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It had been centuries since something new had dared to appear in his woods. Humans learned long ago not to venture near. Even in modern times, it was easy to corrupt their devices and send them running with insane ramblings about either aliens or demons that no one else ever believed. His land remained mostly untouched despite losing some ground. What he had left, he guarded with a ruthlessness just short of murder. That would only bring more of them.

But now there was a new thing. Not human, nor one of the animals in his woods. It flickered, a glittering light that somehow slipped away whenever he drew near.

"What are you?" Karik rarely spoke, no need for it most of the time, but when he did, it sounded like the glide of scales on stone, nighttime winds through a crow's wing in flight, or tiny paws scurrying through autumn leaves. "You are trespassing."

The light brightened in shock before darting away, but this time, Karik followed it as it tried to evade him, slipping in and out of the shadows to head off every escape the light tried to take. And it did try every possible angle, even trying to climb the trees before Karik blocked the way by commanding the tree branches to weave together to block it. The light couldn't stop in time, crashing into the barrier before tumbling to the ground.

"No more running, now." Karik stalked closer to the intruder, sinking his long body down to walk on four legs to slowly approach the shuddering figure. The light solidified into a form much like his own, long limbs and body, curved hind legs, and covered in fur. While Karik watched it try to regain its footing, he could see that this thing was covered in brambles. The pale fur was dotted with dirt and blood, and one of the three eyes above its muzzle was swollen shut.

Eyes narrowing, Karik sat back on his hind legs and crossed his arms over his chest. "You are injured. It would be unwise to continue,” His white eyes looked the intruder over. “Whatever you're doing."

When the creature curled up tight, its light dimming, Karik felt a swell of pity. "As long as you mean me no harm, I will assist you."

Glowing amber eyes narrowed, and Karik huffed. "Or stay here and bleed in the dark. Your choice."

He turned and headed back to his nest, walking on his two back legs at a slower pace than usual. The glowing one eventually followed. Karik could feel his gaze bore into his back as they walked. He plucked some leaves from bushes and vines as he walked to the cave he called home.

"You can rest here." A sly grin curled his lips, exposing the razor-sharp teeth in his muzzle, when the new creature looked at him with disbelief. "For now. When your wounds have healed some, we will have a chat." Karik placed the gathered leaves on a stone and reached for his flint. After three strikes and the sparks failed to light the tinder, his visitor let a small string of flame into it from his mouth. It caught easily, lighting the kindling and adding the flickering light of a small fire to the natural light of its naturally glowing source.

"Nice trick." Karik reached for a bowl of spring water and set it close to the flames to warm as he used a long stone to grind the leaves into a thick paste. "Are there any other surprises I should be aware of?"

The trespasser glanced at him, then turned away. The third eye on his forehead tried to open and watch Karik, but his entire body gave a pained shudder, and all eyes remained closed.

Karik transferred the paste to the bowl of warm water, mixing it carefully with a single claw until the concoction was thick and turned toward his new guest. "Will you remain still while I treat your wounds?"

His visitor only extended his injured leg and turned his body so that Karik could easily reach where he needed. He had to give the intruder credit, barely flinching as Karik applied the medicine to the wounds.

Once the last was done, Karik settled on the other side of the fire, watching the other creature until his breathing evened out. 
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Though he was loath to do so, Karik left his new houseguest to hunt for food, waking to a grumbling stomach. The glimmering being had hardly moved during the night and thought if he stirred at all, he would be gone by the time Karik returned, but no. The form was still curled up by the smoking embers when Karik returned with a wild boar to find those amber eyes watching him. Ne no longer glowed, the cave only lit by the fire.

After a moment staring at each other, Karik broke the silence. "Heads or tails?"

The trespasser blinked his healthy eyes in confusion before slowly lifting his head. "Either is fine."

His voice sent a shiver down Karik's spine, and he shook himself, letting his fur puff up slightly. "Take the head. I'm sure the eyes and brain will aid in your healing." He said, ripping the carcass evenly in half. He offered the head, and his hesitant guest reached out to take it.

For a while, the cave is filled with the sounds of sharp teeth ripping flesh and wet chewing. Karik finished first, purring as he cleaned his paws before a pile of stripped bones and hide. His guest ate more slowly, chewing carefully before swallowing. He was almost impressed at how easily those white fangs cracked open the skull to devour the brain within. When Karik turned to retrieve some water, his guest held out his hand.

"Here," He said. "It's not fair for me to take both of them."

Karik looked at his palm and saw one of the eyeballs, neatly plucked from the socket. Smiling, Karik speared it on a single claw and popped it into his mouth. "If you are willing to share such a treat, do you feel well enough to make it to the stream? You must be thirsty."

"I am quite capable." He said, ignoring the way his limbs shook as he followed Karik out of the cave. They walked side by side, Karik ready to support if necessary, but he had the feeling his guest would reject any help, even if it were needed. In no time, they were both sipping at cool, clean water. Karik took his time drinking, cleaning the blood from his chops while his guest dropped into the water with an undignified splash. Karik reared back and prepared to leap in, but the gleaming head broke through the surface with a cry that sounded much like a human laugh and a hawk's cry. Karik watched him, water clinging to the white fur like jewels, the birds of the morning swooping near with their chirping, and that long body finally releasing tension and pain when the stream flows by. The injured eye almost opened when he turned to Karik, and a smile split the creature's muzzle.

Karik shook his head to break eye contact. "Apparently, you're well enough for a random swim." He bent to lap at the water slightly upstream to avoid whatever was shaken from his visitor's fur.

His visitor was too quiet, and when Karik looked up, it was too late to stop himself from being pulled into the water.

Karik sputtered, planting his paws on the riverbed to bring his head above water. By the time he'd shaken his head and wiped at his eyes, his mischievous intruder was laughing so hard that Karik splashed him in the face.

"You'll reopen your wounds." He grumbled, combing the shorter strands from his eyes. "Is this the gratitude I get for tending to you?"

"Yes," His elated intruder chuckled. "You're finally smiling."

Doing his best to exit the water gracefully, Karik tried to school his face in his usual indifference but failed. "You are a strange thing."

"I am called Sui." He replied, following the riverbank. "And I am very grateful for your help."

"Karik," He said, settling in the grass to let his fur dry. "And you seem to be rallying just fine."

"I feel more energized during the day," Sui looked down at his front paws, and sure enough, while his wounds were closed, they did need more healing. "I do apologize for being here without warning. I was trying to escape from some very strange creatures. I panicked when humans almost caught me."

Karik's eyes narrowed, and his bemused grin vanished. "What sorts of creatures?"

"They were like unpleasantly large fleas. Wretched brown and red things with vicious bites."

"Sounds like the aerikos." Karik stood and began to collect some plants to make more of the healing paste. "You must have wandered near something that died. Those little creatures feast on
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