?” She was suddenly worried.

“They will, if you asked under the right circumstances. As long as I stay away from the trackers and scouts, demon hunters are pretty easy to talk to.” Bright smiled at her, and didn’t mention anything about torture. Sunrise was a little unhappier anyway. “I wish you wouldn’t ask me questions if you don’t want to know the answer.”

She rubbed the back of her neck, sheepishly. “If it helps any, I was probably going to be unhappy having thought of the question, whether or not I asked it.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t think so much?” it suggested, in a teasing tone.

“Maybe not.”

Bright reconsidered its whole approach and tried a different tack. “Anyway, you should be happy that I know so much about catching demons. I’ve stopped demons before. Not just the ones in that medallion or the one I gave Courage Red.”

“Really?” That caught her interest, but she was wary. “Why did you catch other demons? Was it also to trick hunters?”

“Nope!” It wagged its tail. “I was saving humans from them!”

That startled a laugh from her. “You were not!” she said, disbelieving.

“I was so! A long time ago – this was on another archipelago – there was a blight demon that had eradicated, I don’t know, almost everything alive on three or four skylands. And I like living things! It would be terrible for me if a blight demon destroyed them all. So I convinced a few other demons and a hunter team to make a temporary truce, and we forced it into a trap.”

“A hunter team made a truce? With demons?”

“Uh huh. See, even demons can work together when something is important enough,” it said. “And work with hunters, too! There’s precedent.”

“Huh. That’s interesting.” Sunrise gave it a contemplative smile. It’d guessed right, that tidbit did make her feel better. She was still standing at the center of the activated trap. “Do you want to catch something first, to make sure it’s working? I don’t know how else to know if we did it right.”

“Sure. Wait there.” The demon stepped into the stand of trees and undressed before it shifted into its usual giant white fox form, with blade-like horns grown from the side of its head. It wasn’t going to try to fight another demon in Mouse’s one-handed human form, with no weapons. Human forms were good multipurpose shapes in many respects, but they were terrible for fighting. It darted through the trees, unconstrained by the limitations of either pacing or carrying the lure, until it spotted a squirrel. It leaped to snatch the animal from a tree limb before the squirrel had time to jump to the next, then carried its quarry back to Sunrise. It tossed the squirrel into the trap, and carelessly put a paw into the trap itself, just to see what Sunrise would do.

The trap grabbed both squirrel and demon. Sunrise bent to disentangle the squirrel immediately, and carried it out to put it down. Then it saw the demon was stuck and laughed. Bright tugged on its paw pitifully, put its ears to the side, and lolled its tongue. Sunrise came over to free it. “You’re going to have to be more careful than that when you’re fighting the change demon,” she told it. “Do you need the perimeter marked? We could stand some sticks on end around the edges.”

Maybe she realizes the trap alone wouldn’t be enough to hold me, after all. “I’ll be careful.” It set its freed paw down outside the trap. “Something to stand up at the edges is probably a good idea. I don’t need the trap disguised, I’m not planning to trick the change demon into it. You wanna mark the trap and then head back to the inn, while I go find the change demon?”

She nodded, then hesitated. “No, I can’t go back to the inn and just wait, not if my story is going to be that I fought you after discovering you’re a demon.”

“Oh, right. Well, wait in one of the copses we passed on the way here?”

“All right. Are you sure you won’t need me for anything else?”

“Yeah. If you don’t see me by the end of the day, you can come check the trap to see what happened. If I’m not caught in the trap, then…I would have no idea what could’ve happened to me. I’d just go back to Oak-by-the-Water if I were you. I promise not to take any horrible revenge if you conclude that I’m not coming back if you don’t see me by nightfall.”

She knelt and hugged it around the neck, mindful of its sharp-edged horns. “All right,” she said, with a rush of warmth that made it bask. It wondered if there was some way it could tell Sunrise she was free while still stalking her. She seemed so happy at the idea of being free again. “Thank you. Be careful, now.”

It stood with eyes closed for a moment after she rose, still drinking her mood in. “I will. You too.” Then it opened its eyes and loped after the change demon’s scent.
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A mile later, the change demon’s trail started to shift in direction, and thickened further. Bright’s quarry was on the move, and circling to the town at some speed. The demon was annoyed by that; it didn’t want to have this fight in public, where humans might intervene in unpredictable ways. Not to mention that it might contradict the story Sunrise wanted to tell her family and the locals.

Bright put on a burst of speed. It had a sudden suspicion about what the change demon might be doing: if it had learned demon hunters were in town and hunting a demon, the change demon would rightly fear it was the target. If it anticipated detection, it would terminate its hooks first, and then run. Bright was pretty sure Sunrise would not be happy if a bunch of children got killed in the course of this hunt. No matter; it would just get to the change demon first.

It was, after all, very fast.

Fields flashed past in a blur, Bright’s form a white streak in the overcast day. The scent and feel of the change demon’s trail thickened, curved south, as Bright followed it. It abruptly vanished when the demon overshot, and Bright had to slow down and backtrack to find it again. Once it did, it moved with greater caution, eyes alert for movement in the landscape. The change demon had to be near—

—there. The change demon’s form was designed more for camouflage and defense than attack. Unlike Bright, who traditionally relied on physical force to torture people and feed on their emotions, change demons used their hooks exclusively to cause the kind of damage they fed upon. This one was the size of a large dog, and looked like a child’s sculpture of a monstrous cross between a leopard and a porcupine. Its thick body had the color and texture of mud, with long quills covering the back and sides. It blended well with the muddy, harvested field it loped along.

Bright grinned, legs flashing as it ran to its quarry. It lowered its head as it drew near, bringing one of its long side horns to bear. The horn struck a glancing blow along the change demon’s flank, past the spines. Along with the strike, Bright sank a hook into the monster; no reason not to. Bright had enough momentum that the strike sent the spiny creature tumbling, while Bright dug in its feet to spin about and face the other demon.

The change demon lashed out with a hook of its own as it scrambled to its feet. It spoke in a voice like gravel, using the local human dialect: “Pain demon, why do you quarrel with me? Our enemies, the sigil-bearers, are near. They will trap us both.”

“No, it turns out I’m only going to trap you.” Bright darted forward, raked a horn against the other demon’s scalp and knocked it down again. It drank in the change demon’s emotions, the bewilderment and anger turning to fear, the ache of fresh wounds. The change demon tightened its hook in Bright. As a shapeshifter, Bright’s body was far more malleable than the humans the change demon was used to working on, and its magic had immediate effect. One of Bright’s forelegs collapsed under it, tendons drawing together so tightly the bone beneath strained. Bright sank a hook into itself to feed on its own pain. Unlike hooks in other beings, its body would reabsorb the ones it put in itself after a while, and it’d been some time since it was last hurt. It grinned at the change demon. “Not bad. Keep going.”

The change demon’s short muzzle pulled back in a snarl. It pulled on the hook in Bright, twisting deeper. Bright could feel the bone in its own leg fracture, the pain exquisite. It hated the sensation, but it could use it to build power just the same. On three legs, it charged the change demon with head down. The creature tried to dodge, but even with one leg twisted, Bright was more agile. It caught the change demon on both horns and tossed it into the air. Some of the other demon’s spines sliced past Bright’s fur to scrape its skin. No real damage, just pain, and Bright knew how to use pain.

The change demon fell heavily on its side, rolled to its feet, steered its hook to wrench at Bright’s other foreleg. “What are you?” the change demon demanded. “How are you feeding on your own pain? Pain demons can’t do that!”

“Can’t they?” Bright grunted as it tumbled onto its face when its other foreleg gave out. It burned power to grow a new pair legs and let the crippled ones remain. “I must not be a pain demon, then.” It grinned at its fellow monster, and charged again. This time, when it knocked the change demon onto its back, it sliced a shallow gash in the creature’s stomach. The change demon clawed at Bright’s face with its paws, and Bright darted back out of range.

“Then what—” the change demon cut itself off in sudden realization. “Angels take it. You’re it. The White Horror.” Bright savored the spike of cold terror that accompanied that realization, better than the pain from the injuries it had inflicted so far. The change demon rolled and tried to run: Bright pounced on it and broke one hind leg. Then it released the change demon, letting it run off limping, each step causing it more pain. The change demon warped power into its hind leg, trying to mend itself quickly enough to do some good.

It didn’t matter. Bright had a hook in it now: it could follow the change demon anywhere.

It toyed with its prey for hours: torturing it, letting it think it might escape, then springing to catch it again and slice into it. The change demon’s suffering tasted raw and coarse compared to the pure deliciousness of Sunrise’s happiness. The tang of it grew so strong it was almost unpleasantly bitter, chokingly sour. But drinking it in filled reserves of power that had grown too low. Sunrise’s joy satiated hunger with an ease that nothing else could come close to. But it provided little power.

This – this was power. The change demon fought back savagely when it realized that it had no chance of escape, but inflicting pain on Bright was counterproductive. It wasn’t until the change demon altered its tactics, and used its hook to numb Bright’s nerves, to cripple it without causing pain, that it started to cause real damage. At that point, Bright stopped playing with it. By then, it had broken all of the change demon’s limbs, so it picked its victim up by the throat and dragged it through the fields to where Sunrise had left the trap. The change demon put up a fight, using the power it had gained by warping Bright’s body to mend its own, and struggled free twice while Bright regrew numbed nerves enough to keep fighting.

But ultimately, the change demon could not match the kind of power Bright channeled. Bright threw the thing into the trap at last, and watched as bands of white light entangled and subsumed it. “Why are you doing this?” the change demon screamed, struggled inside the entangling limbs. “Why are you working with them?”

“Because I’m tired of the hunger.” Bright was letting it struggle out of habit, to stretch out its suffering. But there wasn’t any net benefit now: the change demon’s continued warping of Bright’s form would take more energy to mend than Bright was getting from it. Bright grew a single long horn in a spike from its head, and stabbed the change demon to finish it off. The loops of the trap tangled around Bright’s horn as soon as it entered, but they weren’t strong enough to block the blow. As the change demon died, Bright felt its hook retract with the change demon’s death. Bright was left with the power it had gained during the struggle, but no longer receiving more. The hook from the change demon dissolved away, leaving behind the damage it had already done.

It shed its still-entangled horn and shifted its body to fix the damage from the change demon. It eyed the medallion, and decided to have Sunrise come back to pick it up instead of trying to get it out of the entangling web itself. Bright could not hook the demon imprisoned within the amulet, just as the change demon could not hook those without. Not that it mattered; the change demon’s unquenchable hunger inside the trap would be agonizing, but Bright couldn’t feed on hunger anyway, not its own or anyone else’s.

That would have made a boundless source of power.
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Sunrise spent the day within the little copse, sometimes moving around to keep warm, sometimes curled up inside her bedroll. She couldn’t get rid of a vague sense of anxiety. It was ridiculous to be anxious about Bright, first because the demon had not been anxious, and second because as even the demon had pointed out, “something going wrong” might well be good, from her perspective.

In truth, she wasn’t worried that Bright would get hurt, or trapped, or die. Mostly she kept imagining more esoteric disasters. After a while of bouncing between anxieties, she sat down to list them off. Bright would get killed and the change demon would come after Sunrise. The change demon would convince Bright to be loyal to its own kin and to turn on Sunrise entirely. Those were the two that seemed most probable, but they didn’t sound impressively awful when she wrote them down on the page. Hmph. If I’m going to imagine the worst case, it should be a lot more terrible than this. She tried to get bolder and more spectacular: Bright would uncover the first of an entire army of demons, that it would provoke to anger and send sweeping across the countryside, exterminating all in its path. The battle between the two demons would cause the trap to fail spectacularly, and open a gateway to all the hells. The trap would try to contain both demons, and cause a magical backlash that made every trap everywhere fail, and demons would be unleashed across the world. Including the one in the trap medallion Sunrise already had around her neck. She started to giggle as she invented newer and increasingly impossible things to write down and worry about. By the time she wrote down that all the sigils on demon hunters would turn into demons and possess them, Sunrise was laughing too hard for her ideas to be legible. She set the notebook to one side, wiped her streaming eyes and let herself laugh it out. I’m not sure this is a good way to cope, to but I guess it works. And when Bright does come back, it won’t want me to be in an anxious, mopey mood.

It’ll all be fine, or at least as fine as anything can be with a demon stalking me. There’ll be one fewer demon on the loose, so that much is good.

She tore the page full of fears out of her notebook and burned it ceremoniously. Enough fretting. Afterwards, she spent the rest of the day drawing, and writing a letter that she might be able to send to her parents if the plan worked. It was hard to figure out how to explain it so that it wouldn’t make her parents instantly suspicious, and Sunrise wasn’t sure if she didn’t want her parents to suspect. On the one hand, it would be nice if they sent some demon hunters after her to rescue her. On the other, Bright could definitely read her moods and the way it acted, she sometimes wondered if it could tell what she was thinking. She didn’t want to give it a reason to keep her out of contact with her parents. How long will it take Courage Red to reach them? How long has it been since I was captured? Ten days?  She’d lost track of time. Courage Red can’t have gotten back to Oak-by-the-Water yet, but a messenger might have. Oh, angels, I don’t want them to think I’m dead. And I definitely don’t want them to come looking for me themselves. That’d be certain disaster.

Is it unlike me to want to explore the world, as long as I’m already so far away? I mean, I did always want to see the world beyond Oak-by-the-Water, even if I didn’t want to do it as a demon’s prisoner. Or a demon hunter.

Her reverie was interrupted by footsteps. She looked up to see Bright’s giant vulpine form pacing towards her, white fur matted and dark, rivulets of blood streaking its face. “Angels!” She rose and ran to it. “Are you all right?”

Glowing blue-white eyes blinked at her. “Sure, I’m fine. Oh, the blood isn’t mine. It did some damage but I fixed that. Not the bleeding kind of damage, not how change demons fight. Wait, I take that back, I did get poked with some spines. Anyway! Nothing serious. And I caught it! Come see.” It turned and padded away, tail wagging.

Sunrise followed it back to where they’d set the trap. She stepped gingerly around the entangled, mutilated corpse to find the medallion. The gleam of red light from its gem made her smile despite the grisliness of the scene, surprising her with the intensity of her relief and sudden hope. “You did it! You really did it!” She clenched her hand around the trap, then returned to Bright’s side and hugged it. “Oh, thank you! Now we just have to deliver them to the nearest guild.”

Bright lolled its tongue at her as she hugged it, but at that comment it blinked again. “What? We’re not going to a demon hunter’s guild.”

“Of course we are. That’s what you do with trapped demons.”

“Maybe that’s what hunters do with trapped demons. It is not what I do with trapped demons. I don’t go to demon hunter guilds. They are full of demon hunters. It is not a good place for me. Can’t you just tell the locals here that you killed me and give it to one of them to deliver?”

Sunrise made a face. “But I have a sigil. I’m a hunter. It doesn’t make sense for me to give traps to, to, I don’t know, the post to deliver? I am sure that is not what I’m supposed to do with traps. What if one of them broke during transit? That’d be awful. Besides, Guild White isn’t that far away. It’s on the next skyland, across the bridge. It wouldn’t make sense not to deliver it. You don’t have to come with me.”

Bright eyed her skeptically. “And the reason that you won’t come back with a guild full of demon hunters to try to capture me afterwards would be…?”

“Um.” Sunrise straightened. She slipped the trap medallion with Bright’s latest catch around her neck, with the other. They felt weighty now. “…I hadn’t thought about that until you said something.”

“Really.”

“Really!” She stuck her tongue out at it. “I think I just assumed you’d have some horrible demonic way of knowing if I was going to betray you so I couldn’t.”

“Well. Maybe I do!” Bright lolled its tongue at her, as if that were a joke and not a threat. She was starting to find it funny, which was scary in its own way. “But I need to be sure you know that I do. It’d be a shame if I lost you now in some terrible unfortunate incident because you thought that you could succeed in thwarting me.”

She stuck her tongue out at it in retaliation, and then laughed because they were both making faces. “Look, you’d know if I came back with a bunch of demon hunters, because I wouldn’t be alone. You’d know if I didn’t come back alone. You just need a good vantage point from which you could see an ambush, where you can wait while I turn over the traps. I can’t tell anyone. If I did, you’d go after my family when I didn’t come back. If I came back alone but was planning something, you’d be able to tell, the same way you knew when I ran away the first couple of times. I’m not that good at controlling my emotions. I’d be nervous and anxious and you’d know I was plotting something.”

Bright gazed at her evenly, and she wished she could tell what it was thinking. Sunrise suddenly wondered why she was trying so hard to make sure it let her turn over the traps in person. Sure, that was the normal thing to do, the expected way for a hunter to turn in a trap. But what difference did it make to her if they did it wrong? Wouldn’t that just make the hunters more suspicious, and more likely to come and investigate and maybe, just maybe rescue her?

Then it occurred to her that if she let the traps pass out of her hands and into someone else’s, nothing would stop Bright from going after the messenger while she slept and getting them back. Maybe even killing the messenger. Then it could break the traps and free the demons again. “You know I’m telling the truth,” Sunrise said. “I’m not trying to trick you. You won already, all right? What do you want from me?”

After a measured silence, Bright said, “An oath. By the name of your angel. Promise me that you won’t betray me.”

Sunrise clenched her hands into fists. “You can’t make me pledge an oath to a demon by the name of an angel. That’s just wrong.”

“So I can’t trust you.”

“I can’t – all right, let’s negotiate this. This is negotiable, right?” Sunrise knelt on the cold ground so she could look into its eyes more easily, and immediately regretted the decision because it was scarier when she was lower than it. Bright laid down on the ground, before her in response, its head up so its eyes were just a little lower than hers, and she smiled at its responsiveness to her feelings.

“Sure. We can negotiate this.”

She stroked its ears. “All right. I don’t want to betray you. I don’t want to betray the angels either. That’s not going to make me happy.”

“You’re not betraying the angels. Didn’t we go over this already? You’re stopping demons. Look, you trapped one just today! Directly because of you! You’re happy about that, right?” It lifted its paw to tap one claw against the trap medallions hanging before her chest.

“Yes. I’m happy about that. I’ll be even happier when you let me give it to the guild. Which you’re going to do, because it’ll make me happy and because you have to trust me.”

“And because you’re going to give me a guarantee that my trust is warranted.” Bright grinned at her expression. “Which won’t have to be on your angel, I guess. What else is precious to you? Oh, wait, how about this: what if you promise not to betray me for as long as I behave myself? Or if I make an oath to you in exchange? That way you’re only bound by it for as long as I uphold my end. Because you don’t want to swear to your angel to help an evil demon, but you can swear to help a reformed one, right?”

Sunrise bit her lip, thinking about that. She didn’t want to make any kind of pledge to Bright, of course, but that did sound fair. She took a deep breath. “Let me think about this.”

“No rush. Except that you’re cold out here and I want to get you somewhere that you’ll be warm and happy soon. You’ve done a good job of staying happy.” Bright wagged its tail. “I appreciate that, by the way. I bet your angel does too. It’s your sigil, after all. I don’t see why you’re so convinced that you must be making some kind of mistake when you’re just using the sigil your angel gave you to fight demons in the best way you can.”

“Will you please be quiet so I can think?” Sunrise scrunched up her face at it, but she knew it could tell she wasn’t actually irritated by it because it thumped its tail against the ground, unrepentant. She scowled more fiercely, and it dropped its eyes in a vain effort to look meek. At least it wasn’t still talking. She rubbed her forehead and thought in silence for a while. Eventually, she shook her head. “All right. I guess you’re right. A shared vow seems pretty reasonable. I will promise that I won’t betray you to demon hunters if you will promise not to do anything, you know, demon-like.”

“Wait, what’s ‘demon-like’? I can’t stop being a demon. Does that mean you don’t want me shape-changing? You know I used demon powers to catch that change demon for you, right?”

“I didn’t mean like that. I meant bad demon things. Evil things. Like torturing people and holding them prisoner and threatening them.”

Bright narrowed its eyes at her. “I am not going to swear to an oath that you figure I’m violating just by stalking you.” It lolled its tongue. “Nice try, though.”

“…I wasn’t trying to trick you. It would be nice if you swore to an oath that required you not to torture me, though. Or threaten me. I mean, those things would make me happy.”

“Will you stay with me willingly then?”

Sunrise crinkled her nose at it again. “Maybe we shouldn’t get too ambitious on the scope of this oath. How about this: if you will agree not to physically harm any people, I will agree not to intentionally let any demon hunters or other humans know that I am travelling with you and that you’re effectively holding me captive.”

“I still don’t think it’s fair to call you my captive when I’m letting you go wherever you want.”

“Except to the guild. Or home. Not wherever I want. I’m your prisoner. If I have to accept being one, you have to accept being my captor.” She stuck her tongue out at it again. It made her feel better about the situation to be silly and childish about it, as if there were anything lighthearted in it.

“Fiiiiiine.” Bright did its best to pout with a fox mouth, which was particularly unconvincing. Sunrise giggled again at it. “Can I physically hurt people to defend you? I don’t want to make an oath that allows you to get kidnapped by highwaymen or something.”

She laughed. “I think I’m in a lot less danger from highwaymen than I am from you. But fine, if you absolutely need to defend me from someone so that they don’t take me captive instead of you, you can.”

“All right.” It sat up and offered her a paw. “Deal. I will be your reformed demon protector and not hurt humans as long as you are my happy lure and don’t try to get me captured by demon hunters or escape from me.”

