
        
            
                
            
        

    
My Name is Lost

By Taki Drake and Etienne LeFevre

East Haven Chronicles #1

[image: ]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Legal Stuff

Chapter 1 – Awakening

Chapter 2 – Preparations

Chapter 3 – Farmer in the Dell

Chapter 4 – Wagon Ride

Chapter 5 – Delton

Chapter 6 – Meet the Wisewoman

Chapter 7 – Tattoos and Warriors

Chapter 8 – Supper with Friends

Chapter 9 – Night Fight

Chapter 10 – Terror in the Night

Chapter 11 – Aftermath

Chapter 12 – Posse Organization

Chapter 13 – Back Tracking

Chapter 14 – Regroup

Author’s Notes - Taki Drake

Author’s Notes - Etienne LeFevre

Author - Taki Drake


Legal Stuff

Copyright © 2019, Taki Drake, Etienne LeFevre, All Rights Reserved.

Reproduction of any kind is strictly prohibited unless written permission granted by the author.

Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Published by All Chaos Press

[image: ]


Chapter 1 – Awakening

Pain brutally forced me from the comfortable darkness of unconsciousness into keen awareness. Opening my eyes, I got to experience more agony as a faint light stabbed into them like an ice pick. A new type of pain splashed across my body as I tried to move.

Trying to roll from my side to my knees was a mistake as I started to cough, and almost screamed as my chest heaved. One of my ribs was broken and had punctured a lung. I was cold and looked at my body, trying to figure out the source of those sensations.

I saw my only clothing was a loincloth. That was wrong. What had happened to me? A second later, another thought disturbed me even more than the pain. Who am I? Why am I here?

Looking around, I saw that the only things visible in the dim illumination were a rung ladder going up a vertical shaft to what appeared to be a door, and a passageway that led away from the rungs. Which way had I been going? What had I been trying to do? The light was coming from down the hall, from above what appeared to be a door handle. These were only a few dozen yards away, so I began crawling toward the light and door.

Every movement caused pain to echo down my arms and legs. Crawling was the better choice as climbing was not going to happen in my current injured state. As I started to move more, it became clear that my chest had several additional broken ribs. The grating sound and feeling of them rubbing bone against bone made me slightly nauseous.

My breath was coming in short, shallow gasps as I tried to avoid the slashing agony that occurred each time my chest expanded in a deep breath. I could feel the multiple breaks in my left collarbone grinding against each other, keeping accompaniment to the lower tone grating sound of my ribs.

Blood dripped down my side, and I could feel the hot stickiness of its passage. The compound fracture of my upper left arm was causing blood to flow like a reluctant waterfall. Several fingers on my right hand looked like horse’s hooves had landed on them.

The injuries were going to take months to heal. Okay, how do I know all that? Underneath all of the pain was the heat of anger. What could I possibly have done to deserve this? Who had done this? Did I have enemies waiting to see if I survived?

The pain was overwhelming, but the desire to survive and anger fueled me. I was not going to give up. I needed answers, and one way or another, I will get them.

It seemed to take hours to cover the distance to the door, marking my passage with slashes of agony played out against a background of pain. Reaching up with my right arm, I used my thumb to hook onto the door handle. Doing it that way only hurt a little, but it put me off balance, so when the door opened, I fell forward into the room.

The massive surge of pain that accompanied my impact on the floor was too much for my overstressed body, and I passed out.

Awareness crept in until I realized that I was awake once more. Moving without consideration, I re-woke the familiar agony. How long had I been unconscious? I had to do something to ease the pain soon, or it would be too easy just to lie down and give up.

Staying on the floor for the moment, I glanced around the room. Covering the left wall were mostly empty bookshelves but a few held books. Directly opposite the entry door was a kitchen area. On its left side, was a free-standing cabinet. Next to that, a sink with what looked like a pump nozzle above it.

Slowly I was building a map in my head, fitting all these separate pieces into a pattern that would be easy to remember. Part of me wondered who had designed this to be so efficient in its space usage. Slipping through the waves of pain, I felt a reluctant admiration for both the designer and the freedom that the person had to create.

There were a few wall-mounted cabinets and three drawers set in the wall below them. The right side of that area had a rather odd-looking stove. Odd-looking because there was no place to put the wood for the fire. I puzzled over it, but there was no time to think about that type of pathway. I needed to stay focused.

I wasn’t hungry, there was too much pain for any secondary sensation to take priority. However, it was good to know that food might be available. Even if my pain-induced nausea failed to subside, I knew that my body would need fuel, and soon. Anger kept me going, pushing toward survival, and more.

Continuing my internal map building, I resumed checking out the walls of the chamber. The divider to the right held another door and a few more bookshelves. There were more piles of books jammed into the furniture, but the dim light and the tears that kept clouding my vision from the pain did not allow me to look more closely at specific ones.

The only wall that I had not mapped was the one that I had entered through. Forcing my wracked body to twist, I rode through the surge of agony, once again breathing in short, shallow gasps. As my vision cleared, I saw that the entire wall around the door was decorated with a map.

With the definitions of the borders of the chamber fixed to that image in my head, I turned my attention to what else was in the room. The first thing I noticed was that toward the center of the room, next to a small table, there was a comfortable looking sofa.

The siren attractions of the promise of cushioning against my skin and a warmer surface than the cold floor drove me. I crawled to that couch and pulled myself onto it, pushing down the accompanying pain with wild promises to my body if it would just cooperate.

To my befuddled brain, the couch almost seemed to be helping me as I tried to find a position that wasn’t painful. Finally, I sprawled in more comfort. My body was stretched out, and I held momentarily motionless as I tried to relax.

Click, click, Clack! The trap caught me off guard, and restraints closed over my limbs and torso. A cold metal skull cap completed my immobilization. I panicked and tried to move, with the predictable surge of pain, but struggled unthinkingly for a moment as fresh waves of agony slammed into me. Realizing that there was no chance of escape in my current damaged condition, I stopped fighting and waited to see what would happen next.

My anger banked, I waited in smoldering patience for any opportunity to escape. Determined that if my unknown enemy had found me that I would not go without a fight, I waited for further action. Whoever I was, whatever my name had been, I was not easy prey. Although injured, I was not dead.

An inhuman voice spoke in the language of the West, “Analysis initiated.” There was silence for a few moments, and then it began listing the injuries I had sustained, including a concussion. It was a long list.

Listening to the tabulation of my injuries, I wondered how I had been able to move at all. My mind became more clear as my immobility allowed my pain to settle, and the vague warmth of the couch counteracted some of my shock.

Once again, it seemed like the furniture was attempting to help me since I could feel a distinct warming heat source every place my body touched the fabric of the couch. The shivers that I did not realize were shaking my frame were slowly subsiding, and my pain diminished again.

The voice continued listing my injuries, and at some point, I realized that the majority of them had to be deliberately inflicted by someone else. Someone tried to kill me, I realized, my fury growing. I continued to wait and listen until finally, the list of injuries ended.

After a few seconds of silence, the eerie voice continued, saying, “Analysis complete. Shall this unit initiate medical treatment? Please respond, Yes or No.” I managed to croak out a “Yes.” There was a stab of a needle in my neck, and I blacked out.

There was no pain when I woke up the third time. Opening my eyes with trepidation, I immediately relaxed with the realization that the presence of the light no longer caused pain. Relief let me breathe deeply and take more stock of my situation.

The restraints were gone, as were most of the aches and pains. I could breathe without pain. The euphoric joy of that gave me hope for my future that felt like a rushing boost of energy.

I was still cold and realized I was still naked but for the loincloth. Something would have to be done about that, or the cold would continue to drag my energy down.

All my tools are gone, came a wisp of a thought, though I didn’t know what tools were missing. It didn’t matter. I still resented their loss with emotion even stronger than my anger at what had been done to me physically.

Looking at my surroundings again, I noticed the table next to the couch had a book lying on it. I started to reach for the document, and my body informed me in no uncertain terms that I had higher priorities. There was another thing I was much more concerned with and headed to the other door in the room, which hopefully was, YES! A bathroom!

A light flashed on as the door opened, and I paused as I realize something. None of the lamps were using oil. My mind felt like it was finally getting into gear, and it meant that I could do more than one thing at a time.

I trotted back to the table, and only felt a slight stinging sensation in my legs. The overriding agony was gone from my movements, and I reveled in the feeling of freedom from pain. Picking up the book, I returned to the bathroom. I thought to myself, No sense in only doing one thing at a time.

Sitting down, I started reading, and the first thing on the page made me tense up and focus. It read, ‘Greetings escapee. As you know, you have no memory of who you are. That is by design. You are a blank slate on which to write your new life.’ What the??? came an unbidden thought, followed by, Then why can I still read?

Forcing my attention back on the written text, I saw that whoever the author was had laid things out logically. His commentary continued, ‘There is a storeroom further down the hall containing clothes, a variety of weapons, armor, traveling food, and water. Find what feels comfortable to you and take it freely. Trust your instincts when making your choices.

‘Several miles down the corridor, you will find an exit into the wilderness. The other side is hidden to prevent anyone who hasn’t used it previously from discovering it. If you have a chance in the future, return what you have taken for the next escapee.

‘My advice is for you to head East or North. Do not go into any town, it will not go well. They may know what you did, what you look like, and they will be looking for you. If they find you, your life will likely be over. All I can tell you is the same thing that was told to me, Good luck!’

I finished reading that first section and reread it several times. It seemed to be helpful and yet remained uninformative. Deliberately informative and misleading. Perhaps the rest will be more useful. Feeling both thankful for the guide and angry that it was not more informative, I continued to read.
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Chapter 2 – Preparations

After a nice relaxing hot bath, I took the book back to the main room. Hunger announced itself as my stomach gurgled, interrupting my survival driven need to understand every word that the unknown author had left me.

Heading over to the kitchen area, I started opening the doors and drawers. The drawers in the wall contained silverware, cooking utensils, and some plates and bowls. Moving to the stand-alone cabinet, I found it contained several different types of already prepared food, and a variety of fresh meats, eggs, and vegetables. At this point I was so hungry, everything looked good.

Grabbing some prepared food that looked appealing, and a fork from one of the drawers, I went back to the only seat in the room. Cautiously sitting on the couch again, I was happy and relieved when it did not respond with the restraints I had encountered before.

The smell of the opened package of food abruptly shifted my priorities once more. The couch was no longer a danger to me, and I needed to pay attention to providing my body with the fuel it needed to continue healing.

My attention quickly shifted to consuming the food and reading the rest of the book. As I ate, the energy levels in my body rose, and a low-level feeling of desperation eased. Understanding that I had been starving and had not realized it, I made sure to eat all of the food I had chosen, and even went back for more.

Most of the book was less interesting to me than the shock of the beginning. After the disturbing introduction, the next chapters described the political situation of the area. The book had the names of many people and included their affiliations, alliances, and enemies. While understanding why that information was laid out there, I had to force myself to read through that portion of the book and struggled to put the information it contained into a structure in my mind so that I could draw upon it later.

I knew the problem was that this section was boring to me. Even though I did not know my name, I knew what things I was interested in, and political landscapes were nowhere on my list of things I like to read. After I finished reading through the whole thing, I closed the book and put it back on the small table.

Glancing around the room again, the map on the wall grabbed my attention. It had a ‘you are here’ symbol, with a couple of towns marked along a river. One village, Ironwood, was right next to that indicator, and the other was a small city, which was unnamed.

The indicated city sat on what appeared to be a dam or bridge over the river. I could understand why cities frequently were built by waterways since that was an efficient way of getting traffic of goods and people in and out. The location was something for me to remember, and I added it to the mental map I had already started to build of the geography.

Some markings seemed to indicate ruins fifty or sixty miles north. That was noticeable, especially if I needed to find someplace to hide. I realized after a moment that both the city and the ruins provided a form of concealment, one away from people and the other hidden in a more crowded population.

My attention started to wander as I looked at the map. I realized that I was already bored again, and thought, Time to go to the storeroom for clothes and weapons. The idea of sorting through the items that were mentioned in the book perked me right up, and I felt energized, rather than bored.

Motivated by some unknown urge, I decided to clean up the dishes and utensils I had used and then headed to the exit. I could not tell if that urge was because it was the right thing to do or because I was fastidious by nature.

Opening the door carefully and quietly, I glanced both ways to ensure there was no one in the hallway. It was empty, clean, and quiet. Clean? I’d been bleeding a lot. Exiting my temporary sanctuary and moving as quietly as possible, I looked at the hall side of the door. No blood was on it. There had been no sign or sound of anyone moving around. Another puzzle. Great.

It was quiet in the hallway, and my footsteps were inaudible as I snuck down the hall away from the room where I had been healed. I moved freely and with confidence. Although there were still a few aches left, the majority of the pain was gone.

Continuing down the hall for about 10 yards, I noticed another door located on the opposite wall. Moving over to it, I touched the entry portal gently, and it slid open smoothly and without noise, just like the door to the healing room had done.

Someone had been a skilled engineer. Whoever made it was careful to construct this passage to minimize noise to prevent the authorities from finding this escape path.

Looking in, I saw crates. There was a slight musty smell as if the room hadn’t seen use in years. There were dozens of boxes, all labeled in eight or nine languages, five of which I could read. How can I comprehend five different languages? And how do I know that I am able to read those languages?

At this point, worrying about how I knew something was not accomplishing anything. Maybe I can figure it out later. There are more immediate issues. Shrugging off my mental dialogue, I moved into the room.

My first impression was that it was huge. Shelves were everywhere, and the aisles and shelves were coated with strange characters. Crates sat on the shelves with open sides exposed for efficient viewing. The storeroom was well organized, and I could see that the far corner held a dressing area with a full-length mirror.

Picking some clothes from the men’s clothing crates, I put on a comfortable outfit, choosing colors that would break up my silhouette when operating in either wilderness or an urban setting. While dressing, I glanced into the mirror at my back. It was a bit startling to see a very elaborate snake tattoo. Another of those things I don’t remember dammit. I’m sure there’s a story there! Now dressed, the temperature seemed much more comfortable.

Next on my agenda was weapons. In short order, a Katana and Wakizashi set were resting comfortably on my hips. A katana was functional against an unarmed foe. Still, if I had to go against anyone armored, I’d need something with more penetrating power, so I added a shortsword, which could be slung over my left shoulder for easy access.

