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    This story is dedicated to a good friend of mine who's been asking for more Jewish protagonists in fiction. Here's my best shot. I hope you like it.
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The forest floor caves under my feet, not so much solid ground than loose mass of fallen leaves and mud. Rabican doesn’t mind, of course; its hooves set on that slippery mess without leaving so much of a print. If anything is giving the horse trouble, it’s the trees; the deeper we delve into the woods the denser it gets. Not ideal for something its size.

I’m not faring much better. The ground is too slippery, the branches hang too low. Just keeping up with Rabican has me gasping for air. 

Still, I don’t slow down. We can’t afford to.

For Estout’s horse to come seeking me, something terrible must have happened.

Rabican makes a noise like flames crackling in the hearth. (It’s always been prone to the strangest sounds. I’ve always assumed it came with the whole “supposedly made out of wind and fire” thing.)

I realize soon enough what caught its attention.

“... A wall?” Vines and moss have long overgrown the stones, so I didn’t notice immediately. But it is a wall, right there, in the middle of the woods. I look left and right. The wall barely reaches my hips, but it grows on each side farther than I can see. There used to be a fort of sorts here, I imagine.

Surprising, but not strange. Salisbury is known for quite a few castles, after all.

“... Estout?” I pick a direction at random and follow the wall. “Estout, are you in there?”

Rabican is the one to follow me, this time. It doesn’t seem to know where its master is either.

“Estout?” I turn left. Go over a root. Follow another wall. Go around a tree. “Where are-”

Blood.

I freeze.

Blood. Right there, on the wall. Bright red. 

Fresh.

Fear seizes me.

“Estout!” That first stain is the biggest, but I can see more red ahead, some like drops, some like handprints over the vines. I speed up as I follow the bloody trail. “Estout! Where are you?! Answer me!!” Tap, tap, my feet on the forest floor, bam, bam, my heart pounding in my chest, 

I hear Rabican take off before I see the figure laying among the rubbles.

“Estout!!” I jump over the remnants of a wall and sprint to his side. “Please don’t tell me you’re dead please don’t tell me you’re dead!!”

Rabican thrusts its snout on the side of Estout’s face, and he stirs. Okay, okay!! Stirring!! Stirring means not dead!! Not dead is good!!

I look down, and my hands start trembling at the sight. He’s switched back to his medieval armor, so I can’t see any injury. What I can see, however, is the shitton of blood dripping down the dented steel.

I really, really hope it isn’t his.

My attention is diverted by the sight of movement at the corner of my eyes- the slight twitch of his fingers. I look back up to his face. His face is scrunched up, struggling to pry his own eyes open.

“... Who...?”

“It’s Ilana.” I take his gloved hand and squeeze. He squeezes back weakly. “Your horse brought me here.” 

“Ah.” He tries to laugh, but his breath comes out short. “Good... good girl.” His other arm twitches, and he winces. “I, my purse. I... I dropped it close. There’s medicine... please?”

I find it easily. A pink little leather bag, very cute. Very out of place among these ruins. By the time I bring it back to Estout, he’s already magicked his armor away, back into his civilian clothes. Striped tank top, knee-high skirt. Distantly, I notice that the colors match the purse.

He’s clutching his left arm. Without the heavy steel on the way, I can see his injuries more clearly. 

The sight makes me pale. 

Three parallel slashes, on his forearm. Three more, on the upper arm. Deep. Vicious. Blood pours out of them in rivulets, running between his fingers, staining the grass red. 

Estout gives me a strained smile. “They, ah... took me by surprise. I didn’t... don the armor... on time.”

I kneel next to him and take off my shirt, press it against his wounds. That’s. That’s got to reduce the bleeding somewhat, right? I don’t, I’m, not a doctor, I just think I’ve seen a video about it a while ago...

“Ilana.” I turn my eyes back to Estout. “You’re, doing good, but... my purse, the blue box...”

Right! He said there’d be medicine in it. I keep one hand on his wound, and search his bag with the other. With only one hand, the box is a bit hard to pop open; when I finally manage, I spill a bunch of white pills inside the bag.

Estout laughs at my clumsiness, up until the pain cuts him short.

“Don’t mock me. I’m doing this for you, you know.” Banter is good. Banter is nice. Banter makes me almost forget that my friend is bleeding all over my clothes. I push one pill into his mouth. I wish I had any water to help him swallow it. 

I check his wounds. I... think the bleeding has stopped? At the very least, it’s slowed down. That’s... good, right? 

I quickly tie my shirt around his forearm. We can’t stay here. Whatever did this to him might still be around.

“Estout?” Ah. It looks like he passed out again. I curse under my breath and carefully move him in a seated position. I need his shirt for his upper arm. No point in treating one wound if it’s to let him bleed out from the other. 

Once that is done, I throw his uninjured arm around my shoulder and get up. “Rabican?” 

Obediently, the horse trots towards me. It doesn’t so much as flinch when I shove Estout on its back. What a good girl. I move to scratch the side of its head, when the horse thrusts its snout in my hand and drops something in my palm.

