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Chapter One
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1589

Kingdom of France

April

THE BEASTS' CLAWS DUG up ground and moss under his paws. His muscles burned, his lungs threatened to give out as they ran and ran and ran.

The beast has been running and evading for months but the paladins; they're determined; relentless. He can’t go home, He could lead them there, to their pack. The hooves of the horses galloping, crunching on sticks and leaves like bone, a haunting, panicking echo in their mind, chanting to them to  go faster. 

They don’t often run in packs but it sent a small bit of satisfaction through the beast that such a lowly creature as itself managed to outsmart them enough to get them to ask for help.

A thick tree root stopped the beast in its tracks, making him tumble with a roar, his paw broken, unable to run; end of the line.

He saw the full moon and its beauty once more before the golden cross-hilted longsword of the paladin came down into his chest, making him howl in pain, but it was short-lived as that same sword was taken out, chopping his head off with ease, like a guillotine. The body left bleeding on the forest floor.

The man picked up the head, showing it to the two other paladins, dripping blood in its wake. The other two paladins cheered, raising their swords in the air in triumph.

“Praise the lord! The beast is dead!” David cheered loudly.

“Yeah, that's one beast less from the devil.” Aiden said with a grin.

David yelled out into the ground. “You hear that you bastard?! Give us all you got!” Theron threw the head to David who caught it easily. “Do not boast David; the devil is always listening and he may heed your request.”

David looked away, feeling embarrassed; Theron was always right. “We should celebrate, at the very least. It took us months to kill this one, it’s cause for celebration.”

Aiden agreed with a nod and Theron relented with a sigh. “Fine, a small celebration but we go back to our quarters come morning; celebrating equals supply use and we’ll need to restock.”

David rolled his eyes, securing the head in his grip. “Yes father.” He said, his voice dripping with sarcasm as he walked back to his horse, securing the head onto it before helping to make the campsite.

Theron let out a breath, seeing the two young paladins getting kindling for a fire, the horses staying in the spot they had stopped them; it was peaceful. Good, he needed a breather. He went to a tree and hid behind it, relaxing against it. How long has he been doing this? twenty years? Thirty? His knee ached most mornings, and it became harder every year to wield his sword and its impractical hilt, arthritis settling in the joints.

It was gold, shaped like a cross, long diamonds on each section, symbolizing the sign of the cross, with rubies on the rounded, ornate ends, embedded, made to represent the blood that was shed in the name of God, with Psalms 34:14 engraved on every sword.

Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace, and pursue it.

After his breather, he walked back, seeing the fire was just about ready but they were struggling with the flint, both boys arguing over the right way to get it to spark properly.

Theron was thankful for the full moon, even if it brought out more beasts than usual, it made it far easier to see. He kneeled down, hiding his pain with a stoic look, reaching out. “Give it to me.”

David handed the flint over, the other watching with attention. 

“Watch,” He demanded quietly, striking the stone with a few good angled hits, sparks flying onto the kindling and char cloth. The spark started to flame. David watched, confused. “Shouldn't we add air to it? To fuel it?”

“Is that what they're teaching you now?”

David swallowed, sitting fully down. “Yes, sir.” He watched as Theron covered the smoking spark with dry brush. It quickly caught, a little fire started to engulf the sticks. He smiled. “You did it.” Theron watched the fire with a careful eye. “David, Aiden, get the food and cooking supplies out. I’ll feed the horses.” He stood, with some struggle. Aiden smiled, watching him. “So, you get the easy work while we slave away on the food?”

Theron gave an amused smile their way. “I killed the beast; you cook the food. Hand me a few vegetables.”

David got his bag, getting a hefty handful of carrots and lettuce. “Here you go, thank you again, sir, for helping us.”

“Always.” Theron said, taking the vegetables and walking to the horses.

He fed them easily, finding peace with the animals. They never judged, they never lectured, they never back-talked. 

Once they were all fed, he walked back to the little camp, seeing the two snacking on some cheese, a few dried meats on a metal cooking rack Theron brought, able to stand above the fire.

He sat down, easing easily to the ground. “Any Fruit?”

