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  For those readers who find comfort within the pages of Shadow's story, whatever your reason may be, know that I am right alongside you. Shadow's story is uncomfortable at times, but where one person may find a deep discomfort, another may feel heard for the first time. To that end, I would make one thousand people uncomfortable so one person feels that some part of their story is told. 





 Also, to the Great Lakes, may your legends ever live on. 
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A Note About Content
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This story contains the following content: 


	Sexual assault


	Torture


	Human trafficking


	Captivity, dehumanization, conditioning


	Suicide attempt (unsuccessful)


	Nonconsensual drugging, opiates, addiction, drug overdoses


	Foster system-related trauma


	Character death


	PTSD


	Recovery from trauma


	Happy ending





If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about survival and healing ... 








  
  

Chapter 1
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When Sacha was a child, he sometimes heard a story from his mother about a mighty knight who fished a powerful witch out of the waters with nothing more than goldenrod. Brought down to his knees by his enemy, the knight had no choice but to summon her. She took pity upon the knight and blessed him with gifts and healing so he might ride into the horizon. 

Even if knights were of the bygone past, Sacha still found himself wishing to be one as a child.

Those days seemed so far away, even if they were the only comfort he had within the walls built by his captor. He’d been so hopeful back then. When did hope begin to feel like a stranger and misery a friend? Where were those lofty dreams he had back then? Why couldn’t he imagine himself inhabiting that skin again?

Darkness encased the room, reminding Sacha how deep in the belly of the beast he was. It was slightly damp, too, but dampness was better than dry air. Dry air would hurt his fresh wounds more. There wasn’t so much as a blanket or a roll of bandages for the oozing, burning gashes on his back. They were surely infected, but the merciful embrace of death was preferable to a life like his.

The skin he inhabited now was one of a doll, a pet for a corrupt, wealthy man. He could never be anything more.

Yes, Sacha was to be out of sight, out of mind when he wasn’t wanted by Master. Nobody could know that he existed. Nobody could know what Master was involved with. He needed to be hidden away from the world, away from the light, away from the prying eyes that surely followed Master wherever he went.

Tears formed in Sacha’s eyes. What he wouldn’t give for a warm embrace or even just a blanket. He was naked, bleeding, and filthy on the floor. Of course he was freezing. He was many days into starvation, many days into blood loss.

Was the end coming soon?

Master hadn’t been down to see him in days. The noises upstairs were almost non-existent since yesterday.

Maybe Master was leaving him there to die. Yet Sacha knew that to be too merciful a fate.

A rush of chills startled him. Yes, the wounds were in fact infected. A wave of nausea washed over him next. He was seldom nauseous. It wasn’t a good sign.

Maybe he’s waiting for me to try to escape.

Chills tore through his flesh again, brought on by the memory of his last escape attempt rather than the fever. 

Sacha wasn’t sure he remembered what it was called, but Master said that Sacha would never walk again after the impending punishment.

A simple mercy, perhaps. The less he could do, the less he would upset Master.

Maybe the festering wound would infect his blood and give him the ultimate relief.

Sacha decided. He would go upstairs.

The door to his room was unlocked. That wasn’t normal. Master was testing him. 

He opened the door all the way to see an empty house. 

With featherlight steps, Sacha walked to the front door. The last time he’d left the house, he’d come back cold and dripping wet after being left outside for countless hours with broken ankles and tied to a tree. The next week, he’d developed Lyme. It was one of the few times that Master had ever bought him pills – antibiotics.

Sacha took a deep breath. Escape was what Master wanted him to do, after all. 

Legs shaking, Sacha pushed the front door open to the wilderness, the same wilderness he was entirely unfamiliar with, yet felt like an old friend. He didn’t look back as he ran, a deer in the hunt. Eyes closed, he pushed forward, pushed forward, ran through the underbrush, until he no longer recognized anything and the forest was all the same.

Soon enough, those scarred, damaged feet couldn’t hold him up anyone. Not with the weight of infection in his bones. He realized that the adrenaline had carried him far away from home. 

Maybe I’ll die here.

A bird twittered a bit overhead as he collapsed, finally too weak to ever lift himself up again.

It wasn’t exactly a bad place to die. At least it wasn’t in Master’s home.