Sunrise looked at its paw. “I can’t make a promise to be happy, Bright. That’s not a thing I can do just by wanting to do it. All I can promise is to try.”

The demon’s paw dipped, then rose again. “All right, then. You do your best, I’ll do my best. And not hurt any humans. I can probably manage that one just by wanting it.” It lolled its tongue at her, grinning.

She took its paw and shook it solemnly. “Deal. Now, can I turn over these traps?”
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Bright wanted to spend the night in Indigo-of-the-Hill, or at least spend the rest of the afternoon there so Sunrise could warm up and get some proper rest. Sunrise didn’t want to confront the locals. She wasn’t sure she would be able to convince people she’d met this morning that she’d since discovered Mouse was a demon and killed her.

But they had the body of a demon, and a trapped demon, and if she was ever going to convince anyone, now was the time to start.

So the next thing they had to argue about was injuries.

“I just promised I wasn’t going to hurt any humans, and now you want me to hurt you? In what way is that going to make you happy?” Bright protested.

“No one’s going to believe that I got into a fight with a demon on my own and didn’t take any injuries! I need to look at least a little battered,” Sunrise told it.

“Well, batter yourself if you want to be beaten up. But I think you’ll be fine if you tear up your clothes and fall in the mud a couple of times. You’ve got a demon corpse. How much more convincing do you need to be? Just tell them that you activated the trap while we were setting it up. That can even explain how you figured out Mouse was a demon. It wouldn’t’ve caught a real demon hunter.”

With a sigh, Sunrise tore her own tunic at the shoulder, thrashed around in the mud, and accidentally knocked her forehead against a stone while doing so. That gave her a convincingly bloody wound, at least, even if it hurt.

Bright grumbled about humans who asked for one thing, did the opposite and then couldn’t even be happy about the outcome. Sunrise rolled her eyes at it. It shifted itself as small as it said it could go, into a kind of weasel. Sunrise put the weasel-demon into her pack, and hiked back to the inn.

She spent the walk rehearsing her story in her head. Just stick to the truth. Most of this is true. No one is going to doubt when you know it’s all possible. And any hesitations you make can be explained by them not understanding your accent or you not understanding theirs. She arrived shortly after nightfall. The inn had a lot more patrons by now, most of them locals. Half of them stood up when she walked through the door, alarmed and surprised at her disheveled appearance.

“Hunter!” The innservant rushed to her side. “Wan happen? Yun partnur, wassen…?”

“She’s dead,” Sunrise said it flatly. Her accent must not have been enough to obscure her words to them, because there was a collective gasp. “She’s been dead for weeks.” And then, to her own surprise, burst into tears.

The frightened locals alternated between efforts to comfort her and to interrogate her to see if Mouse’s fate was going to come for them. Sunrise gulped out the story between heartfelt sobs, all the suppressed fear, grief, and horror crashing through her, unchecked by the half-truths she gabbled out. Once the locals realized that they were not in danger – were, in fact, safer than before – they treated her like a hero.

That didn’t help her mood at all.

Bright had been right about the local accent, at least. She spent the first part of the evening staring in confusion at half of what the locals said, but after a few hours the odd pronunciations sounded normal. On the whole, the confusion it did cause helped her performance more than anything else.

At length, she excused herself to go to the bed the inn provided her. She told the innkeeper she’d be gone before dawn. “I need to get the trap to Guild White and…explain what happened to Mouse the Bold.”

As soon as she was alone, Bright boiled out of her pack, bristling and furious. “What is wrong with you? I thought this plan was supposed to make you happy! You’ve been miserable for hours. Stop it!”

She fell back onto the floor, nerves jangled. “You stop it!” she hissed. “It’s hard pretending to be upset without being actually being upset and…that’s…” She cringed back as Bright grew into its white vulpine shape, looming over her as it stood stiff-legged over her. “…not helping, Bright.” Sunrise skittered backwards and tried to get control of herself. “Calm down. If you calm down, I’ll calm down, and then I can be happy again. All right? Just – don’t. You promised me you wouldn’t hurt anyone as long as I didn’t betray you and I haven’t and I’m a person so stop. All right?”

Bright bared its teeth at her, its breath harsh and rasping.

“This is not what ‘reformed’ looks like,” she told it. “I’m trying the best I can. You have to try too.”

“Stop ‘trying’ and succeed,” it growled at her, then hopped off the bed and onto the floor on the far side. “Get some sleep. And feel better in the morning.”

Sunrise crawled into the bed and lay down, still shaking. Sleep was a long time coming.
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Mercy never liked being stationed at the guild, and she particularly hated staffing the receiving hall. Anyone could work the receiving hall. You didn’t need to be a sigil bearer for that. Mercy thought it was particularly wasteful to put her there. She was a journeyman, and ought to be in the field. For two and a half seasons after Aster had been injured, Guild White had re-assigned Mercy to Guild Orange and she’d been part of Integrity Orange. But when Integrity finished their latest patrol, she’d come back because the guild masters wanted to reform Determination White, since Aster was almost recovered. But until she was all-the-way recovered, the rest of Determination White couldn’t get back into the field. Which meant Mercy was stuck doing everyday tasks any sigil-less could do.

But the guildmasters at Guild White insisted that sigil bearers should spend at least some time in each of the regular guild duties. Some nonsense about humility and understanding their place was no more special than anyone else’s and argh. Fine, even if they wouldn’t admit that a gift from an angel made her special (of course it made her special, how could it not make her special?) they should at least concede it made her different. Not waste her time waiting for ordinary people to show up with their ordinary questions so she could give them ordinary answers and send them on their ordinary way.

The first person who came in this morning was scruffier than most, though Mercy was forced to upgrade her opinion from “ordinary” as the young woman approached the counter. She was short but determined, with a fire in her eyes and grief carved in the lines of her face. Mercy straightened behind the receiving counter, and offered a formal bow.

The newcomer bowed in answer, a little more deeply, then put her hands to her neck and pulled a chain over her head. A pair of medallions hung from it, and she set them on the counter. Her fingers shook but her voice was steady as she said, “I have two captured demons for the guild. Are you able to take these, please?” She had an Eastern accent, thick but still intelligible.

Mercy gaped at the medallions, their jewels glowing from within. After a moment, she shook herself and collected them. “Yes, of course. If you would come with me? I’m Mercy. Are you a—” she was about to ask ‘a hunter?’, then realized what an absurd question that was. She corrected herself to say instead, “Where’s the rest of your team, hunter?”

The young woman followed Mercy as she led the way down the corridor on the west side of the receiving room. “My team is…” She took a deep breath. “My team was Courage Red, and I think they’re probably all dead now.” She bit her lip. “I don’t know. I was separated from them, and maybe they just weren’t able to find me. It’s complicated.”

Mercy inhaled sharply. “We haven’t had word from Guild Red that they lost a team, if that’s any consolation. What happened? Was the attack recent?”

“About a week ago.” The newcomer belatedly identified herself as Sunrise, and related her story. Mercy had never seen the like of Sunrise’s sigil before, or heard of lures. But Mercy had focused her time at the guild on combat practice, strategy, and tactics, as more pertinent to a hunter with a warrior’s sigil. Raven might have recognized it: he was better-versed in logistical matters. The idea of having a lure’s sigil sounded appalling to Mercy, and only grew worse as Sunrise explained how she’d acquired the two trapped demons.

Mercy led Sunrise to the archivist’s office, next to the library. Raccoon the Learned was on duty, and relieved Sunrise of the traps and handed her two empty ones in return.

Sunrise looked blankly at the medallions, with their gems clear, inactive and empty. “What are these for?”

“Guild rules,” Raccoon answered, gathering together various forms from the shelves behind their desk. “You bring us a trap with a demon in it, we give you an empty trap.”

“But – what am I to do with them? I’m not hunting demons! I’m not even trained for this, I just…got lucky.”

Raccoon shrugged. “Traps you gave us came from Guild Red. Give those to Guild Red, if you like.”

“I’m not even supposed to be in Guild Red, I’m from Blue territory,” Sunrise tried to explain. Raccoon shrugged again and handed the girl the paperwork that went with storing the traps. The unfortuante hunter stared at the forms in utter confusion.

Mercy couldn’t blame her for that; more than one archivist had gone over them with Mercy, and she still felt overwhelmed by it. “You don’t need to complete those right away,” she told the girl kindly. “You just got back from the field. Let me show you to one of the rooms, you can rest for a while. One of the masters shall want to talk to you in person anyway, after that harrowing experience.”

Sunrise looked, if anything, more alarmed by that. “But I – I can’t stay – my parents, they probably think I’m dead—”

“We shall send a runner to Oak-by-the-Water.” Mercy touched her arm, then let her hand drop as Sunrise started. “You’re safe here.” She turned her arm over and showed the warrior’s sigil glowing on her wrist. “See? I’m no demon shifter. No demon could enter a guild hall undetected.”

Sunrise gulped air, and gave a little half-laugh. “Of course,” she said, weakly. She rubbed her face. “Thank you, hunter. You’re very kind.”

Mercy laughed. “If I didn’t already know how much of a mess you’ve been in, I would now. No one ever calls me kind. Come, I shall show you where you can rest.”
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Sunrise followed the beautiful hunter back down another corridor. Guild White’s complex was larger than she had expected, with long two-story buildings forming a squared-off figure eight around two different courtyards. A typical guild only had around two dozen active hunters in the field. She’d never thought about how many people were needed to support those teams. Mercy tried to lead her upstairs; Sunrise asked if she might rest somewhere on the ground floor. “Sure, it’s just noisier here.”

Mercy led her most of the way down the corridor, then took a little placard with the Angel of Courage fire-carved on it out of a pocket on a door and handed it to her. “You can stay in this one. Remember to put the placard back when you’re not using it any more.” A matching image was burnt into the door itself. Mercy opened the door to reveal a comfortable room furnished for both sleeping and study. “Why don’t you rest until supper? The masters can talk to you afterwards.”

Sunrise let her very real relief show on her face. “That sounds perfect. Thank you again.” She bowed, waited for Mercy to leave, then fell backwards onto the bed with her hands over her face. Don’t panic. You don’t have to panic just because this is taking too long.

She and Bright had both assumed that she’d be able to walk into the guild, give them the trapped demons, tell her story, and walk out again. She hadn’t been prepared for paperwork and multiple people who expected to talk to her and possibly expected her to stay with them for who-knows-how-long and were going to tell her parents angels-know-what and argh. She didn’t have time for this!

Sunrise took a deep breath. It doesn’t matter, she told herself sternly. So it’s taking longer than we thought. No one suspects anything. I haven’t broken my promise to Bright. I just need to sneak out, meet it to tell it I need more time to fill out paperwork and such, and come back.

And I need to be happy about it. If I show up all anxious and worried that Bright will be angry and threatening, then it’s definitely going to be angry and threatening. And there is no reason for any of that. I’m safe, I’m with people who are impressed and pleased by me, I am keeping a demon in check-well-kind-of. All right, yes, I have real problems. These problems are not ‘Bright finding out I’m betraying it’, because I’m not, or ‘the demon hunter guild is being too supportive’, because that’s just normal. Also, this is a wonderfully comfortable bed.

She crawled up on the bed to sprawl full-length, which made it even more comfortable, and composed a plan. I’ll nap for half an hour, and then I will write down all the reasons that everything is going fine and focus on that. Then I can sneak out, see Bright, and come back.

Her eyes closed, while her mind drifted. What’s the worst that would happen if I overslept?

Sunrise bolted upright a moment later. New plan: let’s make a list now, sneak out, and come back to nap.
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The demon waited for Sunrise in a little gully three miles outside of town. It was staying in its riding-fox form, to conserve energy. It hoped Sunrise was happier about her plan today than she had been last night. It didn’t want to have spent all this effort on her just to kill her now. On the other hand, maybe this was just a doomed effort and it should kill her and get back to what it knew. Maybe humans just didn’t know how to be happy. It should’ve been simple for them: their appetites were so easy to manage, compared to demonic ones. And yet.

The memory of that day among the Balancing Rocks was a powerful inducement to keep trying to make the lure happy, though.

It felt Sunrise’s return long before it heard her: she was alone, in a warm, buoyant mood. “Bright?” she called out, as it bounded out of the shelter of the golly. “There you are!” She bent as it ran up to her, and wrapped her arms about its thick-furred neck. “I got the guild to take the traps! They believed me! One of the hunters is so pretty!” She laughed. “I’d like to go back this afternoon and stay with them for another day or two. For a bunch of reasons, but mostly to keep our bargain.”

Bright crinkled its muzzle and tilted its head at her. “Our bargain was that you’d stay with me and away from people who’d try to trap me.”

“Yes, and also not to do anything that would lead hunters to you to trap you. Which me just disappearing might do. They expect me to explain my story another time or two, and write it out for them, and to get some rest at the guild hall which is lovely, by the way. So we can leave now, if you want. It’s probably better for me if we do, because then they’ll wonder why I vanished and look for me and maybe rescue me. But I think it’s safer for you if I go back. And I promised you I wouldn’t betray you if you let me go to the guild hall, so that’s why I’m telling you this.” Sunrise buried her fingers in the thick fur of its neck and sat on the ground next to it as Bright lay down.

“I knew I should’ve left everyone thinking you were dead,” Bright grumbled.

“No you shouldn’t. You need me to be happy. I’m way happier now. Oh oh did you know that it’s only seventy miles to the Triumph Lowlands from here? I want to go there! They have boats so tall they scrape the skylands!”

Bright perked its ears. “I did know we were near. I didn’t know you wanted to see boats.”

“I want to see everything!” She threw her arms wide and laughed. “Just now, I bet I can even be convincing about why I don’t want to go home. I do want to go back to the guild until they’re satisfied everything’s in order, though.”

Bright tasted her emotions. She was anxious beneath her happiness, but there was no guilt in her or uncertainty, which it would have expected if she was holding something back. It sighed and snuggled into her side, thumping its tail.

Its actions pleased Sunrise, and she hugged it again. “What’s the matter? Do you miss me?”

“Yes. Why do you think I kidnapped you in the first place?” it said.

She giggled. “You have seriously the worst way of showing that you want a friend.”

“Yes, well, demons. If we were known for being good at friendship, maybe your people wouldn’t be hunting me.” It thumped its tail again. “Come back to visit tomorrow afternoon, and let me know how it’s going. And tell me about the nice hunters and everything before you head back, I want all the details.” It didn’t care about the details that much: it just wanted to bask in Sunrise for a while before she was gone. Maybe it would be enough to keep the hunger at bay until she returned.




[image: Raven]
“Hey, Raven, did you meet the new hunter from the east yet?”

Raven was in the guild library, head bent over a dense Baushan monograph on demonic subtypes, when Mercy’s question broke his concentration. This was one of those rare occasions when it felt like a mercy. He sat back and rubbed his eyes. “I have not.” He’d been tempted to, however; the newcomer didn’t feel like any other hunter he’d met. Like warm velvet against skin, like a soft fur rug before the fire on a cold day. “I have been working at this translation all day. Is the easterner to be a teacher?” From the feel of her sigil, he thought it unlikely she was a field hunter. Perhaps a kind of mender?

Mercy turned the chair opposite his around and swung into it, legs straddling the back. “No. She’s a field hunter, or at least was for long enough to bring two trapped demons back. After she lost her whole team, though.”

Raven straightened, forgetting himself to gape at her. “She trapped two demons unassisted?”

Mercy grinned. “After a fashion. The second demon captured the first for her. Later, she tricked the second demon into a trap and caught it.”

Raven gave Mercy a flat stare. “There must be a great deal more to this story than that.”

Mercy leaned back, still grinning. “True. She’s only sixteen, so these are her first catches and she has no training—”

The other hunter leaned forward, on the verge of saying you must be joking, then paused. If Mercy thought she could prank him, well, he’d not give her the satisfaction of rising to her bait. He leaned back in his chair and nodded sagely. “Ahh. Of course.”

That threw Mercy off her stride. “What do you mean, ‘of course’?”

Raven raised a hand and motioned to the monograph before him as if it was relevant. “Don’t you remember from our lessons?”

“…remember what from which lesson?”

“The theology lessons we had in Baushan. When we were with Guild Orange,” he extemporized. In the Baushan language, he added with the air of one quoting, “And the Angel of Insight foretold, from the distant east shall come a hunter of great prowess. She shall bear the rarest of all sigils and she shall wield it to defeat all demonkind.”

Mercy blinked. “Uh…I don’t remember this lesson.”

Raven gave her a pitying look. “You must have fallen asleep. Exhausted from all that steadfasting, one presumes.” She gave him a sour look as he switched back to Baushan to continue his faux-quote with, “For she shall be the mightiest of the mighty, so potent that demons shall enter traps willingly to avoid her wrath—”

“—Raven, that’s not what happened—”

“—Her sigil shall cover her body, its brilliance so great that mere clothing cannot contain it—”

“—Raven,” Mercy repeated, warningly.

He ignored her. “From the cradle shall she capture demons, with her tiny baby fists shall she pummel them into submission—”

Mercy pounded a fist on the table between them. “You’re just making this up!”

He fought to keep a straight face, and lost it to laughter. “And you thought you were the sole individual who could?”

“I’m not making anything up! Ask Raccoon if you don’t believe me.” She folded her arms and glared at him, and Raven debated whether he’d lose face by calling her bluff or if it was better to ignore it. “Anyway, she’s never done the paperwork for a catch before, so I figure she needs help, and I thought…” She trailed off, turning one hand palm up.

“Of me,” Raven said, dryly, still unconvinced Mercy had even met the easterner. “Thank you. You are a true servant of the angels.”

“Hmph. I live to serve.” Mercy rose, one knee bent with the foot on the chair, and mock bowed to him. “When she comes to supper, I shall introduce you.” His cohort stepped away from the table and to the door, then paused. “Oh, say, have you heard of a sigil type called ‘lure’?”

“Yes…” Raven frowned, trying to remember anything about it other than ‘especially appealing to demons’. “It is extraordinarily rare.”

“That’s her sigil.” One corner of Mercy’s mouth turned up, mischievous. “In case you wanted to do some research or something. See you at supper!” She waved and all but skipped off laughing at his expression.

Raven stared after her. This must be a prank. He glanced towards the other side of the library, and the door to the archivist’s office. But the easterner does bear a sigil I’ve never felt before. He pushed his chair back, hesitated, sure that Mercy was just waiting for him to fall for it. Fine. He marched to the office. I am certain Raccoon would not be party to one of her tricks, at least.
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Whatever lingering doubts Raven had that Mercy and Raccoon might be pranking him dissipated upon meeting Sunrise. She was a short young woman with a plump, appealing figure, but her demeanor made her irresistible: smile bright and charming, eyes sparkling with life. She was well-matched to the soft, furred feel of her presence to his seeker-senses. The taint of a demon clung to her still, in a way that he associated with traumatized husks. But she had no trace of a demon’s hook upon her, and she was almost giddy as she ran up to him and Mercy in the dining chamber. “Mercy! Oh, Mercy, I have to share! I heard the best news!” The newcomer had a beguiling Eastern accent that lent a crisp cadence to her speech. “Guild Red sent word today that I had died!” She seized Mercy’s hands and danced a circle around her.

Mercy turned with her, laughing. “Why are we celebrating the news of your death?”

“Because they didn’t send word that anyone else in Courage Red had died! The rest of my team is alive!” Sunrise squealed. “Angels! I can’t believe it. I kept hoping, but I thought – oh, it’s the best news ever!”

Mercy, who never hugged anyone, stepped forward to hug Sunrise impulsively. “That is wonderful news.”

Sunrise melted against Mercy with a happy sigh. “I wrote them a quick letter already to tell them I’m alive after all, but I didn’t want to go into all the details because I know I’m going to have to write this story a thousand times just for your guild.”

“In truth, you need only write it once,” Raven told her. “After that, we have students to copy it the remaining nine hundred ninety-nine times.”

“It’s telling the story out loud that you must do a thousand times,” Mercy said, squelching the sudden hopeful look on Sunrise’s face. “But if you ask certain people very nicely, certain people who like to spend all their time reading and writing anyway, you can sometimes get them to write it for you. By the way, this is my friend Raven. He has beautiful penmanship.”

Raven was so taken with the newcomer he could almost have thanked Mercy for the opportunity, despite all her teasing. He bowed with right leg forward and left bent back, in the fashion of the Triumph Lowlands. “It would be my pleasure to help you complete the necessary forms.”

Sunrise took his hand and squeezed. “Thank you so much. You don’t know how much of a relief that is. All of this is.” Her features sobered for a moment, then she took a deep breath and that infectious smile returned. “I never expected to feel at home in a place like this, but I kind of do.”

“You should,” Mercy told her. “Every guild hall is a home to every hunter. Not that villagers everywhere won’t make you feel welcome. But it’s different here. You’re not a guest. You belong.”

Sunrise touched her right wrist, where her sigil lay beneath her sleeve. “I never expected to be a hunter. Never wanted to be one.”

“Neither did I.” Raven smiled at her again. “You grow accustomed to it in time, anyway.”

She answered his smile with another of hers, and rubbed the nape of her neck. “Maybe I will.”

Mercy took Sunrise’s hand. “You shall,” she said, with all her usual confidence. “Come, let’s eat before all the food is gone.”