Aiden looked through the ration bag. “No, just some bread, cheese, and dried meat.”

“The usual.”

Theron watched the meat heat on the fire. “What's the plan with the meat?” 

“Thought we could have a hot sandwich. Had one a few weeks ago in this restaurant, delicious. Now, I don't have the ingredients they have but a warm meal is better than a cold one, right?”

Theron gave a nod in agreement.

Aiden did most of the cooking, David sliced the bread. Aiden had put the cheese on the meat, and Theron had to admit, it did look good. David got the bread and cheese covered meat together in an easy-to-hold sandwich for each, handing them out.

Aiden looked at him, holding the sandwich. “Any drink?”

David shook his head. “No, we used it up.”

Aiden sighed. “Oh well. We're alive, eating a warm meal, and another beast of the devil that threatens God's children, is dead.”

“Now-” Theron's voice cut through the air, interrupting the two boys about to eat. “Let's say grace.” Both boys held back a noise of annoyance, placing the sandwich on their laps.

Theron led the prayer. “We thank you, our lord, for the strength to kill the beasts that threaten your children, we thank you for watching over us and keeping us safe, and for leading our blades swiftly and accurately. And we thank you for the food we are about to eat, may it nourish and revitalize us. Amen.” 

“Here here!” David said, taking a big bite out of the sandwich happily, Aiden as well, eating with a smile. Theron took a bite of his, and he hated that he felt disappointed. Although the textures were nice, the temperature was perfect, the cheese  perfectly melted; it was bland. They never had any spices or herbs, the church deeming them an unnecessary expense. For a long time, Theron accepted that. That was just how it was done. They didn't actually need spices or herbs to have good-tasting food, they needed food, period. And fruit was only given when necessary. Theron ate without complaint but his soul yearned for taste, for flavor; for good fucking food. 
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Come daybreak, they all packed up, burying what they could of the beast's body and making sure they still had the head, needing it to receive payment.

They made quick work of the clean-up and were soon leading their horses back into the city, going to the church, the Paladins sect. Theron got his horse set up in the stable provided by the church, David and Aiden following his actions, getting their own horses set up in the stable, feeding them carrots before Theron led them out, and going to the priest in charge of the payment.

The priest, Father Thomas, a young man, still fresh from the seminary, sat in his office, writing with a quill and inkwell, when a knock interrupted him. “Come in.” 

Theron opened the door, walking in. The priest winced at the horrid smell but then saw the three paladins and the head of the beast that had been causing so much trouble the past few months. “Ah. I see you got your beast.”

“We did,” Theron stated, walking and putting the decaying thing on his desk, being mindful of his papers.

Father Thomas looked it over. “Clean cut, very nice. Let me get your payments.” He got up, going to a safe, using the key around his neck to open it. He reached in, grabbed the necessary amount, and came back over with the coin. “Here we go.”

David and Aiden took the money with an excitement in their eyes, already planning on how to spend it before it’s even in their bags. Theron just put his away in his coin purse. “Do you know of any good herbalists?” Theron asked, breaking the quiet that had started.

Father Thomas looked at him oddly. “Why on earth would you need that?”

“Unfortunately, Father, the food we are given can be dull.”

“That's true. Even with my fine cooking skills.” Aiden smiled, half joking. David slapped his arm playfully. “Your cooking skills? You melted cheese on cured meat, hardly a skill.”

“You still ate it didn't you?”

“Not that I had much choice-”

“Boys!” Theron said sharply, looking at them both.

Both boys stopped, feeling like they were reprimanded by their father. Father Thomas smiled, finding the entire interaction amusing, glad to have gotten Theron to help the boys out when they came to him for help. “Yes, I can agree, the church's rations are not their priority. Unfortunately, I do not know any herbalists but I'm sure if you ask, someone will lead your way to one.”

Theron gave a nod in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Father, I’ll take my leave now.”

“Oh, please check the notice board on your way, quite a few requests for help.” Father Thomas asked quickly, before Theron could turn and walk away. The boys weren't sure when to leave so they just gave a weak wave before walking out the door.

