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Leuna hopefully scanned the edges of the clearing for her prey, but all was still.  Suppressing a groan, she leaned back against the berdea tree’s smooth trunk.  Untxi hunting could be very boring.  Needing something to do while she waited, she picked idly at a loose thread on her homespun britches.  Since she’d known that she’d be climbing trees today, she’d worn long pack cloth pants and tall boots to protect her legs.  Taking a pinch of her collar, she lifted it away from her throat and fanned herself.  Thankfully, the thick forest canopy kept the well-risen sun from roasting her.  Still...her fingers strayed to the empty game bag at her waist.  Larger and better tasting than their ‘cousins,’ rabbits, which ran wild far to the south, she would only need one, but...was it really worth all of this effort?  The village had a perfectly good butcher shop.  

She was about to climb down from her perch when a whisper of sound made her freeze in place.  Hardly daring to breathe, she waited.  And then...

A large, reddish-brown untxi hopped into view at the edge of the clearing.  It reared up slightly on its larger hind feet and its wide, flat nose wrinkled, sniffing the air for predators.  What was taking it so long?  The narioa root she’d planted in the spring as bait was an untxi’s favorite meal, but this one seemed in no hurry to feast.  

Chuckling silently, Leuna wryly admitted that it hadn’t gotten as big as a water bucket by being stupid.  She licked her lips, already anticipating roast untxi, untxi stew, or maybe an untxi meat pie.  She hadn’t decided yet.  Inhaling slowly, she checked that the wristband on her dart thrower was secure and lifted her arm into position.  Just one more hop into the clearing and it would be in range!  Soundlessly, she loaded a slender, metal dart into the spring-loaded weapon.  

Drawing back the loaded arm as the untxi came nearer, she took final aim before releasing.  She felt a mixture of satisfaction and relief as the untxi collapsed into the grass: satisfaction at her aim and relief that the animal hadn’t suffered unnecessarily.  Dropping down off the low branch where she’d been waiting since before sunup, she stretched her aching back.  

As she did so she became aware, on a deep, instinctual level, of something gliding through the grass near the fallen untxi.  She couldn’t quite hear it.  She could barely see it—or rather, the grass blades bending gracefully around it as it slithered along...for a long, long ways back into the trees.  Sucking in her breath, she held perfectly still.  

A cold sweat broke out on her forehead when a massive bronze narrasti head reared above the knee-high grass and consumed the untxi without even having to unhinge its lower jaw.  With any other predator, she might have argued the point, but not a narrasti big enough to eat her for its main course.  

As the narrasti lowered its head back into the grass, she made a decision.  The sun had warmed the small glen.  That, plus the snack the narrasti had just consumed, should make the beast sleepy.  If she could slip out quietly enough, she might make it back to the village in time to gather a few hunters.  Stealth was critical—she knew she couldn’t outrun it even with a generous head start.  

She took a cautious step backward.  Another.  Blinked.  Had the grass just moved?  Arming her dart thrower, she let a dart fly to the far edge of the clearing.  

The narrasti’s head reared up out of the grass, but instead of going to investigate the disturbance, it looked straight at her.  Bizarrely, it appeared silky soft in the sunlight and almost affable as it swayed side to side.  

Leuna’s heart lodged in her throat, making it difficult to breathe.  Her small skinning knife was no longer than her finger and, sharp as it was, wouldn’t even penetrate the narrasti’s age-hardened scales.  It moved toward her and, oddly, her eyes were drawn to the spot where its long tail moved the grass in the distance, the path running back into the trees until she lost sight of it.  

Licking dry lips, Leuna determined that she wasn’t going to be its next snack.  There had to be a way.  Slowly, she lowered her right hand to her ammunition pouch, where her darts stood ready in their clasps.  She extracted three—the most she could handle without dropping one and losing a shot.

Loading her thrower, she fired.  The first dart caught it squarely between the eyes, making it flinch in surprise, but without doing any visible damage.  Leuna gritted her teeth.  Her thrower spring was low power, suitable for small game.  She couldn’t stop trying, though.  Aiming the next dart at the same spot, she watched in despair as it glanced off the side of the narrasti’s head when it swerved.  Weaving its way through the grass, the narrasti accelerated toward her.  Cursing herself for a fool, she prepared her final shot with trembling fingers.  

