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            THE SLEEPING DEMON

          

        

      

    

    
      I will never forget staring at the wolf, his stomach still open where the huntsman’s scissors had cut him.

      No blood poured from the wound. All I could see was the raw, pink tissue of his exposed flesh, spread open like a spring flower made of meat—the same vile color as the devouring substance that had nearly ended both my life and my granddaughter’s.

      I didn’t understand how we had escaped that nightmare alive. All I knew was that the huntsman, by cutting open the demon’s stomach, had opened the cage in which we were trapped.

      Now, I could only watch as that door slowly closed.

      What had been a gash as long as a man’s arm just hours ago had already shrunk to a wound no larger than my open palm. The demon’s regenerative powers were astonishing.

      Remarkably, the beast was still breathing, as if his stomach hadn’t been split and two people hadn’t climbed out of him. Even more remarkable was that he remained asleep.

      The first thing I did after emerging was to throw open the window shutters, letting the afternoon light flood into my bedroom.

      The demon still bore the guise of a wolf, but in the harsh daylight, I saw how grotesquely wrong his features were. In his attempt to wear my clothing, he had forced his muzzle to shrink and his jaw to narrow unnaturally. The lower half of his body mirrored the disturbing transformation, a grotesque blend of wolf, human, and something far stranger.

      “You were right,” a voice said behind me. “The rope is sturdy, my lady. He won’t be able to break it, even if he wakes.”

      I turned to face the huntsman who had saved us. He stood nearly two feet taller than me, his arms thick with muscle. His skin was jet-black, and his short-cropped hair marked him as a forest ranger. He wore a plain leather vest that left his cannonball shoulders bare, wool trousers, and sturdy leather boots. Despite his impressive build, his smooth chin and wide, wondering eyes betrayed his youth.

      He couldn’t have been over eighteen or nineteen. True Green earrings dangled from his ears, symbols of adulthood for those from the sovereignty of Kutrasha.

      In his right hand, he held a raidgun like it was an extension of his body. The weapon, rough but functional, had a stock of dark cheelxior wood and a barrel of gray standfast steel. Narrow and precise, the barrel was crafted for picking off distant prey. It wasn’t a weapon to flaunt in a tavern, but a testament to the deadly skill of a gunpowder archer.

      “Thank you,” I said. “He won’t wake past my sleeping draught, but the rope is a wise precaution.”

      I glanced at the bedside table, where a glass vial rested. Inside was a concentrated solution of gloria flowers, potent enough to keep even a demon in deep slumber.

      The huntsman shifted his weight, his gaze flicking between me and the demon. He opened his mouth to speak, but hesitated.

      “I’m afraid my knowledge of draughts is limited,” he admitted. “I trust your expertise.”

      “You did the right thing by sparing him,” I said evenly. “I promise you, more good will come from keeping him alive than from killing him.”

      The young ranger nodded, though his mouth twitched with unspoken doubt.

      Convincing him to stay his hand earlier had been no small feat.

      I remembered the moment vividly.

      “You are safe now,” the huntsman had said after my granddaughter and I climbed out of the beast’s stomach. He had laid the scissors aside and grasped his gun. “Now step aside, both of you, and I will end this wicked creature before it causes more pain.”

      He had raised his weapon, aiming it squarely at the demon’s head.

      “Wait!” I had stepped into the line of fire. “Lower your weapon. He can’t die yet.”

      “What are you doing, woman? Move aside.”

      “Grandmother?”

      My sweet Little Red Riding Hood had looked at me with wide, uncertain eyes. I didn’t have time to explain myself.

      “Child,” I said firmly. “Go wait in the kitchen. I need to speak with this man.”

      “But, Grandmother⁠—”

      “Please. It’s important.”

      She had hesitated, glancing at me and the huntsman, who still held his gun steady.

      “You’ll be fine?” she asked shakily.

      “Yes,” I assured her. “I promise.”

      She had left reluctantly, casting one last worried glance over her shoulder.

      Once we were alone, I had taken a deep breath and fixed my gaze on the huntsman.

      “Listen, Ranger. You’ve watched over me many times, thinking I was just an old woman in need of reassurance.” I stepped closer, meeting his eyes. “My name is Tavana, daughter of Kalla. I was a lieutenant warden of the Hunter Circle, entrusted by the One Mother to shield the realm from the creatures of Durungani. By the Shine of the Eternal Forest, I beg you, brother—lower your weapon and let me explain why this creature must live.”

      The huntsman’s expression had been one of stunned disbelief. He had lowered his gun, though I suspected it was more from sheer shock than any conscious decision.

      “Tavana?” he asked, his voice laced with uncertainty as his eyes scanned my face. He was searching, no doubt, for some trace of the legend he must have heard a hundred times. But all he found were wrinkles, sagging muscles, and pale, weathered skin marked with dark spots.

      “You mean to say you are the Lady of the Ax?”

      I nodded, and his hands fell slack. The name had struck the blow I’d intended.

      I had seized that fleeting moment of his uncertainty to keep speaking. “You might think I’ve lost my mind after being trapped in this monster’s stomach,” I said, gesturing toward the demon sprawled across my bed. “I don’t blame you for doubting.” I took a steadying breath and pressed on. “Listen, I can prove who I am in a thousand different ways. I can answer your questions, recount stories—whatever you need. But that would take time we simply don’t have. What matters right now is ensuring this creature stays harmless.”

      I pointed to a cabinet on the far side of the room. “Inside that drawer is an enchanted rope. Fetch it.”

      The huntsman obeyed, pulling out a long, silver cord that gleamed in the afternoon light.

      “Farinduri,” he breathed in awe. “Winter silver.”

      “Yes. A gift from the argent elves when their queen tasked me with binding Beltamor, the All-Father of dragons.”

      He held the rope reverently.

      “What is your name?” I asked him.

      “Knifold, son of Extobar,” he answered.

      “Well, Knifold, I owe you my life. But I cannot let you kill this creature. He may hold information that could save others.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “This creature looks like a wolf, but he’s actually a demon shape-shifter.”

      “A demon shape-shifter?”

      “Yes. He can change his appearance. Now he looks like a wolf, but only the One Mother truly knows what he is. There is another like him in the forest. By keeping this demon alive, we might find the other.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      I had paused then, recalling the huntsman who had perished in the demon’s stomach. “There was a ranger of the forest inside this monster. I don’t know his name, but he told me the Circle had sent him to investigate rumors of a creature feasting on human flesh. The demon ambushed him and trapped him inside its stomach.”

      Knifold stared at the creature as if seeing it for the first time.

      “Brother.” I stepped closer, standing directly before him. “Will you help me bind this creature?”

      The huntsman glanced at the elvish rope in his hands, then nodded hesitantly. “I will.”

      “Thank you.”

      I reached into the same drawer where the rope had been stored and retrieved a small vial filled with orange liquid. “Tomorrow’s Blessing,” I explained. “He seems to be in some sort of sleep, but there’s no telling how long it will last. This potion, made from gloria flowers, will keep him sleeping indefinitely.”

      We quickly bound the demon’s wrists and ankles with the enchanted rope, ensuring no chance of escape.

      Knifold worked silently, but his gaze never left me. Finally, he spoke, his tone cautious. “They said the Lady of the Ax died many years ago.”

      I smiled faintly. “A rumor I didn’t spread, but one I didn’t correct either. Let’s just say I wanted my retirement to be as peaceful as possible.” I tilted the vial, pouring the potion into the demon’s slack mouth.

      Knifold’s expression shifted as realization dawned. “And that’s why you never revealed yourself, even when I passed by?”

      “That’s correct. You’d be surprised how many bards, would-be heroes
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