Theron let out a breath, feeling his night finally catch up with him, feeling heavy and sore. “I will. Thank you, Father.” He turned, walking out of the room, leaving the priest to deal with the head. Once outside the office, he made his way down the hall, to the paladin's personal quarters, saying a quiet hello to any one that passed him by. Once he got to his door, he opened it easily, walking inside the dorm.

It was a simple dorm.

A bed with clean sheets, a good quality mattress, a book shelf, a small dresser, a small table with a chair and a bible, an oil lamp sitting in the middle overlooking a simple window.

Exhaustion finally hit him, slumping his back against the closed door. He knew he would have to go through the process of taking his armor off, he didn't want to, he just wanted to sleep. He wanted his joints to stop aching; it was never that simple.

He forced himself through the motions of taking his armor and leathers off, taking the tie out that was holding the salt and pepper hair together. Speckled with streaks of gray, just barely touching the nape of his neck that held a simple stubbled beard. He placed his sword flat under the bed, easy to reach if he quickly needed it. He got changed into his sleeping clothes from his dresser and sighed heavily, knowing the last step. 

He went to his armor, reaching in a pocket and getting out his mother’s rosary, one of the only items he has left of her. Once the white beads were in his hands, he kneeled by his bed with a wince. Once kneeled, he folded his hands, holding the rosary gently as he spoke quietly in reverence. “Be present, O merciful God, and protect us through the silent hours of this night-” He looked, seeing the bright sun of late morning, correcting the prayer to fit. “Day, so that we who are wearied by the work and the changes of this fleeting world may rest upon Thy eternal changelessness; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”  

He did the sign of the cross, putting the rosary with his sword and then struggled getting back up and lying in bed, groaning weakly before getting comfortable and attempting to sleep but the bright light of day made that difficult. The next day he found another job, resupplied his rations of bread, cheese, dried meat and a handful of potatoes. Before he started on the job, he asked around, looking for an herbalist. And there was plenty in the towns shopping district but too many promised cures, peddling in false truths and counting on the naivety of the public. 

He looked over at a vendor, leading his horse through the bustle of people. It was a constant hum in the background but he stayed focused, trying to figure out what each herb was, what did it do, what flavors would he need or want.

“Not every day a paladin of the church ventures to the shops, is the church lacking its resources?” The vendor asked. He was thin, coming out of hiding after having watched Theron, an odd look in his eye; it put Theron on edge. “No.” He said simply, curtly, only wanting to engage with him if he chooses to purchase.

The vender backpedaled. “No, of course not but it’s lacking something or you wouldn’t be here, correct?” Theron stayed silent. The vendor floundered, getting a few hanging herbs from his cart “Perhaps some Holy Basil, or Rosemary for cleansing. I’m sure you need to cleanse that spirit of yours after battling the devil's beasts?”

“I do; it’s called prayer.” He turned away, this vendor was just like the others and his search was feeling hopeless. The vendor jogged around to him. “Prayer can’t answer everything I’m sure- “

“It does, now leave me be.” The vendor sputtered and tried and failed to get words as Theron got back on his horse but was stopped as an elven woman held her child up to see the horse. She smiled weakly to him but all Theron saw was her pointed ears and the roar of fire. “Hello sir, may he pet your horse? He loves horses.”

Theron glared at her. “No, I don’t want such filthy hands to touch my horse, now leave.” 

The elven woman frowned, looking away, a familiar hurt settling in her chest. Holding her young son closer she walked away, without another word. Theron left the shops and started to leave the shopping square, feeling hopeless and putting it to the back of his mind as he rode to his next job.

He rode for only about ten minutes in a gentle gallop, getting to the outskirts of the town, closer to homes and farmlands. A few people passed him by, waving and greeting.

He suddenly smelled lavender, fresh, which was odd. These farmlands were for crops of wheat, barley and other necessary foods, not lavender fields. He stopped his horse, looking around and saw a small wooden and straw hut with about one acre of land filled with lavender. There were many other flowers among them but he didn’t recognize them. Several Rosemary and Sage bushes in front. But no one came to greet him or try to sell him on a cure or false promises. He saw someone in the lavender and flower field tending to them. He got off his horse and walked toward the shop, going around it but not going into the field, not wanting to break any of the precious plants. 

