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I’m always happy to hear reader’s opinions – whether you liked it, hated it, or have any constructive criticism. You can find me at vixenofquality on Tumblr or email me at vixenofquality@gmail.com. Enjoy! 

The little tavern is bustling tonight. In the wake of harvest season, it’s mostly filled with working men, come to find good beer, hearty food, and convivial company at the end of a long day. Scattered through the crowded taproom are little clusters of families who travel from village to village for seasonal employment. Bathed in warm lantern light, people chatter and laugh, calling for more food and more rounds as a fiddler scrapes away by the fire, a small pile of coins at his feet. Smoke from the hearth and men’s pipes form a faint blue haze in the air.

Only one man sits apart from the rest, wedged behind a table in a dim corner. He’s large, broad as an ox across the shoulders, and the black hood of his cloak leaves his face half-shadowed. His dusty leather knapsack, set by his feet, is well-worn. The hilts of several weapons gleam at his belt as he eats and drinks in silence. People don’t seem to want to see him where he’s sitting; their eyes either slide over him, or avoid him altogether.

Now does he look at anyone else, except for when he catches the eye of the plump barmaid and raises his tankard in a wordless request. Each time, she comes around the bar to serve him herself, rather than sending either of the serving girls. When she pours for him, she, too, looks only at the tankard; never at his face.

A little while after his third refill, the tavern door slams open to admit three men. They’re visibly drunk, their steps unsteady as they weave towards the bar. They’re led by one taller and wider than the rest, his gold-brown hair cropped short, his clothes stained with soot where they aren’t protected by his leather vest. Heads turn to watch as he passes, and some people murmur urgently to each other. The two young serving girls shrink away to stand with their backs pressed to the walls, while the barmaid watches in stiff dread. He reaches the bar and slams a hand down, shouting, “A beer for each of us!”

He's so loud that his voice rises above the clamour, causing a sudden hush. The barmaid says, her voice a little shaky, “You’re not welcome here, and you’ll not get any drink of mine. You’ve had enough already, by the looks of it. Get out.”

“We’re not welcome here?” The man lays a threatening hand on the large hammer in his belt. “Hear that, boys? Hear what the bitch says?”

“Get out!” the barmaid cries, pulling a truncheon from under the counter, gripping it more defensively than expertly. “Get out of my tavern!”

“Your tavern? Your tavern?” The man slams the hammer on the bar; splinters of wood fly, and the crowd mutters in alarm and disapproval. “Your father settled this tavern on me when I married your worthless hide! I’ll have any drink I choose — I’ll have every blasted barrel in the place if I want!”

“You’re no husband of mine, Boris, you bastard!” She raises the shaking truncheon, backing away. “I’ll never go back to your house, and you’ll never have me nor this tavern nor anything of my kin! Get out!” 

“You fucking bitch,” Boris shouts, red in the face, “how dare you —”

He clambers heavily onto the bar. The barmaid swings wildly at him; the other patrons of the tavern shout, startled and panicked, and some jump to their feet as Boris falls to one knee on the other side, then surges upright with a roar, hammer upraised as the barmaid screams and swings again to no avail —

Only one person acts swiftly and decisively. The hooded man makes his way to the bar in three long strides, shoving people out of the way without compunction. Boris barely raises the hammer before he’s yanked back over the bar by the collar; the hooded man lifts him with a single hand, as easy as lifting a kitten. He drops Boris in a heap on the floor, then kicks aside chairs to clear room as Boris struggles to his feet, teeth bared, hammer ready in his hand. 

“Bastard, who the fuck are you?!”

The man’s hood falls back. Someone cries out in shock; many more gasp; parents shielding their children behind protective arms now clutch them to their chests. Boris’s friends, who had surged to his side, fall back in terror.

The man, who dwarfs even Boris, is made all the more fearsome by the many scars marring his skin. His face might have been handsome in a past life, but is now weatherbeaten and sun-darkened, littered with cuts and bumps; most horrifying is the deep gash that slashes from temple to mouth, carving a gash out of both lips and bisecting an eyelid that has clearly been stitched back together. Blood red eyes gleam evilly, framed by dirty, tangled black hair half pulled back into a topknot.

