
THE MOONBOUND HUNTER

Some curses are broken by love. Others are transformed by it.
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Lyra

The moon doesn't warn without reason. I learned that the night my grandmother didn't listen.

I was eight years old, standing in the doorway of our cottage on the Veil Isles, watching her gather herbs under a moon that hung too low and too red in the sky. "Stay inside, little moth," she'd said, her voice carrying that particular melody that meant she was speaking to spirits only she could hear. "The dead are restless tonight."

She never came back. Not as herself. By morning, her spirit had twisted into something hungry and weeping, and my mentor had to do what I couldn't—send her onward, destroy what she'd become. I still remember the sound. Not the banishing. The silence after.

That was sixteen years ago. Tonight, the moon hangs silver and true, but something beneath its light feels wrong the same way. A vibration in the air like a plucked string, a disturbance in the currents that carry souls between worlds. I've been a Moon-Blessed Soul Guide for eight years, licensed by the Lunar Council, trusted with the passages of the dead. I know the difference between natural unrest and something that demands attention.

I was supposed to be guiding a merchant's ghost to the Resting Shore. Simple work, familiar path, home before dawn. Instead, I'm steering The Resonance toward the outer Veil Isles, following a pull I can't explain and don't question. The moon doesn't lie. Neither do I, not about this.

The boat moves through mist that glows with its own pale luminescence, bioluminescent fungi clustering on the floating rocks we pass. The archipelago breathes at night. Islands drift on currents of magic, drawn together and apart by tides of moonlight. I've always found it beautiful. Tonight, the beauty feels like a mask.

I moor at a cove I don't recognize, though I've charted these waters for years. The mist is thicker here, carrying scents of salt and something else—iron, smoke, the particular ozone sting of demon blood. My hand finds the moon-thread spool at my belt, the silver filament warm against my palm. I never draw it unless I mean to use it.

The path is steep, carved by water into the island's side. I climb without sound, years of practice making me light as the spirits I guide. The wrongness intensifies. Not a ghost, I realize. Ghosts feel like echoes, memories of warmth. This feels like a wound in the world, jagged and bleeding.

I find the clearing at the crest, and I stop breathing.

Demons. A nest of them, torn apart. Their black blood pools in the hollows of the stone, still smoking, still hungry for the living. I've seen demon kills before—hunters bring corpses to the Council for bounties, and I've guided the spirits of those who didn't survive the hunt. This is different. This is carnage.

And in the center of it, surrounded by death, lies a man.

He looks like a fallen star. Beautiful. Burning. Dangerous.

He's facedown, one arm stretched toward a blade buried in the largest demon's skull. His clothes are hunter's leathers, reinforced with silver thread that means serious business. Blood mats his dark hair—his own, I realize, mixing with the demon ichor in patterns that make my stomach clench. Too much blood. Too still.

I should leave. Every instinct honed by sixteen years of survival screams that this man is trouble, that whatever did this to a demon nest is not something I want to bind myself to, even temporarily. The Moon-Blessed oath runs through my mind: I will harm none who still breathe, I will guide all who suffer, I will not turn from the living to serve only the dead.

I kneel beside him.

His pulse is there, thready and irregular, beating against my fingers where I press them to his throat. His skin is fever-hot, wrong-hot, carrying a resonance that makes my own power stir uneasily. I ease him onto his back, and I see the markings.

They crawl up his neck from beneath his collar, black lines that shift and pool like ink in water. Lunar curse-marks. I've read about them in the Archives, seen illustrations in forbidden texts. They're rare, illegal to carry, feared by everyone who knows what they mean. This man doesn't just hunt demons. He becomes something else when the moon commands it.

I should leave. I really should leave.

I pull the moon-thread from my spool. It's not actually thread—it's solidified moonlight, collected on the nights when the moon is full and the veil between worlds grows thin. I've used it to bind wounds, to tether spirits to their bodies long enough for last words, to create bridges for the dead to walk across. I've never felt it act without my explicit will.

I press one end of the thread to the worst wound, a gash across his ribs that bubbles with something too silver to be ordinary blood. The thread sinks in, seeking, and I feel the moment it finds what it's looking for.

Power surges through me, not my own, ancient and wild and moon-drunk. The thread brightens, blinding, and I cry out as it weaves itself through his wounds, through his skin, through something deeper. I feel his heartbeat in my own chest. I feel his pain as echoes in my bones. And when I open my eyes, gasping, there's a cord of silver light stretched between us—visible, pulsing, tying his life to mine in rhythms I can taste.

I only meant to heal. The thread had other intentions.

"What—" My voice breaks. I try to stand and find I can't, the cord pulling taut, anchoring me to him. It's not physical. I could walk away, probably, physically distance myself. But something in my chest, something in the place where my power lives, would tear if I tried.

The man's eyes snap open.