He may not know them well but he knows they’re hard to grow. “Excuse me?” The person looked up, a smile gracing their smooth face. It was a man, thin, just below eye level with Theron as he walked over, he veiled, keeping his head and ears covered with a cream-colored linen. “Why hello, what brings a hunter of the church all the way here? You don’t use herbs and if you do you certainly don’t get them from me.” The man said with a smile.

Theron gave a smile back. “No, other than tea or blessings we have no use. But I find myself in need of some.”

”Do you need healing? Are you hurt?” The man asked with a hint of concern, lacing his voice.

Theron looked oddly at that. “Healing?” 

Sage gave a nod. “Yes, it's the reason most people come all this way to see me. Doctors are too expensive or too busy or peddle false promises and cures.” Theron felt the spark of something deep in his chest, a connection, like something becoming complete. “No, I don’t rely on a plant to heal me when I have the lord.”

Sage walked closer, walking past him with a basket in hand of fresh lavender. “So, if prayer is all we need to heal, why does leprosy exist? Or the plague? Or even something as clockwork as influenza?”

Theron followed, not sure where this conversation went but finding himself enjoying it. “Simple, their faith was not true and strong. If you truly believe in the Lord he can cure all wounds, provided you confess and repent your sins.”

The other placed the basket down on the wooden counter that made up the check-out counter, starting to go through the lavender he picked. “And of miscarriages and stillborn? What of them? They were innocent souls brought into this world only for your lord to whisk them away.” He said calmly. 

“It was not their time on earth yet.”

“Then why does he send them?”

Theron was at a loss for words, the other continued. “And what of terminal illness, like Tuberculosis? Will prayer heal their lungs?”

“Do you always debate with customers?” He asked curiously.

“Forgive me, I’m feeling a little defensive today, my partner and I had a fight last night; it still lingers.

Theron softened but was still curious, feeling a need to get to know this herbalist. “What did you fight about?”

The other looked up from the lavender, letting out an exasperated breath. “Same thing as always; not trusting me.” He gently slammed his hands on the counter. “He told me once an addict, always an addict.”

“He?” Theron asked, not expecting that.

“Yes, is that a problem?” He asked simply.

Theron wanted to say yes, that it was a sin, that he was dirty and needed to pray but he knew that wouldn't go over well, not here; he didn’t come here to start a fight. 

“Your hesitance says yes.” The herbalist stated with a sad smile. 

“Sorry, I wasn't sure what to say to it. Yes, I have a problem with it but I won't harm you, I didn’t come here to fight. Please, continue.” He folded his hands on the counter, showing the other he is not a threat and would like to listen to his story. The herbalist smiled weakly before looking away. “It still hurts, even a day after. I can't understand why he doesn't trust me; it’s been so long since I’ve even had a drink let alone thought about it.”

“He’s just worried. I've seen too many die from their vices, even when they tried to get help from the church.”

“I know he worries I just...” He wasn't sure what the word he wanted was.

“Want him to trust you?” Theron finished for him.

He looked up, meeting the paladin's eyes. “Yes. Or at the very least not throw my past in my face at every turn. Now enough about my woes, what is it you need, if you don’t need healing.” He asked with a smile, it made Theron's stomach knot up, it made him want to keep talking, keep debating, to keep that mischievous glint in the others green eyes. 

“Herbs for food. The church's rations are fine but they deem spices and herbs an unnecessary expense; I can't blame them. But I’ve been a paladin for thirty years. I’ve grown tired of the same meal.”

“It took you thirty years to get tired of the bland rations?” 

“It did.” 

The other smiled, nearly chuckling at the absurd situation the paladin is in. “What's your name, oh hunter of the church?” 

“Theron.” He said simply.

“I’m Sage. Yes, like the plant.” Sage gave a little tired smile and Theron wonders how often he had to explain that.

Theron smiled. “Well, it’s fitting.”