A crate marked ‘Archery’ held several beautiful longbows, bowstrings, quiver, and missiles. I grabbed a bow, several spare strings, a quiver in which to keep the variety of target, broadhead, and fowling arrows I had chosen.

A box labeled ‘Knives’ contained an assortment of blades, including some well-balanced daggers. Several of those and their sheaths ended up secreted under my new set of clothes. After some thought, I included a broader and sturdy chopper. Since I did not know where I was going to end up, the option of a blade that would quickly chop through underbrush seemed to be prudent. Too heavy and awkward for me to carry on an ongoing basis, I vowed to tuck it into my baggage.

After getting clothed and armed, I felt much more relaxed and happy. All that was left to grab was some food and water for an extended trip. There were backpacks available, and I quickly filled one with some food that didn’t look too inedible and a few water flasks. Looking around, I made a note of where all the items were distributed so that if I came back here in a hurry, I would know from where to grab things.

Mentally running down a list of critical items, I realized that I was prepared to the best of my ability to project my needs. Suddenly eager to be exploring, I headed for the door. Excitement rose in me like a bubbling fountain, and the sense of adventure lent speed to my steps.

Exiting the chamber, I once again checked both ways before entering the hallway. I headed east, away from the place where I had awakened. I thought to myself, It was time to get some distance between my former captors and me.

It didn’t take too long for me to cover the distance to the end of the tunnel. Slowing down as I got close, I realized that there was a sharp left turn, with another of the dim lights just before the bend. Just below the light fixture, I could see a labeled diagram of the exit area.

The notes below the sign, again written in several languages, said, ‘The door will not be visible when in the cave. The opening mechanism consists of a pressure plate that can be activated by pressing a small oval stone above the door.’ It seems simple enough, I thought and moved on.

Beyond the left turn of the hall, there were no more artificial lamps. The light grew dimmer as I moved toward the end of the passageway. I could see that my way terminated in a door just like the diagram had outlined.

Reaching up and pushing the small oval stone, I had to dodge back a bit as the door moved into the cave toward me about a foot, clearing the frame. Watching in wonder, I saw that the door itself was over a foot thick, and reinforced between the surface plates with light-absorbing black metal.

The complex mechanism then pivoted the door to swing away from me, clearing the opening. Like the other doors in this area, the operating mechanism worked very quietly. After I stepped through the doorway, the portal slid shut behind me with the reverse of the two-step process.

Glancing around quickly, I made a note of the location of the stone on the outside as well. It would not be smart to forget how to get into the secret facility if I needed to return.

The light of day was blinding, even filtered by the trees outside the cave and the cave walls themselves. My eyes adjusted quickly to the sunlight, even through the moisture that sprung from my tear ducts.

The lack of head pain was almost euphoric, filling me with confidence. There were still some minor aches and pains coming from my legs and ribs, but compared to earlier, they were not significant.

Quietly moving to the cave mouth, I checked to see if I could sense anyone nearby. No one was visible, and I could not hear any noise that a human would make.

Exploring my other senses, I took a quick sniff of the air and could detect no human presence nearby. Again, I was not sure how I would know. Something I’d forgotten told me it was safe. Hoping that instinct was correct, I set off into the fading sunlight, as the sun started to dip below the horizon behind me.
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Chapter 3 – Farmer in the Dell

Seen one forest, you have seen them all, I thought to myself. Well, no, actually probably not, but that adage came to mind after walking several hours and many miles. There was no memory of me ever walking through a forest at night, but that expression popped into my head all the same.

It was full dark, with no moon to illuminate the woods, and yet the starlight seemed to be enough for me. Indeed, to my eyes, it seemed like it was still daytime. The wandering nocturnal animals kept clear of me, even the predators. The herbivores ignored me unless I got too close, then they broke cover and ran. It was as if the world was mine, no one to confront me and everyone making way for my progress.

Following a trail that deer evidently used, I was making good time, even while going nowhere that I knew. The fresh air felt good against my skin, though a bit cold. Fortunately, the clothes I’d chosen were keeping me warm.

Then, on the wind, I smelled the smoke of a wood fire, the scent of dogs, and some unrecognized food cooking. I didn’t have to change course to head toward the smells since the wind was blowing the scent directly into my face.

A few minutes later, I came to a stone fence. The deer trail went both ways, running parallel to the stone structure. Neither direction showed the concentrated use that the path I was on had, which I took to mean that there was food for the deer in multiple directions.

Looking over the five-foot stone wall, I saw evidence of the recent harvest in the shorn fields and the stubble of the crops. I had no problems seeing over the top of the rock barrier, my eyes high enough to turn for comprehensive information gathering, and the tip of my shoulder rising an inch or two above the top surface.

Measuring my body against that fence, I realized that I was a little more than 6 feet tall. Moving automatically, I jumped to the top of the wall in one hop, proving to myself that when I was not fighting massive injuries that my body was in excellent physical condition. It also told me that I was evidently trained for some purpose requiring agility.

The jump had felt effortless, and I had not strained at all while performing that maneuver. That told me that I could probably go a bit higher from a standing position. With a running start, I probably could clear 12-15 feet with ease. Being able to do that did not strike me as something ordinary people could do, but again, I was accepting the fact that I could do things most people weren’t able to do.

A short distance away, I saw a farmhouse and barn. Lying near to the house and out of the wind, I could see what appeared to be three large guard dogs sleeping. The scene was quiet, and I found myself reluctant to disturb the peaceful setting, but I felt compelled to make contact with another human being.

The windows from the house were dark except for a dimly lit one, probably from the cooking fire. Jumping down from the wall, I moved silently toward the house.

The dogs woke when I was about fifteen feet away from the door and started the usual aggressive barking. I was expecting that, but it was still necessary for me to squash down the immediate urge to kill them. Showing that they were smart as well as conscientious, the dogs advanced a few steps toward me and spread out.

It took about five seconds for the farmer to light a lamp, which indicated he was a light sleeper and kept things prepared for unexpected and unwelcome visitors. At that time, the wind shifted so that it was blowing from behind me, and the dogs finally caught my scent. Immediately, they quieted down, one going so far as to sit. All three of them continued to observe me, ready to do their job.

I headed for the door to knock on it, winning a race with the house occupant to that portal by a few seconds. At the sound of my tapping announcement, the door opened an inch, and a large man glared through the opening, which was secured by a thick chain.

“What do you want?” he grunted.

“A bit of food, some water, and some information,” was my reply. “But I’m afraid I don’t have anything to offer in exchange,” I finished and smiled ruefully.

“Heh, well, at least you’re honest,” he said. “Kraken, Titan, and Jawbone seem to trust you, so hold on a second.” He shut the door, and there was the sound of the chain rattling, and the door reopened, fully this time.

Big and tough, but not a fighter, I thought to myself as I saw my host. Dressed in a loose shirt and pants that had been obviously donned quickly from the way his shirttail had been caught up on the side, the large muscled man was impressive. Looking beyond him into the chamber, I could see the kitchen in the dim light provided by the cook fire. I could also tell that this was the source of the appetizing smells that I had been sensing for the last several miles, and my mouth watered.

“Wipe your shoes there,” the large man said, pointing at a brush fastened to the floor by the doorstep. “Then come in. I’ll get another light, some water, and food. My name’s Delman.” Without another word, the farmer turned and left the room, moving quickly through a doorway on the opposite wall.

Wiping my feet, carefully, and stepping into the kitchen, I almost called out to him that I didn’t need the light, but thought better of that. I had to keep reminding myself not to give others more information about my capabilities than absolutely necessary.

I hung my bow and swords on the cloak hooks that I saw next to the door. The delicious smell of the stew in the enclosed room was torture, and I tried to distract myself while waiting for Delman to reappear.

Glancing about the kitchen, I saw that in addition to the fireplace, there was a small table with three chairs, all well-made and well used. There were a couple of counters for food prep, almost painfully clean and clear of any clutter. A water pump with a washtub under it was located by a window.

This was all pleasant, but I was most impressed by the twelve cabinets that adorn the walls. Beautifully made and finished with painstaking care, they looked like the work of a master craftsman. This man has unanticipated talents, I thought to myself.

Delman came back into the room and put a lamp on the table. Moving over to one of the cupboards, he pulled out a couple of bowls and retrieved two spoons and a ladle from a flatware chest. Still, without saying a word, the large man filled two dishes and set them on the table.

The farmer indicated I should have a seat, so I moved to the table and waited for him. After getting two glasses from another cabinet, he used the pump to fill them and handed me one, retaining the others. When he went to sit down, I took my seat also. “It’s customary to give me your name, stranger,” he said after we’d both taken a few spoonfuls of the stew.

“I would, but I don’t know who I am,” was my reply. My host must have been convinced that I was telling the truth because he didn’t ask again. My unhappiness and pain must have been present in my voice. I certainly felt them like an unpleasant lightning bolt that punched me in the chest.

“Heh. Well, welcome to the outskirts of Delton, and no, it wasn’t named for my family or me,” Delman said, laughing. “There’s not much to see there, but it has a few stores, houses, temples, and the usual.”

I smiled pleasantly but was unsure what else to contribute to the conversation. It was like traveling through strange terrain with my eyes bound in a cloth. I did not know where the dangerous places were located, and that meant avoiding them would be difficult. Unsure of what topics to open up, I chose to stay silent.

After waiting for me to say something for a few seconds, Delman continued, “from the size and apparent weight of your pack, it would seem that you probably have most of your base survival supplies, with the possible exception of money. The people in the town are generally friendly, but they don’t much like our type. Still, they won’t try to kill you just for being different.”

“Okay, I said, rather curiously. “What is ‘our type?’”

“Faeblood,” came Delman’s unexpected response. “I recognize your build, and the eyes and ears are dead giveaways. Both you and I look pretty typical for a half-blood.”

I was half-Fae. Well, that explained a few things, an unbidden thought popped into my head. Thinking back just a short time ago, when I’d jumped to the top of the wall, there had been no pain, no ache, and only a slight strain.

The Fae were known as rapid healers and could see in the dark, so that matched my experiences. They were known for other things too, many less savory than those minor abilities. I wondered which ones I’d forgotten, but that did possibly explain why I’d been in prison.

“So, a touch of amnesia, eh?” he continued. “Well, after you finish eating, there’s a couch in the next room. Make yourself comfortable, and we can talk more in the morning. I’ve been harvesting my crops all week and just finished yesterday. I’m a bit sleepy too. I’ll be going to town after dawn to sell the extras. If you’ve no objection, I’d prefer to talk on the way there.”

“Talking on the way to town sounds good,” was my reply. “I need to think about things for a bit.”

“Fair enough. See you in the morning.”
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Chapter 4 – Wagon Ride

Noises came from Delman’s bedroom at dawn. I hadn’t slept a wink and yet felt no worse for it. Apparently, my body had a lot of stamina, and I did not need much sleep. Delman probably had not slept either, but neither of us commented on it. He had given me space to think and to rest, something for which I was most grateful.

Breakfast was pretty basic food but pleasant, consisting of fresh bread, butter, and strawberry jam. Neither one of us was in the mood to talk much, so it was a silent meal, but the companionship felt good.

Without a word, I help the farmer clean up the kitchen and put the dishes away. As Delman went to make his preparations, I rearmed myself with my pair of swords before grabbing my bow and quiver.

The farmer had a small stack of bags for whatever he was going to purchase in town, but I knew that he was going to want to get his excess produce loaded up as soon as possible. As I had suspected, he headed for the door immediately, murmuring to me, “It is time to get the wagon loaded and take off for town. Even though it is relatively close, the journey will still take us a while. I prefer to get my business taken care of and still get back here when there is still some light. Too many things happen to people returning home after selling goods in town, and I do not want to overly tempt someone to attack me.”

As he walked over to the barn, Delman picked up three short sticks. In the time that we covered the short distance from the house to the barn doors, the farmer threw them for his dogs. The animals were thrilled, clearly enjoying the activity as they bounded after the thrown objects and happily brought them back to Delman to throw again.

“They are very good dogs,” he said, “They helped to keep both me and my property safe, and they are good companionship too.”

In the barn, the farmer directed me to load the wagon with baskets of vegetables while he got a couple of old horses hitched up to the front traces. I heard him murmuring to them as he worked, and noticed that he had pats and treats for them. This is a man that loves animals. Wonder how he does with people.

I loaded up the wagon quickly, moving smoothly and well. There was not even a twinge of pain which pleased me greatly. The Fae in my heritage helped me heal quickly, which was a blessing in many ways. I still felt angry and exposed to an unknown enemy, but apparently, my nature was such that I could also appreciate the good things in my existence.

The two of us led the horses out of the barn, and I climbed up onto the passenger side of the wagon while Delman shut the big barn doors. Laughing again at something humorous in his own mind, he said, “Always close the barn doors after the horse has gotten out.” Climbing onto the seat while still chuckling, he flicked the reins, and we headed to Delton.

We had barely gotten on the road when the farmer turned to me with a serious expression. “Let me tell you a few things,” Delman said. “You’re Fae tainted, and that means you bear the burden of some of their abilities and talents. Nightvision, eidetic memory, and heightened hearing, count as the least of the capabilities you might have. I have those and a ‘green thumb’ also. Thanks to the affinity for growing things, I have never gone hungry.”

“That sounds perfect for a farmer. I bet your crops grow when no one else’s do.”

“Yes, and that occasionally causes problems. But everyone’s abilities are different. You’ll have to discover what else you can do on your own. Based on the weapons you’re carrying, you were probably a warrior, prior to…,” he trailed off unhappily.

“Prior to what?” I asked.

Delman seemed a bit sad as he replied, “Well, you’re not the first person with missing memories to travel by my farm in the last decade. There have been two others. Unfortunately, Ironwood soldiers were quick to recapture them. The two seemed unable to change their nature and caused some issues which brought the law quickly to this area. Those of us that live here, human and Fae alike, prefer you don’t do the same. There is already enough trouble around here, given the nightly raids by the ‘Things.’”

“Things?”

“It happens about three or four times a year. Nobody’s seen anything, but there are huge footprints in the dirt in the morning, and usually, a cow is missing. The town tried to keep a person on watch, but after the first two people disappeared along with the cow, they stopped doing that. The raids have been going on for about a decade.”

