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He shouldn't have gone out. The air was thick with an impending storm, and the risk was too great to catch anything worthwhile and make it back home. But Joff had bundled up, grabbed his gear, and headed out into the cold woods. Several hours and inches of snow later, he'd completely lost his bearings, his hands and feet were numb, and his only thoughts focused on finding any sort of shelter. Joff's field of vision was severely limited by the curtains of the horrid mix of snow and ice, and putting one foot in front of the other sapped his strength so quickly that it made his head spin.

Then, a realization chilled him even further than the weather. 'What am I even fighting to go home to?' His home was dark no matter what he did to light it. Empty hearth. Empty bedside. Empty crib. Death clung to the walls. It would be best if Joff didn't darken the little cottage further with his own demise and slip away here and now.

But his legs still shuffled forward, almost out of his control. Joff supposed his legs would give out soon enough, but before they could, he felt his boots scrape something other than the accumulating snow and frozen soil. 'Stone?' Looking down, it was indeed the case. The ground was now the opening of a cave.

'Ah,' Joff's entire body went limp. When he tried to take a step, he tripped over his own feet and collapsed, curling so his back was to the storm. 'Here is where it will be then.'

As blessed unconsciousness claimed him, Joff didn't hear the clicking and skittering from deep in the darkness.
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When his eyes opened, Joff expected to see some sort of afterlife, either clouds, flames, or the voices of those who had gone before him. All that greeted him was the crackle of a roaring fire and the smell of something delicious. He moved to sit up and found himself covered in heavy furs, without the wet clothing weighing him down. A quick glance to the side, he saw they were laid out on a flat rock to dry. His leg and hands were covered in bandages that were expertly wrapped and clean.

Looking around, he saw a shadow move deeper into the cave. "Is someone there?"

The shadow shrank away, letting loose a reedy whimper.

"I-" When the shadow began to shake, Joff shut his mouth, his teeth clicking together. Whoever did him this kindness did so despite being terrified of him. "Thank you." He whispered, reaching for the offered bowl and spoon to sip at the broth he was provided. It didn't take long for the action to exhaust him, and he fell into a deep sleep.
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The storm continued for days, varying in strength and intensity, and Joff's mysterious benefactor kept him fed, warm, and nursed his wounds but remained out of sight. His dressings were changed and food left out as he slept, though he had to admit, he slept a great deal. The cold had sapped his strength before he was rescued, so there was little to do but to rest and heal.

Joff could only catch the barest glimpse of the person helping him. All he knew was they were likely female from the long hair and lashes he’d seen on her silhouette. She was adept at hunting even in this dreadful weather, turned whatever she found into hearty meals, and gave him whatever privacy he needed to take care of other needs. He was able to talk more as the days wore on without her shrinking away from him. 'Poor thing must have led a terrible life to feel such fear.' He thought as he told another story from the village he grew up in. Little huffs like the sounds of barely restrained laughter came from the darkness. He remembered an old friend whose mother would drink too much, and he showed similar fear when he had to go home to her. This inspired Joff to sing and keep his movements slow and measured to ensure he wasn't a threat.

He could tell it was working when, one day, he awoke surrounded by a warmth that rose and fell with deep breaths. When Joff stirred, the warmth vanished with a gasp and fled back into the shadows. He did his best not to react, taking his time stretching before going about what was now his normal morning routine: head to the small pool his benefactor had made for him to bathe, relieve himself, and return to some warm food ready for him to eat. She was getting more comfortable with him, but not enough to let him see her.

Joff resolved to gain that trust before the snow melted. There was no way he could leave the poor woman here alone, especially after tending to him for so long. It was more than a stranger foolish enough to wander out into a storm could ask for.

The next morning, when he became aware of that soft warmth supporting him again, Joff feigned deep sleep. He rolled as if only dreaming and cracked open an eye to catch a glimpse of his savior. What registered first was the fur. No wonder he was always so warm when she was near. It was thick and sinfully soft, and he snuggled closer to feel it against his stubbled cheek.

He opened both eyes and finally saw the gentle lines of her face resting on her arms, but as he focused, something wasn't quite right. A human face should only have one set of fluttering eyes when sleeping, not three. Glossy chestnut hair fanned around her and down her back, and when his gaze followed it, he saw he was leaned against not a woman's lap but the rise of a thick abdomen where three sets of long legs were curled up under a giant spider's body.

His gasp woke her, and all her eyes flew open, widening in horror when she saw Joff staring at her. The pitiful squeak she made as she scrambled away snapped Joff out of his shocked trance.

"Wait!" He tried to chase after her, but his injury sent him face-first to the cave floor, saved from further pain by the spider demon's back leg catching him before he fell. Despite the agony of his reopened wound, he hugged the leg tight. "Don't run. Please."

She looked at him, her eyes glowing slightly but filled with terror. Now that he could see her full body, she towered over him. Her torso was human and covered in thick cloth to protect her chest from the cold, but what was bare was covered in scars. Healed burns and slashes interrupted the spotted patterns of her brown and black fur, and one of her pointed ears was missing a jagged chunk of flesh.

Under his scrutiny, she trembled, and all her eyes filled with tears. Joff knew a creature of this size could have easily thrown him off or ripped him open with her sharp claws, but she didn't. His heart ached, and he let his hands fall to his sides. "I'm sorry. You can go if you need to, but..." He stepped back, wobbling on his weak legs. "I'm sorry."

She shrank away from him when he turned to go back to the fire and sat down with a grunt of pain. Joff looked down, and he'd aggravated his wounds, blood threatening to spill over from the split skin. Before he could tend to them, the spider knelt beside him and brushed his hands away. One of her hands held a small jar of healing salve, and the other held clean bandages. She was still shaking but made quick work of the damage he'd done.

Joff looked at her face and reached up to brush a tear from her cheek. She flinched but seemed to realize he wasn't going to hurt her. "Thank you." He yawned, leaning against her once again.
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Now that she didn't have to hide, Joff was able to learn so much more about his new friend. Although she could not speak like a human due to her unique anatomy, she could write, revealing her name to be Niella. The storm ended as if the loss of deception banished it, and Niella led a bundled-up Joff to take him with her out into the nearby woods. She provided a sturdy branch to use as a walking stick but still stuck by his side unless she was actively hunting. He was impressed with her skills, coming back with some game every time; either wrapped in her webs or speared through by one of her sharp legs.

As his wounds healed, they both felt a cloud of somberness over everything they did. ‘I knew I'd have to go back eventually.’ He thought, watching Niella gather up the skins from her latest kill and stretch out
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