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For those who doubt themselves. You are enough.









~ Prologue ~


HUNTON


There is nothing but burning, agonising pain coursing through my veins, yet I am cold, like shards of ice piercing through my entire body, directly into the bones, feeling like everything inside of me is breaking apart in gutting slivers of cold.


How can I be both hot and cold at the same time?


The world is spinning around me, darkening by each second I try to keep my eyes open. I don’t know what is up, what is down. It feels like everything is bouncing, making the pain more intense with every motion.


Am I riding?


Where am I?


What’s happening?


Then―it stops, finally. I want to move, to do something, but I can’t. My body won’t respond to the signals my brain is sending to the muscles. I can hardly breathe. Every wheezing breath I take feels like scorching acid down my throat, all the way to my aching lungs.


Make it stop.


Something is very wrong, but I am so tired, so exhausted from the torture I’m experiencing that I don’t care. I just want to sleep. Just closing my eyes for a minute.


I’m slowly drifting away into nothingness, my consciousness having no more energy to keep me here.


Just let go…


In the distance, I hear what sounds like a woman’s voice―talking to me, I think. I don’t know what she is saying. I can’t make out the words.


Please, help me…


I don’t know anything right now. Who I am…what my name is. You could tell me anything, and I would believe it.


I can’t…


I can’t…


I feel like I am free-falling with no end in sight, and then―


Everything…


Turns…


Black…









~ Chapter 1 ~


MYRA


The rain is pouring outside, thunder roaring in the distance, rumbling steadily through the house. Lightning lights up the night sky with white and silver. I actually enjoy weather like this, if I’m being honest, though I don’t think the same can be said for Fluffy, hiding under my blanket, his little body shaking a bit. A blanket me and my mother spent several whole days making an autumn with particular bad weather that year, kind of like it is now.


I can’t blame the little guy, though. It is quite rough this evening.


Fluffy is a handsome red fox. I saved the little, cheeky furball when he was a pup. It was a cold winter’s day when I found him, almost frozen to death. There was no sign of his parents or other cubs, so I took him home, nursed him day and night until he was fit for a fight once again. His left ear never fully recovered though, so now it hangs a bit. I just think it makes him even cuter. He decided to stay put and hasn’t left my side ever since.


Nights like these, weather like this, it prompts cosy clothing, snuggling under the blanket―or several in my case―fire in the hearth, a book on my lap. A perfect night in my opinion.


Small patches of flour still cover my fingertips from earlier. The scent of fresh baked bread still drifts in the air.


I’m reading one of my favourite books, its pages yellowed over time―an old story my mum told me has been in our family for decades―with a happy ending, of course. My mum used to read a lot to me as a child. I have just kept up the hobby. It’s still one of my favourite things to do, especially on the days when I feel most alone.


Combined with the warm and pleasant feeling of my cottage, I don’t think I could have wished for more in my life right now. I inherited the little wooden house after my mother died, and she inherited after her parents, and so forth. I have no idea how old this house is, other than it’s starting to fall apart in places. I guess it just brings a sense of charm.


And when I say small, I do mean small. There is the tiny living area, where my books that have been read time and time again probably take up too much space―but who cares?―combined with a little kitchen, my bedroom, just big enough for the necessities really, and a bathroom. Some of the worn-out furniture is properly from when my mum was a little girl―if not older―yet they’re still standing. I can’t really bear the thought of throwing them out. They hold a lot of dear memories.


That’s it. It’s not much, but it is enough for me. It always has been. And I’m happy here. That’s what’s most important. I’ve got everything I need.


Suddenly, out of the blue, Fluffy pokes his head out from under the blanket, ears straight up, eyes wide open.


“Oh! Well, look who’s decided to be sociable. Can you hear something, little one?” He stands up on his hind legs and leans on the windowsill, looking out into the wild darkness.


“Fluffy? Something wrong, boy?”


Then I hear something outside. It sounds like hooves, coming closer. I look out the window next to Fluffy, and just right―a big, black horse is standing not many feet away from my little cottage in the woods. Looks like its rider is hunched over? If I didn’t know any better, I would have said I was looking at a spectre right now. The vision of the black shadow in the stormy rain sends a shiver down my spine.