While they ate, Sunrise explained the story of her captured demons to Raven. It made a lot more sense when she gave it than when Mercy had. Even the part where her only sigil was as a lure. “I could never have trapped it if it hadn’t been willing to stand right in the middle of a trap we were setting up. I’m just glad it didn’t realize what I was doing.”

“I’ve read that the lure of a sigil like yours is akin to a drug for demons.” Raven had researched it after Mercy’s message. He deliberately didn’t look at Sunrise’s face. Perhaps intoxicating, in its own fashion. “Perhaps the creature was too drunk to be wary.”

Sunrise turned to him, a thoughtful furrow on his face. “Really? I – well, I don’t have any formal training. I don’t know that much about my own sigil. Maybe I should read about it, too.”

“I’d be happy to show you our collection.”

“But not until after the masters are through with you,” Mercy said in an undertone, with a motion of her head. “Here they come now. Don’t falter now, Sunrise. Only another nine-hundred ninety-six times to go after this!”

Sunrise smiled weakly. Raven elbowed Mercy for intimidating the poor girl, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he nodded and half-rose as Master Ivy and Master Spider approached. They waved him back to his seat. After Raven introduced them to Sunrise, Master Spider said, “We shan’t interrupt your meal, hunters.” Mercy mouthed too late, and Raven elbowed her again while Sunrise stifled a smile and looked attentive for the masters. Spider continued, “We only wanted to congratulate you on your successful hunt, especially for one so young. Well done, Sunrise.”

“Thank you, ma’am, sir. It was more luck than anything I did.”

A smile creased Spider’s lined cheeks further. “Nonetheless. We shall speak with you tomorrow afternoon, after you’ve had had a chance to complete the hunt report. If you would be so kind?”

“Of course, masters.” Sunrise gave an awkward sitting bow, which the masters returned before moving on. “Two of them?” she whispered to Mercy.

“Lucky you! They’re taking an interest.”

Sunrise dropped her forehead to the table and sighed. “I suppose that starts to feel like home after a while too.”

Mercy laughed and reached across the table to pat her shoulder. “Yes. Yes it does.”
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After the masters left, Sunrise talked to her new friends about traveling and places they’d seen or heard of. Mercy and Raven had been lent to Guild Orange in Baushan for half a year, so they both spoke Baushan. They described the most amazing things, like the Grand Temple at Orange Blossom in Baushan, which was nothing like the temples in Hashan. They had prayer shrines, where people wrote their prayers on paper and burned them to send them to the angels. They didn’t just pray to the angels, either: they sent prayers directly to Mother Sun and her children the moons, too. Raven told her about Kudau Falls, which he’d only seen from a distance. An enormous waterfall flowed down from a series of three small skylands that hovered above a large one, where the waterfall turned into a lake.

Perhaps most exciting, however, was that they were only a few days’ travel away from Oceantouch, a huge city in the Triumph Lowlands. It was one of the lower skylands, low enough that people climbed down from it to reach the ocean. That was where they had actual ships! Sailing ships! They ate seafish there all the time, and other even stranger kinds of animals that lived and swam in the ocean. It all sounded marvelous, and the idea that she could see it all – that she ought to see it all, because Bright wanted her to be happy and visiting places like this made her happy just thinking about it – well, it felt too good to be true.

Sunrise spent the following morning with Raven, as he helped her do the paperwork for the traps she’d brought in. It should have been tedious and anxiety-inducing, but in fact, she enjoyed it.

Granted, mostly she enjoyed spending the morning with Raven, who was the first young man that ever made her understand why girls swooned after young men. He spoke with a Lowlands accent, but his made him sound elegant and sophisticated, words rolling from his mouth with the smoothness of verse. She could have listened to him talk all day. A few judicious questions revealed that he was only eighteen, and Mercy nineteen: not much older than her. They’d only completed a few patrols themselves. She wished she could find some way to spend more time with the two of them. They had a fascinating rapport, half camaraderie and half friendly rivalry. But Raven was the kind of hunter she most needed to keep away from Bright: a seeker. They were a rare type of detector, he explained. He couldn’t sense demons at a great distance the way Juniper could, and his tracking senses were different too. But he could appraise the type of a demon with great accuracy, and how powerful they were, and he could detect sites of demonic activity, places where they had used their powers. He had known at once that her story was true. “The aura of the demon that tricked you still clings to you. You needn’t fear, you are not hooked or otherwise harmed by it,” he added, mistaking her alarm. “One cannot be hooked by a trapped demon. It’s only a kind of residue, from such close exposure to one. It shall fade in time.”

She wondered what he meant when he said she wasn’t hooked. Bright fed on her whenever it was close. If it didn’t use a hook, how did it work? Sunrise could not possibly ask.

Seeing Raven ever again would probably be a horrible mistake. Live in the moment, she remembered her father writing. Don’t dwell on what you can’t have again. Enjoy what you’ve got right now.

She enjoyed every moment of that morning with Raven.

By the afternoon, when Sunrise explained the story to the two masters, she was starting to believe it herself. That was an unsettling realization. But it did make it easier that way, not only to be convincing but to keep her spirits up. Otherwise, she’d feel guilty for collaborating with a demon. It was harder, here in the middle of a guild full of demon hunters, to convince herself that she was doing the right thing and that she wasn’t a criminal collaborating with a demon. Even if she wasn’t helping it hurt anyone, she was definitely protecting it from being caught. That no one doubted her word still surprised her. Then again, why would they? She had a hunter’s sigil, still glowing from her last hunt. She had brought them two trapped demons. Her explanation of her abduction matched Courage Red’s report of her disappearance.

Although there was, it turned out, one thing it didn’t match: the details of her death.

“They did not mention your corpse?” Master Ivy had the report from Guild Red before her, as the three of them sat in Spider’s office. Both masters were elderly, too old now to be field hunters themselves.

“Corpse?” Sunrise touched her own arm. “My corpse? What do you mean?”

Ivy smiled. “Not your corpse, clearly. But Courage Red reported your death after they found a corpse they believed to be that of Sunrise of Oak-by-the-Water. The body was badly mutilated, after the fashion of pain demons. It could not be identified by any physical characteristics. But the body wore remnants of the clothing Sunrise had last been seen in. Including your medallion of Temperance.”

Sunrise leaned forward, one hand to her throat as if to feel for the missing medallion. “The demon took my clothing after it captured me. Everything I was wearing. Before it came back and pretended to be Mouse. It made me change.” Had she told them that, in all her accounts of it? She must have mentioned it.

“Yes, you said as much earlier.” Spider reviewed the documents Sunrise and Raven had completed earlier. “You guessed it might have been divesting you of any traps, at the time.”

Sunrise felt strangely numb. “Yes. Could it – could they have found a demon corpse? It did capture one demon. Could it have dressed the demon in my clothes before it killed it to capture its spirit?”

Spider and Ivy exchanged glances: not the look of two people considering the possibility, but of people trying to decide how to refute it gently. “No, Sunrise,” Ivy said, “I’m afraid not. Demonic bodies decompose in a way unique to them and unlike natural living beings. One couldn’t look like a human corpse, not even a mutilated one. An experienced hunter would recognize the difference easily.”

Sunrise closed her eyes and nodded. “It killed someone else and mutilated her corpse so they’d think she was me,” she said, softly. “It wanted to be sure Courage Red wouldn’t find me. So it gave them a reason to stop looking for either of us.” Courage Red’s report had included their “capture” of Bright. Sunrise had been pretending not to know about it, a ruse made easier by the fact that she had not trusted Bright’s account anyway. Her surprise and pleasure at learning Courage Red had survived had not been feigned.

But the demon hadn’t told her the truth about this. “The Marten daughter.” Sunrise remembered her abruptly, and wished she hadn’t because it just made her feel worse. Ivy motioned for her to go on, and she forced herself to continue. “At Shadow-of-the-Sky, the pain demon had slaughtered three members of a family. The fourth was missing, a girl. She was about my height, the villagers said. We never found her.”

“Ah. But if the demon dressed her in your clothes and mutilated her body, your comrades would assume she was you.”

Sunrise hugged her waist. “It must have been watching us for a long time before it captured me.”

Spider drummed his fingers against the table. “I’m surprised your tracker didn’t notice it sooner, in that case.”

“How else would it have known to capture a girl my size?” Sunrise covered her mouth. “Was she tortured too? Was she already dead when it—”

Ivy rose and put a hand on her shoulder, comfortingly. “Whatever happened to the demon’s victims is the demon’s fault, not yours. You are not responsible for what happened to that young woman.”

I just need to know. Sunrise didn’t say it, wasn’t sure it was true. It would have been easier to order the girl to put on Sunrise’s clothes than to dress a corpse. Had Bright been keeping her in the same cottage they stayed at afterwards? There’d been no blood there, no signs of violence or torture.

The masters kindly steered her away from this horror and back to her narrative. Explaining how she’d killed Bright was hardest, since that was the part she’d made up completely. She stuck to the truth as much as possible, even saying she and Bright-pretending-to-be-Mouse had been hunting a demon in Indigo-of-the-Hill. “That was one of the things that made me suspect. Because Mouse was a steadfast, not a tracker. I tried not to dwell on it, because if I was wrong there was no reason and if she was a demon I didn’t want her to realize I suspected. But that was why I activated the trap early, while she – the demon – was still in it.”

At length, they were satisfied with the completeness of their record. By then, it was time for dinner. “Think about what you’d like to do from here,” Spider told her. “The guild shall help you, whether you want to return to Oak-by-the-Water or stay for training or something else. You are a hunter, and we take care of our own.”




[image: No Good Options]
Despite everyone’s acceptance of her narrative, Sunrise’s unease lingered through dinner. Even Raven and Mercy’s company couldn’t take her mind off the thought of the dead girl Courage Red had found.

She didn’t like to think of Bright as a killer. Until now, Sunrise had more than half-convinced herself that the slaughter of Marten and his family had not been perpetrated by Bright, but by the demon Bright trapped. Bright had even said that was the case.

But a mutilated corpse dressed in Sunrise’s clothing: that could only have been Bright’s doing. It was the one who’d taken her clothes away. And if it had killed one girl, it had probably killed the whole family. Gruesomely tortured and slaughtered. And the people who’d come to try to stop it, too. Even the survivor’s description of the demon matched one of Bright’s common forms. She’d forgotten that detail.

She hadn’t wanted to remember that detail.

After dinner, she pleaded fatigue and retired to her room. There, she lay on the bed, stared wide-eyed at the ceiling, and thought.

I have two choices. More than two, technically, but only two are remotely sane.

First, I can tell the guild about Bright and hope they can make a plan that will stop it before it takes revenge on my family.

She was safe, right now. Yes, Bright had once snatched her from the center of a demon trap, with a full team of demon hunters around her. But that was one team in the wilderness. She was in an entire guild full of hunters now, at the stronghold of their powers. The demon couldn’t possibly get to her here.

But if she didn’t go back to it in the next few hours, Bright would go straight to Oak-by-the-Water and kill everyone she’d ever loved. And torture to death everyone she’d ever loved. The thought alone made her choke back a sob. Yes, Guild White could keep her safe. But Bright was faster than any hunter. It would know from her emotional state that she had or would betray it if she went to it alone with that intent, and if she came in company it would flee. All the guilds together could stop it, eventually, Sunrise was sure. Even Bright had been afraid of their combined might.

But she very much doubted they could stop it in time.

Betraying Bright was…probably the right thing to do, or at least the legal thing to do. The whole thing where she protected a demon from hunters out of fear for the people she loved was criminal appeasement. Even if she wasn’t helping Bright hurt anyone right now, she was stopping hunters from trapping it so that it could never hurt anyone ever. That was a capital crime.

Still, human justice would only kill her for committing a capital crime, not everyone she cared about. And if this was appeasement, she was already guilty of it, so she couldn’t become more guilty by continuing to shield Bright. Moreover, much as she preferred to obey the law, it could not compare with the need to protect her parents from an evil torturing monster.

So. Her only other choice was to make herself, somehow, happy to go back to a murderous demonic monster.

You managed it yesterday, she told herself. Nothing has changed since yesterday. Yes, now you know about some more people it definitely murdered. But you always knew it was a killer. It attacked Courage Red, abducted you, threatened you, threatened your family. It told you itself, more than once, that it feeds on suffering and despair. You always knew this. What it is and what it’s done hasn’t changed.

…It just feels more real now.

Sunrise was sick and despairing and angry now. Angry that Bright would describe itself as “reformed” when it killed a girl on the same day she’d met it. Angry that she’d believed a fantasy. Angry that it had lied to her, let her believe that fantasy. My deal was with a reformed demon, not one who’s still blithely mutilating and killing people.

Her thoughts slowed down their furious circling, and reminded her that Bright hadn’t started labelling itself as “reformed” until several days after it had captured her. It said it would behave as long as I was happy. All right, so making its behavior contingent on me is still the action of a monster. But it’s the action of the same monster I’ve known all along. It didn’t tell me how it had faked my death, but I didn’t ask it either. I didn’t want to know. Because it needs me to be happy, and how can I stay happy knowing this?

Sunrise grabbed fistfuls of her thick curly hair and pulled in desperate frustration. I have to go back to it and I can’t go back to it like this. It’ll think I betrayed it. I need to be happy and I can’t be happy, I can’t even think about being happy like this. She forced herself to let go of her hair and dropped her arms to the bed. Then she catapulted across the room to her pack and dug through it for the packet of letters from Oak-by-the-Water. I need advice. And if I can’t get it from anyone who knows my actual problem right now, well, at least I can re-read my parents’ letters.
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“Bright.” Sunrise’s voice called the name softly from above the gully. “Bright, are you here? I need your help.”

The demon had left the gully and was watching from the scrub a few dozen yards away, its fur color shifted to blend in. It hadn’t felt Sunrise coming until two hours after sundown, and hadn’t expected her to come this late. They’d agreed on ‘before midnight’, so she wasn’t late, strictly speaking. But she was much later than she’d been yesterday. And her mood was strange: scared, angry, worried. She didn’t feel guilty, which the demon would’ve expected if she’d decided to tell the hunters it was still free. And she was definitely alone.

But that didn’t mean she wasn’t a trap.

Well, of course she was a trap. That was right there in the description of her sigil: lure. But it didn’t mean the demon was about to have its body destroyed and its spirit imprisoned. Regardless, the demon did not feel good about this situation.

On the other hand, she was here, and she was alone. It might as well talk to her. “What went wrong?”

Sunrise turned to its voice. “They told me how you faked my death. And – I’m really upset about that. I need you to not get mad at me for being upset, because that will make everything worse for both of us.”

The demon whined and flatted its ears. “I never should’ve let you go to that guild. I knew it’d just mess things up.”

“If we’re going to list off things you never should have done, I’d like to start with ‘torturing a girl to death so you could convince Courage Red I was dead’.” Sunrise walked in the direction of its voice, squinting as she looked for it.

“Oh come on. You didn’t even know her! Why do you care what happened to her?” The demon rose and shook its coat out, then moved to join her. Its senses stretched far beyond her, attuned and poised, waiting to see if any other humans came within a quarter of a mile.

“Because she was a human being! Because if I let things like that happen to other people, what’s to stop them from happening to me, or people I care about?”

“I would,” the demon pointed out. “As long as you’re happy it’s in my best interest to keep you safe. But you can’t expect me to protect the whole world. Be reasonable.”

She stared at it. “I absolutely can expect you to protect the whole world from yourself. I’m not asking you to make sure no one else kills people. Just don’t kill them personally!”

“What difference does it make? They’re just as dead either way. It’s not like humans live very long even if I don’t feed on them.” It didn’t expect to convince Sunrise with appeals to logic; humans were not logical creatures. But it couldn’t help trying.

“They live a lot longer!”

“A few more decades, maybe. Most of them don’t do anything much with the time. I mean, having children is about the only thing most humans ever do that has a long-term impact, and since so many of them do that it’s not that noticeable.”

“It’s noticeable to us! And a few decades is a long time to me!” Sunrise fisted her hands. “I can’t believe I’m having this argument. Look, when you’re the demon hunter, I’ll argue morality with you.”

“What do you mean, ‘when I’m the demon hunter’? I already am a demon hunter,” Bright said. At Sunrise’s scowl, it added, “What? I’ve caught three demons in just the last few months! That’s more than most human demon hunters.” It wagged its tail, because Sunrise was on the verge of going from exasperated to amused and it wanted to push her over to the latter.

She rolled her eyes at it instead. “Fah. When you’re the one the angels gifted with a sigil, I’ll argue morality with you.” She bared her right arm to display the sigil like a winning argument. Her sigil had grown since the first time Bright had seen it: the golden lines of it reached to the back of her hand and twined down her forearm to disappear at the elbow, into her pushed-up sleeve.

The demon shrugged its shoulders. “Fine. You’re not happy because I killed someone weeks ago. If you’re going to be unhappy about everyone I’ve ever killed, um, this isn’t going to end well.”

“I know.” Sunrise sat on the ground, arms crossed over her folded knees.

The demon could feel her emotions roiling, the sensation irritating and sour. It was hungry, and she wasn’t happy enough or miserable enough to sate its hunger. If it couldn’t make the lure happy, it ought to treat her like any other prey. “So how do I make you happy?” it asked instead.

She beckoned to it and patted the ground next to her. It padded over and sat, while Sunrise put an arm about its shoulders and hugged it. “I’m glad you’re not yelling at me,” she said, and it could feel the truth in her words as she said them, as if the thought triggered the feelings. A thread of relief ran through her, sharp enough to feel like pleasure in contrast. “I was worried you’d get angry and kill me.”

The thought had crossed its mind, but it didn’t want to say that. It thumped its tail on the ground instead. “I am trying to be reformed.”

“Yeah, it’s just, ‘reformed’ isn’t ‘kills innocent girls’.”

“That was weeks ago.”

Sunrise laughed. “Weren’t you just telling me that a few decades wasn’t very long?”

“That’s to me! You said little amounts of time mattered to you so…weeks count, right?” It waved its tail tip optimistically. “I hadn’t even met you back then! And I already said I wouldn’t kill any more innocent people as long as you stayed happy.”

“That would be more comforting if I were happy.”

“For you and me both. Can’t you draw in your book or we can go to Baushan or something to cheer you up?” It lolled its tongue. Pretending it was happy seemed to help Sunrise.

“I…don’t think that’s going to help this time. I just…I need a reason to believe things will get better and not worse. But I guess you are learning. You’re doing better this time than the last time I was upset.”

“You learned too! You’re not running away.” Bright circled its tail behind her back, to mirror her arm about its shoulders.

“That’s a reason to think this will work.” She forced a smile. The demon wanted to snarl at her to be happy or I will show you suffering. But it might as well skip the warning and start torturing her. The warning would just make her unhappier. It’d noticed that much. Manipulating human emotions is so irritating when they’re not negative ones.

“Sure, it’ll work. So, are you done with the demon hunters now?”

She waggled a hand. “Mostly, but I think if I disappear tonight they’re liable to wonder what happened to me. It’d be better if I go back tonight, and then tell them I’m leaving tomorrow. It will probably look a little weird anyway, but I think I can convince them I want to see the ships and stuff before I go home. And hopefully talk them out of sending any well-meaning demon hunter escort with me. But if you don’t trust me to go back, I don’t have to. No one knows I’m gone or where I went.”

There was no hesitance in her, no sense that she was withholding information from it, or trying to trick it. Sunrise believed what she was saying. Bright lolled its tongue, then butted the top of its head against her chest in an amiable fashion. “I trust you,” it said, and was rewarded by a surprising flash of warmth from the lure.

“Thanks, Bright.” She scratched behind its ears and the ruff of its neck. Bright rubbed its head against her collarbone to reciprocate, indifferent to the physical attention but feeding on the sense of happiness and connection it created in Sunrise. Anger and fear dissipated from the surface of her mind, replaced by feelings of peace and contentment. She continued to pet it for some minutes, until Bright sensed threads of impatience and boredom creeping into her mood. It drew back and panted a grin at her. She shifted position. “I should get back. In case anyone misses me.”

The reluctance in her surprised the demon; it couldn’t figure out what she would be reluctant about. “All right. Tomorrow before sundown?”

Sunrise smiled at it. “Sure. See you tomorrow, Bright. Thanks for being helpful.” She kissed its forehead, then stood.

“You’re welcome.” It wagged its tail for her as she waved and left.

For half an hour after she’d left, the demon still felt good about its decision. But the lure’s brief good mood wasn’t enough to assuage days of hunger and uncertainty. I need a real meal.

Of course, the lure wouldn’t like it if the demon tortured a random human to death. But Sunrise wouldn’t be back for most of day. And she’d only found out about that girl from Shadow-of-the-Sky because it had dressed the girl up like her. There was no reason to think she’d find out if it killed someone new.

Long-term interests told it this was a bad idea. She might find out, and it’d be harder to convince her later that it would do better in the future. It might run afoul of demon hunters and complicate getting its lure back from the guild.

Hunger whispered, feed. It’s in your nature to feed.

If you weren’t so hungry, it’d be much easier not to snap at the lure when it’s in a bad mood.

Restless, the demon rose and prowled into the night. I’ll look around and see if opportunity presents itself.
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As Sunrise had expected, the hardest part of leaving the guild was leaving it alone.