As the void of unconsciousness swallowed him, Sacha took a deep, peaceful breath. It wasn’t a bad day, not at all.


      ***Cyril was quick to gather his materials for the day. Although town wasn’t too far away, he tired far too quickly of the crowds to find himself there long enough to finish shopping. He preferred his upcoming once-yearly trip to pick up seeds and iron for his gardening to interacting with anyone, ever.

He was early to rise, early in the sack. After all, the best picking times for his fruits and vegetables was early in the morning, just after the dew but before the scorching sun of high noon.

Of course, that was often the best time for hunting, too, when the deer were still out. The fruits and vegetables always took priority. He could easily freeze deer meat, while fruits needed to be picked within a very tight window to taste their best.

Despite having some beets ready to pick, he chose the hunt that day. The meat from his last catch was gone and the winds were turning cold. He needed all the pelts he could get to avoid having to buy blankets. Plus the meat – hunting any doe in the winter was a silly idea, what with their bellies full of babies. He needed to store as much meat as possible before the cold came.

Deer, he would not find that day.

After he gathered all his supplies and he went towards his usual trapping spots, he stumbled across something he’d never expected to see.

A man laid in front of him, beaten bloody and covered in horribly infected wounds. Instincts from a time long before his quiet cabin in the woods took over as he approached the man, shouting at him, shaking him, begging for him to be alive.

The scene was familiar, far too much so. He pressed his finger to the man’s neck, feeling for his pulse. It was shallow and fast. More worryingly, the man’s skin was also burning to the touch. 

Cyril didn’t realize there was tension in his shoulders until they began to hurt. He took a few moments to slow his breathing.

He probably isn’t contagious. The fever’s from all those wounds.

That was probably a worse case than if it was contagious. If he was sick from the wounds, the infection might be in his bloodstream.

Shit.

Cyril dropped his hunting gear, those protective instincts quickly taking over. He picked the man up in his arms and rushed back to his cabin.

Beyond the panic, Cyril was unmistakably angry. He hated people. As he laid the man on his bed without care for the bloody, dirty mess that was his body and got a thin sheet to cover him, it was easy to remember why.

No, he didn’t hate the survivors of tragedy. He hated all the wretched people that wrought people into stories. Memory told him well that he was just as capable as the next person of perpetuating such tragedies. If he couldn’t trust himself, Cyril certainly couldn’t trust anyone else.

He hurried over to the tap. The water would be cold, easier to cool with ice. Cyril poured some water into the bowl, then took some ice from the freezer. Quietly, he dipped a rag in the ice water, wrung it, and put it on the man’s forehead.

Bitter panic rose in Cyril’s chest when the man made not a sound in response to the cold compress.

Would the beaten stranger really die in his house?

Another one I couldn’t save.

The idea was unbearable. 

He wouldn’t let it happen again. He couldn’t. He couldn’t live with himself if he did. Cyril was tired of letting people go, stranger, friend, foe, or family. 

I’ll save this one if it’s the last thing I do.

Cyril pulled the skin up on the man’s arm. It held up perfectly and only went back down when Cyril pressed again.

I still have supplies, right?

Without another thought, Cyril went to the cabinet he dared not touch. Inside was a collection of vials, needles, tubing, and instruments – all from that other time in his life. Quietly, he picked out a bag of saline and some tubing. He didn’t have an IV pole. He’d long gotten rid of the thing. He did have a bedpost and tape. It would have to do.

To his surprise, the skin prepper in his IV kit was still functional. Placing a needle came as easily as breathing. Blood was very, very slow to come up, but he knew he had a good vein when he pulled the plunger on his IV flush back.

A good vein had been surprisingly easy to find on the dehydrated man. He only had one more bag of fluids, but if the IV fluids got the man to wake up, Cyril could give him water.

Once the drip was going on the IV, Cyril went back into the vials, looking for anything, any antibiotic he might have. The man needed them desperately, and he wouldn’t have time to reach the pharmacy in town before it was too late. 

To his absolute relief, he found a one-year-expired vial of cefepime. Cyril found it a blessing to have anything at all, much less something he would administer if given the choice.

Quickly, he drew up the man’s dose and put the bottle back. With the speed he was used to having back in his emergency room days, Cyril injected the medicine into the man’s IV, allowing himself to breathe a small sigh of relief.

