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I’m Owen Tyme, the author of this novella.  I’d like to take moment to talk abut the protagonist of this novella.

The Hunter, who’s also known as Little Miss Secret or LMS, is a character that’s close to my heart and I’d like to share the story of how she came to be, which isn’t quite the same as her origin story. If you want to read about her in-story origin, you can learn it in the novel She Hunts Demons. I’m actually talking about the real-world circumstances that inspired the original version of the character.

It started more than a decade ago, when I moved to Liberal, Kansas and met a couple of guys at work that also enjoyed tabletop RPGs. I’ll not get into details of the system I used, but it suffices me to say with only two players, I felt the game could be spiced up by introducing a non-player character to let my friends interact with, so I came up with a little, three-year old half-demon child who took a liking to them and followed them on their adventures. She just so happened to be surrounded by a seriously powerful magical effect that protected her form all harm by manipulating probability.  This was mostly so I wouldn’t have to keep track of her current status under most circumstances.

This original version of her was also effectively mute (stuck with the same old phrase), as a result of a wizard cursing her, to prevent her from acting as a witness against him over a murder.  That led to a lot of fun describing her sometimes mysterious, but always mischievous behavior, rather than having her speak her mind.

Little Miss Secret, as everyone called her at the time, used her relative untouchability to get away with taunting enemies big and small, as well as the player’s characters. She delighted in being the biggest pain in the butt she could possibly be and only rarely did she pay for her obnoxious behavior and then only at the hands of wizards.

My players became rather fond of her, despite how little she contributed to their cause and how much trouble she got them into, so she became a recurring character for years to come, though she eventually wandered off, just like a stray cat following something interesting.

She returned when she was about twelve and eventually earned a wish from an obscure god, which allowed her to get her hands on her mother’s old familiar, a little demon in the form of a black kitten.  She always was obsessed with kittens.  Ironically, that was the original version of Mashu’ra, who you’ll see on Monday night of this novella.

LMS returned again at about sixteen, eventually coming across a magic top hat possessed by a demon that completed her street-urchin ensemble in an absolutely fitting way.  The players eventually purged the demon from the hat, so she put her demonic kitten in it, instead. That was more or less where that version of her story came to an end, because we switched our focus to other stories as we gamed.

However, last year (2023), as I was talking with a friend, I realized some of the old characters from my gaming days could easily be re-purposed and I dusted off Little Miss Secret. The modern version of her is more or less the same at her core, but with far more detail and a tragic backstory to drive her to kill as many demons as she can find.

I hope you’ll enjoy this story as much as I enjoyed writing it!  If you enjoy the Hunter’s antics, you might want to check out She Hunts Demons and She Goes to War.
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Chapter 1
Indignities
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Summer, 1986

Sunday Afternoon

The journey so far had been long and tiresome, starting with a flight on a 747, followed by a nauseating trip on a smaller plane to a rather remote town in the middle of nowhere, both of which had contributed to the foul mood of the Hunter. Travel conditions had gotten slightly better from there, involving a bus ride though a dense forest and up the side of a mountain, through a series of switchbacks. It was a smooth ride and the scenery was pleasant enough, which would have helped her mood improve, except for the fact that it was full of teenagers!

The Hunter quite liked children, but when they became teens, they somehow stopped being being cute enough for her to ignore how annoying they were. Then there was the way the behavior of teens was even worse than small children.

The mission was simple enough: a standard search and destroy, because a demon was killing kids and the local demon hunters hadn’t been able to get proper access to the location for an investigation, eventually leading to a request for outside help. That happened all the time and she was fine with it. She hated traveling, but she’d made a promise to herself in 1972: she would eliminate demons wherever they were, no matter what.

However, she hadn’t counted on the many indignities involved in fulfilling that promise. When she’d heard about the mission from her partner, Simmons, she’d volunteered, not realizing he’d stick her with the job of fitting in with teens, while the rest of the team got to be volunteer camp counselors.

While it was true she appeared youthful, with a slight frame that reached just an inch over five feet, bearing some superficial resemblance to a teenager of about seventeen years, she was actually eighty-nine and being lumped in with teens really ticked her off. She brushed her plain, brown, shoulder-length hair out of her face, revealing intensely-colored blue eyes, which had optical properties akin to those of a cat, being far more reflective than normal.

Already, she’d been singled-out by the kids on the bus, mostly for the way she wore a modest, black, knee-length dress of a style that was popular in the 1940’s, a black pair of fingerless, elbow-length gloves and a top hat with a blue rose on the front, which looked almost alive and thriving, despite where it was mounted. Both her gloves and dress had a pattern of leaves on them, picked out in a subdued, golden color that would have been very fitting for autumn. Her black boots were rugged and tall, reaching almost to her knees, with long, vertical zippers on the sides.

