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MOLO TRUDGED HOMEWARD, heading towards his solitary hut with two hares in hand, a weary sigh of resignation escaping his lips as he took the shortcut through the underbrush.

Having lost his wife and child to a cruel illness, he chose to live in isolation as a hermit, far removed from his fellow tribesmen, in a self-imposed exile; not truly living, merely surviving.

As he continued on his path, he noticed a figure sprawled on the ground, a woman unconscious, her body showing all the signs of someone who had sprinted through the thickets until she could run no more. 

"By the gods," Molo gasped as he hurried to check if she was still alive.

The hares swung limp from Molo’s side as he knelt beside the crumpled figure—a young woman, her dark skin scraped raw by thorns, tattered wraps clinging to curves that even exhaustion couldn’t disguise. Her chest rose faintly. Alive. 

He hesitated. Helping her meant breaking the brittle solitude he’d wrapped himself in since the burial pyres cooled. But her fingers twitched, curling into the dirt like roots seeking anchor, and something in him cracked. 

“Wake up,” he murmured, brushing a braid from her face. Her lips parted on a whimper. Not a stranger’s voice—but his daughter’s, echoing from a memory where fever hadn’t stolen her yet. His throat tightened.

Her body sagged against his chest like a doll with its stitching undone—too light for someone so full-bodied, as if her spirit had already half-departed. Molo's calloused hands cupped her thighs instinctively when she slipped, the heat of her skin searing through his fingers. 

Too warm. 

Fever or exhaustion? He didn’t know, only that the whimper she made when he adjusted his grip hooked under his ribs like a fish spear. 

“Stay with me, girl,” he ordered hoarsely, though his voice cracked on the last word. The hut’s thatched roof loomed ahead, its crooked silhouette barely visible through the trees. She shuddered, her head lolling against his shoulder, breath humid against his neck. For a heartbeat, her lashes fluttered—dark crescents brushing her cheeks—before stilling again. 

The interior smelled of woodsmoke and loneliness. His sleeping mat lay rumpled where he’d risen at dawn, still holding the shape of his body. He knelt, lowering her with a care that surprised him, her wraps snagging on his hunting scars as he pulled away. The single oil lamp guttered when he lit it, casting shadows that made her look even younger. 

“Don’t die here,” he muttered, pressing the back of his hand to her forehead. “Not like this.” The words tasted like an old prayer he’d forgotten how to finish.

Molo’s hands moved with a rhythm he thought he’d forgotten—dipping cloth into cool water, wringing it taut over the girl’s flushed collarbones. The scent of crushed feverfew rose between them as he daubed at the scrapes along her ribs, his touch skittering away when her skin pebbled under his fingers. 

"Easy now," he lied, more to himself than her. The porridge steamed beside them, its bland scent a ghost of the spices his wife would stir in. 

Two spoonfuls. 

That’s all the girl managed before her lashes fluttered shut again, her head rolling sideways into his palm. He stared at the hollow of her throat, where sweat pooled like rainwater in a leaf. 

Her whimper when he adjusted her wrap sounded too much like his daughter’s—thin, bewildered. He crushed the memory under his heel. 

"Don't be foolish," he growled, tightening the damp cloth over her brow. But his thumb lingered, tracing the arch of her eyebrow just once.
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MOLO’S SPINE CRACKED as he straightened from the fire, the wooden spoon dripping porridge onto the hearthstones. Her whimper had snapped his attention like a bowstring—there, on his sleeping mat, the girl was upright, her braids tangled into a wild halo. The fever had stolen her color, but not the liquid depth of her eyes, which fixed on him with the wary stillness of a gazelle scenting smoke. 

“You’re finally awake.” His voice came out gruffer than intended, roughened by days of murmured reassurances to her unconscious form. 

She flinched at the sound, shoulders curving inward as if to shrink. The motion only pressed her generous curves tighter together, her wrap straining dangerously over plush thighs. Molo jerked his gaze upward, throat bobbing. 

“Are you—feeling better now?” The question hung between them, clumsy as a first step on thawing ice. 

Her lips parted, then sealed again. A bead of sweat slid down her temple, tracing the swell of her cheekbone before vanishing into the hollow of her throat. His fingers twitched with the absurd urge to catch it. 

She glanced sideways at the dented water gourd by the mat, her tongue darting out to wet cracked lips. Molo lunged for it before she could speak, sloshing water onto his wrist as he thrust it toward her. 

“Here. Slowly.” 

The girl’s fingers trembled around the gourd, her grip so weak he had to steady it for her. When their hands brushed, she gasped—a tiny, startled sound—and water dribbled down her chin. Molo watched, transfixed, as it pooled in the dip between her collarbones before soaking into the fabric clinging to her chest.

She flinched when his calloused palm grazed her forehead—a deer freezing mid-flight—before sagging into the touch like warmed wax. 

“Your fever’s breaking, I think,” Molo said through the rasp in his throat, attempting a smile that felt more like a grimace. 

His thumb remembered the arch of her brow without permission, lingering half a heartbeat too long before he snatched his hand away.

Her eyes tracked the retreat, wide and dark as forest pools after rain. Not fear there, but something worse: a raw, blinking curiosity that made his ribs ache. 