She awoke before dawn, and spent the morning writing more letters she could actually send to everyone she knew. Not just to her parents and her friends in Oak-by-the-Water, but to Courage Red too. She still couldn’t quite believe that they all really were alive, just like Bright had told her. Although the full report had said Coyote was badly hurt and might lose a hand; Bright hadn’t mentioned that. Sunrise didn’t resent that omission as much. Bright might not even have realized how badly it had injured Coyote, and she doubted it would know how fast or slowly Coyote would recover. An injury that would cripple a warrior or a harrier would be trivial to a steadfast, for instance.

In the letter to her mother, she wrote:


48 Cold Harvest, Year 72

Dear Mum:

I hope the first letter saying I’m not dead already got to you, but in case you get these out of order: I’m not dead! Don’t be mad at Courage Red, the demon was very clever about tricking them and me both.

I’m going to Oceantouch next, because I am so close now – just a few days! – and I want to see the tall ships and the endless ocean up close and eat shellfish and everything else. I think you’ll understand. I miss you and Da a lot, though.

One thing that’s been on my mind and I wanted your advice about: how do you tell if someone has changed or if they’re, I don’t know, just pretending to be different? Do people ever really change? Can they get rid of bad habits? If they apologize for something and say they won’t do it again, how do you know they won’t? Or that they will, for that matter.

I love you! I’ll send Da his own letter but give him my love too anyway.

Love,

Sunrise



Once she was done with the letters and had put them to be posted, she went to Spider’s office to tell him she was leaving, and ask if there was anything else she needed to do first. “We have everything we need, thank you, hunter. Would you like to leave tomorrow morning? I shall arrange an escort for you.”

“No, thank you. I’ll leave now. You needn’t trouble anyone to escort me.”

Spider eyed her askance. “I assure you, it’s no trouble to send someone with you, hunter. You need not be on your own.”

“But I want to be,” Sunrise insisted. “I’ve been effectively on my own for a couple of weeks now. And I stopped a demon by myself. I just – I’ve never been down to the ocean, and I’m so close now, a couple of days instead of weeks and weeks. I want to see it, to see the tall ships, before I go home.”

“As you say, the Triumph Lowlands are nearby. That means it’s no trouble to send an escort with you to them, too. You’re, what, sixteen? That’s terribly young to be wandering by yourself.”

“It’s still my right to go alone. I’m a hunter, not a child.” Sunrise took a deep breath and bowed to the guild master. “I would appreciate it if you respected my decision, sir.”

The elderly guild master sighed and sat back in his chair, hands folded before him on the desk. “Of course, you are a free individual and have taken no oath to my guild. You may go if you like, and go alone. With my blessing, even. The Hunter’s Code compels me to remind you: only hunters in active service are to trade upon their sigils. You have my dispensation to call on anyone for food and shelter during your trip home, of course, and your capture of two demons certainly entitles you to a tourist’s holiday. But you cannot style yourself an itinerant hunter, dear girl, nor travel the world while using your sigil to secure your way.”

She bowed again. “Of course, master. I won’t abuse it.”

Sunrise hadn’t planned on any other goodbyes, although she didn’t sneak out the window of her room as she had the two times she went to see Bright. She collected her pack and left by the front door like a normal person.

But a voice called after her as she left the compound. “Sunrise!” She turned to see Mercy run up to her. “Are you leaving already?”

“I am.” She smiled up at the taller hunter.

“But it’s the middle of the day! You shan’t have time to walk to the next village before dusk.”

Sunrise shrugged. “It’s fine. I can sleep in a barn, or in my bedroll. It’s been dry the last few days and the sky’s clear. I don’t mind.” Mercy looked disappointed, and Sunrise said, “I wish I could stay,” before she considered the implications of what she was saying.

“Why can’t you stay?” Mercy gave her a charming, wolfish grin. “You’re a hunter, and you’re gonna need training, even if you are already good enough to catch a demon alone. We’re a guild, just as good as Red is. You could stay here and learn.”

“The guild I’m supposed to go to when I’m eighteen is Blue,” Sunrise said. “Courage Red only came for me because Red doesn’t have any lures.”

“Nobody has any lures. Before I met you I’d never even heard of your sigil. Even Raven didn’t know much about it.” Mercy frowned at her. “You aren’t leaving here alone, are you?”

Sunrise threw back her head and laughed. “I just had this conversation with Master Spider. Yes, I am leaving here alone. I know I’m short but I promise not to get eaten by voles. I know how to travel. I’ll be fine.”

“Mm.” Mercy ducked her head. “Sorry, not trying to mother you. It’s just…lure. The power to draw demons towards you doesn’t sound like the best possible power for a hunter all by herself to have.”

“You’d be surprised. The demon impersonating Mouse certainly was.” Sunrise smiled at her again. “Don’t underestimate the power of having others want to make you happy.” She said it to put Mercy at ease, but found the words resonated with something inside herself. Huh. Have I been underestimating my own power?

Mercy threw her hands up in surrender. “Fair enough. But seriously, all concerns aside, you could stay here to train, you know. The masters are pretty good, and I’d be happy to tutor you. Bet Raven would be too, if you’re more into that bookstuff.” She rolled her eyes at ‘bookstuff’, then punched Sunrise’s shoulder in encouragement. “It’d be fun. Give us something to do until Aster’s done recovering.”

“It’s tempting, but…I gotta go. My parents are probably worried sick after hearing I’d died. I want to give them hugs, not a letter saying ‘see you in six months when I’m next on leave’ or something.” Sunrise opened her arms to Mercy. “I wish I could do both.”

Mercy stepped into her arms and bent to hug her tightly. “Be that way, then. I hope your parents appreciate what a good daughter they have.”

“They do.” Sunrise snuggled into Mercy’s arms. The young woman was strong and sturdy and warm; Sunrise’s head came to her shoulder and nestled comfortably into the curve of it. This is not motivating me to go at all. But I have to. Killer demon waiting. Wait, that is also not motivational. Sunrise sighed and pulled away. “It was great meeting you, Mercy. Would you say goodbye to Raven for me, and apologize for me not catching him?”

“I’m sure he’s in the library if you want to tell him yourself.”

Sunrise shook her head. “Not a chance. You’ll gang up on me. I’ll never get out of here.” Mercy laughed at her, and Sunrise grinned. She couldn’t resist another quick hug, but after that she all but ran down the path, before she did something stupid that would get her whole family killed.
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“We need to figure out how I’m to live,” Sunrise told the demon. She was riding it again, late at night through harvested fields. “How to earn money so I can afford room and board while we travel.”

“You’re a demon hunter. People will give you that for free.”

“I’m not a demon hunter, though.”

Bright slowed, twisting its head to eye her. “That’s weird. I could swear you’re the same lure I’ve been feeding on for the last couple of weeks. You smell like a lure. You definitely don’t smell like a shapeshifted demon.”

Sunrise stuck her tongue out at it. “Yes, I have a sigil. But I’m not hunting demons now. I’m specifically helping a demon, in fact.”

“You’re helping me to reform! Isn’t that a responsible demon hunter thing to do? Keeping the world safe from the terrible demon and everything?”

“Literally no guild is going to see it that way, Bright. If I told them. Which I can’t. Because if you didn’t kill me, they would, for consorting and collaborating with demons.”

“Really? They’d kill you for using your sigil to keep me in check? I thought these were the good guys.”

“They are the good guys. Helping demons is not good. Even if they pretend to be reformed,” Sunrise said.

“What do you mean, pretending?”

“Didn’t I already say I’m not going to debate morality with you? I’m the one with the sigil. Debate settled. Besides, I’m clearly not hunting you, and I’m not hunting any other demons, and I’m not trained as a demon hunter, and I don’t belong to any of the demon hunter guilds. Literally my only claim to being a hunter is that some angel made the mistake of giving me a sigil.”

“I still think the part where you’re keeping an evil demon in check ought to count,” Bright said, conversationally. It turned its head to face forward again and picked up its pace.

“You’re a demon, Bright. No one cares what you think.” Sunrise shifted to rest her cheek against the demon’s thick neck ruff, rocking with the motion of its stride. “Anyway. The guild master said it was all right if I keep asking for shelter and stuff for a holiday, but I can’t do this indefinitely. Also, it’d call attention to us if I’m alone and asking for free assistance for months on end. Almost all demon hunters work in teams. People will talk.”

“Fiiiine. So you don’t want to ask for stuff. I can steal money for you if you want? I don’t usually bother but I’m pretty good at theft.”

“No, I do not want you to steal for me! Honestly, Bright.”

“What?”

“You were going on about being reformed not five minutes ago and now you’re talking about theft? And you wonder why I call it ‘pretending’?” The weirdest thing about this conversation, Sunrise thought, is not that I’m still arguing morality with a demon. It’s that it doesn’t bother me. On some level, the discussion amused her. She wasn’t sure if Bright really didn’t think she’d disapprove of theft or if it was just teasing her, which probably helped. Whether Bright was perplexed or not, it plainly wasn’t actually upset. So instead of worried or anxious, Sunrise felt this odd combination of entertained and good-naturedly exasperated.

“What? Stealing’s not the same as killing! It’s always the killing that you’re complaining about.”

“And the torture. But I complain about anything you do that’s wrong. That includes stealing. I think I even said so before when you talked about stealing a tent, for that matter.”

“Huh. Did you? I don’t remember.”

“I did.”

Bright heaved a mock sigh. “So no stealing either. How do you want to get money, anyway? Didn’t you want to be a tinkerer? Is that something you get paid to do?”

“It is. But I don’t really have enough knowledge of tinkering to be great at it. I can tell enchantments their words, but that’s about it. I don’t have any tools or a cart, so I can’t trade in used and repaired enchantments, either.” Sunrise considered the idea. “I could try tinkering anyway, but it might be hard to get people to trust me to do the job when I don’t look like a tinkerer. On the other hand, I don’t know how much trust it takes to give someone a broken enchantment and see if they can fix it. It’s not like I’d make it worse.”

“I could catch animals for you? Is that wrong too when demons do it? I know humans eat animals and make stuff out of skins and whatnot.”

Sunrise smiled. “Catching wild animals isn’t wrong, no. We’d have to be in the wilderness, though. Catching someone else’s chickens is just another kind of stealing.”

“Mph. Humans are way too complicated,” Bright groused.

Sunrise grinned. “You’ll learn. Anyway, the thing I keep thinking is that we should carry messages. I don’t know how one gets work as a messenger but you’d be great at it. No human courier service can go as fast as you, not even the ones using relay systems for relief.”

“Oh. Huh. I guess that’d make sense.”

“I’ll ask my father how he found work carrying messages. Or just ask at the next town.”
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They crossed the skyland that night. Bright carried a dozing Sunrise down the steps of the stairbridge to reach the Triumph Lowlands before dawn. They had to descend further still on the far side; the stairbridge connected to one of the mountain peaks of this skyland. Then Bright woke her, because they were near Oceantouch.

Sunrise knew she should stop stumbling into towns at odd hours in search of a place to rest. It had to look strange to onlookers. But Oceantouch was enormous and bewildering and enticing. They did not just have one inn, but several, and places called hotels as well. The buildings piled up on themselves, stretching ten or more stories into the sky.

Bright had shifted into its small dog shape before they reached the outskirts. It trotted at Sunrise’s heels as she walked the paved streets of Oceantouch and stared up at the giant buildings. A pedestrian had directed her to one of the hotels, and she was glad she’d paid close attention because the streets were a maze. Even as early as it was, people were all around them, towing carts and hurrying every which way. “Have you ever seen anywhere so big, Bright?” Sunrise forgot for a moment that it could hardly answer her in the middle of a crowd while it looked like a dog.

Her canine companion gave her a dry look anyway, and nodded its head. Sunrise giggled at it. She knew she should get some proper sleep, but she felt giddy and exhilarated in this place, so unlike every other place she’d ever been. She was lost and anonymous and at the same time so out of place that everyone had to know her for a stranger at a glance. She wanted to see everything, not just the places she’d heard tales of, but the places so foreign not even stories of them had reached her. Or the interesting places that just hadn’t been quite remarkable enough to get their own stories.

When she finally found the hotel, it was an amazing edifice. Like the bridges between skylands and the other giant buildings of Oceantouch, it had been built with lightening enchantments so its upper floors would only have to support the weight of guests, and not their own weight. If she listened closely, Sunrise could hear the murmur of floors, walls and ceilings in the language of enchantments. “I’m glad I can still use hunter status to stay here for a few days. I bet a place like this has so many enchanters they don’t even need tinkerers,” she told Bright in a quiet voice, not caring if people thought she was odd for talking to her dog.

The hotel lobby was the grandest place she’d ever stepped inside of. It reminded her of the fanciest temples she’d seen while traveling with Courage Red. Except it was huge and empty, with only a few beautifully carved benches and chairs to decorate a hall of polished stone, with ornamental columns sculpted like trees that grew into a ceiling frescoed like a sky full of birds.

If the hotel clerk thought it was strange that she wanted a room at such an early hour of the morning, he didn’t say so. She showed him her sigil, and he cheerfully gave her a key to a room on the eighth floor. The hotel had a restaurant that served breakfast, so she went there for food. It was just as grand as the hotel lobby, with illuminated crystals draped in strands from the ceiling to supplement the light through its glass outer wall. Sunrise wasn’t sure they would even let her into a place so splendid. The attendant by the door gave her a forbidding look when she approached, but their expression softened when Sunrise hesitantly pushed up her sleeve to show the sigil. “It is our pleasure to host you, hunter,” the enby said, but they eyed Bright dubiously. “Ah…we do not allow animals in the restaurant, if you do not mind…?”

“Oh.” Sunrise bent to pet Bright. It didn’t growl at the enby, but Sunrise definitely got the impression that it did, in fact, mind. She peered through the glass wall on the far side. “Are those your tables outside? May I eat at one of those with my frie – dog?”

“Um.” The attendant glanced through the door. “It’s rather chilly to be eating outside, isn’t it?”

Sunrise picked Bright up and cradled it to her chest. “I don’t mind.” She didn’t mind much; it was noticeably warmer here in the lowlands than it had been while she was traveling here. Bright drooped its ears and gave its best pitiful look to the restaurant worker.

“Oh – well—” They looked hesitant, then shook their head. “No, no, the ghosts of my parents would haunt me if I made a hunter sit outside in the cold. If you would be so kind, come in. Just promise me it won’t bite or make a mess.”

“No, never. It’s well behaved. Aren’t you, Bright?” Sunrise cooed at the dog. It lolled its tongue for the enby and gave a cheerful yip. “There’s my good girl!” Sunrise patted its head and tried not to laugh at the absurdity of it. The demon was relaxed in her arms, not tense the way it’d been when the attendant said animals weren’t allowed.

So they sat by the restaurant’s big stone hearth. Sunrise ate a concoction of sweet cheese wrapped in a thin pan-fried crepe, with tart berries sprinkled on top. It was delicious.

Bright sat at her feet, leaning against her leg and looking harmless. She bent to feed it scraps from her plate, because that was what one did with a dog and it felt wrong not to, even with a dog that was actually a demon. Bright accepted the scraps with canine enthusiasm, slobbering over her fingers and making her giggle.

After breakfast, she walked up to her room. It felt like far too many stairs to climb on no sleep, but when she looked out the window of her room, Sunrise forgot to be tired again. “I love this place,” she told Bright, as she watched ant-sized people hurry along the streets below.

“Good,” Bright told her, perched on the bed and wagging its tail. “We should stay a while.”

Sunrise yawned. “Mm. Yeah. Maybe we should. And not just to see the ships.” She took off her shoes and fell into bed without bothering to change the rest of her clothes.
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Bright had never loved big cities. They were a target-rich environment, granted. It was easy to find poor people on their own who had no relations and no friends: who wouldn’t be missed. But the greater concentration of people meant a higher likelihood of hunters.

Sunrise had just come from the local guild, though. They would have told her if a patrol was en route to Oceantouch, or already there. Moreover, there were marks of demons living here. Whatever patrols came through here, they weren’t good enough to find those demons. They wouldn’t be good enough to find Bright, either. It considered itself safe. Moreover, it was flooded with a warm contentment that came entirely from Sunrise. As long as she felt this good, it didn’t care if they never left.

While she slept, Bright spent an hour or so scouting the city. It found one man with the hooks of a misery demon so deep in him that the misery demon could not only influence his mood and activities, but virtually control where he went and whether or not he would talk. Bright doubted he would last much longer: the misery demon would force the man to suicide by jumping off the skyland before the next patrol came through. That kind of hook was not concealable otherwise. Like all misery demon victims, the man had no conscious awareness of his tormentor. He felt isolated, alone, and ashamed. Bright did not plan to tell Sunrise about the victim. She’d only get upset and want it to do something, and she wasn’t happy enough about demon hunting that Bright wanted to make a sideline of it.

When Sunrise awoke in the early afternoon, she ate lunch in the hotel restaurant again. Then they walked through the city to the Descent. This section of the city, at the edge of the skyland, was marked by a massive network of ladders, as well as many platforms attached to pulleys. The platforms were mostly enchanted for freight hauling, and were pulled up and lowered by a single person operating a winch. A few were for passengers who paid for the convenience of being pulled up or lowered by teams of operators, since living weight could not be lightened. Some of the ladders were reserved for particular companies, but most were open to all.

There were descent/ascent lines, too: people put on harnesses and then clipped into a rope line designed so that it could only move a few yards per second. The weight of people going down pulled up those who wanted to rise. The operators for those charged people to come up, but not to go down.

Sunrise put Bright in her pack with a whisper: “Hey, I get to carry you for a change!” Then she put on one of the descent harnesses, slung her pack over it, let the operator clip her onto the line, and dropped.

The wind was fierce as the cable dropped them down; it whipped at Sunrise’s hair and tore at her clothing, howling as it passed them. Sunrise was thrilled and exhilarated by the experience; Bright could feel her awe and amazement as if they were its own. It stood on its hind paws in her pack to put its muzzle to her ear. “What do you like so much about this?” It was unconcerned about being overheard: with the roar of the wind, it wasn’t sure even Sunrise would hear it.

“I’ve never done anything like this before!” Sunrise had her hands hooked around the straps of the harness, staring about them in wonder. “I can’t believe humans built all this! And the wind, and the ocean – it feels unreal. I tried to imagine places like this, back in Oak-by-the-Water, and the reality is so different. Look at all the people, Bright! Look at the ships! They’re amazing! Like buildings made to float!” She twisted around on the line, gaping as she took it all in. “I wish I could just stay halfway up the line for a while, and look at everything.”

“I could fly you in circles for a little while,” Bright offered. “Might be a little conspicuous, though.”

Sunrise laughed. “I guess you could. I’d better pass.”

When they reached the docks, Sunrise set Bright down, and they wandered along them for a while, trying not to get in anyone’s way while Sunrise gawked. The docks were a network of floating wooden platforms anchored by many steel chains to the bottom of the ocean. The main dock was a quarter of a mile long, with narrower docks attached to it to make additional berths. They were balanced on ballast, and rose up and down on the roiling sea. It took even Bright a while to get the hang of walking on them again; it had been decades. Sunrise found it more of a challenge, but she loved that new sensation, too. The ships rose around them, bigger than houses, with elaborate rigging hung from multiple masts. Sunrise eventually found a quiet spot to sit, and sketched pictures of everything. The ships in sail caught her eye the most, with their white sheets full of wind. None of the ships today were fully rigged; in a wind this strong, full sails would destroy the ship. Bright remembered that much from its one ship voyage and passed it along to Sunrise in an undertone. Even it wasn’t familiar with the look of Oceantouch’s current docks or ships. The docks had been much smaller and the ships fewer and simpler the last time Bright had been here.

A passing sailor stopped to look at Sunrise’s sketches, and they learned from him that Oceantouch had shipping lines to some of the other skylands in the Anesh archipelago. That was why there were so many ships: most of them were transport rather than only fishing. The sailing vessels had erratic travel times, dependent on wind and weather, and in parts of the rainy seasons they weathered all storms at the docks rather than risking the open seas. “How are the docks different from the open sea?” Sunrise asked.

He pointed to a bright yellow-and-red buoy bobbing a quarter-mile back from the dock. “See that? There’s hundreds of them, all around the docks.” He spoke in the strong local accent, but Sunrise had grown used to it and no longer struggled to understand. Some of the locals had problems with her accent, but the sailors were all familiar with the variations. “Those buoys have ropes between them with an enchantment that calms the waters.”

Sunrise looked from the buoys to the dock rocking underneath them. “Wait, you call this calm?”

The sailor laughed. “Oh yes, my girl. On the actual ocean, that’s when you shall feel the boards move beneath your feet.”

Sunrise’s eyes widened. “I can’t imagine! And you actually sail those ships across hundreds of miles of ocean like that?”

“That we do! Most of the ships carry calming buoys for bad weather, but you need to be anchored to give them time to work, and the longer they’re in place the more effective they are. It doesn’t work to try to set them around a ship under sail. It’s more for a kind of temporary shelter if you’ve a storm you can’t risk riding out.”

Bright found the prospect of increasing ship traffic vaguely alarming. Bright’s speed was one of its best advantages over humans. But sailing vessels were not only faster than men: they were tireless. A well-crewed ship in good weather could outpace even the demon. Of course, ships could not traverse the skylands, and only other skylands with ladders and docks were accessible to their crew and cargo. Still, they were making progress against what they had once considered insurmountable obstacles.

That was what worried Bright most, in the long run. Humans kept getting better at things. Three thousand years ago, they hadn’t even been able to bridge most of the skylands in an archipelago. Then they learned the language of enchantment, and things started to change. They grew more numerous, more powerful, more proficient.