Sage placed the lavender away and put his attention on Theron. “Now, what kind of foods do you normally eat on the road?” Theron sighed. “Dried meat mostly, some cheese and potatoes.”

Sage walked to his shelves of jars; each filled with a different herb. “What kind of cheese?” Theron was at a loss, thinking of what kind of cheese it was. “The dry kind of cheese?”

Sage gave a deadpan look over to the paladin. “Yes, that narrows it down.”

Theron felt a chuckle escape him before he could help it. “I never asked, they never told.”

“It’s alright, I have a few that go well with any cheese or meat. And one other thing...” He trailed off, walking to another shelf across the shop, near where his medical equipment was, going quiet as he searched, a bundle of rosemary, basil and thyme in his hand. “Ah! Here!” He grabbed a little jar, coming back over, placing them on the counter. Sage showed each herb. “I think these would work best for your culinary needs; they work with just about anything. And the tincture is for your hands.”

Theron looked confused, looking at his hands, calloused and sore. “My hands?”

“Yes. They can't be comfortable, I can see the age on your hands, in your joints, it’s probably in your knees too, yes?” 

Theron felt exposed, how did this herbalist know so much already? “Yes. My one knee actually.”

Sage smiled softly, holding the bottle that held some kind of herbal mixture. “This can help. It's no cure, there is no cure for aging but it can help the soreness and stiffness it comes with. You just put two drops of that under your tongue, only two. It’s very strong, it's the concentrated oils of the herbs and in this form can be very potent.”

“What’s in it?” 

“Ginger, Garlic, Ginseng, cardamom and some cinnamon to help the taste; they can be quite bitter in this state.”

Theron looked at the liquid in the little bottle, the other herbalists he came across in town had nothing like this. “How is it made?”

Sage’s eyes lit up, already starting to ramble, his hands moving and animated as he spoke with so much passion it was infectious. “Well, you start off with the strongest alcohol you can get; not for drinking. Then in a bottle I put my ingredients, put the alcohol and then let it sit for about a month before straining it. The alcohol brings out the oils of the herbs and thus makes it far more potent than any tea or simply eating them.”

Theron wanted to stay and talk but he knows his job called to him. “Thank you, you've been far more helpful and enjoyable than the herbalists in the city.”

“Too many of them in the city give herbalists like me a bad name.” 

“I see that. How much do I owe you?”

Sage smiled, getting a small cloth bag with a drawstring, placing his herbs and tincture inside. “Free of charge, consider it a donation.” Theron gave him a look. “I can't take this without leaving some payment in return.” He got his leather drawstring bag of coins out and grabbed a few, placing it on the counter. Sage just looked at him and at the money oddly.

Theron smiled, taking his bag of herbs. “Consider it a donation.” 

Sage smiled softly, his face blushing lightly, taking the coin gently. “Thank you, good luck on your travels.” Theron gave a nod, walking out of the shop, feeling the urge to stay with every step away from the shop owner. He got to his horse when a mother came running, cradling her young child in her arms, he could feel the fear, the anxiety from her, he could feel it himself. He wanted to help but it was clearly a medical issue and he hadn't the faintest idea of what to do other than pray.

She ignored him, going to the door. “Sage! Please, I need help!” She pleaded tearfully, voice cracking with the effort. Her child, no older than five was cradled in her arms, whimpering in pain, holding his stomach. “Mama, it hurts.”

“I know dear, I know...” She said thickly, kissing his head. Sage jogged to her, inspecting the boy. “Sarah! What’s wrong?”

“Please, he’s in so much pain. And it’s only gotten worse and no doctor knows what it is.” 

“Bring him inside.” He commanded, following behind as she rushed in.

Theron moved quietly to the open window, looking in curiously.

The mother placed the child on the medical table, petting her son’s dark hair, attempting to comfort in any way she can. “Where does it hurt?” Sage asked quickly, seeing the sweat and paleness from the young boy, feeling his head for a fever; there was one but it was low.