Next, he dipped the rag on his forehead back into the ice water. How long had it taken the cloth to feel fresh out of a warmer? 

I need to check him for ticks.

Cyril lifted the sheet from the oozing, bloody wounds covering the man’s body. He noticed something he hadn’t before around the man’s neck – a collar.

Cyril swallowed. 

There were tattoos on him, too. He could only assume they weren’t given of his own will. 

Fuck.

By some miracle, the man did not have a single tick anywhere on his body. Further investigation of the man’s body had Cyril saying his prayers.

Cyril concluded that if the man survived, that would be the real miracle.

The wounds on the man’s legs came first. He’d need to compress them. The man would be laying down for far too long. Blood clots were always a concern, especially with so much broken flesh.

With a bottle of hydrogen peroxide, cotton balls, and bandages, Cyril started to work on the torn up flesh that comprised the man’s legs.

This part, he was less familiar with. He had always had help in these situations. Scrubbing each of the wounds so carefully and so deeply was tiring. 

Cyril thought back to that time, three years ago, before his peaceful little life in his cabin in the woods. 

Well, not so peaceful now, I guess.

He found himself lost in his thoughts for a long time. Familiar faces of people he’d saved and, more noticeably, the ones he didn’t, flashed through his mind as he worked away at the wounds, covering them and cleaning them.

Even if some part of him found relief, perhaps even gratification, in healing, it was easy to remember why he’d abandoned medicine for the life he had now. People were undeniably cruel creatures. 

Suddenly, the collar was bothering him. Cyril pulled a knife out of his boot and, with the utmost care, cut the leather off of the man’s neck. Under it, he saw burns. With disgust, he looked back at the collar and noticed the prongs. 

Fucking shock collar.

It took everything in him to steady himself again. 

Although he knew it wasn’t healthy, he found himself focusing on the sad memories of his life before to steady himself. Sorrow was easier to control than ire. 

He was like that until he looked up from his work and saw scared, pale brown eyes looking up at him. Suddenly, the world froze.

He’s alive.








  
  

Chapter 2


[image: ]




Upon seeing those eyes, Cyril was immediately met with a problem he hadn’t yet thought of: what exactly was he supposed to say to the man? 

He didn’t have much time before the man began to whimper and attempt to stand. Of course, he was weak. Cyril immediately jumped to get the man back in bed and to try to prevent him from standing again.

“You’re very injured. There’s a chance you’ve gone septic. Please, just rest.”

When Cyril looked down at the man, he was huddling and covering his face, whimpering. It was almost as if he was saying. “Don’t hurt me.”

The fear on the man’s face gave him pause. He tried to remember what he said to all those terrified people back then, but failed to bring up even a semblance of what exactly he used to say. Could he really tell the man that everything was going to be fine? He doubted that the man would believe him.

In all honesty, he didn’t even know that he could promise the man that everything was going to be fine. All he could do was hope – hope that the man wasn’t really septic and hope that the injuries would heal well.

More than anything, Cyril wanted to know what happened to the man. He understood that the man was probably delirious, if not from the fever then from the pain. 

“Who did this to you?”

The man froze. Terror filled his eyes. His breathing began to grow deeper and faster. Soon enough, he was having a full-blown panic attack.

Cyril grabbed the man’s shoulders, but the man immediately, with his whole body, flinched away. Cyril quickly let go, trying to figure out what to do next.

He went to the kitchen, only to find the man trying to get up from his bed again. Cyril ran back over and put him back down in the bed.

“You need to stay lying down.” Cyril made sure to use a stern tone, but not too stern. He didn’t want to make the panic attack worse.

The man looked at him with that quickly familiar look of terror, but listened. Somehow, Cyril felt awful. The man looked so dejected and afraid as he went back to the kitchen in search of something that he could use to ground himself. Cyril decided on some ice and brought it back to the man.

Again, the man looked at him with the fear one would have for an angry god. The look made Cyril sick to his stomach. 

It finally occurred to Cyril that the man was probably kept as some sort of pet or plaything judging by the collar that had been around his neck. That thought made him feel even more ill. 