Just as she let the dart fly, an arrow struck the narrasti at the base of its skull.  Her dart bounced off its belly as it writhed in a brief, violent death spasm.  

Tearing her gaze away from the scene, she found herself staring into the piercing golden eyes of a stranger.  He stood at the far edge of the clearing, longbow in hand, watching.  Looking more closely, she again came to the conclusion that she didn’t recognize him.  He was clearly Marroi, a member of the brown-skinned race known far and wide for their hunting prowess and dragon-riding skills.  Not that she wasn’t glad to see him, but what was he doing here?  Herrixka, her tiny village, was farther into the land of Lurrak than she’d ever known them to travel.  

“Wait.”  She took a half step toward him when he turned as if to walk away.  “Don’t go.”  

“So you can speak.”  He smiled a little to let her know he was teasing, his white teeth standing out against his dark skin like a rift of snow on a straight, young arre tree.  His knee-length, robe-like outer garment stirred slightly as a breeze caressed it.  The loose britches and thin shirt he wore underneath were the same weak shade of green as his robe...a bata, she thought they called it.  

She laughed, his pleasant baritone voice and gentle manner putting her at ease.  “Of course I can.”  She glanced over at the narrasti and shuddered.  “Thank you.”

He dipped his head in acknowledgement.  “I’m glad you’re alright.”

She watched curiously as he retrieved his arrow, cleaned it on the grass, inspected it, and returned it to his quiver.  

“Are you camped nearby?” she asked, her eyes lingering on the dark spot on his shirt.  She’d taken it for a patch or a stain at first, but now that he was closer she could see a gap in its center.  The clean edges on the cut made her think it was made by something extremely sharp.  Hmmm.  A cut inside a fresh, dark stain on a shirt.  That couldn’t be good.  Automatically, she reviewed what she’d seen of him so far—he was moving pretty well for a man with a side wound.  

“More or less.”  He nudged the narrasti with his boot.  “Seems a shame to leave the old boy out here.”  A waste.  He would’ve gladly built a fire and cooked it right then, though he’d just as soon not tell her that.  Besides, he had more important things on his mind than hunger, like where she’d come from.  Did he come from there, too?  He searched her face hopefully, but found no flicker of recognition within himself.  Truth be told, her pale complexion and dark hair seemed at odds to him, who knew no more of the world than what he’d seen staring back at him in a calm spot in the stream.  

“Then let me help you carry it to Herrixka.”  Leuna spoke without thinking.  His eyes leapt to meet hers, an intensity in his gaze that sent small shivers down her spine.  Who are you? she wanted to ask.  “The butcher there will pay you a fine price for it,” she explained a little breathlessly.  

“The butcher?”  His eyebrows rose in surprise.  

“Of course.”  Her eyebrows lowered in confusion.  “Have you never eaten a narrasti steak?”  She grinned and spoke before he could answer.  “That settles it.  After we sell your prize to the butcher, I’m going to cook you a narrasti steak with roasted potatoes and a pie.”  

He studied her some more.  She’d mistaken his meaning entirely.  He’d just spent three days wandering through a forest without seeing a sign of another human being.  Now he’d just stumbled across a town large enough to have its own butcher?  Would it have a healer of some sort, too?  And maybe even someone who could tell him who he was?

“That sounds too good to pass up.”  He congratulated himself on keeping his voice steady as equal parts relief and trepidation twisted his empty gut.

“I’m Leuna.”  Smiling up at him, she offered her hand.  His fingers wrapped themselves firmly around her wrist, cool and slightly calloused.  Remembering belatedly that this was the Marroi version of a handshake, she quickly mimicked his grip.  

He stared down at their joined hands, wondering at the strength in her slender white fingers.  Wondering how he’d known the correct response to her gesture.  Catching her looking up at him expectantly, he realized was expecting him to give her his name in exchange for learning hers.  