What’s going on?


Without thinking, I get out of the coziness from my warm blankets, heading to the front door.


“Hello?! Is everything alright?” I have to shout to override the noise from the rain and wind. There’s no answer. Maybe the person didn’t hear me.


“Hello?!” I try even louder. The lightning across the sky and the light from the house makes it possible for me to see that the rider is a man―and he has a big sword strapped to his back. I startle a little. In no way am I a fighter. I would have no idea what to do if this man came at me with that kind of a weapon.


But something is wrong. He is not responding, at all. Not even a little twitch or shake of his head. A sense of dread is starting to expand in my stomach.


“Sir?!”


Still no answer.


The horse starts to pound its hooves, whinnies out loud. It looks agitated, like it’s trying to make me understand something. Then I see why. The rider starts to slide down the saddle, hitting the ground hard. I rush out into the cold rain, ignoring the drops that feel like tiny needles penetrating my skin.


“Sir! Are you okay?”


When I get to him, I can clearly see that he is not. He is barely conscious.


“Hey! Can you hear me?! Wake up!” I pat him on his cheek several times.


No response.


Even in the dim light, I can still see a hint of a large flesh wound on his left side. Shit. I can’t leave him out here like this. I have to get him inside, but he is so damned big, and that bloody sword is in the way. I remove it from its sheath, tossing it on the ground. The only option I have is to put my arms under his armpits, closing my hands together over his broad chest. Then I pull with everything I’ve got.


Fuck! He is heavy.


I groan several curses under my breath. My muscles start to strain; my body begins to burn all over with the exertion.


I finally get to the door, pulling him inside. The bedroom has a comfy bed, but the couch is closer, and I don’t think I can manage to drag him much further than this. Somehow, with strength I didn’t know I possess, I lift him onto the couch. First his upper body, then his long legs.


Now, with proper light, I can see him clearly. This man is big―in height and width. He’s wearing a shabby, black leather armour on his torso, black breaches with a belt that could hold several daggers. Strong, dark leather boots complete the whole thing. He is the embodiment of a warrior. His left side is torn open, blood leaking on the beautiful, failed piece of protection.


But the colour on his face worries me. He is deadly pale, almost grey. Cold sweat, mingled with rain, runs down his face. He is shaking a lot―from cold, blood loss, both, I don’t know. I try to wake him up by shaking him, putting pressure on his sternum, but he’s totally blacked out. That might bea small mercy, since I have a feeling that what I have to do to him might cause a good deal of pain.


I get his armour off easily enough. I don’t do anything with his wet trousers. That will have to wait, so I just put a couple of blankets on him in the meantime, trying to keep him warm. His soaking shirt, though, might be a problem. I’ll try to gently raise it over his head, or else I’ll have to cut it open with scissors, because I need a clean view.


I turn my head towards Fluffy who just gave a wheeze that sounded unmistakably like a snort. I know he is just a fox, and he can’t talk, but the expression on his face says it all.


Oh yeah, he is not happy about this.


He almost looks…concerned. Like he is saying What if he is dangerous? “Oh, don’t be such a drama queen. We’ll deal with his persona later.”


I get the man’s shirt off, without having to ruin it any further, and the view that meets my eyes…


Oh my god…It’s worse than I thought. There is so much blood, coating almost his entire abdomen. But that’s not the worst part. It looks highly infected, not a sight for the faint of heart. And the smell…It is the smell of rot, of decay―of death. Whatever has made this big a cut must have been dirty or rusty. I put a hand on his forehead. He’s burning up. I lower my hand to his neck to check his pulse. It’s racing. This is not good. The infection must have caused a high fever, and if I don’t get it under control, he could die.


I must work fast. He has lost too much blood―is still losing it―and the fever is eating him up from the inside. He won’t last much longer. I make a mental to-do list in my head.


One: clean the cut as best as I can. I will probably have to stitch it up to stop the bleeding.