Sunrise spent the rest of the afternoon drawing and chatting with any passerby who stopped to see her work. She wasn’t a master artist, but she did have skill and it showed. She mostly did pencil sketches, trying to capture everything. Using the colorbrush was slower for her. But she did a few slapdash color studies, to show the differing blues of ocean and sky against the stark greys and browns of the skylands, their upper sides dotted with green.

It was a wonderful day.

Bright made her stop to eat at one point, so she wouldn’t get grouchy from hunger. They stayed even after daylight faded, because after sunset the boats and docks lit up with light globes and Sunrise was delighted all over again by the reflections they made on the water. “It’s so beautiful!” She tried to draw that, too, but didn’t have much luck catching the essence of the vista around them. At length, after she started yawning, Bright persuaded her to go back to the hotel. “The docks’ll still be here in the morning,” it told her, the docks around them empty enough that no one would overhear. “We’re not in any hurry.”

“All right.” Sunrise packed her things. She climbed one of the ladders to get back up, with Bright in her pack again. This was a long, arduous trip. The ladders had safety lines to keep climbers from being torn loose by the wind, but the climb still taxed her strength. Bright felt the strain in her and wished she’d shown her sigil at an ascent line instead. It knew they’d not charge a hunter for the service. But there was no use in badgering Sunrise about it. At least she was still in a good mood from the day’s adventures.

Bright hopped out of her pack as soon as they reached the top, and they wandered through the darkened streets of Oceantouch. Even Bright had some trouble remembering exactly how to get back to their hotel. It let Sunrise lead, not wanting to risk its cover by talking to her. The streets were much more populous than the docks had been.

The narrow alley Sunrise turned down only had two other people on it, and Bright probably should’ve warned her against going that way. The two had the muted excitement of predators in wait, a human lust for both wealth and cruelty. But human predators posed no danger to Bright, and it didn’t think about how Sunrise would feel.

The strangers waited until Sunrise had passed the first of them. Then the second one moved to block the alley before her. “Excuse me?” Sunrise said, puzzled, as she tried to sidle past him.

“Give us all your money and no one has to get hurt,” the man in front of her said, holding a knife in his right hand.

Behind her, the other man grabbed her pack. “What’ve you got for us, girlie?”

“What?” Sunrise said, too surprised to be articulate. And then, “Bright, no!”

The man in front of her had tried to grab her and was now screaming, blood spurting from the stumps of two fingers on his left hand. He cursed at her, raising his knife. “I’ll kill you for that!”

“Don’t kill him!” Sunrise shouted, so when Bright ricocheted its little canine body off the wall with its next jump, it only half-severed the man’s other hand rather than going for his throat. “Bright, stop it!” Its movements were too fast for human senses: even Sunrise was only guessing Bright was responsible for the injuries. “Let go of me, you fool!” she yelled at the other robber. “Don’t you know better than to rob a hunter? I don’t have money anyway!” As they struggled, the strap on her pack yanked her sleeve up, and the glow of her sigil lit the alley.

The second robber fell back, swearing. Bright marked him anyway, scoring a red line along his calf with teeth it had turned razor sharp as soon as the men moved to threaten. He yelped. “Sorry, hunter! Didn’t realize!”

“My hands! What did you do to my hands?!” The other robber screamed, trying to hold his half-severed hand to the wrist with the remaining fingers of his other hand.

“Shut up!” His companion bundled a scarf around his injured hands.

“She wrecked my hands, man! Demons, where’re my fingers?”

“Just shut up! Sorry, hunter!” The other robber hustled his friend away. Bright could taste his fear and the other robber’s shock and pain, the flavors sharp and sour-sweet through the hooks it had sunk into them.

Sunrise’s mood was bitter by contrast. She was frightened, agitated, angry and nauseated. She settled her pack onto her shoulders and pulled her sleeve back down. When she glanced down to Bright, she choked back bile as she spotted one of the severed fingers on the ground. Bright licked the blood from its muzzle, fastidious as a cat. It’d dulled its teeth again and reduced their number to canine proportions, both to blend in and so it wouldn’t cut itself on them. Sunrise opened her mouth to say something, then shook her head. “Let’s get to the hotel.”

She grew angrier as she walked, and the sour, spoiled taste of her mood irritated Bright all the more because of how good it had been earlier. It hadn’t cared about the robbers at first, but it seethed at them now. The demon eyed the trailing line of the hooks between it and them. You ruined my day. I’ll destroy you for this, it thought at them. Their suffering would be inadequate consolation for the loss of Sunrise’s joy, which was immeasurably more satisfying. But it would be something to offset its returning hunger. Also, focusing its anger on the robbers would keep it from snapping at Sunrise and making matters worse.

Once inside the hotel room, Sunrise exploded. “Ugh! Bright, how could you?”

It blinked at her, nonplussed. “How could I what?”

“You know what I mean! You were—” she shuddered “—you practically dismembered that one guy!”

“Oh, c’mon. I didn’t even take one member off him. Unless fingers count, and that’s still only two. He’s got lots of members left,” Bright pointed out.

She grimaced, screwing her eyes shut. “That is not the point.”

“Then what is? He was threatening you! You said I could defend you!”

“I didn’t expect you to defend me from robbers by chopping them into pieces! That wasn’t necessary! And what if they’d gone to the guard to complain about you attacking them?”

Bright snorted. “They didn’t even know that I was attacking them.”

“Then to complain I’d done it. I’m a stranger here and they’re locals. If they claim I attacked them without provocation, the guard isn’t necessarily going to trust me over them. Especially when I’m unhurt and they’re missing body parts.” She sat on the bed, shaking and swallowing hard, her nausea increasing. “I could get in all kinds of trouble.”

“Eh, you’re a demon hunter. They’re not going to think you’re a bad guy.” Bright hopped onto the bed next to her and pressed its head against her side, in case physical contact made her feel better.

She calmed a little, but not much. “That’s not the point either. I am the bad guy. I’m helping a demon. It’s not going to work out well for either of us if people figure that out. And you eating people’s hands is definitely a giveaway.”

Bright whined. “Fiiine. I’ll be more discreet next time somebody attacks you.”

“I want you to be less violent, if there’s a next time. Don’t cause permanent injuries.”

“Oh, be reasonable. I’m not going to risk some creep permanently injuring you. They wanted to hurt you, and the more restraint I show the more likely they are to succeed.”

“They weren’t trying to hurt me, they just wanted money.”

Bright snorted. “Which one of us can read minds, here? They wanted to rob you and also hurt you. I can tell.”

Sunrise set her mouth and looked down. She did not feel any better. Bright wished humans were more rational creatures. It butted her side again, and she stroked its back absently. “I just don’t want anyone to get hurt unless it’s absolutely necessary. And that’s my idea of necessary, not yours, and yes, I’m including people with ill intent. Not including demons, though. You can maim them if you want. See, there’s a compromise for you.”

Bright giggled at her, and she smiled this time. “All right, I’ll try to show even more restraint. I mean, I only went after the one guy and I didn’t even maim him much.”

Sunrise fought down her smile, and Bright wagged its tail energetically for her. She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Fine, thank you for not killing him or maiming him more. Try to do even better next time. Deal?”

“Deal.”

Sunrise dressed for bed and lay down after that. She wasn’t as upset now, but she remained shaken and unhappy, and her dreams were uneasy after she fell asleep.

The demon watched her for a time, until the itching irritation of her mood became too much for it to tolerate. This isn’t my fault, or hers, it thought. It turned into a rat shape and slithered under the door to leave in silence, tracking its prey by the hooks it had left in them. Might as well vent its resentment on the deserving parties, for a change.
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Bright tracked both robbers to a rundown neighborhood. They lived on the second floor of a derelict tenement building that’d been taken over by squatters. The building had more broken windows than intact ones. The two men shared a room with three other squatters. The one the demon had maimed was passed-out drunk on a pile of empty flour sacks, his hands swathed in blood-soaked bandages. The other sat on the floor with his back to a wall, a bottle forgotten in his hand and a thousand-yard stare on his face.

The demon scouted the area for a good location, and settled on the basement of a burned-out husk a few blocks away. That building was too damaged to have acquired its own squatters. It stole some supplies from a general store and left them in the basement. Afterwards, it went to lie in wait at the public toilet nearest the squatters’ building. It could take all the squatters, of course, but its lure had been worried about drawing attention to them, and the lure had a point. It’d do this quietly.

It had to wait a couple of hours, but eventually the first of its targets emerged and headed for the commode. The demon shifted into a large, heavyset human shape, but with a horn that had a knife-sharp edge concealed along the palm and front of the index finger. It grabbed its target on the way out of the toilet, and resting the horn’s edge against the man’s neck. “Come along quietly, now,” the demon purred in his ear.

“What? Man, I don’t got any money.”

“Don’t care. C’mon, unless you want to bleed out on the street here.”

“What do you want?” He shuffled forward sluggishly.

“You to pick up the pace and be silent. Do as you’re told and you’ll live to see another day. Don’t, and…” The demon pressed the sharp edge a little harder against his skin. The man whimpered and hustled ahead of it. It was useful to keep the victim thinking the demon was a human for as long as possible. As long as he thought it was a human, he’d think he could get out of this if he went along. If he realized it was a demon, he’d know to struggle as much as possible, to try to secure a quick death if not escape.

It got the man into the wreckage of the site it had chosen, but on the first step to the basement, the man must have realized he was doomed. “Where are you taking me, man? What are you doing—”

The demon put a hand over his mouth to stop him before he screamed, and his victim started to struggle in earnest. The demon narrowly avoided slitting his throat, then grew an extra pair of arms to manhandle him into the basement. With the supplies it had laid in earlier, it tied its victim’s wrists and ankles together. Then it sewed the man’s mouth shut, which was a bit of grandstanding. It usually preferred to use gags, to avoid killing a victim prematurely from infection or dehydration. But it didn’t figure it was going to have more than a day or two to savor its prey this time anyway, so it didn’t make much difference. And sewing his mouth shut evoked a magnificent spike of horror and terror, as the victim got an inkling of how bad things could get.

“Don’t be so alarmed by this,” it told the man. “I mean, this is nothing compared to what’s to come.”

That didn’t help the man’s mental state any, of course, but it hadn’t intended to help. Huh, I guess I do torment people by talking at them sometimes, it reflected. I never thought about that before. Its victim made some garbled noises around the demon’s hand as it sewed.

The demon had grown pretty fluent with garbled speech over the centuries. “I’d say it’s ‘to teach you a lesson about the importance of not interfering with demon hunters’. But eh, learning would require you surviving the experience. So, mostly because I don’t like you in particular, and also, I’m hungry. No no no,” it added as the victim’s body bucked against the ropes. “I’m not going to literally eat you. That’s a figurative expression. I’m gonna feast on your suffering and misery instead. Yeah, that’s not supposed to make you feel better either.” It finished stitching the mouth closed. The demon secured the ropes around the man’s wrists and ankles to stakes, and used superhuman strength to drive the stakes into the concrete floor of the basement. It stood and constructed a kind of cage around the man, using overlapping layers of chicken coop wire. The cage wasn’t sturdy enough to hold a man, but that’s what the stakes were for. The cage was to keep something else in. “Be back soon!” it told its victim cheerfully, and headed out.

It prowled around the area, looking for rats. It normally did its tormenting personally, but it wanted to get back to Sunrise before morning, so it’d have to use proxies. It’d caught two live rats when it noticed that the tether it had to the other assailant had shifted. It followed the tether back to its prey and found that man, still drunk, pissing against a wall. It caught him too and brought him back to the basement. The demon put the rats into the first victim’s cage, then secured the second victim.

The rats still hadn’t figured out what they were supposed to do by the time it finished with the second man, so the demon sliced a few little chunks off the first man to encourage them. Eventually they’d get hungry enough to get the idea, it figured.

After a couple more hours of work, the demon had both victims staked down and trapped in a cage with a half-dozen rats each. The first rats had figured out the game plan, and the demon fed on a steady stream of pain, horror, and terror from their shared victim. The other man hadn’t sustained as many bites yet, but had sobered enough to appreciate the depths of the trouble he was in.

Satisfied that this would proceed well without its supervision, the demon left the basement and barricaded the ruined stairwell behind it. Even its keen ears couldn’t make out the sounds of its victims struggling after that. Good enough. The lure wants to stay a while, I’m sure. I can feed off of them until the rats or whatever finishes them off, then dispose of the corpses.

It shifted into a rat’s shape in the sink of a public toilet to clean off the blood and muck from the night’s doings, then returned to its lure before dawn.
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When she woke next morning, Sunrise packed to return to the docks for another day. “I want more daylight on them, for drawing. I wish I could get on one of the ships. Even just to see what they look like from the inside.”

“Why can’t you?” The demon had resumed its small-dog form, but since they were still in her hotel room, it wasn’t worried about being overheard.

“Well, you don’t like traveling by ship, for one. And I don’t have money to travel by ship, for another.”

“If traveling by ship makes you happy, my reasons for not liking it don’t apply. But you don’t need to pay for a trip just to get on board one and look around. Show a sailor your sigil and ask.”

She scrunched up her face at it, and Bright sighed. “C’mon! You caught two demons and you brought them to your guild and you told me your own guildmaster said you were entitled to a holiday. It doesn’t cost a ship anything to let you look around! It makes you happy and helps you carry out your demon-stopping agenda! This is totally ethical and moral and whatever else it is you’re angsting it’s not.” It wagged its tail hopefully. Surely appeals to logic couldn’t always fail.

Sunrise squinted at it, then finally laughed and threw up her hands. “I’ll give it a try, then. I guess it can’t really hurt. I’m not using my sigil to get us passage for a week-long voyage, though.”

“Fine by me. I like walking.” Which wasn’t literally true, but Bright did prefer the flexibility of overland travel. The biggest drawback of a ship would be alleviated by Sunrise’s presence, but ship travel would still be constrained and predictable. The demon didn’t like being predictable: that’s how demons got caught.

Sunrise ended up touring several different ships. Once one sailor found out she wanted to see what ships were like on board, the word got around the docks. Soon every officer was offering to show the young demon hunter their own vessel. Bright found it interesting how eager most people were to please her. It seemed a combination of factors: not just that humans in this archipelago were taught to help demon hunters, but the appeal of Sunrise herself – her curiosity, pleasant demeanor, and natural good humor.

Whatever the reason, Sunrise loved being on board one ship after another, clinging to the rigging and holding the captain’s wheel and peeking into holds and cabins and galleys and pilot’s rooms. One sailor even helped her climb up to the lookout’s perch at the top of her vessel, and let her stay up there to draw from that perspective.

But the demon found its own mood stranger than it would’ve expected. Its two tortured victims, entombed on the skyland above, provided a rich source of power, far stronger than anything it had ever gotten from Sunrise. It’d almost forgotten what it was like to feel its reserves of power filling. That part was good, and yet – it half-wanted to rip out the hooks. Sheer madness, to give up power without cause and under no threat. But the taste of it did not mix well with Sunrise’s joy, and it was strangely unsatisfying in comparison. The demon remembered torment and terror being a lot more delicious and satiating than these two were. Maybe it was the rats. Maybe they weren’t an adequate substitute for being there in person to supervise it. Except that it was getting plenty of power from them. Well, gaining power and sating hunger had never gone hand-in-hand.

Except this was different. It wasn’t hungry: Sunrise’s pleasure had made the hunger vanish. It was just…dissatisfied? That didn’t make any sense at all. If it wasn’t hungry, what could there be to dissatisfy it? That unpleasant combination of flavors should not have been enough.

Bright tried to ignore the strangeness from its two tortured victims and focused on Sunrise instead. The contrast did make it appreciate its lure more. Maybe all this anguish and horror always tasted like this, and I just never noticed before.

Sunrise left the docks just after sundown this time, and they didn’t get lost or molested on the way back. She flopped onto her hotel bed with an exhausted but contented sigh, and hugged her sketchbook to her chest. “So many things! I can’t wait to tell Cotton and Leopard all about it! Cotton will be so jealous. I need to spend tomorrow writing letters before I forget everything. Do you think it’d be all right to stay here long enough for the post to catch up to us, Bright? I’d love to hear from my parents.”

“How long would that be? A couple of weeks for them to find out you’re not dead and a little longer than that for you to get letters they write you?”

Sunrise sighed. “Mail’s supposed to travel faster than any single person, because it can go by relays and doesn’t have to sleep at night. But I dunno how much faster. At least a week each way, I expect.”

“As long as you’re happy, and there aren’t any hunters in town,” the demon said. “Would you get bored in two weeks?”

“I don’t think I could get bored here in two months! But I think that’s longer than my allowed vacation.”

“We could run some messages to nearby towns and come back to check for yours? And get more? If that’s a thing. Weren’t you going to check on getting a mail job?”

“Oh, yeah!” She sat up, smiling again at it. She was so happy! It wished the two victims would finish dying already, they were like bothersome flies in comparison. “I can write some letters tomorrow morning and then ask about work when I go to post them. Good idea!” Then Sunrise furrowed her brow at it. “Is everything all right with you?”

“Sure.” It lolled its tongue at her. “You’re happy. Everything’s great.”

“You mean that? You’ve been kinda, I dunno. I mean, you’re always quiet when I’m with strangers but I was kind of worried you were still mad about last night.”

“Nope! You’re not still upset about it, why would I be?” it asked, then lowered its head. “Please don’t start getting upset about it because it came up again, all right? We settled this. I won’t disarm other people who come after you if I can possibly help it. Promise.”

Her lips twitched, and the looming dark cloud dissipated before it could finish forming, to Bright’s relief. “All right. Great. Everything’s going well, then.” Sunrise shook her head, bemused but still happy. “I don’t know how this is working, but I’ll take it.” She changed for bed and crawled under the covers. “Good night, Bright.”

Once Sunrise’s emotional state leveled off into an easy sleep, the demon shapeshifted into a rat and slipped away to check on its prisoners.

They were much the worse for the wear. The one who’d lost a hand was fevered and delirious, and would probably not last the night. Without the sharp contrast of Sunrise’s emotions as counterbalance, the demon found the suffering of both men more palatable. It was still unsatisfying, though. It should’ve been a good meal, too: the less-injured victim was particularly afraid of rats already. The scenario was delectably horrifying. Except for the “delectable” part.

The demon tried torturing them personally to see if that improved matters. It did get significantly increased levels of pain, and even added to the wounded man’s terror, which it hadn’t thought possible. The demon still felt empowered by the meal, and nonetheless was tempted to vomit all that energy back out by unhooking them.

After a couple of productive-yet-irritating hours, the demon gave up and killed both men. It executed the one-handed robber gruesomely, drawing out the death to see if the final throes would be any better. They weren’t. It killed the other quickly, and still felt weird and uneasy about the whole business. Maybe it was the location. It disliked that combination of “working with so many people around” and “avoiding discovery”. For centuries, it’d preferred to feed in isolated areas, where there was no risk of being found by a dangerous number of people.

But it had come to cities to feed before, and those meals hadn’t been this unsettling.

It butchered the corpses. Afterwards it carried the remains and other evidence out in burlap bags, and tossed them off the skylands. It knocked out a surviving support beam from the basement, collapsing it to bury the rest of the evidence. That should keep demon hunters away from its trail. Disposing of the bodies gave it a good chance that no one would ever figure out the robbers had been murdered, much less that demon hunters ought to investigate.

With the victims dead and the hooks dissolving naturally, the urge to pull at them diminished. It was glad to have its reserves replenished. At least that much good would come from this sorry business. Out of sorts about the affair, the demon returned to its lure’s room and settled to sleep the rest of the night.
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By their third day, Bright was surprised at how blatant some signs of demonic presence were, to its senses. The demons of this city must’ve had great confidence in their ability to forecast when hunters would arrive.

Or they were just careless. It’d met a lot of careless demons over the years.

It saw the misery-infected man a few more times. On the third day, he came directly up to Sunrise, asking about her artwork and if her dog was friendly. Given how deeply hooked he was, that contact irritated Bright. After the man departed, Bright left Sunrise’s side itself to follow the tie between the dour man and his misery demon.

This tie was much easier to follow than the change demon’s had been, because the victim was so thoroughly in his demon’s power. It led back up to the skyland. Bright shifted into a bird to fly up to it, then realized the hook went underground in the skyland. Bright located a sewer grate and entered as a rat to investigate. It found the misery demon in an alcove of the sewers, squatting in a web of its own hooks, at least twenty, some so lightly tormented the hooks were almost invisible. That was one strategy for misery demons, same as change demons: hook a lot of people, most of them lightly, pick on one until they died, then pick another. Misery demons, like most mortal demons, could feed while in an intangible form, albeit only by latching onto a single target. But if they stayed intangible and fed that way, they didn’t have ties between themselves and the victims that might be stumbled upon, and they could steer their sole prey away from hunters. On the other hand, it made them especially vulnerable when their prey died: they could only cast their hooks a short range. Otherwise, they were forced to incarnate into a physical form to move. Since they weren’t immortal, they could be killed in either form. Although only sigil-bearers could kill an intangible demon.

Well, sigil-bearers or another demon.

This particular demon, with its multitude of prey already chosen, could hope its ties would go unnoticed and keep its physical form safe within its lair. It wore a body of trash, twisted tin cans and cords and waste paper, woven into a spider-like shape. It was three or four times the size of Bright’s current rat shape. Bright sat on its hind legs, forepaws in the air, and gave it a flat stare. “You wanted my attention. You’ve got it.”