“Wow. So two people and thirty to forty cows. They haven’t hired anyone to protect their herd?” I asked in disbelief.

Delman angrily replied, “It is too expensive to hire that type of person, and the local Lord is not interested as long as we pay the taxes on time and in full. I help out the village with my minor plant talent, so the town isn’t starving. The cows are a luxury, and losing three to four a year isn’t worth the Lord investing in a garrison of soldiers to protect against an infrequent raider.”

“Still, it doesn’t seem right.”

“Nope, it isn’t, but I’m not cut out to argue with them, raider or Lord. You might be, depending on how good you are with the weapons you are carrying.”

“I don’t know. The swords just felt comfortable. But from what you just said, if I stick around the village, I’ll probably find out.”

“That’s true. Or if you piss off one of the villagers and soldiers get summoned.”

“I’ll try to avoid that. I’m not sure what happened, but I know that I had received a good thrashing before waking up in my current condition,” I said. Memory supplied the exact details of the pain I’d awakened to yesterday. Eidetic memory indeed, I thought, it seems to be as much a bane as a benefit.

“When we get to the village, I’ll introduce you around. There is a Wisewoman, Drelba is her name. She knows a bit of animal husbandry, how to take care of simple injuries, and keeps track of the history of the village. She’s as sharp as a tack, but the rest are simple farmers or herders.”

My brain was busy trying to fit all of these pieces of information together into a pattern that I could remember. The anger at my situation fought with a puzzle that I might be able to solve, and that struggle must have shown on my face.

Delman said gently, “They are good people, just living a simple lifestyle. However, so many look down on them that they are easily offended by someone who is significantly smarter than they. Please watch yourself, because I can tell you are extremely intelligent. I am hoping that your situation will turn out better than the others because you do not appear to be arrogant.”

I found to my surprise that it was easy for me to smile as I answered him, “How can I be arrogant when I do not know who I am? And why would I expect that anyone would be more or less important than I am? I will try to be considerate, and hopefully, the people in the town are not too ready to take offense because I feel very disoriented.”

“Then you can relax as soon as they get to know you a little bit better. As long as you are not part of the problem, I am sure everything will work out.”

I saw Delman glance at the trees and the path. The farmer said, “Ah, we’re about five minutes away from the gate. They built a wooden palisade after the last cow theft, thinking that might help. I doubt it will as I saw one of the footprints, and it belonged to someone huge. That size person would not be kept out by simple palisade.”

When I did not say anything else, he asked me, “You got any questions?”

I smiled and said, “Lots, but none that I think you can answer, unfortunately. Live and learn is the expression that comes to my mind that is most appropriate. I guess I’ll take it plus the one that states ‘Better to keep one’s mouth closed and be thought a fool than to open it and prove it’ as my guiding principles.”

Delman shouted with laughter, saying, “Both are good ones to abide by.”
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Chapter 5 – Delton

As the wagon rounded a corner, I could see the road continued, wending its way out of the more heavily forested area and into one of cultivated fields. The path wandered through several small farms before it approached a wooden gate, set in a wooden stockade.

I was not particularly impressed. The wall was barely ten-foot-high and not a significant barrier to attack, whether by a single enemy or a band of raiders. Some part of me was analyzing the weakest entry point for a breakthrough, finding many vulnerable locations. If a determined group of people came at the town, the wall would be worse than useless.

From the treeline to the wooden barrier was a distance of about a mile, giving any defenders a clear shot at advancing enemies. The fields had been mostly cleared of rocks and trees, and currently had several groups of people that were harvesting the last of the crops, leaving the approach bare of cover.

My analysis of the wall indicated it would take me only two or three seconds to travel over it. I’m evidently skilled at burglary, too. At some level, I was offended by the deceptive nature of the wall. Such a barrier would fool the townspeople into thinking they were protected while anyone, other than a ragtag group of highwaymen, would know what a joke it was.

Delman slowed the wagon down almost as if he wanted me to finish making my observations. After a few seconds, the farmer broke the silence that had lasted for the last several miles to say, “If they’re lucky, the wall might give the townsfolk a few seconds warning when the Thing comes back. Even though it will not keep the monster out, someone might at least get to see what is taking their animals.”

“If it’s as large as you say, Delman, it may just step over the wall, and they would be none the wiser, at least until morning.”

The gate was swinging open as we approached, indicating someone was watching. As the gate open wider, I could see that there was a young girl who was excitedly bouncing up and down.

“You got your harvest done, Delman!” she said. “I’m so glad to see you again!”

“Yes, Marissa,” Delman replied. “And this is an acquaintance who helped load my wagon and made the trip less boring.”

“What’s his name? What’s your name, stranger?” she rapid-fired the questions at us both.

“He doesn’t know,” Delman answered quickly. “Before you ask any other questions, let us get the wagon unloaded. Then you can talk to him all you like.” He smiled at her fondly and turned back to me.

Intended for just my ears, he quietly said to me, “That will cover any debt you feel you owe me.”

My reply was also quiet, “Thanks, I didn’t know how to repay you.”

“Loading my wagon was good enough, but, trust me, Marissa will talk your ear off given any chance at all. Good luck!”

We headed over to a small market area and offloaded the wagon onto the tables that were set up there. Both of us moved quickly, but it still took us a half-hour to get everything laid out. Marissa followed us from the gate and was full of advice and criticism on how to layout the produce. Both Delman and I ignored her for the most part.

I felt fully recovered today, experiencing no pain and no dizziness. Standing there in a strange market with people crowded around me, I was alert, ready to react as needed, my nerves slightly tight, and my blood surging in my body.

My awareness expanded out, and I found myself building that strange map in my head that let me know the location of everyone and everything around me. With the crowd swirling and moving, part of my brain was fully engaged with updating that map so that at any time, I knew how to act.

After all of the produce was offloaded and organized to Delman’s satisfaction, I made sure to pick up my bow and quiver. Putting my backpack underneath the rear of one of the tables, I stood and waited for Delman to suggest what I should do or who I should speak to next.

One of the locals came over to Delman, and they began to negotiate for the farmer's produce. There is a fair amount of back-and-forth, some of it quite heated, but eventually, they agreed on a price that did not seem to make either of them happy.

My hackles rose, and I realize that Marissa had come to stand next to me. Uneasy in her presence, I glanced sideways at her and saw that she was staring at me expectantly. When I did not say anything to her, she decided to take the initiative.

“You look my age,” she said.

I grinned at her and said, “I’m older. I carry it well.” To my eyes, she could not have been more than sixteen years old, and I knew that I was far older than that. Fae show their age more slowly than humans, and the scars on my body told me that I had been an adult for a long time.

Her next words caused me a moment of panic. “Nice snake tattoo! Can I see the rest of it?”

I followed her glance and saw that she was looking at my left wrist. To my surprise, the head of the snake tattoo that I had seen on my back earlier was now peeking out from underneath my sleeve. It had moved, and my skin crawled in uneasy sympathy.

Before I would be forced to answer the young woman, I was saved by an interruption. Delman, who’d been talking with the man who’d purchased his produce, spoke to me, saying, “This is Faren. I’ve let him know what’s happened to you, and while he remembers the others who’ve come here, he’s willing to give you a chance.”

For the first time, I looked directly at the man with whom Delman had been bargaining. The first thing I noticed was the level brown-eyed gaze of a man who was trying to take my measure. Standing slightly shorter than my own height, Faren showed a typical human set of features, with weather-roughened skin and sandy brown hair.

His expression was neutral, neither welcoming nor antagonistic. He was as watchful of me as I was of him. That comprehensive observation took only a split second so I could reply quickly.

“Thank you, Delman, and thank you, Faren,” was my reply. “I’ll try to help out as much as I can, and if I’m getting something wrong, please let me know immediately. I don’t want to offend anyone.”

“I surely will, stranger,” came Faren’s answer. “Assuming you know how to use those swords you are carrying, we may have a use for you shortly. It’s been over three months since our last visit from the raider.”

Delman placed his hand reassuringly on my shoulder for a second before saying, “Faren will introduce you around so that everyone knows you. I need to head back to my farm and deal with the animals. Good luck with your memory loss and in adjusting to a new life.”

Picking up the now filled sacks that he had brought with him, Delman moved toward his wagon. Tossing the bags up into the wagon bed, he turned and smiled back at the young woman, saying, “Goodbye, for now, Marissa.”

Breaking forth in a blinding smile, the young woman ran over to him and grabbed him in a big hug. As he returned the embrace, Marissa stretched up and tried for a kiss. Delman laughed as he straightened up and looked down at her. Smiling fondly, the big man said, “Later, my love.”

Delman got back into the driver's seat of his wagon and maneuvered the horses around so that he could head out of the village. With the market so close to the gate, he was outside the stockade within just a few moments.

Watching him as he left, I had an opportunity to inspect the inside of the gate and wall. From this perspective, I saw that there were a couple of village boys operating the gate. It took three of them to manage the opening and closing, although the mechanism itself was simple.

The construction of the gate itself was rudimentary and would not be sturdy enough to stop even a basic battering ram. This is what I had feared when I saw the wall from the outside, that it would be a dangerously deceptive symbol of safety. The gate and barrier would not keep any determined enemy out, even a predator that stole a single head of cattle several times a year.

I know how to siege a town? Well, probably much better than farmers!

I turned my attention back to Faren and Melissa to see the end of a whispered conversation between the two. When both of them turned to stare at me consideringly, I knew that I had been the subject of that conversation. Looking for one to the other, I quirked an eyebrow in question, and Marissa jumped into speech, as I thought she might.

“Faren and I think that you need to meet everybody in town. Although some of the people are out in the fields, the majority of our population is here in the market. There are even some people from the surrounding areas that come in on Market Day. We will see if we can get you known to at least most of them here, and then take you over to meet our Wisewoman.”

I looked at Faren as Marissa chattered at me. He gave me a smile and a helpless shrug. Nodding in understanding, I realized that trying to have a conversation with Marissa was like standing in a creek at flood time. You could not stop the flow, all you could do was brace yourself and survive.

The next couple of hours were a confusing whirlwind of introductions and names that I needed to remember. Faren and Marissa introduced me to the people who were in town, dragging me from table to table and sometimes interrupting the shoppers to make us known to each other.

Names and small facts bombarded my head until my brain felt like it was going to burst. It was a good thing that most of the men and women were out in the fields just outside the walls. Of the approximately 250 inhabitants of Delton, I met only fifty or so people. These were the ones working inside the walls.

One after another, I met the blacksmith, butcher, baker, candlestick maker, sutler, and inn proprietor, plus many more. Desperately trying to build some sort of association among the different people and the random facts that have been mentioned about their livelihood, relationships, or desires tired me more than the entire hike the day before had done.

At least I remembered a couple of them, notably the blacksmith, a huge man that was as tall as I but twice as wide, and who looked like he lifted cows for exercise. Since his name meant strong, I could remember Jedrek Strongarm easily.

The innkeeper was also notable. A well-kept man, he had a precision of action and an occupation that went well with his name, Kaz Boniface. He seemed pleasant but not pushy, and I knew that my initial liking would continue to grow.

Reminding me that Delton was a farm town, I was also introduced to a variety of cows and goats. According to what I was told, approximately thirty cows and seventy-five goats were housed each evening within the city walls. Somehow, I knew this was unusual but chalked it up to an attempt to protect their animals from the unknown predator.

Almost stumbling in my exhaustion, at the end of our fast introduction round, I was confident that I remembered all of the people’s names and their occupations. Some of the other facts I might have to be reminded about, but the main points I would retain. I even remembered some of the cows' names, although the goats were a bit much.
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Chapter 6 – Meet the Wisewoman

The last person I was to meet was the Wisewoman. Faren indicated a house, just off from the market area, as belonging to this respected elder, and we headed that direction.

I noticed as we approached the woman’s house that Marissa was bouncing again, while Faren was watching her with amusement. There did not seem to be any worry in either one of their faces, and I felt a small bit of tension slip away from me.

Coming up to the door, Faren knocked, and we waited for an answer from inside.

“Hold your damn horses,” came a gruff female voice. “I’m coming.”

The door opened, and an ancient woman stood in the entryway. She was at least seventy years old and looked like she’d worked for every one of them. Her face was heavily wrinkled, but her life was more easily seen in her hands. Slightly swollen knuckles and calluses so old that they had to be lifelong decorated her palms and fingers like badges of courage.

Lifting my gaze back up to her face, I saw that her blue eyes were busy taking my measure also. For a split second, something old and implacable looked out of those windows to her soul before once again the shutters of normality closed down. All that was left for me to see once again was the welcome kindness in her expression.

Behind her was another woman, appearing to be about the same age as Marissa. Both of the house occupants were wearing flower-patterned dresses and look like they were related.

The old woman spoke first, saying, “Faren, Marissa, and the stranger with swords! Excellent!”

Marissa and Faren both jumped into speech, talking over the top of each other. The noise was so confusing that I took a step back as if to dissociate myself from their impetuous nature and garbled speech.

The old woman spoke again, saying commandingly, “You two, go away,” pointing to my two companions and making brushing motions with her left hand. Turning back to me, the Wisewoman held out her right hand and said, ”You come in.”

“Umm, goodbye, Marissa, Faren. Thank you for the introductions,” I managed to say before the Wisewoman pulled me further into the house and shut the door behind me. Before the door closed off my view, I saw that Faren’s face had a look of resignation, while Marissa seemed slightly put out.

I hope it was not something I did or said that caused this. Furthermore, I do not understand why I did not dodge this old woman’s grasp? I thought. To my astonishment, this time, I got an answer.

<<Because she didn’t represent a danger to us.>>

I jumped in shock and thought, <<US?>>

<<US!>> came the reply.

Great, now I get to question my sanity. My heart was racing, and I seemed short of breath. I was starting to panic, but over what? There were no visible threats.

<< Please don’t panic. I can’t explain anything at the moment. I’m kind of busy. Please stay calm. Her wards are helping me stabilize our situation. And she’s trying to help the village and us. >>

<< Have you been with me the whole time? If so, why did you wait until now to reveal yourself? >> I flung the thought at whatever was responding to me. Yes, something was wrong. My eyes went wide as my fear spiked, and my heart rate went up again.