Two: make a special paste of different herbs and roots like my mum taught me. Hopefully, it will help clean out the infection. It’s a problem that he is not awake, so I can’t get something anti-inflammatory in him, but it will have to do.


Three: try to get the fever down by using cool, damp cloths.


“Okay, you can do this,” I say shakily, taking a deep breath as I prepare myself.


I get to work, doing every bit as fast―but also as thoroughly―as I can. He doesn’t stir even a bit or make a sound. It’s a bit concerning. I check his pulse several times. He’s still alive, but barely. It is the thought of stitching that scares me the most. I have only tried it a few times in my life, and in all except one of those times, my mum stood by my side, guiding me, telling me what to do. My hands start to tremble with the sharp needle, my pulse racing. The fear of making a grave mistake starts to overtake my body, my thoughts.


I am in way over my head here.


No. I can do this.


I take a couple of deep breaths, and my body slowly returns to its usual self, calming down. I may only have done this a few times, but this man’s life depends on me. I am all he’s got right now.


I’m picturing my mum, standing next to me, telling me what to, and I enter my own little bubble of concentration. It’s like my hands know what to do.


I end up making the stitches rather well, sewing them close together to minimise the risk of another bleeding. The blood has stopped, which is very good. I clean it up one more time before I head to the kitchen to quickly make the paste. This is something I probably could do with my eyes closed. I have made this many, many times before, since it was one of the first things my mum taught me how to make. Told me it was one of the most important things you could make when it comes to the subject of healing.


I put a good amount of the paste on the now not-so-angry cut, which has now stopped bleeding and is cleaned up. He still doesn’t move, but he is stable for now. The paste needs time to work. Time I hope he has.


I do the last thing on my list. Get some cool water and cloths, putting one on his forehead, one at the back of his neck, and one on his upper chest. I have no idea what the time must be by now. I lost track of it, but I can feel I’m starting to get exhausted, psychically and mentally.


“Please don’t die,” I whisper to him, even though I know he can’t hear me. I think I have done what I can, yet I feel I am missing something.


I am reminded by the sound coming from the window. The rain is still pouring down, but the thunder has stopped. I was so lost in my own thoughts I forgot his horse. The stranger can lie here unsupervised for a few minutes. I look at Fluffy when I am at the door, putting a cloak on this time. He hasn’t left his favourite spot by the hearth since I got the man in here.


“Keep an eye on him, will you? Bark if something happens.” He still doesn’t look very satisfied with this whole situation.


“I am so sorry, boy,” I say to the big, majestic black animal, standing calmly in the downpour. “I was so focused on taking care of him that I forgot you. Let’s get you inside and get you warmed up.”


I get him settled in my little stable. My own horse, Samghi, a big, brown Shire, is very curious about this new inhabitant and change of things. He’s more used to his only company being the few livestock animals I have―just some chickens and a couple of cows.


“Samghi, meet…well, I don’t know your name. Meet big, beautiful, black horse here. He is going to stay here for a while, so be good.” I point at him. I don’t really expect anything else. He is as gentle as gentle can be.


I get Biggy-Blackie here dry, put a thick rug on him and find some fresh food and water.


“There, that should do it. You should also get some rest, big boy. I think you have carried your master for quite some time, haven’t you?” I pat him on his strong neck, coming around to stroke his soft muzzle.


“Aren’t you a black beauty,” I say admiringly, looking into those soft, peaceful brown eyes.


Everything looks good and cosy here, so I head back into the house, taking the satchels that were attached to the saddle with me. I am deeply curious by nature, so the temptation to look into those bags is extremely strong to get an idea of who I am dealing with. No, I won’t do it. It would be a great violation of the man’s private life, and I don’t want to be that kind of a person. Besides, the bags are surprisingly lightweight, like it only contains some spare clothes and nothing else.


The stranger hasn’t moved an inch, but his breathing looks to be more relaxed. Good sign. I touch the cloths on his body, and they are already lukewarm. I wring them once again in the cool water, putting them back where they were.


“Who are you?” I whisper. What can have happened to leave this man lying here on my couch, dying, on a stormy night?