“Here. Put this in your mouth.” He put the piece of ice in the man’s hand. “No tricks. Focus on the cold. I – ” Cyril took a deep breath. “It was wrong to ask you such a personal question right off the bat. I can’t promise that you’ll be okay, but I’ll do everything in my power to make you feel better and get through this.”

A look of distrust flashed across the man’s face. Terror was quick to replace it. The man obediently took the ice and flinched a bit when it hit his mouth. He shrank away from Cyril. Cyril simply let it happen while the man calmed down.

“Can you tell me your name?”

The man froze.

Cyril took that as a negative. 

“It’s okay. I won’t be upset with you.”

He hated how easily those words came to him again. He hated the memories and instinct that seemed to be quickly taking over. 

Still, the man remained deathly quiet. Cyril might have mistaken the small twitch of his head as a shake to tell him no if he wasn’t paying so close attention to the man’s other body language. 

What exactly was he meant to do with someone who couldn’t speak?

“Could you write your name?”

Again, the terrified silence quickly filled the room. Frustration grew in Cyril. Normally, he had other people to help him.

The colors of the orange sunrise were enveloping the walls with their warmth. Cyril needed to hunt. He needed to tend to his garden. However, he also needed to help the man. That overwhelmed any need to take care of himself. Cyril certainly wasn’t going to look for help, either.

He forced himself to take a deep breath. “Well, I hope that eventually you will be able to. I’m sure you’re in a lot of pain right now. I’m sorry that I don’t have better painkillers. Just this salve. We’ll go slowly, okay?”

No response from the man. Cyril held back a sigh as he continued his work on the man’s legs.


      ***The man finally left Sacha alone after agonizing, horrible hours of the man trying to talk to him while tending to his wounds. Sacha had half a mind to pay attention to those words like a running stream, something meant to calm him, but only made him crave something he couldn’t have. 

Surely, the man had to be one of Master’s friends, living so far out. Surely, he knew who Sacha was. 

Something made Sacha doubt that. Whether it was the needle in his arm with the drip of water – sweet, precious water only given out on Master’s commands – or the way he applied that salve that took his pain away, Sacha wasn’t sure.

Oh, the salve. The salve worked mercifully quickly. Though the man apologized time and time again for it hurting, Sacha couldn’t help himself. He simply melted into the man’s touch. When he started crying, the man was concerned and confused, but he simply didn’t understand.

You’re simply made for this. 

You’re beautiful when you’re hurt.

Look at you, hurting so beautifully in silence. I couldn’t have wished for a better pet, could I?

Sacha heard that horrible chuckle in his ears with every tear he shed. He felt the way that Master had grabbed his hair, pulling it so painfully tight that he wanted to whimper, but couldn’t. Not in front of Master.

Those are lovely, silent tears, my dear. Are you sure you don’t need more medicine?

No, the man who was applying the salve didn’t understand. Sacha was made for pain. He was made to serve. It was his job to be silent through it all. If he made a sound, he’d be given that horrible medicine again. He would hardly be able to move. 

So, Sacha forced himself to be numb. He applied ice to the pulsating, hot, angry wounds in his heart. He pinched the veins and arteries near his heart to distract from the pain. He forced himself to remember the pain of each lash of his last punishment. That would be his fate again if he didn’t obey.

He needed to be good for when Master would come again. The man would tell Master everything he’d done. He’d tell Master if he said anything.

I can’t have the medicine. Not again. I don’t want to take it again.

Snap. 

Snap.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

Bzzt. 

White-hot fear filled Sacha’s veins. His vision went out of focus, then came back sharper than ever. His breathing went shallow. His muscles tensed.

On shaky, weak legs, Sacha hurried up from the bed. The man wasn’t around to put him back down. Sacha took a few tentative steps, but yelped in pain at a horrible twinge in his side. He went crashing to the ground the next moment.

The man rushed into the room.

He looked down and saw the crumpled, pathetic mess on his floor. Sacha could almost feel the scorn in his eyes. He was so, so stupid. He’d made a noise. The man was going to drug him now. He was going to be punished.

“You need to stop getting up.”

The tone in the man’s voice made his heart drop. 

The man picked him up. It wasn’t a difficult feat. Food was a luxury and water was a gift. Sacha didn’t weigh what he used to.

“Stay in bed.”