<< This place is warded against the Fae. I’ve been hiding us until now, trying to avoid your Father. Her wards let me relax a bit, perhaps too much, sorry! Hold on! >>

“I am Drelba, and this is my apprentice, Willow. Are you okay? Do you know why you came here?”

“No,” was my reply in a raw voice that I barely recognized as mine. Feeling like my words were being ripped through my throat, I said, “I’ve no idea where here is, nor who I am. The number of questions that I have that need answers is so large that I feel like I am going to explode. On top of all that, I don’t remember anything, and I am worried that one of the things that I have forgotten will get me killed!”

My emotions broke through, almost bringing me to my knees. My blood hammered in my throat, and the feeling of fear was overwhelming. I knew I was in the middle of a full panic attack.

“What am I? Who am I?” I almost screamed. Tears flowed an instant later, and I collapsed, shaking. “What is wrong with me?!?” My bow clattered to the floor as I fell on my knees, head bowed down and resting in my hands.

“Willow! Get blankets, and then get the soup,” Drelba snapped the orders out, and Willow jumped to obey. Seconds later, I was wrapped tightly in layers of warm coverings, and then the supporting arms were absent again.

I was still shaking, but it wasn’t because I was cold. Numbness was creeping through my body with a slow oozing that dragged my energy and will down into a sinking hole of despair, and I seemed helpless to stop it.

Faintly, I felt two sets of arms pushing and pulling me to move. Lost in the dark cloud surrounding me, I noted the release of the painful pressure on my knees and recognize that I was now sitting on something.

Then, Willow was there with chicken soup and a spoon. While Drelba was doing something I could hear but not see, the younger woman was trying to get more soup inside of me instead of just splattering it on my outside. The combination of my violent shaking and flagging energy make her job harder, but she continued to feed me, murmuring words of encouragement that I did not understand.

I probably should have been embarrassed by my collapse and my inability to control myself, but I didn’t care. The soup tasted so good, and the warmth of the blankets slowly countered the numbness that had been spreading through me. Concentrating on those sensations, when the voice in my head spoke again, I jerked in startlement, missing a spoonful of soup.

<< The wisewoman's wards are causing this,>> the thought came unbidden. <<Hold on, I’m trying to compensate for the feedback.>>

Over the next few minutes, the shaking slowly subsided, and I could feel my self-control returning to me. Willow continued to feed me the delicious soup, and I relaxed into a rare feeling of being taking care of.

This time the thought was faint and weak as it said, <<Got it, finally. The wards are fighting me because I’m too close to what they are designed to stop. To avoid harming you, I will say goodbye, for now.>>

With that, the presence of the voice in my head disappeared as if it had never been there. My fear abated, but I still wondered who or what that voice was.

Calm once again, I reopened my eyes and looked around. The windows were open, and with the breeze blowing through the room, it was quite comfortable, even with my arms trapped inside the blankets. Spicy smells of drying herbs and potions scented the air, and I took a couple of deep breaths and tried to relax even further.

I squirmed a bit and got my arms free of the encumbering coverings. Gently, I caught Willow’s hands and took the soup and spoon from her. “Thank you, but I’m okay now. I can do it for myself.”

[image: ]


Chapter 7 – Tattoos and Warriors

During my brief breakdown, the two women had moved me to the couch. Both of them were now staring at my hand in wonder and concern, where the snake tattoo was still visible. “It moved,” said Willow in a slightly fearful voice.

“Yes,” I replied. “I didn’t think tattoos could move either. It was on my back yesterday morning.”

Shrugging free of the blankets, I stood up and took off my shirt. The women gasped in unison as they saw the size and extent of the tattoo. Looking down on it, even I was impressed.

The tattoo stretched from the back of my hand, past my elbow and over my shoulder, and slid out of my sight onto my back. The body of the snake was wrapped several times around my arm, almost looking alive.

Willow reached out to touch it, and I drew back an alarm. “No, please don’t. I’m not sure if it’s safe,” I said.

Drelba agreed, saying, “Remember that the tattoo has fangs. If it can move, the snake might be able to attack.”

“Is that possible?” Willow asked, wide-eyed.

“I’m unsure, and you do not know. What have you learned about situations like this?” Drelba asked the question, obviously directed at her apprentice.

“Don’t proceed, do your research,” answered Willow promptly.

“I had been told that you mean me no harm. Your treatment of me up to this point would support that, although I am at a large disadvantage here,” I offered as I glanced about the room. Tenseness that I did not know I was carrying disappeared as I saw all my weapons, carefully propped next to the front door.

It said a lot for my state of mind that during my panic attack, I had not noticed the swords being taken from me. Fortunately for my continuing peace of mind, I had all of my possessions still available to me, including the daggers that the two women had left on me. Surely, if they meant me harm, they would have removed those.

“That would be correct. We mean you no harm, but I know that the village is in danger. All the signs and portents that I have read for the last several months have told me that. Lately, those same omens have indicated that a swordsman would come to town and be able to help us,” Drelba answered. “Now, here you are all of a sudden, bearing two swords and moving like a master blade warrior. I’m hoping you will be willing and able to help us.”

Willow gulped and asked, “Please! I know I have lived here my whole life, but the people in this village are good, and the omens are very dire.” The young woman was still wide-eyed, but now had an expression of dawning hope. For some reason, it warmed my heart to think that I might be able to help.

Realizing that the Wisewoman thought I was the village’s best hope made me feel a sense of pressure and responsibility that was not uncomfortable. Instead, I felt like I could be useful. They had already shown me and unstinting care when I had my panic attack. Given the lack of memory that I labored under, I did not think I had a better place to be than here in the village and helping them with their problems.

When I told the Wisewomen that, both Drelba and Willow sighed with relief.

Willow took a few deep breaths and looked at me curiously. “What do you want as compensation?” Willow asked me, leaning forward.

“I don’t need anything except a place to stay.”

“Drelba, can he stay with us?” The young woman anxiously asked her teacher.

“Yes, Willow, he can. I am pretty sure that there is not any other place or family in the village that would have him yet, given our previous experience with people in his condition. And it would be cruel to banish him to a barn to sleep with the animals. Also, I do not know how we can expect somebody to help defend us if we do not extend some level of trust to him.”

“Good!” Willow said, smiling happily. For some reason, her expression reminded me of Marissa’s when she saw Delman approaching the town.

Suddenly feeling disoriented, I decided to ask some questions of my own, saying, “I have a few questions, please?” I needed to better understand some of the dynamics of the political scene, and it would be beneficial if I could get the available background on the Thing.

“Certainly,” was Drelba’s immediate reply.

“What can you tell me about the Thing? What’s up with Marissa and Delman? What nobleman controls this area? And lastly, is anyone in the village trained to fight?”

“My goodness! Let me answer that in order. First of all, there is not much that I can tell you about the creature that we call the Thing. The only real information we know about it relates to its footprints, and they look human. We can tell this because the mark is of a naked foot. The thing that is the most frightening about it is that the print is approximately ten times larger than the feet of the biggest man in the village.”

“Yikes. So it’d be over 25 feet tall and weigh over two tons. Damn, that virtually guarantees magic is involved in the creation if not the powering of their body, or they’d collapse.”

Drelba nodded in agreement and continued to answer me, saying, “Marissa and Delman are engaged and going to be married in a year or two. It has been a long-standing arrangement, and he has been waiting for her to be old enough to know her own mind. That farmer is a very considerate person, and both of them are totally in love with each other. It is very nice to see, and they both deserve happiness.”

“I thought it was something like that but did not want to ask either one of them. Thank you for letting me know.”

Willow interjected, asking with the edge of jealousy in her voice, “Why did you want to know that? Were you attracted to Marissa?”

I laughed and told her quickly, “Absolutely not! Delman has been very helpful to me, and I was confused by his interaction with Marissa. I considered him important in my work with the village and wanted to make sure that I was not misunderstanding the situation.”

The expression on Drelba’s face was contained but amused. For some reason, she was trying to hide how funny she found the dealings between Willow and me, and I did not understand why.

The Wisewoman continued to answer my questions, saying, “Lord Guilford is the nobleman that controls this village. He is best described as an absentee landlord, one that does not get upset as long as we pay our tithe and taxes.”

Thinking back to the map and the information that I had tried to absorb from the book in the secret stronghold, I had a rough idea of the area of influence of Guilford and a few clues on how he related to the other noblemen. Now, I wish I had paid more attention to what was written there, but I knew that in a pinch, I can go back and reread that information.

Drelba was answering my last question, and I wrenched my mind back so that I could actively listen to what she was saying. Unfortunately, her comments confirmed my worst nightmare.

“No one here is trained as a fighter, a warrior, or even a guard. Additionally, even if someone were a trained warrior, it probably would not help. Living in this area, they would be terribly out of practice, and military people do not enjoy a good reputation here. That is why we have been hoping for someone to come who might stop the raids.”

“I will do what I can, but I am not sure of all of my abilities. In addition to the rest of my lost memory, I do not know what I can do until I have actually done it.”

“The moving tattoo proves something is special about you. I have never seen nor heard of any similar marking. But you and I agree on one thing, and that is that you will not know who or what you are until you face an enemy across the edge of your blade.”

A short hard bark of laughter escaped through my mouth, and I said, “Apparently, that knowledge will be something I can gain fairly soon. You have already said that a raid will occur not too long from now.”

Drelba nodded. “The last raid was over three months ago, and it is approaching the time for the next one. I’m not sure what happened to you a few minutes ago, but are you doing okay now?”

“Yes, I’m better. I don’t know what’s happening with me, but for now, I’m okay. I think it would be best for me to scout the village if I’m going to defend this place. I am sure that I will have other questions when I come back.”

“That makes perfect sense,” she replied. “Come back here when you are done or worn out, whichever comes first. We will have dinner ready and be anxious to hear what you figured out.”

I collected my swords and exited their house. The afternoon sunlight felt warm and comforting, and I set about learning the sounds, the layout, and smells of Delton. I had a feeling I would need all that knowledge and more. It was time to build a better mental map.
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Chapter 8 – Supper with Friends

I had spent several hours wandering around the village and familiarizing myself with the layout and some of the people that might be involved in any attack. For the most part, people were friendly, although reserved.

Everyone seemed to understand who I was but seemed willing to suspend judgment until they could see how I performed. From some of the comments that I had heard, I realized that the other two men that had come to the village with missing memories had been violent and predatory. No one had expected me to be anything but more of the same type of person. The fact that I was so much different confused them.

I got back to the Wisewoman’s home just in time for dinner. I could smell the food when I was a half-block away. By the time I got to the door, my stomach was growling, and I was almost drooling.

They had been waiting for me, and all three of us sat down immediately to eat. If anything, the taste was better than the smell. Everything was prepared well, and I almost moaned with pleasure as I ate. Praising Drelba and Willow for the excellent meal, I leaned back in contentment for a moment, before offering to take care of the cleanup.

I found it amusing that the Wisewoman and her apprentice were both shocked at my offer. When I said that it was fair that I do at least some of the work, they accepted my offer but stayed in the kitchen to keep me company.

Willow had changed while I’d been out, and her new outfit was much more revealing. As I washed the dishes, I said, “I did not realize that we were supposed to change for dinner. I could have washed up and put on a different garment if you had preferred.”

“I spilled some grease on my dress while helping Drelba with dinner,” Willow explained with a blush. It sounded lame to my ears, and I noticed Drelba was looking disapprovingly at the younger woman. Intercepting that stern look, Willow blushed even more, and exclaimed, “Well, I did!”

Drelba smiled at the younger woman’s obvious embarrassment and winked at me. I realized that I must have missed something obvious, something that I should have understood. I hated feeling so slow to comprehend the nuances of what was going on. Must be another one of those things I’ve forgotten, dammit.

Nothing of import was discussed while I washed the table down and took care of the dishes and leftover food, but I noted how comfortable the women were with each other and how complimentary. It was apparent to me that both women knew how to cook and that they honestly liked and respected each other.

Once I had finished the cleanup, the three of us moved to the sitting room. This room was the most formal of any of the chambers that I had seen in the Wisewoman’s house. There were several pieces of furniture in the sitting room, including a three-person couch and a pair of chairs, each with their own small side table. That grouping made for a comfortable place for us to sit down and talk for a while.

For a short time, the women continued to ask me about what I had seen in the village. Even while I was answering them, part of my attention was focused on what other information I can gather about these two women from their living spaces. Soon, the two women began to discuss their mutual work, and I got up to move around the room.

Going closer to the fireplace to warm my hands, I wandered past the small display cabinet on one side of the room, looking at the items that Drelba treasured. Not seeing anything of particular note there, I also checked out the books in the small bookcase on the other side of the room.

The books there were mostly reference works, focused on the sorts of things that a Wisewoman would typically do in a village. I was somewhat surprised to see a book on the political structure of the land in addition to the conventional ones covering medicines and plant life.

There were two doors on the wall furthest from the kitchen that Drelba had told me led to their bedrooms. I knew that tonight, as well as for the foreseeable future, I would be sleeping on the couch. Considering my height, it was a good thing the sofa was designed to seat three.

All during the after-dinner conversation, I had been thinking about how the town could be defended against the Thing. My instincts told me that the fortification was useless, and if the Thing was as large as suspected, it’d punch through it in seconds or step over it. I kept running through options and strategies in my mind, but nothing jumped out at me as the right solution.

In general, I was not paying attention to the conversation between the Wisewoman and her apprentice. They were discussing hedge magics and their applications, using terms that made little or no sense to me. Drelba had a book open, and the two of them were reading together from a page and arguing technique.

There was a break in the conversation when Willow yawned in midsentence. The sign of tiredness was contagious, and Drelba mimicked her. Putting a hand on her lower back, the older woman stretched a few seconds later. Unable to resist the draw of peer behavior, I found myself yawning even though I was not especially tired.

Drelba spoke to both of us, “Bedtime! Willow, get the sheets and pillow for the couch.”

“Yes, Wise One,” replied Willow. The younger woman headed into her room, and I heard another door open.

The older woman got up from the couch and put the book away in the bookcase before seating herself in the chair closest to the fire. Pointing to the other chair, Drelba ordered, “Sit. All you will do is get in Willow’s way since you do not know where the bedding is located.” Obediently, I sat down and relaxed in the sensation of the fire's warmth.