Several hours later, he is still warm, but not hot and feverish. He hasn’t got any worse, so that’s something. He is no longer the colour of a corpse, and I have lost count of how many times I have changed the cool cloths to keep his fever down.


To pass the time, I’ve cleaned up the blood from the floor, washed bandages and cloths as best I can, but I will probably have to get some new ones at some point. With all the blood and gore, I don’t think they can be used anymore.


I’ve also retrieved his sword from outside, washed the dirt away, polished it. I’ve never held a weapon in my life. I’m surprised how heavy it is, so I can only imagine the strength it must take to fight with it. But I can still admire the workmanship, because it is a beautiful piece of metal. It’s powerful, but elegant. The carvings on the cross-guard look to be some kind of plant I don’t recognise. It continues up to the lower part of the blade. The details are astonishing, with a beautiful dark blue stone in the pommel.


Dawn is coming, announcing a new day. The dark clouds are making room for orange, purple and pink colouring the sky. I haven’t slept at all through the night. Even though I am utterly exhausted, I don’t think I could sleep if I laid my head on a pillow. The thought of giving in to the blissful silence and darkness, when something might happen to the stranger, and I couldn’t help him because I had made the mistake of falling asleep…No, the rock in my chest would get too big. Sleep will have to be postponed. I’ll manage.


The two horses in the paddock seem to be having a good time, though, already becoming best friends.


At least someone is having a good time.


I am about to take a look at his wound, as I have several times already. All of a sudden, I can’t breathe. My windpipe is closing up, my throat burning. I look down, and a big, strong hand is around my neck. He’s awake, sort of, because there is no life in his eyes. They’re empty. Like they are not of this world, nothing but black emptiness.


It must be the fever talking.


“Please,” I manage to crook out. Dots are appearing in my vision. “I’m only trying to help you. It’s okay.”


His hold on me loosens. The hand falls away, and I suck in a deep volume of air, coughing. When I look at him again, he has fallen back to sleep.


Who has that kind of strength with a high fever?


And should I even help him after this incident?


Maybe Fluffy was right after all. Maybe he is dangerous.


The rest of the day goes peacefully. No more delirious awakenings. Marks have started to appear on my neck, a reminder that perhaps this was a very bad idea.


I’ve tried to get some water into him, but it’s not enough. He has to wake up soon, so he can get a proper amount, but this will have to do for now. I can’t just open his mouth and force it into him. He could choke. There’s actually nothing more I can do but wait, and hope that what I have done is enough. But it wasn’t the last time.


I’m starting to drift away, unintentionally, into a much-needed sleep in the chair that has been my spot for the last I-don’t-know-how-many hours, when there’s movement from the couch. I blink, thinking it’s all in my head, but no, he’s really moving, making grunting sounds. He’s slowly waking up―thank the bloody gods. I did it. The big pressure on my chest is starting to lift.


He’s trying to sit up, but I lean over, preventing further big, sudden movements, so his stitches won’t open up.


“Hey, don’t move. It’s okay. You have to stay still. You were badly injured.”


“Where am I?” he says with his eyes closed, still groggy.


“You’re in my cottage, in the forest outside the village of Gildarf, in the kingdom of Shalanthia. I’m Myra.”









~ Chapter 2 ~


HUNTON


Ithink I’m dead. That is the only explanation, because an angel is standing above me. She is bathed in golden light, enhancing her divinity. No, wait―that’s her hair. Her hair flows like a river of gold, framing her beautiful face. She is talking to me.


Her voice…something I feel I have heard before, but I can’t really make out the words. I want to go to her. Touch her. She is beckoning me, tempting me to join her in what must be heaven. I have finally met my end, and it is okay. I made my peace with it a long time ago. It’s impressive that I made it this far, really. I deserve it, but I also kind of want it, no matter how depressing that must sound. Just get some peace and quiet in my head, no longer hearing the voices of my past. Be free of the guilt that haunts me day and night.