“I didn’t want your attention. I wanted to know how much of a threat the hunter would be.”

“The hunter belongs to me, and if you don’t poke her, she’s not going to be a threat.” Bright watched the misery demon, waiting.

“She is a hunter. All hunters are a threat. You realize what she is?”

“A lure. Yeah. That’s why I got her.”

“You think you can control her.”

“I am controlling her. She’s not your problem. Stay away from us, or I will become your problem.”

The trash-spider shape shrugged, its long legs arching higher with the gesture. “I shall stay away from you. Others may not see matters as you do. Lures are the most dangerous of hunters.”

Bright laughed. “Have you ever met a lure before? They’re not dangerous. They barely have a power at all.”

“They make you want to please them. How is that not a power?”

“So what?” Bright lowered its forepaws to the cold, slimy stone of the sewer floor. Its eyes glowed, faintly illuminating their surrounding. “Normal humans make me want to torture them. Are you going to call that a power?”

“It would be, if normal humans were not fungible. You shall have a hard time replacing your lure, and you shall never again be content without one.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t plan on replacing this one for a long time.” Bright eyed the misery demon. Its spirit wouldn’t survive the destruction of its shape, and that was a fragile shape. Even if it could disincarnate fast enough, Bright knew how to destroy an intangible demon too. “Not gonna be your problem. And if you try to make it your problem, I’ll destroy you myself. For that matter, if you’re dumb enough to let my lure figure out you’re here, I’ll probably kill you too. Or, if you want, I can just kill you now and save us both the trouble of tracking you down again later. I mean, I’m already here.” Bright shrugged.

“You cannot feed on me, pain demon. My body does not have that response.” The misery demon didn’t move, but Bright could taste its apprehension. “And you are foolhardy to threaten me in my own stronghold.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’ve got traps and snares here and you can make me feel regret and apathy but, y’know, I’m already pretty apathetic and regret sounds like an interesting thing, wouldn’t mind trying it myself sometime.” Bright lets its tongue loll from the mouth of its rodent body. “Also, I may not exactly be a pain demon. You never know.”

The trash spider crouched, legs pulling in tighter to its body. “What are you?”

“Do you want a hook? I could show you.”

“I have no interest in fighting you, pain demon. I am only concerned that your lure shall force you to.”

“My lure doesn’t know you’re here, or about any of the other demons of this city. And yeah, I know there’s at least three more. I’m not going to tell her about any of you. It wouldn’t make her happy. So you keep doing your thing to your own victims, and I’ll keep doing mine to my own, and we’ll get along great. By which I mean, we won’t have to pay attention to each other’s existence again. Sound good? Great. Here’s to not seeing you, Misery.” Bright turned away from it and padded out of the demon’s lair. Behind it, the misery demon skittered a few steps after it, then stopped and retreated back into its lair.

Bright didn’t think anything of it. Sunrise was still on the docks where it had left her: it could feel the beacon of her emotions, brilliant despite a distance so great it could sense none of the other people on the docks below. She was content still, although there was a little thread of worry in her. Bright quickened its steps, wondering if she’d noticed it was gone and was worried about what it was doing.

Then, as it was emerging from the sewers, her emotions changed with a spike of adrenaline into fear and pain.
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A woman’s shadow fell over her, and Sunrise straightened from her hunch over the sketchbook. “You must be the tourist-hunter,” the newcomer said, pleasantly.

“No, ma’am, we only hunt demons.” Sunrise flashed her a grin to show she was teasing, and the woman laughed. “But I am a tourist, it’s true.”

“I heard you were looking for vessels to tour. I’ve a pinnace docked to the south, if you’re curious.”

“A pinnace?” Sunrise had learned a lot about boats over the last few days, but that word was still unfamiliar.

“It’s a seaworthy vessel small enough to be carried by a larger ship,” the stranger said. “Not like those little lifeboats that shall most likely be swamped before you can get to a port, though. She’s a proper sailing ship. Just smaller.”

“Oh! How does that work?” Sunrise scrambled to her feet, curiosity piqued. She slung her pack over one shoulder and followed the newcomer as the woman introduced herself as First Mate Aurora. She talked about buoyancy and stability enchantments that weren’t potent enough to affect full-size ships but that worked well with small vessels, properly constructed.

As Aurora finished one explanation, Sunrise asked, “What do you use a pinnace for, then? Is she normally attached to a ship? Why is she docked alone now?”

“Ours is normally attached to a ship, yes, but not all of them are. Some are in use as couriers, and some are owned by wealthy people who just like sailing.”

Sunrise marveled at the idea of owning a whole ship, and a place to put it, and managing the trips up and down from the skyland – just for the pleasure of having a ship. The woman led her farther out along the docks than she’d been before. This section was in disrepair compared to the others; Sunrise hadn’t gone this way before because there were fewer boats and less activity in general. “Why doesn’t this area get as much traffic as the rest?”

“Oh, it’s a complicated matter of ownership. The original builders died and their heirs have some disputes about who owns what and who’s required to do which maintenance. And renting a berth here is a little risky because you never know if you shall become tangled in their mess and someone shall dispute if your lease is valid. But it’s a lot cheaper than anywhere else on the docks. C’mon, it’s just a little ways farther.” Aurora beckoned, stepping over a thick coil of rope.

Sunrise had slowed down without meaning to; something itched at her shoulder blades, and she glanced back. A big dog walked along the docks behind her. When she looked, it turned its head towards the water and sat down. It could’ve been Bright, but why would Bright be pretending not to be with her? Where had Bright gone, anyway? The demon left her side now and again, but usually not for this long. Her hackles prickled.

The stranger took her wrist, smiling. “Just over there,” she said, pointing to a boat at the far end of the dock.

The contact, as ordinary as it was, bothered Sunrise more. She tugged her arm back. “Uh, I, um, wait. I think I left something behind. Where’s my dog?” Sunrise said, belatedly seizing on a sensible excuse. “Bright!”

“I’m sure it shall wait for you,” the woman said, and that struck Sunrise as an odd thing to say. Why would Aurora expect her to just leave her dog alone and go back for the animal later?

“No, I’d better go find Bright. I don’t want someone mistaking her for a stray,” Sunrise said. Aurora still hadn’t let her go. The water susurrated beside the docks, and Sunrise heard something scrape against the wood below. She twisted her wrist in the sailor’s grip, then jerked hard, startling the woman into letting her go.

“All right,” Aurora said, “I suppose we can do this here.” She dived for Sunrise, arms spread to tackle her off the docks. Sunrise ducked and dodged with more speed than she would have expected to have, swinging her pack out reflexively in an effort to fend her off. The sailor caught her with one arm and they both staggered, but Sunrise managed to get loose before Aurora closed both arms around her. As Sunrise turned to run, she saw the brown dog rushing towards her. “Bright!” she screamed. She dropped her pack and tucked into a roll, arms over her head, as the strange dog vaulted through the air where she had been. As Sunrise tried to scramble to her feet, screaming, Aurora tackled her. The sailor tried to roll with her off the dock, but the edge of the dock was obstructed by tie-up posts and thick coils of old rope and refuse. It was enough of a block that Sunrise was able to fight her way loose – only to be bitten on the leg by the dog. She fell to the dock, screaming.

Something thin and black came over the edge of the dock. “Silence it, silence it,” a coarse, reedy voice hissed. “Get it in the water!”

“You get it in the water!” Aurora snapped back. Sunrise wrenched her leg free of the dog, losing a strip of flesh in the process, and managed to evade Aurora as she stumbled forward along the dock. Her reflexes and speed were better than she would’ve expected, but the injury slowed her down. She was too breathless and panicked to scream further, and then Aurora tackled her again, and this time they went over the side of the dock and into ocean.

Salt water filled her nostrils. Black ropy tendrils looped about her ankles, pulling her down along with Aurora’s weight. She clawed at the water, trying in vain to drag herself to the surface. She knew how to swim, but it was impossible to counterbalance the forces working against her. Her fingers touched air, but her head was underwater. Her lungs burned; she had to fight not to gasp and inhale water.

Then hard talons encircled her wrists.

They hauled her up, inexorably lifting both herself and Aurora. The black tendrils loosed their grip rather than be pulled out with her. She breached the surface, gasping. A white griffon with burning blue eyes had her by its fore talons, hind claws dug into the wood of the dock, wings flapping to give it additional lift. Aurora still had her arms wrapped about Sunrise’s waist; as the griffon pulled Sunrise out of the water, Aurora let go with an alarmed cry. The brown dog was nowhere in sight, but a smear of black blood streaked the dock. The griffon wrangled Sunrise onto the dock. Its beak clicked as it asked, “How badly hurt are you?”

“Not badly, I think,” Sunrise said. “Bright?”

“Yeah.” The griffon glanced about. “So this wasn’t subtle. Do you want to pretend you were fighting me and you’re chasing me off or something? Some people are coming.”

“Um…” Sunrise was still confused and shocked by the initial attack, never mind the rescue. “All right?” She didn’t think this would work but she didn’t have any better ideas. Sunrise lifted her hands to fend Bright off.

It faked a clack at her face and pretended to claw at her arm. “I’m going after the demons. I won’t go far, in case they return for you. Push on my chest with your feet.” Sunrise curled her body and shoved at it with her legs, and Bright made an ‘oof’ noise and vaulted off of her. It rolled into the water, as if she’d pushed it away by force. She staggered to her feet, breathing hard. Her left leg ached where the demon-dog had bitten her, and she leaned against an abandoned barrel for support. Sunrise wanted to sit but she didn’t quite dare. She half-wished Bright had flown off with her instead of leaving her to the humans. What if they’re not human either? Oh wait, it would know if they weren’t human.

People were shouting to her from down the docks. “Hunter! Are you well?” one trim, fit man cried between gasps as he ran up. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Sunrise told him, which was true enough. She explained everything that had happened, including Bright pulling her out of the water. As she was describing it, more people arrived. She didn’t tell them she knew who Bright was or that she knew it had intentionally saved her, but she otherwise stuck to the truth. No point in telling a version of the story that their own eyes would contradict. “I think…maybe they were fighting over me?” she suggested when she finished. “I’m an unusual kind of hunter and it makes demons behave uncharacteristically.” Which was also true, come to think of it.

The people were all gaping at her. “Are you going to trap them, hunter?” one woman asked, hesitantly.

Sunrise grimaced. “I don’t have a team or a detector. I’m supposed to be on vacation. Let’s get back to the populated areas of the dock. We should tell people not to come to this area,” she added, realizing I am a demon hunter and these people expect me to know what I’m doing. “I need to send a message to Guild White.” I have no idea what I’m doing, but maybe I can fake it.
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Bright shifted when it hit the water, to the gleaming sleek shape of a sea serpent. It undulated beneath the waves, casting for the shadow of the tentacled horror. The beast under the docks was not a shifter, and Bright was pretty sure it was not immortal. It had a body knitted together of dead octopuses and eels. Bright did not toy with it or torment it: it swallowed the creature into a mouth and throat lined by teeth, and worked row after row of sharp teeth over it, pulping it into unanimatable refuse. It felt the demon’s spirit die in its throat, but Bright was already searching for the demon that had been in human shape.

It had taken a swipe at the demon-dog and that had been enough to put a hook in it, so Bright would still be able to track it easily by the hook. Both it and the last demon were immortal shapeshifters and high demons, though the human-like one was relatively low on power. That one had released Sunrise before Bright had gotten a hook into it. It was somewhere underwater, but if Bright didn’t locate it soon, Bright wasn’t sure it’d be able to spot it later.

Bright extended its senses, searching for the threads of hooks, hoping the shifter had some active hooks and that Bright would be able to distinguish those ties from the now-decaying hooks of the devoured demon, and the trails from the dog. It didn’t find any hooks, but it felt the tell-tale sensation of a shifter’s power in use, not far away. Bright undulated through the waves towards it. Echolocation returned the shape of a half-human, half-shark creature swimming away, a powerful tail propelling its still-human torso. It was still shifting, moving from human to shark. It didn’t have the power to shift quickly, the way Bright could. But its current shape could move quickly through the water.

Not as quickly as Bright.

It caught up to the other demon within moments. Sea serpent jaws locked about the tail, and the battle engaged. Fighting another shifter was harder than an ordinary demon. Since this one was immortal, Bright didn’t want to risk killing its current form and losing it. The mer-demon shifted spikes and armored plates into the section Bright was biting, one spike growing up to target Bright’s brain. Bright let it go but bit down again on its tail tip and sank a hook into its victim and steadied the one in itself. The mer-shifter could still escape in death, but it wouldn’t be able to shake Bright’s hook.

The ensuing battle continued along these lines. Both demons shifted to new forms to counter the shifts of the other. The one that had attacked Sunrise tried to escape, more than anything else, and tried shapes to that end: spikes to make Bright release it, slippery skin, even shrinking itself and shedding the part of it Bright held in an effort to get away. It couldn’t shift fast enough, not nearly as fast as Bright, so almost as soon as it tried one maneuver, Bright could oppose it. Often, Bright didn’t even need to waste the energy on shifting. It did take considerable effort to restrain the shifter without killing it, but Bright had plenty of practice at not killing its victims prematurely.

While Bright wrestled with it, it swam them out of the harbor area, past the outer ring of buoys. The open ocean, untamed by magic, was far wilder. Even below the surface, Bright could feel the sharp, strong pull of currents. It wrapped the weakened shifter tight in tentacles, and bore it to the surface. Bright formed a bladder and filled it with air from a long trunk held high. Once the bladder was full, it was easy to keep both its head and its prey’s floating above the water line. “Why did you attack my lure?”

“Lures are too dangerous,” the other demon answered. “It shall destroy you. And it shall use you to destroy the rest of us first, if we do not stop it. You cannot succumb to it.”

“The lure is my problem. She didn’t have to be your problem until now. How many demons are you working with?” Bright asked. The other demon didn’t answer. “Or, you know, don’t tell me now and wait until I torture you horribly and then tell me.”

“You shall torture me anyway. You are like me,” the other demon said, resigned.

“I’m not like you,” Bright told it. “I’m way more powerful, to start. But what are you hoping to gain by annoying me? Do you think someone will help you if you stall me long enough?” Bright was surprised to see demons working together as much as these ones had. Demons were more commonly territorial loners, preferring not to have other demons around who might draw the attention of hunters. It took a major threat to get them to cooperate, like the time Bright had organized a counter to that blight demon. Why had this group been so willing to risk themselves by drawing Bright off and attacking Sunrise – “Oh, you’re trying to keep me away from my lure so your comrades can finish her off.”

“You cannot work alongside a hunter,” the shifter repeated. “Her death is necessary, for your sake as well as ours.”

“Don’t care,” Bright said. It gave up on interrogation and crushed the other shifter to pulp in a tooth-lined maw, even as it dove beneath the surface to swim back to the docks. That meant the immortal demon’s spirit would escape and get to form a new body in a few days or a week, but Sunrise was more important. It could dispatch demons any time. It couldn’t fix its lure if some cursed demon broke her.

Even at its current distance, Bright could sense Sunrise’s mood. She was still rattled by the attack earlier, but she’d regained her equilibrium well. She felt overwhelmed but considered herself safe, her concerns not immediate but long-term. Given the circumstances, she was much calmer and more collected than Bright would have expected, and the demon was grateful for that. Once Bright reached the nearest dock, it swam underneath and shifted into a gull, then flew out to find her. She was with a throng of well-intentioned people who listened respectfully as she told them what to do. They were evacuating the section of the docks where Sunrise had been attacked, a task made easier since the demons had led her to that area because it saw little use. The attacking demons were long gone now. Bright wondered if the surviving one it had put a hook into hoped to run far enough that the hook would attenuate until Bright could no longer track it. That was the smart thing to do, but these demons hadn’t done much Bright considered smart so far.

Bright glided in circles over Sunrise’s head for now, extending its senses to look for other demons in the area. It suspected that if the coalition of enemy demons had more of their own kind to draw upon, they would’ve brought them in for the first attack and tried to finish Sunrise off faster. On the other hand, lures were not known for their combat ability, and any three demons would be a match for even a harrier or a steadfast. Of course, they would have killed Sunrise if Bright had been much slower in getting back to her.

Still, it was surprised she’d lasted as long against them as she had. Perhaps they’d underestimated her. Perhaps Bright was underestimating her, too.

It couldn’t sense any other demons within several hundred yards. Bright landed amid stacks of crates not far from Sunrise, and shifted into its usual small dog form. It wove between the legs of the crowd around her to trot up to her feet, tail wagging.

“Bright!” Sunrise exclaimed, her shining pulse of joy stunning it in place. She scooped it into her arms. “There you are! I’m glad you’re all right,” she said, laughing as it licked her face doggishly. “We were just going to take a lift up. C’mon.”
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It was, Sunrise reflected, weird to be glad to see a demon again. She held Bright tucked under one arm as they rode one of the lifts up, along with a dozen other people. Her leg hurt too much for her to climb one of the ladders.

She’d stayed calm while she explained what she wanted done in response to the demon attack. In turn, the locals were also surprisingly calm. It was as if they assumed, since she had a sigil and was willing to take charge, she must know what she was doing. It was kind of pleasant to be trusted. Sunrise wished she deserved it.

Once they’d left the docks, the locals took her to what they called a hospital, a big building full of sick people and caretakers for them. A man at the hospital entrance tried to separate her from Bright. “No dogs allowed.”

Sunrise clung to it and promised Bright would behave, while Bright wagged its tail and looked innocent and cute. When the aide did not relent, Sunrise decided to leave without treatment rather than be parted from it. Regardless of whether or not Bright would be content away from her, Sunrise didn’t feel safe without it.

The locals with her tongue-lashed the man into submission at that point, and Sunrise and her “dog” were allowed admission. Inside, a swarm of physicians fussed at her with diagnostic and curative enchantments. One treated her bitten leg with a special kind of cleansing stick that would hunt beneath the tissues for foreign particles to destroy. After that, they wrapped bandages of an enchanted clay about her bruises and wounded leg to speed healing. While they treated her, more guards from the nearest peacehouse arrived to talk to her about the demonic attack. They treated her with the same deference the ordinary folks on the docks had. No one wanted to be the one who had to deal with demons, so they were all eager to let a demon hunter do it.

While the physicians waited for additional results from their enchantments, Sunrise perched on the side of her bed in the ward and wrote out a letter, to be delivered to either Guild White or the first demon hunter team it came across. “Shall you be capturing the demons, mistress hunter?” the youngest of the three guards asked her after she finished.

“I don’t know. I’m alone and we’re not really supposed to work alone, but I’ve caught demons before. And they seem to be drawn to me, specifically, so I might have to,” Sunrise answered, as honestly as she could. “But I’m not going to go looking for them. I’m not a scout or a tracker.”

The guard was older than her, Sunrise was sure, but maybe only by a few years. He looked worried. “But…what do we do for now?”

“Stay away from the part of the docks I indicated,” Sunrise told him. “Tell people to stay in groups and don’t go out alone, especially at night. The same things you normally do when you’re waiting for hunters to arrive. You should be fine.” She didn’t know if that was true or not, but it was the sort of assurance that Sparrow used to offer. “Do you have any guardian plants in the city?”

“No, Master Ivy of Guild White says they’re just superstition. Aren’t they?”

Sunrise had no idea. “I’m sure the guildmaster knows what she’s talking about. Please post this letter for me. When is your next hunter patrol supposed to arrive?”

“Not for another ten days.”

“That’s not too long,” Sunrise said, although it sounded like eternity. “They’ll get here sooner once they see there’s trouble.”

One of the physicians, a brisk grey-haired woman with a determined demeanor, returned to her bedside in the ward. She had three plain wooden canes tucked under one arm. “I’ve examined all the results from our enchantments, hunter. The bone is not broken, but the flesh has been badly bruised. You shall see increased swelling in a few days, which the bandage shall control.” She gestured to the clay wrapped around Sunrise’s calf. “The other bruises should fade sooner. You can come back tomorrow to return the bandages for those. You should wear the one on your leg for at least a week, though. Walking on it shouldn’t do you further injury, but it shall hurt so you may not want to. We can lend you a walking stick for now – pick one that feels like it’s a good height for you.”

“Thank you.” Sunrise stood and sorted among the canes, before settling on the shortest. She leaned against it because her leg did hurt to use. But she’d pretended to be one-legged a lot when she was little, so she had some experience with using canes and crutches. “I’m going back to my hotel to get some rest. Please let me know if anything else develops,” she told the young guard. He had a lost, bewildered look, and all she could think was: yeah, me too.

Bright slunk out from under the bed where it had been lurking to follow her out. It didn’t try to talk to her while they were in public on the walk back. Sunrise desperately wanted to interrogate it, and also knew that her mood had been lousy for several hours. Bright was more likely to explode at her than be helpful when she got it in private.

So she took a break to sit on a park bench partway back to the hotel, and dug through her pack, grateful that she’d dropped it on the dock before she was knocked into the water. She read through the letters from her parents, and started a new one. Not one she would send; it was about being attacked by demons, and she didn’t want them to worry. But even pretending to tell them made her feel better.

Bright hopped onto the bench and pressed against her side while she wrote. It laid its head on her right thigh, and she stroked its side and thought maybe this will be all right. It wouldn’t try to make me feel better if it was mad.

She wasn’t exactly happy when she resumed her walk, but she felt content, which was perhaps good enough.