“My name is Molo,” he offered, louder than necessary, as if volume could drown out the way her wrap had slipped lower when she’d startled.

Silence pooled between them, thick with the scent of feverfew and woodsmoke. 

Her lips moved soundlessly, shaping words that wouldn’t come, until at last— “Nayu.” 

Just a whisper, but it unraveled something in her shoulders, as if the name had been clutched tight in her fist this whole time.

Molo nodded toward the window slit where dusk bruised the sky. 

“You were lucky I took the shortcut through the bush.” The words tasted bitter. Luck had abandoned him years ago. “The wilderness chews up soft things like yourself.” His gaze flicked to her scraped knees, the dirt still packed under her nails. “What were you running from?”

Nayu’s fingers plucked at her frayed wrap. 

When she spoke, her voice was the rustle of dry leaves. “I don’t... remember.”

Molo tilted his head, rubbing at the tension gathering in his neck like stormclouds. 

“Do you know where you were running to, Nayu?” 

Silence pooled between them, thick enough to drown in. Her lips parted—hesitated—then pressed into a thin line as her fingers twisted in the frayed edge of her wrap. The frustration that flickered across her face was raw, unguarded, before she shook her head violently enough to send her braids swinging. 

“No.” The word came out small, brittle. 

He shifted his weight. “What about your family?” The question escaped before he could swallow it, clumsy as a spear thrown sideways. “You must remember where they are, surely?” 

Her breath hitched. A tremor ran through her—not the shiver of fever this time, but something deeper, like a sapling caught in a gale. Her palm slapped against her forehead with a muffled thud, fingers curling into her braids. 

“I don’t... remember.” The admission crumbled at the edges, her voice fraying like old rope. 

Molo’s gut twisted. 

Idiot. 

He’d seen that look before—on his own face, reflected in still water after the pyres had burned to ash. 

“Easy,” he murmured, reaching out before freezing mid-gesture, his hand hovering uselessly between them. “That’s alright.” The reassurance landed awkwardly, like a child’s first attempt at knotting a net. “I’m sure you just need to rest a little more. Don’t strain yourself.” 

The fire popped, sending embers spiraling upward. Nayu’s gaze followed them, her eyes too bright in the dimness. When she spoke again, it was to the smoke-stained ceiling. 

“Why does it hurt?” She pressed her fingertips to her temple, as if probing a hidden wound. “Not here—” she dragged her hand down to clutch at her chest, “—but here. Like I forgot something important.” 

Molo had no answer that wouldn’t taste like lies.

Molo's fingers twitched toward her cheek, hesitating—then brushed the tear away with a roughness that couldn’t mask the gentleness underneath. His thumb lingered, calloused pad catching on the soft swell of her lower lip before he pulled back as if burned. 

"Just take it slowly for now," he murmured, the words dredged up from some buried part of himself. The lamplight caught the silver in his stubble when he tilted his head toward the hearth. "Let’s focus on getting you well enough to stand first." 

Nayu’s breath hitched. Her fingers uncurled from the mat, reaching blindly until they found the hem of his waist wrap. The grip was weak, but the desperation in it wrenched at something behind his ribs. When he met her gaze, her pupils were blown wide—not just with fever now, but a pleading so raw it stole his breath. 

"Please." The word was barely audible, her throat working around it like a stone. "Don’t send me out there again." 

Molo’s spine straightened with a crack. 

"N-no," he stammered, louder than intended, his hand hovering over hers without quite touching. "I’m not—" The fire popped, scattering embers between them. He swallowed hard. "I just meant you shouldn’t push yourself. Bad enough you woke up in some stranger’s hut." His attempt at a chuckle scraped his throat raw. "Wouldn’t want you collapsing before you’ve even tasted my terrible porridge."

The way she looked at him—trust etched into the tremor of her lips, hope pooling in her upturned gaze—lodged in Molo’s chest like an arrowhead. He hadn’t known this weight since tiny fingers had clutched at his own, sticky with honey. 

“H-here,” he stammered, the wooden spoon scraping the bowl’s edge as he stirred. His exhale ruffled the steam rising from the porridge before he pressed it toward her. “Eat something and get your strength up.” 

Nayu’s fingers twitched in her lap, her mouth opening reflexively. The first swallow made her eyes widen—starved or surprised, he couldn’t tell—but the second came quicker, her lips pursing around the spoon with a soft pop that sent heat crawling up his neck. She leaned forward for the third, her collarbones glistening with exertion, and he had to steady her shoulder with his free hand when she swayed. 

“Good,” he murmured, watching her tongue dart out to catch a stray oat clinging to her lower lip. His grip tightened on the bowl. “Keep eating like that and you’ll be all better soon enough.” The words tasted like an oath he hadn’t meant to swear. 

She blinked up at him between bites, her lashes casting spiderweb shadows across her cheeks. When the bowl emptied, she made a small, bereft noise—but her fingers crept toward his wrist, tracing the scar there with featherlight curiosity. Molo froze. Her touch burned brighter than fever.

Molo’s pulse hammered against Nayu’s fingertips where they still clung to his wrist—a wild, thrumming rhythm that betrayed the careful neutrality of his expression. He swallowed hard, his throat working around the unspoken words caught there. 

"Y-you should wash," he managed, the suggestion
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