Then, a hot, stinging pain erupts, coursing through my left side, burning like the fiery pits of hell. The world starts to spin, white dots in my eyes, and the whole illusion breaks. I look around. It looks like I am in some kind of a small house. The smell of wood combined with something sweet fills my senses. Different plants and herbs hang from the ceiling, their aromas swirling around the room thanks to the breeze from an open window. Dirty pots and pans overflow the small kitchen table.


Yeah, I’m definitely not dead, and this is not heaven. This is a home welllived in. A home that promises warmth and safety―something I used to have a long time ago. It makes me think of―


I close my eyes tightly. No, I’m not going there. I haven’t visited that part of my past in years, and that is not about to change.


When I open my eyes again, standing before me; it is not an angel that fills my vision.


It is a woman.


A mortal woman.


A beautiful woman.


Long golden hair that shines like sparkling sunlight. Her eyes, the most divine shade of blue, with a little golden-yellow circle at the iris, embraced by long, full lashes. The sunset and the ocean united as one, or the clear image of a forget-me-not flower. Lips even the goddess of love would envy. So full, with the right amount of rose tinting them. I wonder what she could do with those plump lips.


Maybe this isn’t so bad after all, if this is the creature I get to look at.


“Can you hear me? You have to lie back down.” Even her voice sounds angelic.


Am I sure I’m not dead?


“Are you going to join me, sweetheart? I’m sure that will ease the pain.” My throat feels so dry, like sand is covering it. I can barely get the words out, but I don’t miss her round cheeks taking on the colour of rosy pink, starting from her neck. So, she’s a little bit innocent this one, eh? I think I can get a lot of fun out of this. Been quite a while. Why not exploit the opportunity?


She quickly finds her stance again though, giving me a glass of water.


Urh, that feels good.


“Now lie back down, will you? Or I will end up having to stitch you up again.” She starts to sound a bit impatient. I look down at my body, and just like she said, almost the entire left side of my abdomen is one big mass of gauze and bandages. Underneath, I guess that’s where the stitches lie that she is talking about.


“Fine.” She helps to gently set the pillow behind my back. A burst of pain erupts in protest with the movement.


“Shit…” I grunt.


Like a big slap in the face after a long night’s sleep, reality crashes back into me. The memory of the blade breaking through my flesh, the man who did it―why he did it. I remember everything, and I have never felt more demoralised. For one brief moment, everything was fine. I had no sorrow, no grief, no darkness, and it felt heavenly.


She shouldn’t have helped me. I preferred the other way.


The mask I have come to master comes right back on, like it never left. A mask that bears no expression, nothing. It is easier that way.


To not feel anything.


To not show anything.


“How long have I been out?”


If she’s noticed the change in my appearance, she doesn’t speak of it.


“Almost two days.”


“And who the hell are you then?” I almost growl.


“I just told you. My name is Myra.” Myra…


“No, who are you? And why have you helped me?”


She looks startled, like what I have said is the most stupid thing she has ever heard.


“I…I am just a young woman, living alone in the woods, who has saved your life. A simple thank you would suffice.”


“No one does something like this simply out of the kindness of their hearts. So, tell me, what do you want? Everybody wants something in return. What’s in it for you?” I ask sceptically. I’m not trying to keep the biting tone out of my voice.


In my experience, humans are egoistic, self-centred fiends, always looking for something beneficial that can help them in their own miserable lives―me included. Why should this woman be any different?


She straightens up, giving me a good view of her body, her curves. The light from the sun hitting her just perfectly, like it was meant to shine only on her.


Oh, fucking hell…She is by far the most gorgeous woman I have ever seen. Soft curves that look to be shaped by the gods themselves, covered by tight, dark brown trousers instead of a skirt. A perfectly fitted bodice is holding her tunic, and everything underneath, in place.


Her skin, so fair and smooth, like dazzling mother-of-pearl, a stark contrast to the warmth that surrounds her.


A true, natural beauty.


Everything about her screams deity, a siren―an angel.


But will she be my salvation or my undoing? I am not sure. And I’m not sure if there is a good answer to that question.