Willow came out a short time later with an overstuffed pillow and two sheets. She wrapped the couch cushions in one of them and handed me the other along with the pillow, and said, “Hopefully, this will be enough to make you comfortable. I hope you sleep well, and I will see you in the morning.”

Drelba stood up and wish me a good sleep as well before both the women went into their bedrooms and close the doors. I could hear faint sounds from both of them as they got ready for bed and the occasional bark of the few watchdogs in the village. However, I was uneasy for some reason and decided to make one more circuit of the common parts of the house.

Since my night vision was excellent, I did not need to carry a lamp with me as I checked to make sure all the shutters were closed over the windows, and the doors were secured. I could not hear any unusual sounds from the outside. I told myself that the tension that tightened my shoulders and clutched my stomach cater to my spine was just from being in another strange place.

Deciding to at least get off my feet while I tried to find the optimal strategy for defending the village, I arrange the pillow and the other sheet to my satisfaction before disarming.

I removed all of my swords from my body but left the sheaths strapped in place. They would not bother my rest, and this way, I had them if I ended up carrying my longer weapons in a hurry. The shortsword I put on the floor, within easy reach. My other two blades were placed on the top of one of the small tables that I moved closer to the head of the couch.

The other blades I left in their sheaths, not wanting to be unarmed even here where I felt safe. The map in my head was clear, showing the locations of all my weapons and everything else in the house that I had noted as being useful in the case of an attack. With the comfort of that awareness, I lay down on the couch and tried to relax.

No matter how much I tried to let go of the tension of the day, there was no sleep for me. Tactics kept running through my head, even though I did not know much about my opponents or their capabilities. Acknowledging that information shortfall, I thought to myself, That always makes battles trickier.

Listening to the quiet night and running through multiple fighting scenarios, I lay on the couch, awake for over an hour before I heard a noise from Willow’s room. Immediately, I sat up and swung my feet over the edge of the couch, sitting and listening more intently.

Another whisper of sound and I saw the door to her bedroom open slowly. In a faint voice, I heard Willow ask, “Are you awake?”

“Yes, I am,” was my reply. When the young woman said nothing else, I waited briefly and then added curiously, “Why are you awake?”

“I wanted to talk to you more.” Willow moved soundlessly over to the chair closest to the fireplace. The dim light was no problem for me, and I could see that she was only wearing her nightgown. The expression on her face confused me with its mixture of excitement and fear, so I stopped talking and waited for her to tell me what was wrong.

The silence between us extended, and I could sense the increased tension as the silence grew longer. I noticed when Willow bit her lower lip, and her eyes looked down at her hands clasped together in her lap. Still, I waited, hoping that she would give me some clue what was going on.

Finally, Willow took a deep breath and blurted out, “Is there anything you want from me?” The question, coupled with her suddenly-shy posture and what I was convinced would show as a red flush of embarrassment in the daylight, abruptly stabbed me with what was actually happening.

Willow wanted to know if I found her desirable and if I would take her to bed. That was why she had changed clothes for supper into something more revealing. It was also the motivation for some of her questions. Her tentative seduction was also why Drelba had looked so disapproving. How could I have been so dense? Has my intelligence disappeared along with my memories?

I did not want to hurt Willow but was not sure how you told someone that you did not feel the slightest bit of passion for them. Knowing that I had to say something, I tried to be gentle, saying, “Oh, dear, I’m sorry, but no. Everything is still too complicated. I am not sure who or what I am, and it would not be fair to be involved with anyone until I know more about myself.”

Whatever Willow had built up in her mind as to possible responses and directions that this scenario might go, my words and actions failed to match. Her expressive face told me that first, she was shocked and then embarrassed. She certainly did not like what I had just said, and my attempt to let her down gently had just failed spectacularly.

I could explain the situation, saying that she was the right age for hormones to be raging and that her behavior was driven by that. It was even possible for me to rationalize my response by saying that I was looking out for her, preventing her from making a bad mistake.

However, I had just rejected her, physically and emotionally, and her vulnerability to those types of rejections was guaranteed to draw a powerful response. Dammit, now what do I do?

In the few seconds that I was thinking, Willow took action. Her eyes flooded with tears, and she jumped up from the chair. Sobbing so hard that I knew that she was moving blindly, the young woman bolted for the door. Desperate to get away from my proximity, Willow fled not to the safety of her bedroom but to the greater separation available outside the house.

Willow moving quickly with speed powered by both familiarity of her surroundings and the pain of her embarrassment, managed to unbolt the door and open it before I could even come to my feet. As she charged out of the house into the night, there was an explosion of noise as what must have been every village dog began to bark hysterically.

I instinctively grabbed my swords, slamming them into their sheaths. My sense of smell was assaulted with a noxious miasma of rotting food and sour sweat. Heading after Willow, I was determined to protect her until she could calm down.

A feeling of mixed horror and pain pierced me as out in the concealing night, Willow screamed in abject terror. My heart in my throat, I raced to her rescue, all strategy and plans forgotten.
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Chapter 9 – Night Fight

Charging out into the darkened street, I saw that Willow had crashed into an enormous foot, bouncing off of it and slamming into the ground. My first glimpse of the foot showed something vaguely human, with dirt-caked overgrown toenails, and covered in coarse clumps of dirty red hair. The stench was so strong as I approached that my eyes watered and my stomach clenched.

The young woman had rolled over on her back and looked up to see the total nightmare of a massive hand with vicious talons of nails reaching for her. No wonder she had screamed in terror.

Even with the abrupt and unexpected collision, the giant creature moved quickly. Although it had only taken me a couple of seconds to charge out the door after the young woman’s cry of terror had alerted me, the Thing’s hand had already descended to the ground and grabbed Willow by her torso.

Without even thinking, I lunged from the door, pulling my katana from its sheath in a smooth, controlled movement. Although aware that the Thing had its fingers totally wrapped around Willow's entire torso, I paid no attention to the size of the creature. Instead, I was focused on retrieving the young woman before she could be harmed.

There was no tension jangling my nerves, no confusion of thought. I moved like a focused predator, intent on my giant prey, and alert to everything around me.

Taking in the form of the creature in a single comprehensive look, I realized what I was fighting. The mysterious Thing was a gigantic humanoid with pale flesh covered with dirt and coarse red hair. With arms that seemed longer than human, and a head set forward on its neck, the creature was frightening in how closely it resembled a human. Even though it wore a cowhide tied around its waist, it was apparent that this was a male.

There was no more time for looking. Instead, it was time to battle. Locked on to the Thing, I covered the distance between us rapidly, swinging my katana at the monstrosity’s leg.

I could feel the discipline of countless hours of swinging my blade and fighting for my life. There was no time to wonder at the source of that, no time to discuss anything, it was just the Thing and me, locked into our own private circle of death.

The creature moved quickly, already yanking Willow higher than I could reach. Determined to prevent her abduction, I focused my slashing attacks on the creature’s lower legs.

Darting in from my left, a black and white herding dog, slammed into the Thing’s foot, snarling and providing an additional distraction for the huge monster. Although the animal did not appear to be able to draw blood, its rapid movements and loud snarls further slowed the creature down.

Confused by Willow’s shrill screaming and the large dog’s attack, it is doubtful whether the Thing even knew that I was there before my weapon slashed across the back of his ankle. I did not hold back on my blow, and the jolt of the impact numbed my right arm. To my disappointment, the blade, although sharp, did not penetrate deeply into the creature’s skin.

The sting of my blow must have hurt the Thing because it let out a bellow of pain and moved awkwardly away from me. I could see that it was limping, and a whining cry emitted from its lips. Obviously angry, it swatted at me with the hand not holding Willow.

The twisting motion necessary to keep her safe as it tried to strike me was awkward, but that bit of clumsiness hurt my opponent even more than it caused problems for me. My movement was jerky, and the immense creature tried mid-swing to compensate for my altered trajectory.

It was unsuccessful, and the monster overbalanced. Defeated by its own twisting motion and the excess energy of its blow, the Thing stumbled, raising its own voice in fear. Panicked, the creature tried to catch itself, grabbing blindly at the buildings around it and releasing Willow to fall from about ten feet above the ground.

Thatching and roof tiles scattered everywhere, as the claws of the Thing failed to gain purchase on the roofs of the buildings around us. I heard the groan of timbers and cries from inside the houses as people awoke to feel their homes shaking and the visceral sounds of mortal combat nearby.

I heard the Thing yelling and crashing, as the brave dog continued to harass the monstrous being. I did not pay a lot of attention to the creature’s attempts to stay on its feet. Instead, I moved faster than I thought was possible, dropping my blade as I dove forward to catch Willow in midair.

Twisting my body in a wrenching of muscle and bone that I knew would have to be paid for later, I managed to flip myself so that I landed on my back, shielding the young woman from the worst of the impact.

The first slam stole the air from my lungs and drew a sharp gasp of pain from the young woman. So great was the force that we bounced on the ground a couple of times before it was safe for me to release her. Still in combat mode, I all but threw her off of me and onto her feet as I lunged to a crouched position, surprised that the Thing had not attacked us while we were on the ground.

I saw the reason immediately. The dog was darting back and forth, harassing the creature and keeping the colossal humanoid’s attention focused on it. The pattern of the canine attacks formed a shield, never giving the giant monster a break.

Without that help, Willow and I would have been vulnerable on the ground, defenseless while we recovered. Our four-legged ally chose that moment to stumble over some of the loose debris. The Thing managed to land a glancing blow on the dog’s side, sending the animal flying across the street to slam into the side of a building. As the monster started to lumber after the stunned animal, I charged back into battle, hoping to draw its attention.

Not daring to take my eyes off of my opponent, I yelled at Willow, saying, “Run to the house and get me my bow!”

Moving away from my furry ally, I let loose a fierce warcry, shouting to draw the creature’s attention, “Hey, dirt for brains! You had better pay attention to me, or I will skewer your hairy ass.” Waving my katana in a showy pattern that I knew appeared threatening, I saw the Thing’s reaction immediately, as it turned away from the dog and toward me.

As the Thing headed my way, it began to swing its arms like a windmill, evidently hoping to hit me with sheer power. Its motions were so oversized and actions telegraphed so much in advance, that I had no problems evading the attempts. Glancing to the side, I saw that Willow was still frozen in place.

“Grab my bow, dammit, and bring it back!” I yelled again, breaking the young woman free of her frozen stance as I jumped clear of the creature’s attack once more. Dodging to the side so that the Thing's attention was on me instead of on Willow’s fleeing figure, I tried to maneuver my opponent.

Realizing that I needed to gain higher ground, I wanted to change our fight to where the creature’s panicked grab to stay upright had created a field of debris. The partially-destroyed roofs and walls had formed a rising slope toward the top of a nearby building. This was precisely what I needed to change the dynamics of the fight.

Taking a lumbering step toward me, the creature blocked my path to the debris pile as it attempted to swat me in its anger. There was no easy way past it. Smiling in bloodthirsty joy, I pulled my shortsword and went on the attack.

I had been trying to achieve the higher ground, knowing that it gained me an advantage. Unfortunately, until I managed to get there, the height of the creature and its long arms delivered a tactical advantage that I could not circumvent.

I guess I am going to have to do this the hard way, I thought to myself. As the Thing stood on the ground, about the highest point that I could reach from a balanced stance was the creature's knee. Waiting as my slower opponent swung his arm at me, I parried his hand, cutting slightly through his skin and drawing another cry of pain. Hoping that the joint was more vulnerable than the ankle had been, I aimed the power of my riposte directly at the bottom of the knee.

I delivered a picture-perfect blow. The shortsword’s point was sharp enough to punch through the skin, but only drew a small amount of blood. The Thing reacted in pain, stepping back and screaming loudly in alarm.

With utterly horrible timing, my mental visitor chose that moment to make itself known again, almost startling me into an awkward move. <<You will never cause enough damage fighting from below,>> came that other entity’s thought. <<Only more targeted and critical harm will work. Get higher and strike at the creature's throat with everything you’ve got. You may only get one shot there, so make it count.>>

Luckily for me, the monster was just as distracted as I was. My canine ally had climbed to his feet and rejoined the fight, snarling a furious warcry of his own. Slamming full force into the back of the Thing’s leg, the raging animal caught the monstrous creature at a vulnerable point and staggered him. Snapping and snarling, the animal raked the creature’s skin with wicked claws, hardened from miles of running.

The beast bellowed again and swung its fist at me, but the dog’s attack split the creature’s attention. Hurting and confused, it took a few more steps away, toward where another Thing was holding a cow in midair next to the cow pen, and staring stupidly in our direction. There was a panicked moo from the captive cow that made me realize that the image was not a hallucination. Dammit, there are two of them!

Perhaps emboldened by the big dog fighting at my side, the cow corral appeared to erupt in a tornado of canine defenders. Even while concentrating on the monster close to me, I saw dogs of all sizes as they formed a whirling circle of darting teeth and flashing claws. The second creature screamed in fright, clutching the cow to its chest.

Taking advantage of the few steps the larger Thing had undertaken to avoid the dual assault of my blows and the dog’s teeth, I darted quickly toward my targeted pile of rubble. Using the debris like a ramp, I jumped from timber to board, hoping that each steppingstone would hold my weight.

My momentum built, and I refused to slow down as I approached the top of the rubble heap and saw that I had an eight-foot gap to reach the roofline of the next building. Uncoiling my muscles in a tremendous effort, I rocketed from the top of the rubble and managed to crash to my knees on the roof of the two-story building beyond.

My opponent had not even realized where I had moved because my canine ally had ramped up his attacks and kept the monster focused on him. Thanking some unknown deity for the gift, I quickly scrambled to my feet and ran across the roofs to a position along the path to the cow corral.
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Chapter 10 – Terror in the Night

The screams of terror from the smaller of the two Things had gotten shriller and more panicked. I could see the moment that the larger one realized the threat to its companion, and saw as it turned and started to make its way to the rescue. The large black and white dog continued to harass the retreating figure, ensuring that my movements would not be noticed.

I waited until the larger monster was next to the house on whose rooftop I was standing. Jumping from the slate tiles, I landed on the back of the Thing’s shoulder, crashing onto my knees and grabbing a hank of hair to avoid falling. Prepared for the creature’s immediate response, I was saved by the almost choreographed attack from my canine ally.