In the corridor to her room, Sunrise started to feel anxious again, and struggled to fight it down. As soon as they were alone in the hotel room, she held up a hand to forestall it. “I’m sorry I haven’t been happier, I’m working on it, don’t yell, please.”

Bright blinked at her. It sat back on its haunches, forepaws in the air, and tilted its head. “I know, you’re doing great. I appreciate how hard you’re trying, I expected you to be a lot more upset.” She exhaled, profoundly relieved, and Bright laughed. “I am so bad at this! Am I like half the reason you’re not happy all the time or more like nine-tenths?”

Sunrise laughed too, and flopped onto the bed. “It varies! Today I feel better about you, what with you saving my life and all. Thanks for saving my life, by the by.”

“You’re welcome! Thanks for not dying, that’d be very inconvenient for me.”

“And I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you! Angels preserve us!” she exclaimed in mock horror. “Good thing we averted that.”

“Yup.” Bright hopped onto the bed and nosed her hand for pettings.

“You are getting better at this,” she told it, scratching behind its ears.

It thumped its tail on the bed like the animal it wasn’t. “I’ve been practicing! I am highly incentivized to be less terrible.”

“Keep it up. So…why did those demons attack me like that? Do you know? I thought demons didn’t work in groups.”

“We don’t, usually.” Bright curled its body up, pressed against her stomach. “I’m not sure why these ones are. They’re scared of you?”

“Scared of me? Why? Because I’m a hunter?”

“Noooo. I mean, yes, they’re scared of hunters too. But they went after you because you’re a lure.” Bright paused, then added, “They think you’ll turn me against them. Which is pretty much a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

Sunrise bent her head to look at it more closely. “Were you on their side to start with? I thought demons didn’t have sides?”

Bright shrugged. “Not the way you think of sides, maybe. But generally speaking, demons leave each other alone as much as we can. It’s not like with humans, where you’re always either competing or cooperating and making all kinds of rules for yourselves about how you do both. Demons avoid doing either one. Like, take that change demon I attacked for you. I knew it was there and I didn’t care until you wanted me to trap a demon. Part of why I didn’t care is that it didn’t affect me. I didn’t want to live in its area and it wasn’t calling attention to me. But if I’d been a change demon myself, and if that town had been an ideal spot for change demons – I probably still would’ve moved on rather than antagonizing another demon. I don’t help demons, but I don’t want to waste resources fighting them either. The human world has plenty enough to go around, so I can just find some other group to prey upon. Most demons feel that way.” Bright laid its head on its paws. “But there aren’t plenty of lures. So I’ll fight for you, if someone makes me fight.”

Sunrise covered her mouth, suddenly sick at a thought. “Wait, were you fighting over me? Did they want a lure of their own?”

“No, no. That’s not how it works. They were trying to kill you. I mean, you noticed that, right? That is not how any demon uses a lure. Like, I’m not saying my ‘abduct, trick, and end up stalking’ process with you was the only possible approach, but no demon’s going to try drowning. A drowned lure isn’t a lure.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah.” Sunrise rolled onto her back and rubbed the back of her neck. “But I thought demons normally ran away from hunters, not tried to take them out. Is it because I’m alone?”

“You’re not alone.” Bright thumped its tail on the bed, wagging. “I’m with you.”

She stuck her tongue out at it. “You don’t count. I meant that I’m not with any other hunters. Did they figure I’d be easy to take out alone and they’re trying to get rid of hunters?”

“Doubt it. That is, yeah, they’d’ve expected you to be easy to take out alone. But I wouldn’t expect demons to attack an ordinary hunter, even one alone. We’re not like humans that way. Humans think everything is Your Side against Their Side, and if you take out one of Them then that’s one less enemy on Their Side to give Your Side trouble. Demons think: it’s Me against Hunters, who will kill or trap me if they find me. Me killing a hunter is most likely to attract the attention of other hunters to me. So it might be a net gain for all demons, but I don’t care about other demons. I only care about myself.”

Sunrise scooted back on the bed to sit up against the headboard, pillows scrunched under her back, and studied Bright. “You just said that you’d fight for me, though,” she pointed out.

“Well, yeah. I need you to be alive and happy so that I won’t be hungry. That’s just part of caring about me. It’s like, when I tortured people to feed, it’s not because I cared about them being miserable. I cared about eating and that’s how I ate.”

She made a face. “But all demons aren’t you. They don’t all think like you. Are these ones…maybe a new breed of demons?”

Bright wrinkled its muzzle. “They’re not new types of demons. But yeah. They’re behaving differently from normal demons. I don’t know why.” It turned a tight circle on the bed, restless. “One of them got away from me earlier, and I’d like to trap it. It’s immortal so just killing it isn’t going to solve the problem. I also want to kill the one that lured me off while those three attacked you. But I don’t want to leave you alone for long enough to do either one. Maybe we should just get out of this city.”

Sunrise tried to take it all in, leaning forward with her shoulders hunched, “Are you going to be okay, fighting two demons on your own?”

“Yeah, they’re not a match for me. I mean, three of them were barely a match for you, right? You’re still alive.” Bright lolled its tongue at her.

“Ha. At best, I delayed them finishing me off until you could show up. It’s not like I could hurt them. I wish my power worked on them like it does on you.” Sunrise paused. “Well, maybe not so much with the abduction and stalking bits. The ‘protecting me from danger’ bit is nice.”

Bright perked its ears, amused. “Glad you like it this time better than the last time I did it.”

“That was totally different. You can kill and maim all the demons you want, I don’t care,” Sunrise said, then stopped, wondering whether or not she should care. Are demons people too? No, wait, that’s ridiculous. Isn’t it? But Bright’s kind of like a person. No, it’s not. Even it said that it doesn’t actually care about me, just about getting fed. That’s not how real reform works. She extended a hand to Bright, and it padded closer like a regular dog, nosing at her hand. But it acts a lot like someone who cares. Do its actions matter more than its reasons? It’s been acting evil for ages, though. How can any amount of recent good deeds count for more than that?

The demon crawled in her lap and butted her other hand for pets. “Whatcha thinking about?”

“Morality. I’m not upset, I’m just…conflicted. Does that taste bad?”

It licked her hand. “Not bad. Weird. Not as good as when you’re happy. You should pet me more, that’ll cheer you up.”

She laughed and petted it more. “I guess it does work that way. Is that the only reason you like to be petted?”

“Pretty much.” It rolled onto its back. “It used to be, anyway. I don’t know, I think I might be starting to associate it with feeling good by itself. Keep petting, we need more experimental evidence.”

Sunrise fuzzed its belly, then curled over to bury her face in soft belly fur. I can’t forget that it’s a demon. It’s too dangerous. But I can’t make myself miserable thinking about it being a demon, either. I should write my parents about actions versus motives later. Maybe they can answer it for me. “So,” she mumbled into Bright’s stomach, “I think I’d feel better if you caught the demons than if we just ran away from them. Can I help you catch them, maybe? That way you wouldn’t have to worry about me being alone while you hunted them.”

The demon considered this. “Guess that’ll work best. We should plan the attack for after nightfall. When it’s dark, humans will be less likely to notice a demon versus demon brawl. The other demons will be even less inclined to get human attention. They may already be planning to leave the city. They have to know we’re bringing more hunters here, too many for them to hide from.”

“Does that mean we need to go after them now, if we’re to catch them?”

Bright’s eyes unfocused, gazing at something invisible to Sunrise. “Yeah, probably. You all right to go now? I wanted to let you rest more.”

Sunrise shook her head. “No, I’m good. Let me grab my things, in case we don’t want to come back for some reason.” She jammed her spare clothes back in her bag, then shouldered her pack. They set out, Bright leading the way as Sunrise limped behind it with her cane in hand.
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The hook Bright had put in the dog-demon had attenuated, but it was much easier to follow its own hooks than those between another demon and its prey. It wound its way through the city streets, traversing back alleys and broad boulevards, with Sunrise at its heels. After a dozen blocks, the hook began to thicken. A dozen blocks later, and it started to thin again. In one deserted alley, Bright stopped. “This isn’t working. It can tell we’re following it, so it’s moving faster. Pretty sure it can’t outrun me, but it can outrun you.”

“So…you need to leave me behind? I don’t want to risk riding in daylight,” Sunrise spoke softly, but Bright knew they wouldn’t be overheard. The closest rooms in the adjoining buildings were empty.

“I don’t want to leave you unprotected. I’d rather the demon got away. It’s not important.” Bright sat on its haunches. “We should just leave the city, get away from these weird demons entirely.”

“Well…you don’t have to leave me unprotected. We could set up an ambush and leave me in the middle of it. If we put it under an overhang or something, where it couldn’t fly over like you did when you stole me.”

“Huh.” Bright thought about that. “We could put you in a basement and I could force the demon into it, the way I did with the change-eater.”

Sunrise grimaced. “Yeah…I guess I could requisition someone’s basement. It’s not like this isn’t actual demon hunter business. And it would reassure them that I’m doing something about the demons I stirred up.”

Bright sat on its haunches and stared up at her.

“What?” she asked.

“You feel guilty for getting attacked by demons?”

She rubbed the back of her neck, fluffing out dark hair. “…uh… I guess I do? Everyone’s upset now and they wouldn’t be if I wasn’t here.”

“All right so you understand that those demons were already in the city, right? It’s not like you magically brought them into existence by being here. Also I killed two of them already. That I wasn’t going to kill except they pissed me off by attacking you. So if you’re going to feel guilty about something, it should be ‘killing demons who’d been causing suffering in this city so they could feed’. Are you going to feel bad about hunting demons? Because if you are, I have to rethink my whole strategy here.”

Sunrise laughed. “All right, all right. No. I’m not going to feel guilty about that. Where do you want to requisition a basement?”

Bright lolled its tongue at her, pleased by the improvement in her mood. “There, that’s much better. Good girl,” it said, making her laugh again. “Let’s get closer to the edge of town. I’ll see if I can find a building that’s mostly empty already. Keep the number of bystanders to get rid of to a minimum.”

Sunrise eyed it warily. “When you say ‘to get rid of’, do you mean…” 

Bright laughed. “Now you’re thinking like a demon! No, I meant ‘for you to ask to evacuate the area for the night’.”

“Oh, good.” Sunrise smiled, then laughed herself. “And now you’re thinking like a human! Good work, Bright.”

It wagged its tail. “Told you I’m trying.”
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By the time Bright found a building that satisfied its requirements, Mother Sun was low on the horizon. News of the demonic attack had already spread through the city. Children stood on street corners and shouted it out, as they hawked flimsy paper accounts that promised more details. Sunrise requisitioned one of the papers, just to see if it had any information she didn’t. “Can you actually keep demons out of your house by scattering salt on the stoop?” she asked Bright as she scanned the page.

It shook its head.

“How about by putting nails in your window sills?” Sunrise asked. At its next headshake, she folded up the account and jammed it in her backpack. “I think everything else they know came from me.”

The building Bright picked was a two-story house occupied by a single person. That person, a stout old man with a wrinkled face, scowled at Sunrise’s request, and grumbled and complained about the inconvenience and the high-handedness of hunters. “Turning me out of my own house! For a whole night! Where shall I go?”

“…I could ask a hotel to take you, I mean, I won’t be staying in one…”

“Hotels! Bah! Nothing but bedbugs instead of beds! I shall go see my oldest, that’s what!” He stumped about his home, growling and grousing. “The ungrateful brat can put up their old dad for one night. You’d better not break any of my things, young lady!”

“…I’ll…do my best. I am trying to catch a demon, you know.” Sunrise squirmed, guiltily. Bright watched the old man with narrowed eyes.

“Hmph.” He stomped around more, gathering up this and that to put in a bag, presumably to bring to his unlucky offspring’s home. Sunrise slunk down to the basement and started setting up the ambush alone, since she couldn’t ask Bright to help while the man was still there. Once the old man had finally stomped out of his house, Sunrise left Bright to finish setting the ambush. She knocked around at the rest of the houses on the block to warn the residents that she was setting a trap and hoping to lure a demon into it, and they might want to evacuate. Fortunately, she didn’t need their cooperation, it’d just be nice to have. A few people seemed upset at her for putting them in danger, and some people politely declined to leave, but no one else was as surly about it.

When she returned, she told Bright, “We should’ve picked any other house on the block to put the ambush, everyone else is nicer.”

Bright snorted. “What, you want to inconvenience nice people instead of the rude jerk?”

“…good point.”

Bright wagged its tail. It had shifted its front paws to be more hand-like for the web set up, but still looked like a small dog if one didn’t stare. It secured the last lines with dabs of glue on the basement floor.

“You’re glueing it down?” Sunrise had started with just using whatever objects were at hand to hold the lines in place. “That’s going to make a mess, isn’t it?”

“Catching a demon in here is going to be messy, yes. You realize the grumpy old jerk likes having things to complain about, right? He’ll be milking this for weeks. It’s a windfall of grumpiness.”

Sunrise snickered. “Do some people really like grouching? How does that even work?”

“Counterintuitively, and yes some people really do.” Bright picked its way to the stairwell, which was also trapped. “All right, you go down there and set the trap when I get to the top. And stay there. I’ll bring the demon to you.” Bright disappeared through the cellar doors.

By then it was full dark outside. Besides the cellar doors, the basement only had one grungy window. The light enchantment in one corner was worn to a matchstick glow. Sunrise pulled her sleeve back to let her sigil light up the room, then shrugged and took off her shirt, leaving herself in underbodice and pants. Her sigil went all the way up her arm now, and halfway across her collarbone. She wondered if it’d cover her torso or spread to her other arm first.

Since she didn’t have anything urgent to do, Sunrise put the lightstick – more of a dimstick now – in her lap and sang its words to it to help it remember. It was a soothing pastime, though it took a quarter of an hour before she even felt like the lightstick was listening to her, much less retaining anything. But after an hour, it was much brighter. She fixed a pot of gintai tea from the provisions in her pack and the basement tap, then sang on. At an hour and a half, she figured it was as bright as it was going to get, and put it back in its sconce.

And wondered where Bright was, and when it would get back. Relax, she told herself. It got back with the last demon, it’ll be back with this one. And if it doesn’t come back, that’s good too, right?

It was harder to convince herself of that when Bright had rescued her from one demonic attack in this city already. I’ve got a trap set. Any demon that comes for me in the middle of this is going to regret it.

She tried writing a letter to distract herself. At first, all she could think about was being stuck in a basement surrounded by a demon-catching web. Then she remembered that she hadn’t written to everyone in Oak-by-the-Water about her trip to the Lowlands yet. She had a million things to say about ships and docks and the exhilaration of descending down to it—

By the time she heard the scuffling from aboveground, she had four close-written pages full of excited babbling. Sunrise set her notebook aside hastily and stood, knife in hand, feeling afraid and useless. Can I even discourage a demon with this knife? I wonder if Bright could teach me how to fight. If we get out of this. The sounds of fighting grew closer, and were definitely demonic: shrieks and growls that varied in tenor in a way that animal noises didn’t, plus scrabbling of claws and meaty thunks against the floor over her head. It was hard to stand in the basement and wait as the thumping and screeching went on, while she couldn’t see what they were doing or which one was winning. Sunrise shifted her grip on the knife handle, gritted her teeth, and waited.

The door crashed open at last, and she could see a pair of beasts, one white and one brown, both half-covered in blood. Both had too many limbs and paws, as they grappled and fought with teeth and claws. The brown one was half-covered in armored plates, like an armadillo, but it hadn’t helped: most of the plates were cracked and bleeding. While Sunrise watched, the white one grew a set of horns that impaled the brown, at the same time shoving it through the open door and tumbling down the basement stairs.

The web sprang, white lines rising and entangling the brown demon. Its momentum carried it further down the steps, while more and more loops of sticky white cord lashed around the monster’s many-limbed form. It struggled ferociously, but the ambush kept adding cords, layering them tighter, as the creature tumbled to a halt at the bottom of the steps.

“Oops,” the white demon said from the top. “Do you think you can finish it off? I don’t think I’m going to do a great job of it from here. Didn’t mean to throw it so far in.”

Sunrise took a cautious step towards the demon at the base of the steps, her grip on the knife shifting again. “How – where do I—” She stopped and stared up at the white demon. “Can you say something to prove you’re the demon who’s on my side?”

“Uh.” The white demon sat down, blinking. “When we were at Indigo-of-the-Hill, I pretended to be Mouse at your request, so I could catch a demon there. Which you then pretended was me, so you could turn it in to Guild White and tell your parents you were alive without everyone knowing you were still traveling with a demon.”

Sunrise took a deep breath. “All right, that’s good. Where do I stab it to kill it?”

“Somewhere soft around the head. Pretty sure it’s too weak to shapeshift any more, so you don’t have to worry about it adding more armor.”

She took another careful step closer. The brown demon stopped thrashing against the gluey white strands, its eyes rolling towards her.

Bright folded its too-many limbs to lie down at the top of the steps, staring at it. “Uh. New plan. Clear the steps of the web cords and I’ll come kill it. Stay clear and be careful not to let it loose.”

Sunrise circled around the brown demon, sheathing her knife and climbing over the banister rail so that she wouldn’t have to get any closer. Her wounded leg twinged in protest, but she ignored it. She took out her knife again at the top of the stairs, and started cutting away the glued-down strings they’d laid for the web. “I keep expecting that trapping a demon will mess up these lines, the way you overwhelmed the first trap with a stampede. But I guess it doesn’t.”

“Nah. You need dozens of animals to overwhelm a trap’s capacity. One demon won’t do it,” Bright said. As she backed down the steps, slowly cutting and pulling back cords, Bright stood and followed her.

On the third step from the bottom, Sunrise put too much weight on her injured leg and it buckled. She yelped as her legs skidded out from under her. Bright grabbed her by the arms with two of its extra paws, but her momentum carried her feet into the trapped demon below. It thrashed to violent movement again. Sunrise screamed, as much from surprise as pain.

Bright released her hands to vault past her, into the other demon, into the web. Gluey strands lashed over it, binding it down against the body of the brown demon. Sunrise felt wrenching pain against her leg, something biting into her, and then the force behind her went limp.

She grabbed the stairs before her and pulled herself free, then flipped over. Bright’s head was down, the brown demon impaled on long horns. Blood dripped from the tips. The brown demon was motionless.

Bright was thoroughly entangled by the trap. “Uh. Help?” It struggled to pull its head loose from the corpse.

“Yeah…” Sunrise reached a hand towards it. The empty second trap swung from her neck. She glanced to the center of the room, but couldn’t spot the medallion past all the disarray. “Just a second.”

“What are you doing?” Bright asked, as she sidled past it to walk to the trap medallion.

“Just…checking to make sure we got it.” The medallion glowed with a dot of red light in its jewel. Sunrise touched the medallion around her neck. Bright’s trapped. If I activate the empty trap medallion and swap it for the full one, I can kill it. This is the best chance I’ll ever have. It’s weak from the fight and trapped. I’ll never get another chance.

“Sunrise…” Bright whined. “This is really uncomfortable.”

It knows what I’m thinking. She turned to face it. Bright was pinned so that only one eye, glowing blue-white, could see her. It blinked at her. There was something oddly pitiable about it, like this. The knife was still in her hand. She stepped towards it, then put the knife away and shook her head. She spun and picked up the filled medallion.

The gluey lines of the trap melted away, leaving only ordinary lines of cord in a web covering the floor.

“Oh yeah,” Bright said. “That’s a lot easier than untangling each cord.” It stepped back from the corpse, pulling its horns loose. The dead body was already decomposing, half-collapsed. “So, since you’re actually demon hunting, can we stop arguing over whether or not you’re entitled to ask for food and shelter and whatnot with the sigil?”

“…I don’t know. I’ll think about it. Are we still going to be demon hunting?” Sunrise wiped her knife off on her pants even though all she’d used it on was cords. She looked at the corpse and the mess they’d made laying the trap.

“I’d rather not. Do you?”

“Not very badly. Beats getting hunted, though.” Sunrise thought about cleaning up.

“Yeah, there’s that.”

Sunrise decided to leave the grumpy old man another thing to grump about. “Can you turn back into my little unintimidating dog? I’m gonna tell the guard I got this demon.”

Bright nodded. “Gimme a sec.” It crawled backwards up the stairs on legs and tentacles, two arms dragging behind it. At the top of the stairwell, it flopped on its belly, panting. After a few moments, it raised its head. “Maybe I should get the last demon first.”

Sunrise followed it up. “What last demon? I thought you said you killed the other two when we were at the docks.”

“I did. There was a fourth one that distracted me while the other three attacked you. I don’t have a hook on it but I know where it laired.”

“Oh.” Sunrise peered at Bright. She couldn’t tell if it was bleeding or covered in another demon’s blood. “You all right?”

“Uh-huh. Kinda drained, is all.” The demon panted for a minute longer. Its current form was particularly disturbing: long legs, tentacles and arms, all ending in claws, fur matted with blood.

“…but you can get another demon like this?”

“Pretty sure. Gonna rest a few more minutes first.” It lolled its tongue at her. “If you could find something to be happy about, that’d help. No worries if you can’t. I mean, I get that this is not happy-making in the moment.”

“You do?” She smiled, surprised and touched. “You really are making progress.”

It wagged its tail at her. “Even an old demon can learn some new tricks.”

Sunrise laughed. “Good. And…thanks for going in to the trap to rescue me. Those webs aren’t as good at rendering demons harmless as I’d like.”