One of the boys at the back of the bus tried throwing small wads of paper at her, failing to hit her several times as he practiced his aim, learning to compensate for the air currents produced by a few open windows, while most of the bus watched and waited to see what would happen amidst the continual chatter. Finally, after twelve attempts, his thirteenth shot seemed to line up absolutely perfectly, but the bus took a turn and the air currents changed, inexplicably blowing a powerful air current just behind the Hunter, which slapped the ball backwards at high speed, ultimately hitting the boy that threw it right in the eye! The Hunter wouldn’t have noticed the failed attack, but she could feel her own magic at work and couldn’t ignore the sudden laughter of the others.

She looked back at the boy responsible for the attack, met his gaze with an intense glare and flipped him the bird, just before turning to face forward again. The watching crowd laughed and pointed at him, clearly amused by the reversal of fortune. Based both on how he smelled and growled, he was furious.

Twenty minutes later, trying to avoid the issue with air currents, her would-be bully threw a pencil at her, but it bounced off the back of her seat and then arced through the air back at him, stabbing him in the arm! No one laughed, because they were too shocked. It was a minor injury, but enough to get their relatively young bus driver to pull over to the side of the road for a little first-aid.

When the bus got going again, the Hunter’s sharp ears revealed the hushed whispering going round the bus as the kids began calling her ‘ghost girl’. Whatever. It wasn’t as if she cared what a bunch of snot-nosed kids thought of her.

Suddenly, a girl stepped over with a big suitcase in hand and sat beside her, uninvited, saying, “Hi-I’m-Tara-Hopkins-can-I-sit-here?” The Hunter was about to shake her head, but the girl was too distracted with shoving her suitcase under the seat, while she motor-mouthed her way along, “I-hear-the-camp-we’re-going-to-is-a-really-fun-place-with-lots-of-things-to-do-on-the-lake-I’m-kind-of-looking-forward-to-it-are-you?” The girl looked over at her and finally stopped talking.

Ethnically, Tara appeared to be at least half Mexican, with brown eyes, long, brown hair, heavy-framed glasses that were so thick she must have been nearly blind without them and braces festooning her teeth. She appeared about fifteen. Her unstylish clothes suggested she’d picked them up from a garage sale or been forced to wear elderly hand-me-downs, because she was wearing a dress in a style that was popular in the 70’s, which was a garish mixture of red, yellow, pink and cyan, with just a hint of brown. The garment was so brightly colored, it even clashed with itself. The Hunter was surprised she couldn’t hear it screaming out loud about how awfully tacky it was.

Trying to suppress her annoyance, the Hunter sighed and shook her head.

“Oh-I-guess-you-didn’t-wanna-come-huh?”

It really wasn’t the girl’s fault, but the Hunter wanted to hit Tara. Instead, she made a vow to herself: the next time she saw Simmons, she was going to punch him and she had no intention of holding back! He was going to pay for the indignities the teenagers had inflicted on her, on top of the awful plane rides!

The Hunter shook her head.

“Oh-I’m-sorry-I-forgot-to-ask-your-name-what’s-your-name?” Tara spoke nervously, which might have explained why she wasn’t leaving gaps between words.

To answer, the Hunter took her hat off and reached inside, producing her passport, which was only two weeks old. The mission had required getting a fresh one made, so her supposed age would allow her to be admitted to a summer camp intended for teens.

Tara finally slowed down as she read aloud, “Itsa Secret Watson.” She immediately sped up again, “That’s-a-funny-name-I-bet-your-parents-have-a-good-story-to-go-with-it.”

The Hunter shook her head.

“They-don’t-have-a-story-for-your-name?”

The Hunter shrugged. It was hard for the dead to tell stories.

“You don’t have parents?” Tara looked upset, “I-don’t-know-what-I’d-do-if-I-lost-my-parents-oh-you-poor-girl!” She slowed down again, “What happened to them?”

The Hunter’s father was a ghost haunting her hat and her mother had turned herself into a living, protective spell that kept the Hunter safe from intentional harm. They were both effectively dead, so she ran a finger across her throat.

“That’s awful!” Tara actually started to cry.

The Hunter shrugged, because it wasn’t so awful; her parents were always near, having become a part of the very powers she used to hunt and kill demons.

Seeing the girl’s face becoming a gooey mess of snot and tears that threatened to get all over her passport, the Hunter snatched it out of Tara’s hands and put it away. As she drew her hand out of her hat, she was holding a large handkerchief, which she offered to Tara.

The girl accepted, lifted her glasses to dab at her eyes and then blew her nose, completely soaking the hankie, an impressive achievement, considering its size. She offered it back to the Hunter, who refused to touch the nasty thing, shaking her head.

Tara thanked her, blew her nose again and then shoved it in her pocket.

Motor-mouth’s lips parted to speak, but the Hunter was glad she was interrupted by the bus coming to a stop, followed by the bus driver standing up.

“Alright kids, settle down!” He bellowed over the hubbub in the bus, waiting until he had everyone’s attention, “We’ve arrived! Please check in with Miss Macie Weber before you do anything else! She’ll give you camp shirts and lodge assignments! She’ll also answer any questions you might have!”

The kids picked up their bags from under their seats and filed out of the bus, rudely preventing Tara and the Hunter from leaving the confines of the standing space in front of their seats, until they were the last two on board.