Her hair falls down her front, drawing my attention to her slender neck and décolletage. She looks so soft and warm, and it does things to my body. Geez…Since when did I become aroused just by looking at a neck and some bare skin, like some young boy filled with hormones? I’m a grown man. Get a grip.


“Maybe I helped you because it was the right thing to do. It’s not right to let someone lie and bleed out on the cold, wet ground. So I dragged you in here through the storm, put your horse in my stable. I have barely slept for almost two days, because you lost a big amount of blood, your wound got badly infected, which caused a high and dangerous fever that nearly killed you. And in your delirium, you tried to choke the life out of me while I tended you. But thankfully you calmed down, and I kept on working. So, just say thank you, you ungrateful asshole.” She quickly covers her mouth, as if startled by her own words.


Fuck, I don’t think I have ever heard someone say so many words at once, her voice becoming more irritated as she goes. If this is what’s in store for me, I think I would prefer death.


It is only now that I see the marks on her delicate neck. How I didn’t notice before, I have no idea. I must have been so caught up in her beauty that it escaped my notice. I have never laid a hand on a woman, never in that way. A pang of something that feels disgustingly like guilt is growing the longer I look at those patches of discolouration.


No, I won’t let it affect me like that, let her affect me in any way. Maybe she should just have been a good girl and not let strangers into her home. Strangers with weapons and a big gash in their side. Even a fool would have known it could only end badly.


And did she actually have the nerve to call me an asshole? I must admit, she’s got some spirit, but at the same time, she looks surprised by herself. In what way, exactly, I’m not sure. Maybe a bit scared of my upcoming response to being talked to like that when she doesn’t know me, or what I could do to her. I am, after all, much bigger than her, and she’s right, I am an asshole. But I actually don’t care.


I don’t care about a lot of things anymore.


“You don’t know who I am, do you?”


“No, I really don’t. Should I? And that is not exactly what you should be saying right now. I’m still waiting.” She crosses her arms over her chest, giving me a look that could drill a hole in my head.


So fucking persistent, this one.


I’m not in the mood for this shit. I’m sensing a headache coming.


“Thank you, Myra,” I say sternly, trying to show my discontent with this whole damn situation she has put us both in.


“You’re very welcome,” she says with a bit of sarcasm, equally unrelenting.


“Now it’s my turn to ask. Who are you?”


Someone you should stay a hell of a long way from.


Names have power, something that can be used against you when you least expect it. So, instead, I give her another truth.


Something I hope will shut her mouth.


“A monster.”









~ Chapter 3 ~


MYRA


He really doesn’t look like a monster to me. On the contrary. I’ve been so caught up with healing and helping him that I haven’t actually looked, like looked, at him. I just saw him as a patient with a body of flesh and bone who needed care.


He certainly looks lethal. This man is pure, defined, ripped muscles. Not the beefy type, though, like he also needs to be fast, but at the same time steady on his feet. Several different kinds of scars mark his body in different places, some of them pale from the passage of time.


A real warrior indeed.


Dark blonde hair that is swept back. A marked jaw, with a hint of stubble from the last couple of days. Perfectly formed lips that would probably feel good on my own…my skin―


No, no, no!


Not going to think about that.


That’s just weird…and wrong. He is my patient, who just woke up from a near-death experience.


Then I look into his eyes. Light blue, almost grey, like two dark lakes when the sun shines upon them. Right now, they look somewhat peaceful, unlike yesterday. I have this feeling, something in my gut that tells me there’s more to it, more to him. He’s like a riddle, an equation that I want to solve, but it will have many, complicated answers. He intrigues me somehow.


And I am not one to back down from a challenge.


His lips twitch into a cocky grin, like he knows exactly what I have been thinking these few seconds, and I catch myself staring at him, not noticing him staring right back at me. I can feel the blood running up to my cheeks.


Oh my god, get it together, Myra.


I had already noticed the way his eyes roved over my body, just before my little outburst. I wouldn’t exactly say it made me uncomfortable; I just suddenly became very aware of how I looked. A man has never taken me in like that before. I wonder what he thought of me. I must look like shit by now with no proper sleep, no bath. But if I were to believe the expression he had on his face, in his eyes, I would say he was enjoying the sight of me. I could be terribly wrong. I don’t really see myself as something special or beautiful. I’m just…normal. Surely he must have seen a lot of women far more gorgeous than me.