“Yeah, that’s why demon hunter teams have warriors and harriers to finish off demons when they’re ensnared. Not as easy as it looks.” Bright raised its head to look directly at her. “Is that why you decided not to try trapping me?”

“Maybe.” Sunrise sank to the floor of the hall opposite Bright and clasped her hands at the back of her neck. She shook her head. “Not really. I was thinking of leaving you in it. The real hunters will be here in a few days. If it held you that long, they could get you.”

“I thought you’d be happy,” Bright said. “If you thought I was trapped and couldn’t get free. But you weren’t.”

“Yeah, it turns out that the idea of taking advantage of someone because they put themselves in danger to save me does not, in fact, make me happy,” Sunrise said, dryly. “Who knew?”

“So you…didn’t want to trap me because I’d helped you?”

“Because you’d just helped me,” Sunrise pointed out. “Because if you’d thought ‘I can’t risk myself to save her because she’ll betray me’, then I’d be even more clawed up, if not dead. Why did you think I wouldn’t betray you?”

Bright rose to its feet and shook itself out. Its fur rippled, shifting to mottled shadow hues, shedding dried and tacky blood onto the floor around it. “I didn’t think about it,” it told her. “I just acted. I’m gonna kill that last demon. Set the web back up to be safe, but we won’t need it. It’s not one of the immortals.” With that, the demon padded out on too many feet.
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The fight with the other immortal shapechanger had taken a lot more out of Bright than it liked. Not as much as it had pretended to be weakened for Sunrise. Bright didn’t want her to get so used to it being able to handle any trouble that she would ask it to hunt demons for her. Fighting other demons was always irritating.

But it didn’t want to charge into the thick of a misery demon’s layered traps at the moment, either.

So it amassed a collection of rats, mice and other small animals it could drive into the sewers. Bright was fast enough to be good at herding even things that did not like to be herded: hurt things a moment after they strayed from the path it wanted, and they’d go the right way. They didn’t have a choice. It drove the mass of animals into the misery demon’s lair. They snared on the hooks and traps the other demon had laid, overwhelming its defenses. Bright walked in behind the mass of afflicted animals, some paralyzed, some panicking and fleeing. It didn’t chase the fleeing ordinary animals now: it was focused on its quarry.

The misery demon itself didn’t pose a challenge, either.

It brought the decaying corpse back to Sunrise. It didn’t think that seeing the corpse would make her happy, precisely, but it thought she’d appreciate proof that it was dead. Also, it’d be another corpse to show the city denizens, to prove their demon hunter was doing her job. Bright was slowly piecing together what sorts of things would benefit her mood in the long term, and it was pretty sure that was one of them.

By then, it was almost dawn. Sunrise was dozing at the center of the trap. When Bright woke her, she disarmed it, yawning, and set out to visit the guard and the sanctuary again.

These visits didn’t take as long as the previous ones, though the doctor scolded her for getting into a fight so soon after the last one. Sunrise just stared at her until the older woman closed her mouth with a sheepish look and a “Thank you, hunter, for your service.” Bright restrained itself from biting her.

The guards were both more appreciative and more impressed. Sunrise, for reasons Bright could not understand, wasn’t pleased by their praise. She kept her eyes averted, and explained that she hadn’t done much: “Just set up the trap and stayed in it. They fought each other, over me, I guess. Then the big one came into the trap to get me, and all I had to do was finish it off.” She had to explain why she couldn’t do that in her hotel room instead of requisitioning a basement. But since she’d been stolen from a trap by a flying demon before, her concern to avoid windows was understandable.

“We’d’ve lent you a dungeon cell if you’d asked, hunter,” one guard remarked with a laugh.

Sunrise rubbed the back of her neck, sheepishly. “I didn’t think about that. I’m used to little towns with maybe a couple of watch members, not—” she waved her arms to encompass the peacehouse, which was itself only one of several in the city “—all this.”

After she finished with the last of the explanations, they left the city. Sunrise wanted to take the demon trap to a guild. “We can go back to Guild White if you want,” Bright said to her, when they were alone on the road leading west.

“No, I’d rather go onwards. We’ll get to Guild Yellow in a few days – well, less, if you’re carrying me. And I think people who haven’t met me before will be…easier. To deal with. Less likely to spot the gaps in my explanations, you know?” Her mood wavered as she spoke, then she pushed resolutely onwards. “Besides, exploring is my reason for not going home.” Sunrise smiled at it, and it felt a flash of warmth from her as her mood lightened. “And I do want to see more of the world.”
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After almost four seasons of recuperation and therapy, the guild physicians pronounced Aster cleared to return to the field. Mercy was ebullient, all but skipping despite the harness that attached her to the cart. The air was cold, crisp, and overcast. It’d be Cold Planting soon, one of the rainy seasons. Everyone was dressed warmly, and they’d packed two drying charms and two weatherproofing charms, just in case.

Mercy filled her lungs with cold air, and exhaled with a gusty, contented sigh. It wasn’t cold enough for her breath to frost: the Anesh skylands rarely grew bitterly cold or miserably hot. “Isn’t this better than sniffing book dust all day, Raven?” she chirped.

After so many weeks of translations and paperwork, Raven actually did feel more like walking than reading, but it was no fun to tell Mercy that. “Hah! You only think that because your unrefined nose cannot distinguish the fine bouquet of a good book.”

“The fine bouquet of…what?” Mercy turned to give him a sharp look. “Tangerine. Tangerine! I think our seeker’s finally lost it.”

Their team’s harrier laughed. “Oh no. No. Leave me out of this, my tough girl and clever bird.”

“Aster…” Mercy gave the team leader a pleading look.

Aster glanced between Mercy and Raven. “It’s not my fault you’ve not had a proper grounding in the fragrances of books. We have tried.”

“Whaaaaat?”

“So many times.” Raven heaved a sigh of long and feigned suffering. “Perhaps it is a limitation of her sigil.”

“I’m sure that’s not it,” Aster said. “Even the sigilless can have great discernment. Think of Raccoon.”

“Oh, true, now there’s an enby with an appreciation for a fine seventh-century Tinocan manuscript.”

“Is Tinocan even a real place?” Mercy demanded.

“I prefer the heady bouquet of a ninth-century High Peak monograph, myself,” Aster replied. “So dry, and yet complex.”

“Oh, yes. Delectable,” Raven agreed. “Although it cannot compare to the warm fruitiness of one of the transcriptions by Job of Seven-Towers-on-the-Ridge.”

Aster suppressed a grin. “I thought of him as more nutty than fruity.”

“Well, that’s fair,” Raven allowed.

Mercy harumphed and shifted her grip on the cart harness around her shoulders. “Next practice bout, I shall make you pay for this. Both of you.”
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Their route took them into the Lowlands. There, they intercepted a message from Oceantouch calling for demon hunters, and including a harrowing tale of a demonic attack on Sunrise. “Argh!” Mercy folded her hands into fists. “I knew it was a bad idea to let a girl whose power is ‘lure’ wander around alone!”

Privately, while Raven had some sympathy for Mercy’s position, he had some for Sunrise, too. She hadn’t been badly injured, and she had caught a demon before. Surely she had earned the right to a vacation on her own terms.

The hunters quick-marched for the next two days, to arrive at the city as soon as possible. But when they did, they found a situation much improved from their worst fears, but no less perplexing. The guard had two demon corpses for them, and the news that Sunrise had killed both and trapped the spirit of one, the night after she’d written the letter asking for help.

Determination White was escorted by one young guard, Mint, to the corpse-room in the basement of his peacehouse. Its stone-block walls were cold and damp, moisture seeping through from the recent rains. The demon corpses had half-decayed by the time the guards got them, but they’d dutifully preserved the corpses for the demon hunters. “Sunrise asked us to take any steps we’d normally take,” Mint said. “Since she wasn’t a regular hunter she didn’t want to be the one to declare the matter officially closed. The man who owned the house where she trapped it had cleaned it up before we got there, though.”

Raven’s seeker-senses had let him feel the corpses before he even reached the basement, though he could glean far less information on them than he could have on living demons. “She was not exaggerating when she said these two had fought each other. They put hooks into one another,” he remarked, spreading his fingers to not quite touch one body as he felt the decaying traces of hooks in it. The ties that would have led from victim to demon had dissolved entirely, unremarkably. He frowned. “Some demon put hooks into them, anyway.”

“How’s that?” Aster asked.

“These hooks are too similar,” Raven said. “If it were not for Sunrise’s word that they had fought, I’d say the same demon put both hooks into these corpses.” As it was…he didn’t want to contradict another hunter’s account, especially in the presence of a non-hunter. But the longer he studied them, the more certain he was that these hooks had not come from the demon corpses before him. They had similar components, the sense of cold steel claws and a smoke that burned against his skin.

Mint interjected, “She did say there were four demons in the city, and she only trapped these two. Well, trapped one, I suppose, she said the other was mortal.” Aster frowned at that, and Raven thought, how would Sunrise know if a demon was mortal or not?  The local guard continued, “She’d hoped the other two had died and their corpses lost to the sea. We tried dredging for them, to be sure, but we only found a dismembered human body. We kept him too, in case he was a demon’s victim. That corpse is in…terrible shape. Even for a floater. Anyway, perhaps one of the missing demons inflicted the hooks?”

“That would make more sense,” Raven said, although he still felt uneasy about this situation. “Even if these two also fought each other, they wouldn’t necessarily have used hooks. Some demons don’t have hooks they can use effectively against other demons.”

“Is it just me, or is it strange that Sunrise could turn all of these demons against each other?” Mercy asked.

“It’s not just you.” Aster leaned over the table, examining what could still be seen of the wounds on the corpses.

Raven circled the table where the preserved demon corpses had been laid out, studying them from different angles. “Her description of this fight is consistent with the way she caught the two demons whose traps she brought to Guild White. One caught the first, and then she caught the second when its guard was down. Perhaps this is how the angels intended lures to operate.”

“I’ve never heard of lures working that way.” Aster took a pair of tongs from the examining board adjacent, and used it to lift a leg on the canine-like demon corpse.

Tangerine folded their arms, standing beside the doorway and watching the others. “How many times have you heard of lures at all, Aster? They’re so rare. Doubt anyone knows the best way to exploit their gift.”

“Mph. I’m still wondering how an untrained lure would know if a demon was immortal or not.” Aster prodded at the feet on the spider-demon corpse. “Raven. Pretend you hadn’t heard anything about what killed these demons. What would you say had caused the wounds?”

“Mm.” Raven was trying to catch the traces in the demons’ feel that would give him a clue to how powerful they’d been in life, and whether or not they were immortals who would reincarnate if not trapped. That was much harder than with living demons, where it was patently obvious. The components for that sense decayed too quickly, and preservative magics did not capture it. “I need a few minutes, this is tricky.”

Aster nodded and continued her examination in silence. Tangerine and Mercy also quieted, though Mercy came close to look at the bodies too. At length, Raven had isolated what he was searching for, the feeling of cotton fibers in the spider-like corpse, and a gritty sharpness more akin to iron filings in the dog-demon. He straightened to exhale. “I do not know how Sunrise knew, but she was correct. The dog-like one was an immortal, a shifter, and a high demon. The spider-thing was mortal, a low misery demon. I’m surprised it could put up a respectable fight against the shifter. It must have used some kind of traps of its own.”

“Maybe its wounds were caused by Sunrise?” Mercy said. “You said she’d killed it, right, Mint?”

The local guard grimaced in thought. “She said ‘finished it off.’ I got the impression they’d wounded each other badly first. But I might be misremembering.”

“Raven…” Aster straightened, frowning as she looked between the bodies. “Are these wounds something these two demons could’ve inflicted on each other?”

Raven nudged at the spider corpse. “The dog-demon was a shifter. It would be unlikely to keep the same shape the whole time it was fighting this monster. And these do look like shifter wounds. What you can see of them, anyway.” The spidery corpse was in a bad enough shape that even lifting the limbs to examine the body had caused one to break off. “They did both have hooks in them, from a pain demon. Too decayed to track. It may have been the demon-dog; sometimes pain demons hook themselves.”

“What? Truly?” Mercy frowned at him.

“Yes, truly,” Raven told her. “It’s rare but some are able to gain power from their own injuries. Since this one had been a high demon, it’s more likely to have been one such.”

“All right, that’s fair. But the wounds on the dog-demon are shifter-wounds too. In fact, if I’d had to guess just by looking at them, I’d say the same demon attacked them both,” Aster said.

“What?” Mercy moved from her slouch by the door frame. “That doesn’t make any sense. Sunrise said they fought each other.” She came at last to the table to look for herself. “Ugh, what are you even looking at?”

“See, these slices, here, and here.” Aster pointed to half-collapsed soft tissues on the dog-demon. She used forceps to push back the tissue and show the scratches on one bone, and then a crack on another. “And this bone was broken. It looks a lot like the marks on the spider demon along there, and there.” She motioned to the other corpse.

“I don’t even see how you can tell anything from this mess.” Mercy covered her nose with one hand, face scrunched up.

Mint said, “That’s not necessarily inconsistent. Sunrise did say these demons had been fighting another two demons earlier, over her. They could have been already wounded when they fought each other later.”

“Mph.” Aster crossed her arms, forceps pointing down, and glowered at the corpse. Raven couldn’t tell what she was thinking, and was a little afraid to ask.

Mercy wasn’t. “What are you thinking?” she asked. “You can’t imagine Sunrise would have lied.”

“No.” The older woman waved a hand in dismissal. “I can’t see why she’d lie. These are certainly demons. It’s not as if there’s another hunter in the area from whom she could steal the credit. But I think there’s more going on than she knew about. A single hunter capturing a high demon? Even if it had been weakened by the other demon – that was a low demon, nothing that should have posed a threat to a high one. And this whole business of demons attacking demons? None of this is normal.”

“But it’s not bad.” Tangerine half-smiled. “If they kill each other. Less work for us.”

Aster gave a grudging smile in return. “True. Still, I’m not optimistic that all the demons involved here are dead. You—” she turned to Mint. “You said something about finding a human corpse when you dredged for the other demons?”

Mint nodded. “Uh huh. Do you want to see him?”

“Yes, if you would.” Aster followed Mint into the next room, her team trailing behind her.

“We preserved what remained of him,” Mint said, “but he’d been badly eaten and the corpse was in pieces. We had a doctor examine him to determine the cause of death. Doctor didn’t think he’d drowned: not enough water in the lungs. Probably not the fall, either. He said the bruising indicated the man most likely died before he hit the water. Doctor said he might’ve been butchered before the fall, too, from the marks on the bones, but he wasn’t sure.”

“’Eaten’?” Mercy asked, but Raven’s attention was already caught by the corpse laid out on the table, covered by a sheet.

“Uh huh. Fish’d been nibbling on him. It’s ugly,” Mint warned, as Aster moved to draw back the sheet.

Tangerine was watching Raven. “Hooked?” they asked him.

Raven started moving again, forcing himself to do his job. “Yes. By a pain demon. The same pain demon that attacked those two demons.”

“Well, that explains the ‘ugly’,” Mercy muttered. She grimaced and looked away as Aster drew back the sheet. The body was a mass of raw meat in four separate chunks, with one arm and one leg missing entirely. What was left was bloated from being in seawater and so chewed-up it barely looked human: even ‘male’ was more a guess than a certainty.

“Unusual torture method.” Aster appraised the body clinically. “Unless the fish eating him post-mortem disguised the demon’s work.”

Raven stood by the corpse, taking the feel of the demon’s hook from it, to ensure that his first impression was right and so he’d know it if he saw it again. When he was sure of that, he looked at the body. Pain demon victims were always the hardest. It was too easy to imagine the inhuman torments they’d endured before death. This one, with the wounds disguised by fish bites and bloating, wasn’t as bad as most. “I…don’t know. Do some fish have small sharp teeth? There’s been multiple kinds of creatures eating him.”

They looked to Mint, who shrugged. “I shall ask,” he said, and left the room with obvious relief at having an excuse to do so.

Aster looked at Raven. He bit his lip. “He was hooked by the same pain demon as the two other demons. I imagine it might have been the demon-dog Sunrise trapped, but I cannot be certain. I’m unsure how long he was in the water, and the guard cannot have been able to identify him, much less tell how long he was missing.”

“He’s not decayed enough to have been floating for more than a week. Probably less. This pain demon might be dead, but I think we’d better treat it as alive and a potential threat.” Aster slapped the forceps against the palm of her other hand. “We’re on the hunt, my friends.”
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Angel’s Sigil (Autumn 2018)

Demon hunters trap demons. They do not help them avoid capture, and they don’t help them reform. Everyone knows that demons are innately evil and cannot change.

But what if everyone is wrong?

After a demon took Sunrise prisoner half a season ago, it pledged to her that it would reform. That after millenia of feeding on the suffering of others, it would stop. In exchange, she promised to do her best to provide it with her happiness to feed upon instead. Her life, and the life of everyone she loves, depends upon this pledge. In some ways, it’s the life Sunrise has always wanted: traveling the skylands with a swift, powerful protector, visiting strange places, learning a new language, and seeing things she’d not even imagined existed back in Oak-by-the-Water.

But the demon is lying to her, and if she finds out the truth ...

…how can she be happy then?

Silver Scales [https://books2read.com/SS]

He’s had his whole life to save his soul from damnation…and now he’s out of time.

The fate of Sir Damon Kildare’s soul rests on finding the silver scales of a living dragon, a quest the woman who damned him wants him to fail. Kildare expects to fail, too: the last dragon was slain eighteen years ago by humans intent on genocide. And the scales are only one part of the infernal challenge: there are two more he hasn’t even identified, much less obtained.

But Zenobia Gardsmark, daughter of the last surviving dragonslayer, is determined to save his soul. She has aid from unlikely corners: from Madden, Kildare’s magical hare companion, to indomitable ogres and determined schoolgirls. She’ll need whatever help she can get, because all the forces of Hell are against them, and time is running out…

Will God allow demons to drag a good man into the Abyss? And will Zenobia and their friends find the answer before it’s too late?

Golden Coils [https://books2read.com/GC/]

When Bia Gardsmark is forced to flee the Mark Isles, Sir Kildare brings her to his native Dumagh to seek asylum. Bia knows Kildare feels indebted to her for her part in his salvation. But she loves him too much to want him bound to her by gratitude.

Since they banished Fiona Gascoigne’s demon, they assume she no longer poses a threat. But there is a reason Gascoigne has never feared damnation, and her ambition and capacity for evil extends far beyond anything Bia or her son could imagine. Can Bia gain mastery of her powers in time to stop Gascoigne, or will the Mark Isles pay the price for allowing Gascoigne to thrive?

The Moon Etherium [https://books2read.com/ME]

A prince of the Sun Etherium, Mirohirokon has everything: immortality, invulnerability, and the aetheric power to be anything he desires, to satisfy almost any desire. But the one thing aether cannot give him is his father’s freedom. For a chance to win that, he will risk everything.

Sick of the petty, twisted politics of the Moon Etherium, Ardent quit it for a simpler life. Yet when Miro seeks her aid to rescue his father, she realizes that far more is at stake than one man’s life. Duty-bound, she returns.

But to save their world, must they sacrifice their love?

Note: this book contains a few scenes of explicit straight sex

The Sun Etherium [https://books2read.com/TSE]

A romance of genderfluid shapeshifters, set in a post-scarcity world of magic and intrigue.

Fey immortal Jinokimijin never expected ruling the Sun Etherium to be all fun and games – but as it turns out, organizing fun and games is his first challenge. Firing the chair of the Founder’s Festival for praising slavery is easy: ensuring the Founder’s Festival succeeds afterwards is considerably harder. Jino needs a distraction from the temptation to micromanage. Luckily there’s an anonymous club just waiting for a new member eager to set his trials briefly aside…

Jino’s not the only one trying to escape his troubles: Kireki, once prince-consort, lost his position along with the abusive wife Jino deposed. Can the relationship spawned by two masked fey survive the revelation of their true selves? And will the Founder’s Festival be the first of Jino’s successes as ruler of the Sun Etherium…or the towering failure that undermines his throne?

Note: this book contains a few scenes of explicit genderqueer sex

A Rational Arrangement [https://books2read.com/ARA]

Wisteria Vasilver finds arranging a marriage is full of traps and pitfalls for the unwary…or perhaps just for her.

Nikola Striker, Lord of Fireholt, expects he’ll wed – someday. But not now, and never to a rich icicle-woman like Miss Vasilver. No matter how much his house might need her dowry. And with hundreds who need his help as a mind-healer, he scarcely has time for a wife.

Lord Justin Comfrey, Viscount of Comfrey, would be more than happy to help Striker with his financial troubles. If only he could find some way to make his proud, stubborn friend accept the money!

Can three people of such different temperaments ever find their way to a more perfect Paradise?

Note: this book contains a few scenes of explicit sex, including gay sex

Further Arrangements [https://books2read.com/FA]

Three novellas set in the world of A Rational Arrangement:

His Angel: Lord Justin Comfrey finds much more than a valet in the angelic young man assigned to attend him.

Inconceivable: When Wisteria has trouble conceiving a child with her husband, Nikola Striker, it only makes sense to them to ask their secret husband for help. But to Justin, the question is not so simple.

A Regular Hero: While Callie loves Lord Nikola’s handome warcat Anthser, she wants more from her life than to be the second most important person in his. Must one of them give up their life’s dream to be the other’s mate?

Note: this book contains a few scenes of explicit sex, including gay sex
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