They're gold. Not human gold, not the warm brown of honey or the bright of sunlight. The gold of the moon at eclipse, of predator eyes in darkness, of old magic that predates the archipelago's floating islands. His pupils are slitted, and when he speaks, the words come in a language dead before my grandmother's grandmother was born.

I don't understand the sounds, but I understand the meaning. Fear. Rage. Recognition.

He lunges up, moving too fast for someone who was dying moments ago, and catches my wrist in a grip that will bruise. The silver cord between us flares brighter, and he stares at it with an expression that might be horror if his face had any humanity left in it.

"You've bound us, witch." His voice shifts, rough with disuse, the accent strange. The Old Tongue fades, replaced by the common speech of the archipelago, but the gold doesn't leave his eyes. "Now we're both damned."

"I'm not a witch." The protest is automatic, ridiculous given the circumstances. "I'm a Soul Guide. I was trying to help you."

"Help." He laughs, and it sounds like breaking glass. He doesn't release my wrist, but his thumb moves, almost involuntarily, pressing against my pulse point. Feeling my heartbeat match his. "Do you know what you've done? Do you know what I am?"

"Lunar curse. Transformation. Danger to yourself and others." I meet his eyes, though it makes my skin crawl. "I know enough to recognize the markings. I know enough to have walked away. I didn't."

That stops him. The gold flickers, something almost human surfacing. "Why?"

It's a fair question. I ask myself the same thing, standing in a clearing of demon corpses with a monster who should terrify me, tied to him by magic I don't understand. The answer comes from the same place that sent me climbing this path, the same place that made me a Soul Guide when gentler professions would have been safer.

"Because you were suffering. Because the moon led me here. Because—" I hesitate, because this part is harder to admit. "Because I've spent my life guiding the dead. I wanted, just once, to save someone living."

The gold fades slowly, reluctantly, leaving eyes that are dark brown and exhausted and young. Younger than I expected. He can't be more than thirty, though the curse-marks and the carnage around us suggest a lifetime of violence.

"Dorian." The word seems dragged from him. "Dorian Vex. And you've made a terrible mistake, Soul Guide."

"Lyra." I don't offer my hand, since he's still holding my wrist. "Lyra Moonfall. And mistakes can be unmade. Tell me how."

The laugh this time is softer, bitter. "The binding requires a severing ritual. Full moon, proper channels, someone trained in curse-work." He looks at the sky, at the waxing moon that won't be full for nearly two weeks. "Until then, we can't separate more than a mile without both of us suffering. I've seen it before. The pain is... significant."

Two weeks. Trapped with a stranger who becomes something inhuman when the moon commands it. I should be terrified. I am, somewhat. But beneath the fear, something else stirs—curiosity, the same impulse that sends me into forgotten shrines to learn lost songs, the same drive that made me seek the legendary Resting Moon when other guides content themselves with familiar paths.

"Then we'll find a severing ritual," I say, as if it's simple. As if I don't feel his heartbeat in my chest, strange and intimate and not entirely unwelcome. "The Lunar Archives on the central island might have records. I have contacts there."

"I don't need your help." He releases my wrist finally, but the silver cord remains, pulsing between us. He tries to stand and sways, the healing incomplete, the binding taking its toll. "I work alone. I've always worked alone."

"Then you won't mind if I walk in the same direction." I stand, brushing demon ash from my skirt, and offer my hand again. This time for balance, for help, for connection he clearly doesn't want. "The Resonance is at the cove. She's small but fast. We can reach the Moon-Tide Roads before dawn."

He stares at my hand like it might bite him. "You're insane. You don't know me. You don't know what I do, what I've done, what I'll become when the moon—" He breaks off, jaw tight, fear flickering beneath the hostility.

"I know you killed a demon nest single-handedly and collapsed from the effort. I know you woke speaking a dead language and still chose not to hurt me, though you clearly wanted to." I keep my hand extended, patient as I am with frightened spirits. "I know the moon led me here, and I don't ignore the moon's guidance. Take my hand, Dorian Vex. Let me help you reach the boat. After that, you can pretend you don't need me for as long as you can stand the pain."

For a moment, I think he'll refuse. His pride is a living thing, visible in the set of his shoulders, the way he avoids meeting my eyes. Then his hand finds mine, rough with calluses and still too warm, and he lets me pull him to his feet.

The silver cord brightens at the contact, and we both flinch. But it doesn't hurt. It feels like recognition, like a key turning in a lock I didn't know existed. He feels it too—I see it in the way his breath catches, the way his fingers tighten around mine before he can stop them.

"Don't read into this," he mutters, letting me guide him down the path. "I'm using you for transportation. Nothing more."

"Of course." I keep my voice mild, knowing he hears the smile I'm suppressing. "I'm merely a convenient mode of travel. With excellent taste in boats."

The Resonance waits where I left her, her moon-sail furled, her hull rocking gently on the glowing water. She's not large—barely room for two to sleep, a small galley, storage for my guiding supplies. I've never minded
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