I turn around and head for the kitchen to make some tea for him, and I can hear him laugh all the way there.


This is going to be harder than I thought.


“Monster is kind of a harsh word to describe oneself, don’t you think?” I say with my back to him. He doesn’t answer immediately, but then I hear a big sigh. “In this case it’s true.”


That voice…It is the sound of seduction―smooth as the finest silk, yet deep and gravelly. A rumble from deep within his throat every time he speaks. It travels through me, around me, prickling my skin, pulling me in. A voice that could outdo the gods themselves. Hell, he could rival the gods, if there are any.


“What could you possibly have done to make you think that?” Silence, his face goes blank. He just keeps looking at anything but me. Not a big talker.


“It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me, really, but I don’t believe people are born evil, or as monsters. It is the circumstances we were born into, the people that are in our lives, events that happen. Different factors play in. I haven’t interacted with many humans in my life, but I have spent a lot of time with animals, and it is never the animal’s fault if it attacks. It is because it has somehow been provoked to protect itself, or its mate, or its pack. It’s instinct kicking in.”


He’s just staring at me, like I am a weird dummy. It kind of freaks me out. Like I said, I don’t have a lot of experience in interacting with people, especially men.


“Damn, you can really talk a lot.” He doesn’t say it as a compliment, more like the greatest irritation there is. Although, he does have a point. When I don’t know what else to do, it’s a habit to just start talking, and once I’ve started, the words just spill out of me like a waterfall.


“That sounds rather naïve. It’s a big, scary world out there. And did you just compare me to an animal? I feel insulted.” He really does sound offended, or is he joking? Is he being sarcastic? Hard to say. He’s become very difficult to read. I no longer really know how to approach this, approach him.


“Well, technically we’re all animals, but it was just a way of speaking.”


“I have a name, you know.”


“What is your name then?”


He goes quiet, sealing his lips shut, thinking over whether that’s a piece of personal information he wants to give to me. His gaze bores into my head, assessing if I am worthy of his name. Even though I have cared for him, nursed him, dragged him from the cold hands of Death, I am still just a stranger to this man. Someone he has only known for a few minutes, so I am not offended by his reservation towards me.


“Hunton,” he says with a blank stare, not breaking eye contact, after what feels like many minutes of agonising silence.


Even his name fits with his physical appearance.


“Drink that tea, Hunton, it will help your recovery. I’ll go out and gather some firewood and more fresh herbs.”


Outside, it feels like I can finally breathe properly again for the first time in many hours. I hadn’t realised I had been so tense all this time talking to him, almost holding my breath in anticipation. In my defence, he hasn’t given the greatest impression of himself. Not showing a pinch of true gratitude for what I have done for him. Instead, he almost sounded like I had done something outrageous. Doesn’t he want to live?


I gather what I need and head back inside. He hasn’t touched his tea, the handle on the mug still in the same position as before. I suppose I should have expected that.


“What the heck is all that?” he asks slowly, his tone dripping with malevolence.


“I’m making a paste to help with the infection in your wound. I used almost all of the first portion I made.”


“And what? Should I just trust you? How can I know that that isn’t some very poisonous shit?”


Is he serious right now? Doesn’t he have a brain somewhere behind that pretty face?


“You’re alive, aren’t you? If I wanted you dead, I could have done it several times already. But I wouldn’t mind going outside and digging you a grave if that’s what you want.”


“You sure you’re able to do that, sweetheart? You’re pretty small, you know. I bet your arms would fall off before you were halfway through. I really can’t figure out how you managed to drag me in here in the first place,” he says in all seriousness.


That nickname again…


First, he is flirtatious, then ungrateful, and now he is taunting me.


Dear gods help me.


And I am not that small. I would say I am perfectly normal. Although next to him, I am on the small side compared to his what looks like about six-foot-three, I would guess.
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