“His stomach, on the one side he's holding. It hasn't gotten any better, it's been getting worse, he’s been vomiting and no doctor knows what to do.” Sage took the child’s hands away gently from his stomach, feeling the spot, gently pressing in, feeling the swollen organ. The child cried out in pain. He looked at the mother. “I know what it is but it's fatal, if not surgically fixed.”

“You mean to do surgery on him?”

“It’s not a good option but it’s the only option; it’s his appendix. It’s inflamed, possibly infected and if it's not taken out, he will die. But surgery is also agony to go through, traumatizing.”

The mothers lip trembled, petting her son’s sweaty slick hair back. “He has his entire life to cope with the trauma; I just want him to live. I trust you, do what you must.”

Sage quickly moved about the room, getting a tincture, several dried herbs, a bottle holding some clear liquid, a clean rag and surgical equipment.

coming back over. He put the dried herbs in a little bag, becoming eye level with the child. “Hello... I’m going to help you, ok? What's Your name?”

“Micheal.” The boy whimpered out.

“Micheal, like the archangel, so strong and brave. Can you be strong and brave for us? Open your mouth, I'm going to give you medicine.”

“Will the medicine make the pain go away?” Michael asked tearfully.

“No, but it will keep you from getting sick. You have an infection, that's what's causing the pain. I have to remove it but even removing it, your body may still have that infection. This will make it go away. Open your mouth for me.” 

Theron watched as Sage administered a dose to the child before helping him bring the bundle of what he assumes is calming herbs to his nose. He watched as Sage pet the child's hair, instructing him to breathe deeply.

The child's eyes drooped, as if he went to sleep, being lulled to sleep by the calming plants and gentle hand. Theron wasn't sure if it was the herbs, his gut suspected magic of some form. He watched as Sage quickly cleaned the area, made a laceration, getting the infected organ out and quickly sewing it back up, the child not waking once. Sage smiled at the mother, hands bloodied as he finished the stitching. “There. He will be fine, just give him two drops of this a day, no more, it's very powerful, too much and he could become sick.” The mother hugged Sage quickly. “Oh, thank you Sage, thank you!” She cried into him and hugged back. “No need to thank me, I’m always here to help.”

She pulled away, getting out her coin bag. “How much do I owe you? I don't have much, the doctors drained most of my coin-”

“You owe me nothing.” He said with a soft smile. “I’m just glad he will live.”

Theron went to his horse, finally leaving, feeling odd about this herbalist.

A good odd.

It was dark by the time Sage made his way home, walking the mile into the woods to his home, the forest floor crunching under his boots and sound of owls soothing his nerves as he walked its familiar path he’s taken for decades. He saw his home, looking through the window, his partner was cooking something. The candlelight warm and glowing as he unlocked the door with a pounding heart, wondering if the fight from last night would come back.

Sage gave a nervous smile as he closed the door, seeing his partner by the hearth as it cooked something good. He took his veil off, letting his hair and ears free. His hair only went to the tips of his ears, a mop of black, dark, wavy strands, his ears coming to pointed tips.

Eryndor, his partner, came over, hugging him gently. “Welcome back love, I have missed you.” Sage hugged back weakly, looking up at him with a sad look. “Even after everything you said last night?” 
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Eryndor was tall, standing at near seven feet but his build was wide, muscular, dark, auburn hair that was held back in various braids, going to the middle of his back, a few strands over his pointed ears, eyes a deep red, his voice a rough baritone. “Yes love.” He tilted Sages head to leave a kiss on it. “I even got you a few things to make up for it.”

He broke away from Sage, going to the table, grabbing a glass container, coming back over. “Here.” Sage took it gently, seeing the hyacinth flower inside, a gentle, glowing magic surrounding it, making its light lavender color almost glow with radiance. “What is it?”

“It's a special flower. It has an enchantment of remembrance; it will stay alive for as long as the love it is given from is true.”

Sage smiled weakly, seeing the beautiful flower but it left a bad taste in his mouth. “This is very kind but we really need to talk.” His eyes became serious, the green that was once playful as moss was now as cutting as a rose thorn. “You told me once an addict, always an addict, and no gift should be able to take that back so quickly.” Eryndor let out an annoyed huff. “I know and I am sorry I did. You know how I am; my temper is instantaneous.”