Tara ran ahead, while the Hunter shook her head and sighed.

“Come-on-Itsa!” Tara called out from the door.

The Hunter hauled the duffel bag she’d packed purely for the sake of appearances out from under her seat, slung it over her shoulder and followed the kids.

Simmons was going to pay, one way or another!
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Chapter 2
“Special Needs”
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The bus was parked in a large flattened dirt area bounded by cut logs and rocks, along with a few other cars, which seemed to be a crude parking lot. There were a few puddles from a recent rain, which everyone avoided.

The Hunter was last to get in line and forced to wait twenty minutes to talk with the fair-haired Miss Macie Weber. The woman was tall and slender, with the kind of figure men and boys tended to stare at. Therefore, the Hunter immediately disliked her. She wore a pair of tan shorts and a white T-shirt with some black and blue words the Hunter couldn’t read, though she could tell the last word on the shirt had been hastily added with a big, black marker. The camp’s logo, a big, blue gemstone, dominated the shirt. She held a clipboard in her hands. To one side of her a folding table had been setup on the grass at the edge of the parking area. It held T-shirts in various sizes, which had been weighed down with rocks, so the wind wouldn’t blow them away.

Behind the woman was a wonderful view of a crater-like valley at the bottom of what could only have been a huge, volcanic caldera, with a sparkling, blue lake in the center, where the rain pooled. At the opposite end of the valley, a small dam had been erected in a crack in the valley wall to control the water level of the lake, preventing further erosion and allowing more water to gather. The dark soil of the valley was mostly grassy and a heavily-traveled dirt path led down to the lake, passing a number of cheap, wooden buildings along the way.

“Y’all can call me Miss Macie, cause everyone does! I’m the owner of Camp Sapphire Friendship and I want y'all to know you’re welcome to make yourself right at home!” Macie introduced herself with a strong southern accent mixed with something more rural and asked, “What’s your name, little girl?”

The Hunter took a deep sniff of the air, concluded the awful woman wasn’t the demon she’d come to exterminate and further concluded that was a pity, because she wanted to hurt Macie for calling her ‘little girl’.

The Hunter removed her hat and produced her passport.

Macie smiled real big, “Oh, aren’t y’all just a cute little magician! How precious!”

Those were fighting words! No one had ever dared call the Hunter precious! She reminded herself that Macie was human and not the demon she’d come to gut. She’s not a demon! She not a demon!

The Hunter’s teeth ground together, but she said nothing and offered the passport to Macie, who opened it and read. Her face was such an open, honest and above all, simple thing, it was immediately obvious from the way it changed that she’d had some kind of realization.

Macie smiled again, “Oh, I been waiting for ya! Y’all are my special needs case!” She spoke the words overly loudly, causing nearby teens to stare and then whisper with gossip.

Seeing the way the kids reacted, the Hunter cringed and once more vowed Simmons would pay for the indignity he’d dropped in her lap!

She was just considering which part of him she’d punch, when Macie spoke overly loudly, in a talking-to-the-hard-of-thinking tone of voice, practically shouting, “Welcome to Camp Sapphire Friendship! I know y’all are mute, but y’all can still call me Miss Macie!” She pointed at the words of the shirt she wore, which were stretched across her ample cleavage, “These words read as, ‘Camp Sapphire’! We just changed the name, so we had to add ‘Friendship’ with a marker! The blue word is ‘Sapphire’, by the way! We named the camp after the lake!”

The Hunter was functionally mute and completely illiterate, due to the curse a demon had placed on her many years before, making her so dyslexic it was impossible to read, but that didn’t make her stupid or deaf. For the fourth time, she reminded herself Macie wasn’t a demon. She was just stupid. Stupidity should have been the eighth deadly sin, but it wasn’t, which was actually a good thing, because it was so common that if it were a sin, the world would have been so infested with demons, there wouldn’t have been room for humans.

Snatching her passport back from Macie, the Hunter shoved it in her hat and put it back on, just in time for the stupid woman to call out, “Lemme help y'all get yer shirt on!”

Seeing the idiot woman had picked up one the camp T-shirts and opened it wide in an attempt to put it over the Hunter’s head, she smiled evilly and didn’t resist, simply waiting for what she knew was coming.

Macie just happened to step into one of the muddy spots left over from the recent rain and slipped, right before she was able to get the shirt over the Hunter’s head. The woman’s foot moved backwards under her like she’d stepped into a pile of fresh dog crap and the Hunter sidestepped as she crashed face-down in the mud, ruining her makeup, the T-shirt she held and the one she wore!

The Hunter’s grin of evil delight widened and she looked down at Macie, offering a hand up as the woman rose to a sitting position.

Macie reached for her hand, saying, “Oh, thank you, darling!”

Just as they were about to make contact, Macie planted her foot on what she thought was dry ground and put some pressure on it, intending to use the Hunter to balance herself on the way up. Instead, her foot slipped and her head hit a rock!

“Oh! Oww!” Macie complained and the Hunter continued to offer a hand.

Macie touched
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