Long. Cylinder. Grainy to the touch. A boombox? “The Horn Of Panic?”

Aaah, that explains why Rabican came to me. Even Estout’s own horse wouldn’t stick around after hearing the sound that thing makes. 

I slip the boombox back into Estout’s purse, then get on Rabican’s back as well.

“Okay, girl.” I gently pat its neck. “Let’s go home.”
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The scent of blood and antiseptics clashes horribly with the gentler smell of instant noodles. 

“Will you stop touching them?!” For what seems like the tenth time since Estout woke up, I slap his hand away from the stitches. They’re amateur’s work. They’re a florist’s work. They’re my work, and they’re terrible. Please don’t tear them up.

“Relaax, it’s fine.” He sways a little as he reaches for his cup of broth again. “It doesn’t even hurt!”

I raise an eyebrow as I give him a look-over. He looks... better, than when I found him in that field, by virtue of, you know, not being covered in blood. That doesn’t mean he looks good by any means. The scar circling his right arm at the junction of the shoulder and the torso is old, but the large bruise blossoming on his chest clearly isn’t. If he told me he’d been hit by a battering ram, I would believe him immediately. (I have no idea where he’d find one in the 21st century, yet alone in Salisbury, but I trust Estout to get himself into stupid situations.)

“Honestly, you did a good job!” Estout raises his mug above his head as he lies to my face. “Your hands weren’t even trembling that much. I’m impressed!”

“You’re out of your mind.” Not. That. Estout is either in it, mind you. But usually he’s more of the hyper kind, not... 

... high...

... 

“Estout... what was that medicine I gave you?”

“Huh?” He turns to look at me as he tries to blow on his cup, which results in him blowing air at absolutely nothing. He doesn’t seem to notice. “I made them. Found a bunch of stuff in Humen’s harbor a while back. Did you know that they used to chuck whole crates of opium back into the sea?”

Opi- 

Very slowly, I exhale. “Sometimes, Estout. You make it very hard to be your friend.”

“That’s because you worry too much.” He... I assume he tries to elbow me, but he misses by a few centimeters. “It’s not like I can die or anything.”

“That’s what you say.”

“And I’ve yet to be proven wrong!” And he’s smiling, the prick. He must think he’s so clever.

And the worst part is I can’t even argue. Estout’s horse is made of fire and wind. It turns into a motorbike sometimes. For all I know he could very well be right.

“You can still feel pain, though. When you’re not on drugs.” He huffs when I flick his nose. “Thou shall taketh better take of thyself, Ser.”

That makes him laugh, for a moment. Then we both fall silent as we start eating. It’s nothing fancy, but it fills the stomach.

After a few minutes, I speak up again.

“... Did you run into one of these?” Estout turns to me again, slurping a mouthful of noodles. Side by side on the couch, we’re close enough that I can see the precise shape of his irises. (They’re not quite round; a bit on the side curves inward, like a half-eaten fruit. He’d told me, a while back, that they reflected the phases of the Moon.) “A wild god?”

He chews, slowly, swallows, then pauses to think. I resist the urge to rush him. He may sound pretty coherent, but he is completely drugged- nothing I can do or say will speed him up.

“... I don’t think so.” He says finally. His gaze falls on my arm, the one with the lightning scars. “Different feel. They weren’t anything, just themself. You get me?”

“...” No. Yes. Maybe. My scars itch. I wish these words meant nothing to me. “Then what were they?”

Because for all Estout likes to joke around, I can think of very few things that would be able to actually hurt him.

“... I wonder?” Estout brings his cup back to his lips. He doesn’t seem to realize it’s empty now. “I’ll ask again next time I fight them. Maybe they’ll give me a coherent answer this time.”

Next time?! “Or, and hear me out on this: what if. You didn’t go to get maimed again?”

“An interesting proposition! But I don’t wanna.”

Oh come on-

“At least wait till you’ve properly healed. You can’t use a sword like that, can you?” Hah! Take this. At least this should keep him out of this particular trouble for some time. 

He grumbles something incoherent as he brings his mug to the sink. I might have actually convinced him.

“I’ll grab you a blanket and a pillow. Do you need anything else?”

“Got any spare stuffed animals?”

“I’ll throw in an otter for you.”

My couch can actually be quite comfy to sleep on. Or at least, no one has complained about it yet, least of all Estout- who’s dropped by quite a lot in the five years we’ve known each other. Plus, Estout has the advantage of being much shorter than me, which means that his feet don’t awkwardly dangle off the thing when he sleeps on it. (Though don’t let that statement fool you: Estout can and has lifted me in the past. That knight is built like a brick house under his cute clothes.)

“There you go. Drop by the shop tomorrow when you wake up, I do want to know what happened, you know.”

Estout pouts. “What, that’s it? No goodnight kiss? How cruel of you. Tomorrow I’ll wake up medicineless, hurt and pained, and I won’t even have the sweet memory of you to-” 

I shut him up by kissing his forehead. We’re just friends, but Estout’s tactile with his friends. And strangers. And anyone, really. Might be a french thing
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