“I know but it’s been fifty years.”

“And I've been trying in those fifty years!” Eryndor yelled, raising his voice.

“I know! Please, I don't want to fight again.” Sage pleaded, walking further in, placing the encased flower by the herbology and medical books Eryndor got him.

“I don’t say it to be mean or to harm you in any way but at some point, the excuses become meaningless if you don't try to change your behavior.”

Eryndor charged over, glaring him down, towering over the 5’10 elf. Sage backed away, hitting the table. “I am changing my behavior! In the last fifty years I've let you have your shop. I let you have independence, need I remind you of the sorry state I found you in?!”

Sage glared weakly up at him but his eyes gave him away, his eyes burning as he crossed his arms. “You never fail to do so. When will you let me forget? Why must you hold my struggles over my head?”

Eryndor reached out, holding his thin arms quickly, too tight, bringing him close enough to kiss. “Because you are an addict and you will never be free of that! I do this to protect you!”

Sage cried out, trying to struggle out of the much stronger elf’s hold. “Stop. It hurts.” Eryndor pulled away quickly, like he was burned. He felt an overwhelming and familiar shame come over him. He saw his lover cry quietly, bringing his thin arms around himself, soothing the spots he just held in a bruising grip.

He reached out once more, holding Sage’s face gently, even as he flinched away. Sage whimpered but suddenly he calmed in his hold.

Eryndor gave weak smile, trying to pretend this didn't happen once again. “Did you see the gift I got you?” 

“This is such a lovely gift, thank you.” Sage said softly.

Eryndor smiled back, weakly, forced as he kissed his partner's head. “Come, let’s eat, I'm sure you've had a long day, you were gone for so long.”  
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Chapter Two
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ANOTHER NIGHT JOB. Another job helping another paladin but thankfully not with, fresh-out-of-school children like the other night. He was an experienced Paladin, been a hunter of the church for about ten years, Theron could work with that.

A vampire, feral, has been terrorizing a village but the moon wasn’t as full, starting to recede her light, making it more difficult.

They rode their horses, following what trail they could with their lanterns which wasn’t much. But it worked. They saw the shine of blood on pointed teeth upon a hideous face. The hiss of it being caught off guard from drinking a person to death was a typical reaction but it didn’t look angry its food was cut short; it looked frightened.

Theron had a target.

He stopped his horse, starting to pursue on foot, not wanting to risk hurting his horse and vampires were no faster than a human unlike the beast from the other night. The vampire ran away on all fours. Why would it not fight? He interrupted its meal. Animals are always angry at a meal interrupted, even humans. Especially humans.

Still, the run made him grateful he took the chance with the herbalist’s tincture; although the pain isn’t gone, its dull enough it can be ignored, pretend it doesn’t exist and he’s not sure the last time he felt that good. And the conversation was great, even if it was going against everything he was taught, the back and forth, the quick-wit was fun; he had laughed. When did he last laugh? And was his relationship alright? Was Sage in another fight or did they make up?

The vampire ran until he came to the rocky cliffside, backed into the rough stone, franticly feeling for any escape, trying to talk but it was incoherent, almost. 

“Ple...no....save...” Theron made out those three words. Not even a full sentence, some not even full words but it made him stop; was this creature talking? Begging for its life? No. it’s a trick of the devil. He was sent here to eat god’s children, of course he would trick the hunters designed to kill it.

When Theron got his sword from his waist, ready to fight, the vampire finally decided to fight back, hissing and slashing. Theron had to doge and weave, side stepping it before bringing his sword down but realized his mistake too late, making a rookie mistake of leaving a huge opening for the vampire to reach through, to claw at him as he fell to the ground, unbalanced on his footing.

He thought he was going to die, and the only thing he could think was that he would never get to see that herbalist again. 
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Suddenly, the vampire was shot through the head with an arrow, eyes wide, before it collapsed to the ground next to Theron, eyes dull and stuck in death as it bled out. The other paladin came over
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