Sacha wanted to shake his head. He didn’t deserve to continue lying in bed. He was an awful pet. He needed to be on the floor, where he belonged. 

“I’m serious. You need to rest.”

The man sighed. Sacha flinched a little.

He felt something cold above his head. Again, Sacha flinched away.

“Stay still. It’s just a cold cloth for your fever.”

Sacha listened eagerly. He wanted to avoid punishment for the noise he’d made. 

Why wasn’t the cloth going in his mouth again?

He had a fever?

He almost always had a fever.

Surely, the man knew that. He knew it was normal for Sacha to have a fever.

“I’m making soup. No electrocution. No shock collar. I’m starting the element.”

How does he know?

“I’ll be back soon.”

Sacha didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until the man left the room. Finally, he could breathe again. He didn’t want to make noise.

Soon enough, the man came back with a bowl in hand.

“I’m going to feed you, if that’s okay.” He looked down at the bowl. “This is just puree soup. It should go down easily. You can only have a little because you’re extremely thin. I don’t want the food to hurt you if you haven’t eaten in a while.”

Sacha wanted to nod. It made sense. He was only deserving of what the man decided he was deserving of. Anything more would make him look human.

“Okay, let’s do this. We can do this.”

Sacha wasn’t sure if the man was saying that to him or to himself. He wasn’t deserving of the answer.

The first spoonful had a texture that made Sacha want to grimace. However, he was too scared of being force-fed the food to ever let his fear show. 

Spoonful by gentle spoonful, the man fed Sacha carefully. When he was done with the small bowl of soup, he praised Sacha.

“You did a good job.”

Somehow, the praise felt hollow. It wasn’t from Master, so it didn’t matter. Master was his world. Master was everything.

“I – ” The man set the bowl aside. “I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Cyril Galanos. I live alone out here.” He looked away from Sacha and out the window. “Whoever kept you, I’m not related to them. I won’t do anything to harm you. I hate people who do shit like this. You … you don’t have to fear me, okay? I know that’s probably hard right now. But I promise I won’t hurt you. Just … try to believe it. Even for a little bit. It’ll help both of us.”

Sacha pretended that he could believe those words, but he knew them to be blatant lies. After all, this had to be a test. It had to be a trick set up by Master to test his loyalty. 

“I need to get some things done, but I’ll be back to check on you later. Please, rest. Don’t leave this bed. If you pull that needle out trying to get up, it’ll hurt a lot.”

Perfect. If he needed pain, he knew how to get it.

He pretended to understand, like he pretended to believe the man … Cyril. 

It was only a matter of time, after all. Master would find him again. Just like he’d promised. If he didn’t die before then, he’d be forced back into an unimaginable hell.

Somehow, death seemed more appealing. Cyril must have known that. Why else would he save him?
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When had Sacha first learned fear? 

Of course, everyone thinks they know fear. It’s only natural to believe that fearing spiders or snakes or getting sick is knowing fear.

Sacha begged to differ.

He hadn’t known fear, not really, before he met Master. 

At first, he didn’t know Master’s power. He knew that Master was powerful in the traditional sense – he had a lot of money and connections all over the world. But that wasn’t the true power that Master had. No, his true power was something much more terrifying. 

He could control the mind.

He could bend it to his will and make someone do whatever he wanted, one way or another.

It was coming back to Sacha now, the day that he learned fear. He’d tried to escape, hadn’t he? He’d tried to fight back in some small way.

Oh, Master had been furious. He looked like an angry bull, ready to charge. Perhaps not a prey animal – that was Sacha. Master was closer to an angry lion that day, ready to claw apart whatever had infringed on his pride. 

The needle had taken only an instant to find purchase in Sacha’s skin. He didn’t feel it immediately, but the medication was quick to take effect. He didn’t feel anything but an overwhelming anxiety. He wanted to rip his skin off. 

However, there was an unmistakable heaviness in his limbs. When he tried to stand, he found himself so dizzy that he couldn’t move. Master ended up needing to carry him. Within minutes, his vision was blurry. He couldn’t see a damn thing.

His heart was beating so quickly that it brought on a panic that just couldn’t come through. He felt like screaming, but every bone in his body was too tired to even let out a noise.