Boris takes an involuntary step backwards. “Hunter,” he snarls.

“Yes,” the man says, his voice rumbling deep in his chest. His jaw is large and square, his nose crooked, his neck thicker than a bull’s; his arms look like they could rip apart a horse. “I don’t usually concern myself with humans. But you’ve bothered the lady enough, and ruined the peace for the rest of us. You’d best be on your way, now.”

Boris, lacking a sensible sense of self-preservation and emboldened by far too much drink, makes the mistake of raising the hammer once more. “If you think,” he cries, “I’m going to listen to a filthy fucking hunter —”

He cuts off with a yelp as the tip of a gleaming sword comes to rest on his collarbone with startling speed. “Oh, I think you are going to listen to this filthy fucking hunter,” the man growls. There’s not a hint of mercy in his eyes. Boris swallows hard, the hammer dropping from nerveless fingers. “Leave, or I gut you like a fish, and your friends for good measure. And never trouble the lady again, or I’ll hear about it, and I’ll be sure to skin you before I gut you. Alive.”

“Boris,” hisses one of the friends, knees shaking. Boris hesitates for a long moment, then spits at the hunter’s feet, turns tail, and almost sprints from the tavern, his friends on his heels. In the dead silence left in their wake, the hunter sheathes his sword with practised ease and turns to the bar, ignoring the eyes on him.

“How much do I owe you, miss?”

The barmaid is no longer cowering; she looks at him with something like awe and something like terror. “Three — three crowns, sir,” she whispers.

The hunter goes to his table to collect his things, and drops three coins on the bar. On the way out, he pauses by the door and looks back, jaw working. “Protect your own,” he mutters finally, red gaze seeming to burn every single face as it sweeps around the room. “I will not always be here to do it for you.”

He ducks outside, and smiles grimly to himself as an indignant uproar starts up behind him. Hopefully they’ll learn the lesson.

He heads to the stables and is swiftly tacking up his horse to head to the next village over — he hates to cut her rest short, but they’d be safer elsewhere, now — when his acute hearing catches the sound of hurrying footsteps. He grasps the hilt of a knife and turns to wait, on the alert. The walk isn’t too heavy — not a tall or large person, unlikely to be a man — and the scent of — yeast and ale and cooking grease —

The barmaid gives a squeak of surprise when she rounds the stable corner to see him waiting for her. “Oh, I’m glad you haven’t left!” she says, panting slightly. “I — I wanted to thank you, sir, for your help. That you had to do — all that — while the rest of the village stood there and did naught —” She shakes her head angrily. “He’s our only blacksmith, you see, so most folk can’t afford to get on his bad side. I suppose it’s quite obvious why I left him, he’s a terrible one for the drink, and he always turns into a right devil when he’s soused, but there are still those who say I shouldn’t have left, even if the madam priest does say that our bond is broken in the eyes of all the gods, so I suppose that’s why no one —”

The hunter, blinking in the face of this torrent, manages to stem the flow by holding up a hand. “You’re welcome, miss,” he says. “I hope he won’t bother you again.”

“Oh no, I’m sure now that you said — you do pass through every so often, don’t you, and since you told him you’d skin and gut him —” This, she says with clear glee. “I’m sure he took it quite serious. He won’t dare come in again, not a coward like him.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” The hunter releases the knife hilt and pulls up the hood of his cloak. “If you don’t mind, miss, I do need to be going. This village won’t offer me much safety, now.”

“Oh, but you were standing up for me!”

“True, but humans don’t take kindly to the likes of me threatening the likes of them.”

“I — I see.” While she chews on her lip for a moment, he takes proper stock of her for the first time. She has dark, long-lashed eyes and an expressive, generous mouth, set in a square, freckled face. Her dark hair is pinned up in a braided bun. She’s short, plump, and the moonlight makes it difficult to tell, but from what he’d seen of her inside the tavern, she can’t be older than thirty. “I actually came to offer — as thanks for your help — our homestead is
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