Still snarling and darting in with slamming, vicious lunges, the dog chose that moment to jump up onto the front thigh and bite hard on the cowskin covering, hanging on and raking with its sharp claws.

The Thing responded with outright terror, banging its own fist on the front of its body, just as the dog released his hold and dropped to the ground. Reacting too slowly to stop the blow, the monster punched his own groin area. There was a moment of stunned silence before the Thing issued an impossibly shrill shriek of pain and hunched over as he clutched his brutalized appendages.

Still holding my sword in one hand, I twisted the hair around my forearm and allowed gravity to swing my body until I was directly beside the monster’s neck. Bracing myself on the creature’s collarbone, I thrust as hard as I could at the vein visibly throbbing in the thick column of its throat.

The blade penetrated precisely where I was aiming. Blood spurted out of the wound like a thick viscous stream of coppery-smelling liquid, and the Thing bellowed loudly. Almost mad with pain, it slapped its own neck as if it were swatting a mosquito. Hitting the end of my shortsword, the massive hand of the monster forced the weapon deeper. The bellowing got louder, and the huge body staggered.

Abandoning my weapon where it was, I used the hair anchored around my forearm to swing for another rooftop. The dog chose that moment to attack from the side. Recognizing the stagger as a sign of weakness, the animal erupted in even louder growls and snarls, howling as it used its body as a bludgeon to smash the side of the Thing’s knee.

Unbalanced by the combination of attacks and my swinging exit, the creature slammed the side of its head into the top of the two-story house next to it. The impact drove the shortsword deeper into the wound, and the glancing vector ripped the flesh more.

The Thing dropped onto one knee, keening wildly just as I realized that I had successfully disarmed myself, and still had another of the monsters to fight. Luckily, my four-legged ally continued to press the attack, running up the back of the kneeling creature and leaping to bite the rear of the Thing’s neck. I saw the large dog’s jaw lock and knew that it would be difficult to dislodge. I needed to take advantage of the time that my battle companion had given me.

At that moment, I heard Willow shout, “Catch,” and looked down to see her standing below me. Her eyes were opened fully and sharp with determination, and I recognized the look of combat rage on her face as she tossed my bow at me.

Amazed at her strength and aim, I snagged the bow out of the air just in time to transfer it to my other hand as the quiver of arrows followed immediately. Tossing the strap of the quiver over my shoulder, I shouted, “Get to cover. NOW!” I noticed that Willow had gotten a stubborn look on her face and did not move, but I had no more time to worry about her since the battle was not over.

I took a few seconds to string the bow and took stock of the fight. The one enemy that I had stabbed in the neck was flailing around in attempts to dislodge my jaw-locked canine companion. The ineffective blows loosened my sword, and it fell to the ground unnoticed.

As the Thing continued to twist and slap at the dog, the creature’s skin finally ripped free, and the animal slid down the back of the monster, leaving bloody claw tracks to mark his passage.

Taking advantage of my opponent’s divided attention, I sank a war arrow into its arm. The monster bellowed again and clambered to its feet. Overwhelmed with confusion and pain, the Thing was in full retreat, thinking only of getting away. The large black and white dog pressed its attack, herding the now terrified creature toward the wall.

Willow ran to grab the shortsword from where it had dropped. Charging back to the building on which I stood, she shouted to get my attention and flung the shortsword in front of me, to clatter on the slate tiles of the roof.

Slinging my bow over my shoulder, I charged along the length of the roof, grabbing my shortsword along the way and quickly slamming it into its sheath. I vaulted across the gap to the next house closer to the cow pen, landing on my feet and moving to a better position to deal with the remaining monster.

Looking down from the rooftop, I could see that the second monster had broken through the south edge of the cattle corral in its efforts to grab its prey. Apparently, the shock of its advance had caught the animals off guard. I could see the cows milling around, trying to stay as far away from the flat-footed, confused-looking monster as possible. Many of the goats were hidden, but a trapped small cluster of baby goats was protected by outward-facing and aggressive-looking Billy goats in the far corner.

Even though most of the herding dogs had been caught sleeping, in the dim light of the evening, I could see that a whirling tornado of different sized canines was harassing the giant monster. Even knowing that this was the smaller of the two Things, I was amazed that the dogs appeared fearless in their attacks.

The sheer number of animals that darted in and out attempting to bite or claw the attacking creature must have confused it. The much smaller animals had backed the monster against a section of the corral fence, pinning it in place. One particular animal, oversized and covered with corded hair, kept leaping up at the Thing, trying to rescue the frightened cow that was clutched to the monster’s chest.

Reaching a position that offered me a clear shot at the creature, I almost shot but held my arrow as the dogs’ attack changed, and they rushed the monster in unison. Its confusion and the power of the joint attack frightened the Thing into taking a step backward, which was a mistake.

The length of broken fencing that had scattered when the creature had first crashed through the cow corral proved to be its downfall. Stepping backward without looking, the startled monster lost its footing and tripped. Collapsing onto its knees, the pain of the impact further demoralized the creature, and when the largest dogs followed normal pack behavior by lunging for the Thing’s face, it screamed in sheer panic and dropped the cow as it flung its arms over his face and eyes.

The creature flailed around with his arms blindly, attempting to bat the much smaller animals away from its body. Several of the dogs were sent flying through the air, yelping in pain, but none stayed down. Exhibiting impressive courage for so small of an animal, each one of them scrambled to its feet and move back to the attack.

I saw that the momentary hesitation in its movement gave me a perfect shot at the Thing’s shoulder, and I fired one of my heavy-duty war shafts. The missile flew perfectly, penetrating the creature’s skin and muscle all the way to the fletching. My reward was another bellow of fear and pain, but I did not wait to see the result of my shot. Instead, I quickly nocked another arrow and sent it along the same path to reinforce the damage.

The second shot penetrated the shoulder within inches of the first one. From the high pitched shriek, the pain of the injury was intense, and the Thing scrambled to its feet in total panic. Stumbling over the loose fence rails on the ground, the creature began to lumber away from the corral, heading toward the stockade wall.

While a few of the dogs remained to guard the herd, the majority continued to harass the fleeing creature every step of the way. By the time the monster had traveled a couple of hundred feet, the larger, more aggressive dogs were carrying out the attacks. They were joined by one small white terrier that appeared not to understand how badly his size was outclassed.

A few hundred feet from the wall, the pack of dogs harassing the smaller Thing was joined by my canine battle companion. The big dog’s attack coordinated with the others and cause the fleeing creature to crash back down on the ground again.

The milling flood of dogs made it impossible for me to get a clear shot, and I was not willing to kill one of my allies, so I ran to the corner of the building I was standing upon and grabbed the roof drainage pipe. Using that to control my slide to the ground, I took off at a dead run toward the downed creature.

Dropping my bow and quiver, I drew my shortsword and join the dogs in attacking. Working like a well-practiced team, we kept the creature from gaining its feet and continued to cause damage.

Cries and shrieks, moans, and massive flailing arms of our opponent met the snarls and growls, teeth and claws of the village force. As the dogs focused the creature’s attention away from me, I dove toward the head of the monster and sliced down with all my strength.

Even though a last-minute jerk of its head made my kill shot go awry, the power of my strike sliced the creature’s ear cleanly from its head. The power and pitch of the monsters scream of pain almost sent me to my knees, and actually stunned two of the dogs.

Clawing the ground to get to its feet, the Thing fled in total panic. Too terrorized to do anything but run away, the monster crashed through the stockade wall. Never looking back, it kept running with a limping gait away from the source of his pain as quickly as it could.

Most of the dogs stopped at the stockade wall, although several of the large animals and the terrier continued to chase the retreating monster. My canine battle companion howled what almost sounded like a command. At the powerful sound, all the dogs, save the terrier, returned. It took two more increasingly powerful howling barks from the large black, and white dog before the terrier reluctantly turned and came back.

Gasping for breath, I tried to slow down my racing heart and take stock of the situation. Looking around, I realized that the first giant had jumped over the wooden wall as simply as I had mounted the top of the rock fence at Delman’s farm yesterday. While the first Thing had left no damage to the stockade, the second had smashed through it without even slowing down.

Even through the pounding of my heart and the rasp of my breath in my chest, I could hear the shrieks and cries of the retreating Things. Their voices faded as they disappeared into the forest beyond the fields, and the peace of the nighttime returned to the village.
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Chapter 11 – Aftermath

I limped over and picked up my discarded bow and quiver, carefully checking it for damage. I could tell that people in the village had wakened, and a few of the braver of them were emerging into the village square to see what was going on. As I moved over to the crowd, I could see a few lanterns, but most of the area was dimly lit.

As I got closer, I heard them asking, “What happened?” “What was it? Did you see it?”

The noise got more intense as I got closer and the people saw me. To stop the muddled sound of many people shouting questions, I held my right hand up, and the crowd quieted.

A couple of drops hit my face as they realized that I still held my shortsword in my right hand, and some of the blood on the blade had just splattered me. I am still keyed up from the fight. I need to remember to calm down rather than snarling at people, I thought to myself.

I projected my voice to be heard over the crowd, saying, “There were two of the Things, but they are now gone. One of them was wandering through the streets of the village and managed to grab Willow. The black and white dog and I fought it and managed to get the monster to drop Willow and then my furry battle companion, and I chased it out of the village.”

Drelba showed up by Willow’s side, quickly wrapping a blanket around the younger woman and checking her apprentice for injuries. Several other women joined the two Wisewomen, and I could see that they were questioning the younger woman closely.

I continued my narrative, raising my voice to be heard over the noise of questions that were being shouted at me again. “The other Thing grabbed a cow, but the dogs by the animals harassed it, and I shot it from the rooftops until we forced it to drop the cow. After that, it was a matter of shooting to injure it more, and eventually, I joined the dogs on the ground to hurt the Thing so badly that the creature panicked and fled.”

The large black and white dog chose that moment to trot up beside me and drop the severed ear from the monster on the ground in front of us. There was a collective gasp of horror, and the villagers closest to me flinched backward.

In the appalled silence, the shaken voice of the innkeeper could be heard, whispering, “Dear gods, it must be huge if that is its ear!”

I could feel the weight of the villagers' gaze as if it were physical pressure. Feeling besieged, all I could see around me was a wall of wide eyes filled with fear. Trying to project calm, I continued to speak, “Both of the monsters went in the same direction, so we only have one trail to follow. Although between the dogs and me, we got Willow back without major injury and prevented the cow from being stolen, just chasing the monsters out of the village is not enough.”

More doors began to open as those people still in their houses began to hear the discussion. There were several shouted questions, variations on, “Is it safe?” At the reassurance from the villagers around me, the crowd began to grow. I noticed several people moving outward to inform others of what had happened, and to check that everyone was all right.

Faren pushed to the front of the crowd next to me, motioning people to calm down before turning to me and asking, “Two of them? What are they? What do they want? What do they look like?” He finally paused for breath so that I can answer.

I could see the villagers surrounding us like of triple ring of concern. Their faces were anxious and nervous, but Faren appeared calm and controlled. Part of me noted how his demeanor helped control the situation without saying a word. I will have to remember to do that. It saves a lot of wasted energy.

“From what I can tell, the Things appear to be human, just incredibly large, as you can see from the severed ear. I would guess that the monsters want the cows for meat. Also, unless I miss my guess, the one male wanted something else,” I said, looking at Willow.

Willow flushed red with embarrassment and pulled the blanket tighter around herself. To take some pressure off of her, I added, “She was incredibly brave, getting me my bow when I needed it and not falling apart.”

I noticed several of the young men glancing at her, some of them smiling in appreciation and others thoughtful in consideration. I had to admit to myself that Willow, even splattered with blood and smudged with dust and dirt, presented a fetching view with her glorious hair spilling around her shoulders and her heightened color.

It was apparent to me that several of the young and not so young men were now seeing her in a new light. Not as the Wisewoman’s apprentice, but as a woman with her own value. I was pleased for Willow’s sake, knowing that she was seeking more in life than merely being a resource for the village.

Drelba put a comforting arm around Willow and said, “I am going to take her back home and check her injuries. I do not know how much of the blood is hers, and I do not want her to go into shock.”

“Drelba,” I commented quickly. “She should be okay. Willow got grabbed, but after we got her loose, she helped me in the fight. Your apprentice even tossed me my sword after the Thing had bloodied it. I believe that is the blood you see on her.”

Motioning to Drelba to come closer and turning to Faren, I sheathed my sword finally and said, “It seems to me that we need to check on the people whose houses were damaged by the monster and get someone to check on the cows and goats.”

Faren answered, “Not a problem. I can organize that. What else?”

“Part of the corral was destroyed by the second Thing before I could get to it. The dogs did an amazing job of keeping the animals controlled and keeping the monsters from getting their paws on anything after the first cow. However, it is possible that some of the animals need healing, and I am sure some of them have escaped.”

Laughing, Faren told me, “Between checking on the people and animals, I believe the villagers will be pretty busy for the next hour or two.”

Immediately, Drelba said, “I will get set up to treat any injuries if Faren can organize the people to do the searches.” At Faren’s nod of agreement, the Wisewoman gathered in Willow and several of the other women and took off at a fast walk toward her house.

Faren started barking out directions, getting some of the farmers to go check on the beasts and others to gather materials to repair the corral. Two other men that I had met the day before briefly began to organize several of their friends to join them in checking the damaged houses. Pausing in his wave of organizing activity, Faren asked, “What are you going to do?”

I answered, “I believe that we need to track the Things, at least until we understand the direction that they were moving. They should not come back for a while because they got hurt, in some cases, badly. That will make them stay away from us until their hunger overcomes their memory.”

Faren grimaced, saying, “We tried that after a couple of the previous attacks. We were not good enough at tracking to follow them, and they moved too fast for us to catch up. Until you fought them, we thought there was only one, and we did not even know what they looked like. So you have already done more than we could.”

Something subconscious told me that tracking them was essential and that it could not wait. Bowing to the force of that intuition, I said, “I think that we just have to track them long enough to see what direction they are traveling. We also need to get some idea of how badly they were injured. I would like to take three people with me, two for support and one who can run quickly to act as my messenger.”
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Chapter 12 – Posse Organization

The area around us grew very quiet as the villagers heard that I was going to go after the Things. Glancing up, I could see expressions of fear on most of their faces. Realizing that these were farmers and shop owners, not warriors, I almost volunteered to go by myself. Before I could get sound out, Jedrek, the village blacksmith, stepped forward and said, “I cannot use a sword, but if you do not mind a big man with a hammer, I will go with you.”