Sacha spent a day, alone, in the basement, riding wave after wave of panic about events that never came to pass. He hated it. He wanted to tear his clothes apart and find new ones. He wanted to run a marathon and never look back. More than anything, he wanted to let tears out. He wanted to have a panic attack – let it be done and over with instead of the constant prolonging.

How his heart sank when he saw Master with a preloaded syringe the next day.

“Please. Please. Please. Please. Don’t. Don’t do that to me again. I can’t take it.”

Back then, Sacha thought that a human plea would get through to the monster in front of him. He thought he wouldn’t be given the medicine again.

“Why, Sacha? Tell me why,” Master cooed. “Why shouldn’t I continue your punishment when you explicitly went against my rules?”

“It’s unbearable.” Sacha had not even the strength to stand and meet Master. “I’ll take anything else instead.”

“Anything else, you say?” Master had a wicked smile on his face.

“Anything.”

“Well, then.” Master threw the needle in the bucket where Sacha used the toilet most days. “Let’s make sure you don’t use those feet again for a while, hmm?”

Sacha’s eyes went wide as Master took his foot in his hand. As he pulled his ankle at a terrible angle, Sacha found himself wanting to scream, but not having enough air in his lungs to make anything above a whisper. Master smiled at his silence while a giant crack filled the room.

“I like you like this.” He took the other foot and repeated the same action. Sacha wanted to cry. He wanted to scream. He wanted to fight but the pain in his ankles was so, so bad. “We’ll do this again.”

From that day forward, when Sacha saw a needle, he couldn’t help but be overwhelmed with that true fear he’d learned from Master.

Those twenty-four hours had taught him true fear.


      ***Cyril knew something was wrong with the man when he got back from his hunt. It was an instinct he’d developed years ago that watched the shaking, sweating mess on his bed and knew something else was going wrong.

Immediately, Cyril took his pulse. His heart was racing. From the way the man was breathing, Cyril knew he was in pain. 

Cyril took the man’s foot in his hand and bent it a little. The muscles in the man’s leg started to contract and spasm rapidly. The man flinched away from his touch, but Cyril couldn’t tell if it was because he was scared or in pain.

I didn’t give him anything that acts on serotonin. The only other thing it could be, really, considering the circumstance, is withdrawal.

Withdrawal made sense given what he’d seen so far. Who knew what the man had been given to make him stay wherever he’d been kept?

“It’s okay. I know you’re in a lot of pain right now. We can do something to ease all these horrible things you’re feeling.”

The man looked at him, afraid and reluctant. 

“These meds are going to make you feel sleepy, but they’ll relax the muscles in your legs.” Cyril bent down to his level before the man could put up any sort of protest. 

“Listen. I know your type.” Technically a lie, but Cyril was going on his best guess of what the man would say in response if he could speak. “You don’t need to suffer like this. I don’t know what you’re withdrawing from. I wish you could tell me, but it’s okay that you can’t.” Again, a lie. “I know you could get through this on your own, but you don’t have to. I won’t do anything unless you nod your head. You don’t have to walk this path alone.”

A look of consideration flashed over the man’s face, before he nodded very slightly. Cyril considered getting additional confirmation from the man, but decided against it. Just that small nod must’ve been difficult for him.

Cyril remembered a small bottle of lorazepam he used to have for situations like this. He drew up a very small amount in the smallest syringe he could find.

The look of horror in the man’s eyes when he saw the needle hurt Cyril’s heart.

“Are you sure?”

This time, the man nodded a bit more frantically and looked away. Cyril nodded a little to himself before he pumped the lorazepam through the man’s line. 


      ***By the third day, the man’s condition was getting much better. He was responding well to the therapy with lorazepam and the antibiotics were working quickly to clear the infection. Thankfully, the man hadn’t been septic when Cyril found him. Cyril assumed that he’d been severely dehydrated at the time, and the fluids had revived him. Cyril still had no clue what the man was withdrawing from, but he figured that he could wean him off the lorazepam in about a week’s time.

The man was complacent when Cyril changed his bandages. Things were looking up for the man. Cyril was relieved beyond words. He’d done the right thing. The man would survive. He didn’t let another one die.

The nights were growing colder. It was only normal for the time of year. Cyril started building fires once the man’s fear had come down.

On the second day, Cyril had come back from outside to see the man huddled by the fireplace instead of in his bed. Cyril had removed his IV line, but still worried about the injuries being shifted so much.

However, even after he kept putting the man back in bed, he always found him back by the fireplace.

The entire time, other than the little yelp of the first day, the man hadn’t made a sound. Instead, he sat there and watched the flames quietly. 

Cyril wondered what shapes the fire took on in the man’s eyes. Was he replaying memories? Did he see where he came from? What Cyril would’ve paid to know what was going through his rescue’s head.

After three days of silence with another person in the house, Cyril was really struggling with not knowing what to call the man. 

He knew absolutely nothing about him, other than he was clearly hooked on something. Cyril thought about the type of person who would do something like what happened to the man to someone. Maybe the silence was something that was trained into the man? Maybe he was taught not to give any details away?

Cyril had a sneaking suspicion that the medication that the man was withdrawing from was, in reality, an antipsychotic. Probably one of the older ones. Thinking over the behavior of the man from before and the withdrawal with the twitching and dizziness and nausea, he thought that whoever kept him probably used it as a sort of chemical restraint.

He absolutely hated the idea. It made him beyond angry. The shock collar, the chemical restraint, the scars from cuffs and whips, all of it. All of it made Cyril hate people more. It reminded him of why he’d left people behind for good.

Fucking sicko. 

One thing was clear to Cyril, though. He had a duty to protect the man who he’d found dying in the forest. 

If he was going to do that successfully, he needed to figure out a few things. First things first, something to call the man in absence of a name. It felt wrong to not use the man’s name directly, but Cyril had a feeling that he wouldn’t get a name out of the man for a long time. Thus, he wanted to call him something more human than just … “his rescue” or “the man he’d found dying who was now living in his house.”

Then he needed to figure out whether or not he could talk in a mechanical sense. Cyril had no doubt that mental trauma was playing a role, but he needed to know if it was a brain injury that prevented him from talking – whether from electrocution or blunt force.

Lastly, he wanted to figure out where to return the man to. He didn’t want to just drop him off at any police station he found. They’d surely interrogate him and make him horribly uncomfortable, if not completely retraumatize him. Cyril had seen it plenty of times while he was a doctor. Calling the police almost never crossed his mind then, and it hadn’t crossed his mind until now. 

The system tended to make things worse, not better. If there was anyone who knew that, Cyril would certainly be the one. 

No, he needed to figure it out on his own. 

As he brought dinner over to the man, Cyril noticed that he’d fallen into a deep sleep. Reluctant to wake him, Cyril sat beside him at the fireplace, eating his fried meat and vegetables.

As he ate, watching the oddly calm visage of the man bathed in the warm light of the flames, he began to wonder if he even had a home to go back to. After all, he ended up with his captor somehow. Would it be cruel to try to bring him somewhere he didn’t want to go?

Cyril concluded that he wouldn’t worry about it until the man was talking to him. It would be much easier than speculation.

His dirty brown hair flowed around his face, obscuring his eyes a bit. Cyril didn’t even realize when he woke up until he moved ever so slightly. 

“Shadow.”

The man looked at him, confused.

“You’re like a little shadow, here, by the fireplace.”

The man looked terrified at Cyril’s explanation. Probably afraid he did something wrong, poor thing.

“It’s a good thing, I promise.” Not exactly the truth, but not exactly a lie, either. “I’m trying to figure out what to call you.”

The terrified expression didn’t leave. Cyril frowned. Speculation of what had upset the man rushed through his head, all of which he quickly pushed away. Instead, he handed the man his dinner. The portion was a little bigger than the last – a gradual reintroduction to food.

“Here, eat.”

The man took the command well. 

Shadow really does suit him.

He watched Cyril carefully, mimicking his actions and eating how he ate. It made Cyril a little sad, how desperately the man was trying to please him.

“Hey, uh.” He would’ve used a name if that wasn’t what he was trying to figure out. “Can I, uh, call you Shadow? Until I know your name. You’re just, um, very, uh … shadow-like. Like I said, not a bad thing. Just something I’ve noticed. I don’t want to call you something you don’t want to be called, though. So, is Shadow okay?”

After a moment’s consideration, the man nodded a little more strongly than before.
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