Before I could respond, an older man with the tan skin of a farmer stepped up beside the blacksmith and smiled at me. Glancing around the crowd, he said quietly, “If something happens to me, I have four sons that are around the farm. I cannot manage a sword either, but I swing a mean scythe, and I would be proud to go with you.”

An older woman, with braided hair wrapped around her head in a crown, put both hands over her mouth and her eyes filled with moisture. I was impressed when she did not say a word but noticed how her eyes gazed at the man in pride and worry as he stuck a work-worn hand out to shake mine, saying, “My name is Marek.”

I had my two warriors, even if they were not conventional. The fact that they had volunteered and also had a stake in the safety of the village went a long way in my book. Opening my mouth, I responded, “Thank you. I do not plan on engaging with our enemy unless they are down and easy to kill. However, it is always safer to travel with a battle brother at your side. For this effort, we are brothers.”

The blacksmith grinned, a broad infectious expression of joy as he said, “I have always wanted brothers! It would be a welcome change from five sisters.”

“Jedrek! You just make sure that you come back so we can nag you to death about how reckless you are!” The woman that ran up to the blacksmith and flung her arms around him in a quick, hard hug bore a startling resemblance to the smaller, feminine version of the man, complete with the same bright grin.

Laughing, I added, “We will just follow their trail for a bit. A mile or two at most. However, it would be stupid to go too far without a bigger force, especially in the dark. Once we have checked to make sure that the injuries were not disabling them and that we see a direction for their travel, we will return.”

“While you get ready, I will pack you up some food and water to take with you. That way, if you are out longer than you think you are going to be, you have something to eat and drink.” It was Kaz, the proprietor of the small village inn that spoke up. Without another word, he and his wife hurried off to prepare packs for us.

I turned to go back to Drelba’s home to grab the rest of my equipment and finish getting dressed when a young man seemed to pop up in front of me so abruptly that I almost struck him down in sheer surprise.

He was young, fourteen or fifteen years old at most, with a skinny frame and patched clothing. His green eyes wide with fear, the young man said, “I could be your runner. I am the fastest person in the foot races, not only in this village but in all of the nearby ones.”

Taken aback by his youth, I tried to give the boy an out saying, “I am sure you are fast, but it is not likely that your parents will give you permission to go. This is dangerous, and if you have to run back to the village with a message, you will be on your own.”

An undefinable expression appeared briefly on his face before he said in a very even tone, “I have no parents. I am an orphan, and the village supplies me with food and clothing. I owe everyone here, and this would allow me to pay them back for some of the care they have given me these years.”

I froze in place with an unexpected pang of sympathy. Unsure of would happen to create that feeling, I answered based on my gut reaction, saying, “Then I guess I have my runner. What will you need before you are ready to go?”

“I have everything I own on me. I am ready when you are.”

I nodded at him in approval, pleased with his ability to move so quickly. I turned and headed off toward Drelba’s home, tossing over my shoulder a comment directed at him, “If you wish, come with me. There may be something in my pack that would be useful for you on this trip.”

When we got back to Drebla’s house, we saw that she and several of the village women were rearranging the room to handle injuries. There were already three people there who had been bruised or more severely injured in the house damage that the Things had created.

The boy and I moved around the makeshift cots and the injured villagers carefully. Pulling my pack out from the corner where Drelba had pushed it out-of-the-way of her preparations, I pulled an extra pair of socks out and tossed them to the boy. “I suggest you put these on. I can tell that you do not have any inside of your shoes, and if you have to run, you are going to rip your feet up.”

Eyes large, the boy did as he was told. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see how his hand lingered over the softness of the socks and wondered briefly what he thought of them. Yanking my attention back to our preparations, I double-checked the contents of the backpack and shouldered it.

Quickly moving over to Drelba, I explained to her in a low voice what we had planned and inquired after Willow, who I did not see. “Is she all right? I know she probably is having a reaction to the adrenaline, but she got slammed around a lot by the Thing and probably is badly bruised.”

“I think she will be fine, but you are correct in that her ribs are quite bruised. She was shaking badly by the time I got her here. Rather than having her collapse while we might be dealing with injuries, I gave her something to drink and tucked her into bed.”

“If I am still gone when she wakes, please tell her again that I am proud of how brave she was.”

“I will do so, but I hope you will do your own explaining. After my vision, I do not expect you to get hurt on a walk in the dark with three friends.” Drelba smiled at me, and I returned her grin before I turned back to the boy and headed for the door.

Just as we moved out of the house, I heard Drelba call out, “Simon, I expect you to come back also. Stay healthy and listen to your leader.”

The boy flushed pale pink, and answered, “I will listen, Wisewoman.”

When the two of us returned to the open village square, I saw that the blacksmith and the farmer were waiting for me, accompanied by Faren. The older man was holding two packs, and I saw that both my waiting companions already had theirs.

Faren was the first one to speak, saying, “These are for you. Cheese and bread, as well as a few other things to chew, are packed in a sack, and a full skin of water is also included.”

“Thank you, and thank Kaz for me also.”

“What else do you think we should do while you are gone? I know how to organize the searches and so on, but you understand fighting and battles better than any of us.”

Thinking for a moment, I realized that several things should be done, even in the short time that I hoped we would be gone. Spitting out instructions in a rapid fire of ideas, I suggested, “Setting a watch should be a good idea. Scatter three or four people around the wall and have them watch for anything approaching from the outside.”

I waited until Faren acknowledged what I had said before continuing, saying, “Make sure that the break in the wall is protected. Sound the alarm if anything comes charging through. If I am gone longer than a couple of hours, change the people standing sentry because they will become tired and lose their alertness.”

The older man nodded an affirmation, responding in sentences that came just as quickly as mine, “The goatherd’s dogs will help with the animals, and perhaps some of them can help with guard duties. We know how to set watches. I have already got people trying to get the animals calmed down, although some of the goats have been more than a little testy. In fact, I just sent two people over to Drelba’s because one of the Billy goats decided to punish some of us for doing a poor job of protecting the herd.”

He smiled, and I laughed, picturing a big Billy goat slamming into someone and putting him on the ground before standing over them and lecturing them on how to be a responsible owner. It was a good picture to carry in my mind, one that would offset some of the bloodier ones that were currently residing there.

“That will be good. When I get back, I will try to get a little more organized, but I thought I would at least have a few days to think things out instead of not even being able to get to sleep before the village was attacked.”

Faren laughed, chuckling as he said, “Drelba told us that there would not be a lot of time. I am pretty sure that most of the villagers did not believe her, although I did. I am just glad that you came here, or things would have been much worse.”

I grinned back at him, balanced between keyed-up excitement and the relaxation of a tension I did not know was present. “I am glad also.”

I saw Faren’s expression change a split second before my hand was given a sharp nudge. Looking down in surprise, I met the eyes of the large black and white dog that had fought by my side. Trailing him were the small white terrier and a droopy-faced animal about halfway between the two in size.

Automatically, I let my hand rest on the head of the big dog and murmured, “Well met, battle companion. Are you volunteering also for the expedition?”

I heard the sound of sharp indrawn breaths, and I looked up to see the blacksmith and the farmer staring at me wide-eyed. When they did not say anything, I asked them outright, “What is the matter? This is the dog that fought by my side and two of the animals that protected the cowherd.”

Jedrek stumbled into speech, exclaiming, “That is the head dog of all the animals here in the village. No one touches him, but he is leaning against you.”

Shrugging my shoulders, I said, “I have no idea why a dog does anything. All I know is that we fought the Things together, and he is a companion to rely on.”

Turning to Faren, I asked, “Who do I have to ask to get permission to take the dog with me?”

It was the farmer that answered, saying, “No one. That animal belongs to no one, and it seems like he has volunteered.”
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Chapter 13 – Back Tracking

Impatient to get moving, I settled my pack and turned toward the opened gate, waving goodbye to Faren as we started moving quickly. Wordlessly, my three human companions followed me while our canine contingent spread out and acted as a scouting force.

We moved along the roadway until we had gotten far enough out of the village that we could cross over to intersect the path that the fleeing monsters had taken. Traveling at a steady lope, the dogs and I led the rest of our group along the crushed grass and brush across the flattened empty stalks of the harvested crops.

The smell of the Things still hung in the air, a cloud of noxious odor. I heard the blacksmith and the young boy gagging a bit, but there were no complaints, and no one had to stop to throw up.

The tracks of the two creatures showed that they were making no effort to hide their passage. The midsize dog ran with its nose close to the ground while the small one ran beside it, keeping watch as its bigger companion focused totally on the smell of our prey.

The large black and white dog sometimes trotted at my side, although he would dart out to one side or the other seemingly at random. All of our canine companions ran quietly. No howls or bays, no whimpers or whines. They do better than most of the scouts that I have known. I thought and then wondered where that comment had come from.

After two miles of fast travel, I slowed down and came to rest by the shore of a small lake. My companions were sorely in need of a break, and I knew better than to exhaust them at this point. While the dogs swung outward in ever-widening circles, the blacksmith and the farmer bent over gasping for air and trying to get their breathing back under control.

Simon made sure that both men got something to drink and convinced them to move around slowly as to not stiffen up. He and I were the only people not out of breath, and I had to admit to myself that I was impressed by his stamina.

After a fifteen-minute break, we started moving again, although I set a slower pace in an effort not to exhaust Jedrek and Marek. Our progress was slower, but the two older of my companions seem to tolerate the speed a little bit better.

I was in no hurry to close up the gap between the two Things and us, especially since I had noticed that the blood trail had stopped. Since we did not see the corpse of one of the monsters, I knew that the wounds I had inflicted on them were either healing or had been bound up, and I did not want to lead my small group into an ambush.

The ground got rockier, and the trail became more challenging to follow, although the scent hound did not seem to be having a problem tracking our noisome prey. Estimating that we had traveled almost 5 miles away from the village, I called another halt as we came to a small knoll. Signaling my companions to hold up, I made my way to the top to peer carefully over the rise.

Keeping my body low to the ground and looking down, I saw the shimmer of moonlight off the water of a river, one that seemed to have a noticeable current. Checking for signs of activity, I saw nothing other than small animals moving in the underbrush.

I knew that if the monsters that we were tracking were present, the usual sounds of the night would be absent. After listening to the familiar background sounds for a few moments longer, I was comfortable in motioning my companions closer.

The rest of my party joined me at the top of the knoll, and each of them looked around quietly. All three of the dogs headed down the hill toward the lake, the midsize dog casting about for the scent. I saw his focus break as the tracks led directly into the water, and the animals stopped and sniffed both up and downstream.

Without any apparent words, the dogs split up with the largest animal heading upstream and the other two heading downstream. Looking over at my human companions, I remarked with a wry smile, “I think we need to wait for the scouts to come back and tell us what they find.”

Three answering grins shone in the reflective light of the moon as Marek, commented, “What is the use of having scouts if you do not listen to the reports?”

We waited in the quiet for another fifteen minutes or so until the dogs reappeared in front of us. Traveling on silent feet, they seemed to spring up out of the mist that had started to rise from the surface of the water.

The large black and white dog trotted up to me and, for the first time, whined. It was such a disappointed and frustrated sound that I was filled with empathy for an interrupted hunt. Petting the animal on the shoulder, I consoled him, saying, “That is okay. We have a pretty good idea of their direction, and we now know how fast they can travel. Let us just head for home now and make sure that the village is safe and secure. We can reevaluate tomorrow and make new decisions as required in the morning.” Even though I have been speaking to the animals, my human companions murmured their agreement.

Immediately, our group turned to head back. I could feel a sense of shared emotion, a mixture of satisfaction and frustration that covered each one of us like a blanket. Contented with our knowledge of their direction of travel and satisfied that we had caused significant damage to both of the raiders, I was also frustrated. As much as I wanted to feel that something was accomplished with this fight, the niggling feeling of a battle left incomplete scraped my nerves and made me irritable.

I did not know if it was hubris that was driving me. Perhaps it was leftover feelings of invincibility that, left unchecked, would have gotten one of my companions or me killed. It is better that we did not have another battle tonight. None of us are in warrior form. These men have never fought, and I am still recovering from injuries. Better we live to fight another day.

It was another two and a half hours before we made it back to the village. The return trip was slower because exhaustion had caught up with us, and the call of the chase no longer powered our limbs.

As we came up to the village walls, I was pleased to hear the challenge of the sentries. “Who are you, and what do you wish here?” came a disembodied voice from beyond the wall.

Jedrek stepped forward, growling, “Donnie, do not give me any of that crap. You know damn well who we are.”

“Jedrek, I am just doing what I was told to do. They said everybody needed to be challenged.”

Quickly I intervened, rather than having a senseless argument or fight start. “You did exactly right, Donnie. We are just exhausted because we followed the trail for nearly 5 miles. That means, on top of everything else, we have traveled ten miles tonight, and all of us are ready for rest.”

Another voice, younger and a little shaky, said, “Faren wanted to know as soon as you arrived. He said he would meet you at Drelba’s.”

Voicing my appreciation for the message, we passed through the small gap by the open gate into the village proper. I bid my companions a good night, or whatever term would label the short amount of time we had to sleep. Each of them promised to come back in about six hours, meeting me at the inn so that we could go over what we had seen while tracking the fleeing monsters.

The blacksmith decided he was going to accompany me to Drelba’s before he found his own rest. Jedrek and the three dogs trailed me back to the Wisewoman’s house. Before I could knock on the door, it was wrenched open, and Drelba’s relieved face greeted me. “Thank goodness you are all right! Come in and sit down. You too, Jedrek. I have a warm drink for each of you that will help with your muscles, and then both of you need to get some rest as soon as possible.”

I stumbled a little bit as I walked into the main room, realizing that I was close to the wall of exhaustion. I noticed that the injured people were all gone, and the chamber had been put back to order.

I was touched when I saw my bedding already on the couch. With some degree of amusement, I also noticed that the small table had been moved back by the couch in the exact position for me to leave my two swords and that the room was warm and welcoming with a lit fire and warming blankets.

Jedrek dropped with a sigh of relief onto one of the kitchen chairs that had been pulled over by the couch. I sank into the couch cushions and felt more than saw the large dog curl up on the ground beside me. The other two animals stretched out by the fire with soft whimpers of pleasure.

Smiling at the thought that my teammates were safe, I leaned over to try to remove my boots with a weary sigh, but my cold and tired hands could not seem to coordinate with the resisting leather of my footwear.

“Here, drink this.”

Drelba shoved a mug in my hands, and as I grabbed it, she bent over and pulled my boots off of my feet. Nearly groaning in relief, I drank deeply of the hot tea, feeling it soothe my roughened throat. The pounding of my heartbeat immediately calmed down, and I must have dozed off.

Yanked back to consciousness by the sound of Faren’s voice, I heard him say, “I just needed to see for myself that you are all right. Tomorrow in the afternoon, we should meet and discuss what is going to happen. Until then, please get some rest. We will keep the watch going, and you can figure out what else we need to do when you wake.”

I blearily nodded at him before leaning back onto the couch and closing my eyes. I heard Faren drag the blacksmith to his feet and promise to escort him home to where his sisters were waiting.

I felt the soft touch of the large dog’s nose as he checked me, and heard Drelba call to him and the other animals, “There are warm bran and chunks of meat for you boys over here. Leave the poor man alone to sleep. He is not going anywhere for a while.”

My body was sliding to the side, and I felt two small hands lift my legs onto the couch. As I felt the soft touch of a blanket drop over me, I heard the Wisewoman’s voice say, “You have done well this night. Sleep deeply and dreamlessly, my friend.”

My eyes were closed, and my consciousness slipped down into a pit of darkness and disappeared.
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Chapter 14 – Regroup

When I finally woke up, the day was well advanced, and I realized that noises head been going on around me for quite some time. The clatter of dishes alerted me to look over to the kitchen table where I saw that Willow and Drelba had laid out plates for three.

The subdued chewing sounds and the scrape of heavy crockery on the floor drew my attention to the corner of the kitchen closest to the fireplace. There I saw my three canine companions finishing the food in their bowls and was relieved to see that Drelba and Willow had not forgotten them.

Stumbling to my feet with a groan, I headed for the washing area and got myself cleaned up. Changing into one of the other sets of clothes that I had packed, I felt almost alert as I came back into the kitchen just in time to see a rich stew being spooned out and fresh bread being cut.

Suddenly grabbed with gut-clenching profound hunger, I realized that my body thought that I was starving. My stomach was announcing to the rest of my body that it had been abused for too long and was not willing to take that torture any longer. Drelba and Willow watched as I ate and drank until my body’s rebellion was quieted. Pushing back with a sigh of repletion, I said, “That was wonderful. Thank you so much for the meal.”

Drelba’s voice was dry as she said, “I think thanks are going the wrong way. You saved our village from a loss that would have been difficult for us to absorb, and you kept my apprentice from being abducted or killed.”

My gaze crossed Willow’s, and the girl's pink cheeks told me that she was still embarrassed by what happened the previous night. Trying to put as much truth in my eyes as I could, I said, “Willow, you were courageous. I would have been far less effective if you had not gotten my weapons for me when I needed them. Thank you for being such a good battle companion.”

Willow’s gaze dropped her hands on the table, and her cheeks flared even brighter red as she murmured, “You are welcome.”

No one spoke for a moment, and I saw that Drelba’s eyes were a little sad as she looked at the young woman. I saw the exact moment when the Wisewoman’s thoughts changed as her voice became firmer, and she looked over at me and said assertively, “Faren is probably ready to talk with us. He has a few other people with him at the inn, and they are waiting for you and me to join them.”

Standing up, I reached my hand out to the older Wisewoman and said, “My Lady, would you do me the honor of allowing me to escort you to meet with Faren?”

Laughing like the girl that she had been decades before, Drelba stood up and answered with a bright smile, “But of course, my Lord. Let us go forth.”

Laughing like a pair of children, the two of us headed off to our meeting. I could hear the click of clawed feet behind me as my large canine battle companion followed us. His presence was a comfort to me, and I was pleased that he continued to accompany us.

As we walked toward the inn, where Faron had promised to meet us, people nodded and said hello to Drelba. That was the same behavior that I had noticed when she had first accompanied me from the village square to her house on my very first visit.

The change in the villagers' attitude toward me showed in loudly-shouted thanks and complimentary comments that were meant for me. The open expressions of gratitude and approval felt very strange. I almost did not know how to respond but defaulted to a smile of acknowledgment and a raised hand. A trembling, foreign feeling of warmth grew under my breastbone, and I did not know what that meant. I only knew that I liked it.

When we got to the inn, there was a table close to the fireplace that held Faren and my three companions of the previous day as well as Marissa. I was more than pleased to see Delmon sitting next to her with his calm and welcoming expression.

“Delmon! It is good to see you.”

“I hear you are the hero of the hour! Who knew that things would work out so well?”

Drelba cleared her throat and said, “I did. And I told everybody so.”

People at the table laughed a bit and were joined by everyone within earshot. We got sorted out enough to sit down, Drelba taking the seat beside Jedrek and me slipping into the chair with his back against the wall. Faren poured a glass of ale for everyone and asked me to tell them what had happened, starting once more with the battle in the village.

Just before I started speaking, I felt warmth next to my leg and looked down to see that the large black and white dog had joined me. Lying on the ground contentedly by my right foot, the animal gave me an intense look from big brown eyes before laying his head down on his paws. His tail swept back and forth, slapping the back of the chair a couple times before I broke the spell of his presence and looked up to see everyone staring at me in shock.

I started the narrative with a quick summary of the battle within the village and then continued on with a more detailed description of our trip. My three other companions added their thoughts as I spoke to clarify or expand on my points. Occasional questions from Delmon and the villagers extended the telling of the tale. By the time I had concluded our travel report, we have been talking for more than three and a half hours.

Faren spoke up after I had finished and said, “Thank you, youngster. You fought both of the Things, and we’re in your debt. I hope, however, that you are not planning on moving on immediately. If possible, could you stay and help us set up better protection for the village and possibly teach some of the people how to do things that we need?”

Regretfully I said, “Faren, there is not enough time for me to teach people to be warriors.”

“I know that, but anything that you can teach us is better than what we have now.”

When the rest of the people at the table added their entreaties, I reluctantly agreed, although I warned them, “At some point, I will need to move on. I am drawn to travel as if continuing to move will help me remember who and what I am.”

Faren asked with burning curiosity plain in his voice, “You still do not remember your name?”

I said with a bit of remorse clinging to mind like a burr on a dog, “I still don’t know my name or who I am, but whoever I was, I seem able to fight like a warrior out of legends.”

Faren laughingly replied, “Well, we could use a legend around here for a while. Can you stay with us for a bit, or do you need to leave right away?”

Drelba added, “The village can pay you a small amount of salary, and the innkeeper has volunteered to provide your meals. Of course, you would be welcome at my table at any time.”

Marek, the farmer, said, “My eldest son has a small room that was added on to his place that you can stay at for free, and his wife and daughters have volunteered to do your cleaning and laundry.”

Jedrek added his contribution by saying, “There are a few of us that would like a little more training on the things to do to protect the village from creatures, even though we know we are not going to be swordsmen in this lifetime. But I am hoping that you can teach us some practical things that anyone can do that might help. Each of us will contribute something to your upkeep as a thank you.”

I felt overwhelmed, surprised that anyone or anyplace would want me that badly. Stumbling a bit in my speech, I replied, “I do not know what to say.”

Faren said, “Say, yes.”

Marissa spoke up, “You were lost when you found Delman, right? Can you stay until you’re not lost anymore?” The smile that Delmon turned on his promised wife was bright and loving, piercing me like a spear. A bit of that joy colored my reply when I jokingly replied, “Well, how about I name myself ‘Lost.’ Then I would have to stay to protect the village for a while at least.”

The people at the table laughed, and Drelba almost shouted out, “So be it! You are now ‘Lost’ to us!”

I joined in with their laughter as the relief of surviving the fight found a needed outlet or I would begin shaking hysterically in embarrass myself in front of these people that respected me. My name might be Lost, but I’ve found a home.

Interrupting my relaxing mood with an abrupt start of another presence, the voice in my head murmured, <<No, it’s not your name, but since we don’t remember what it was, that is as good a temporary one as any other you might pick. And, yes, you have a home. At least for now.>>
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Author’s Notes - Taki Drake

Welcome to the first book in the East Haven Chronicles. Set in a complex world of races, magic, and rich history, the first arc of the stories introduces us to a man who has forgotten everything, including his name. Unsure of where he has come from and who he truly is, this man embarks on an exploration of his world in a quest to find himself.

Blessed with skills and no memory of how he got where he is, every day is the surprising gift of time with a new life. Join us as we embark on a mutual voyage, one to recover what has been lost.

Writing this story with Etienne has been a journey with its own discoveries, as each of us has worked at combining our strengths and shoring up each other’s weaknesses. With a long-term series plan that encompasses three arcs of eight stories each, we have our adventure map planned and our initial party equipped.

The combination of a dungeon adventure mindset and the writing skills at our command promise to be a satisfying and rewarding campaign. I am dusting off my favorite dice and looking forward to seeing what each encounter uncovers.

I hope you will all come adventuring with us!

Cheerfully,

Taki
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Author’s Notes - Etienne LeFevre

The protagonist is from a game we’ve been running for years. The game system (which shall not be mentioned) allows for heroic characters to do noble things. That is the approach taken with Lost, and I hope you enjoy discovering his new life.

Lost is on a redemption arc, not that he’s aware he’s done anything wrong. His sometimes odd behavior will be explained as the series progresses. The game setting is a magic-rich environment. Steampunk and magic will intertwine in later books.

Initially, Lost is discovering that whatever he was, he does not need to be again. The people that he meets and befriends, the enemies he makes because of what he is, and the things he does, set him on a path that is not in the direction his former colleagues would have expected of him.

ELF
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today’s world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

Magic and Technology in a SciFi Universe

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate (with Paul C. Middleton)

Traditions of Childhood

Social Combat - Jan 2020

Tattered Wings - Jan 2020

Elemental Connections - Feb 2020

Mate’s Gift - Feb 2020

Mage Emergent - Mar 2020

Mage Ascendant – Apr 2020

Mage’s Sword – May 2020

Fleet Genesis - July 2020

Life's Garden

The Mechanic Prince [The Imp Prince]

Rune Force

Spilled Tea, Stolen Goods (with Summer Donnelly and Grant Morgan)

Surf Diamonds - Jan 2020

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles

Pledged to Duty, Driven by Honor

Cadre Files

In the Cards

Power Nexus

Power Surge - Jan 2020

Burnished Blade -  Jan 2020

No Money for Marriage -  Feb 2020

Steel Harvest -  Mar 2020

Count Off -  Apr 2020

Deadly Mascot -  June 2020

An Attitude Adjustment

East Haven Chronicles (with Etienne LeFevre)

Seeking a new beginning? Welcome to your new home.

My Name is Lost - Dec 2019

Predatory Behavior - Jan 2020

Explosion of Skills - Feb 2020

Purity of Balance - mid-2020

Pursuit and Cover - mid-2020

Ruins of Ambition - 2020

Test of the Guardian - 2020

East Haven Rebirth - TBD

BattleMage Investigates

Power of the Mage, Focus on Crime

Battle Cadre Arises - Jan 2020

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Feb 2020

No Accounting for Taste - Mar 2020

The Case of the Missing Sniper  - Apr 2020

Sing a Song of Politics  - June 2020

The Case of Short Shots  - Aug 2020

Explosive Echoes  - Oct 2020

The Case of the Darkling Spear  - Dec 2020

Badger Hole Bar

Come for a Drink, Change Your Life

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward (with Kris Endicott)

The Gift of Fashion (with Kris Endicott)

Badger Hole Bar (4 book series) [Thru the Badger Hole,

Grand Opening, Fashion Forward, The Gift of Fashion]

The Remembrance Wall

Wedding Fashions - Jan 2020

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Jan 2020

Treasured Knowledge - Feb 2020

Alastair and the Dungeon - Feb 2020

A Matter of Trust - Early 2020

Death Walking - Early 2020

Clingon - Early 2020

Najeer  - Early 2020

Echoes of Knowledge - Mar 2020

Wynn’s Kitten - May 2020

Becoming Sephera

When Beauty is More than Skin Deep

A Learning Experience (book 6)

You Just Go On - 2020

Life Rebuilt - Late 2020

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Rediscovering Heritage, Forging New Traditions

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

The Gratitude Challenge - Jan 2020

Bridge to Honor - Jan 2020

Carp EDM - Feb 2020

Familiar Magic

When Magic is a Team Effort

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways - Dec 2019

Familiar Trials - Expert - Feb 2020

Familiar Trials - Master - Mar 2020

Familiar Trials - Adept - June 2020

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook [Potluck Perils](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook [Diet of Doom](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest [Sanctuary]

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre [An Attitude Adjustment]

Against the Tide [Judgment and Despair]

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness [We Are Not Prey]

Inanna’s Circle: The Game Begins [A Learning Experience]

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories [Time of Gifting]

Mysterious Hearts [Heart of Stone]

Cyber War: Digital Battlefield [The Backup]

CyberWar: Black Ice [CyberCoda]

CyberWar: Byte Conflict [CyberSong]

Phoenix Fantasy [The Quiet Pool]

Phoenix Imagining [Deceptive Practices]

The Goblin and the Grocer [Balancing Costs]

Prime Peek I [Gazillipede]

Haunted Hearts I [Echoes of Past Love]

Silent Thanks [A Thousand Flowers]

Shadowed Light [Death Walking]

Traveling Man [Daytripping]

Powerhouse Punch [Mara's Honor]

Sensorium I [Recharge]

King of Cats [Over the Garden Fence]

Footsteps in the Snow [Knit One Claw Two]

Spirit of Thanks [Cranberry Stuffing]

The Hand You Were Dealt [Destinations]

The Imp Prince [The Mechanic Prince]

Treated to Tricks [Everyone Loves Halloween]

Tricky Treats [Traditions of Childhood]

Special Kind of Love  [Still Air and Soaring Wings]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Janus Speaks [To Spin a Thread]
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