“A pleasure to meet you.”  He felt himself frowning as he reclaimed his arm.  He didn’t want to be rude, but he also wasn’t quite ready to tell her how he’d woken up, alone, in a clearing.  How he’d followed every track, every broken twig, every clue until the trail faded out completely.  

Leuna fought to keep from questioning him when he didn’t introduce himself.  It was odd, no more.  However, it did serve to further pique her already busy curiosity.  Strangers were rare in Herrixka, a small town on the edge of nowhere.  

He nudged the narrasti again, and she quickly walked to the middle of the body, where she began pulling its length into untidy coils.  It wouldn’t make it any lighter, but at least they wouldn’t trip on it while they walked.  

Once he saw what she was doing, he began doing the same with the front end.  Together they were—barely—able to heft its entirety off the ground and onto their shoulders.  She staggered a little under the added weight, but bit her tongue before a complaint could slip out.  He’d already taken the bulk of the weight for himself.  

“Ready?” he asked a little gruffly.  His wound had gone from a mild ache to a mild burn.  Should he tell her about it?  He decided against it.  Unless she had a doctor in her pocket, what could she do but worry?  

“Ready,” she agreed.  He stepped off immediately and if not for the slight sag in the narrasti between them, she’d have been pulled right off her feet.  Irked, she fell in behind him.  

Neba, she thought suddenly.  It was an old word, so old that she’d almost forgotten it.  Brother.  She’d never had a brother, or a sister for that matter.  Oh, she’d never really minded, thanks to the generosity of the village families in adopting her into their lives as if she was blood.  Scolding her, spoiling her, teaching her.  Mourning with her when her mother died; then again, a few years ago after her father succumbed to a bruma fever.  Still, as she took two steps to Neba’s one, she admitted that this was a lot like how she’d imagined having a brother of her own might be.  

Alarm bells went off in the back of her mind as his stride began to slow and his breathing became discernibly ragged.  He went obstinately on, but he was clearly in distress.  To keep her mind off her burden, she began running through the probable causes.  She didn’t know him at all, so she studied his long-legged stride for any sign of joint stiffness.  Finding none, she thought back to when he stooped over to pick up the narrasti without hitching or hesitating.  So...she was left with the dark, damp stain on his shirt.  

Fortunately for both their sakes, the village was close by, easily visible once they emerged from the forest.  After blinking a little in the bright sunlight, she couldn’t help smiling as the village came into view.  Red houses, green houses, blue houses, purple houses, every color of the rainbow was represented in the natural coloring of the local hardwoods.  Several houses sported a few planks of each!  She’d learned her colors and trees simultaneously just by playing with the other village children.  

“Akur, stop that!” she commanded one of the village dogs when it snarled at them.  She took a couple of quick, deep breaths before speaking to Neba, as she’d dubbed the stranger in her thoughts.  “There’s a street just through these houses,” she called, shifting the narrasti coil to a new position with an un-ladylike grunt.  Sucking in another breath, she said quickly, “Butcher’s shop on the left.”  The butcher was a nice man, but his castoffs quite naturally drew flies, making it practical to have his shop on the outer edge of town.  

Stamping down on his worries about what might happen, he waved a hand to show he’d heard her and plunged into the unknown.  A handful of children had raced over to see what the dogs were barking at and were now lined up beside the colorful houses.  Barefoot and rosy-cheeked, the children gaped openly at him.  Did they recognize him?  Or were they just curious because strangers were rare in this tiny village?  Certainly none of them could be his immediate family.  

His wound stabbed at him, making him wish he’d stayed deep in the woods a day or two longer.  But the cut wasn’t healing on its own.  And whatever he’d hoped to find when he started out that morning, it wasn’t a woman trying to face down a hungry narrasti with a mere dart thrower.  

He chuckled softly, the rude children forgotten, as he remembered the picture she’d made, her lovely face set in a determined frown while she let the first dart fly.  He’d been so taken with her that, for an instant, he’d expected the narrasti to succumb to her missile.  His smile changed to a grimace.  Taken with her, indeed.  The look of terror on her face when she missed with the second dart had him nocking an arrow and firing before he even realized what he was doing.  He still didn’t remember aiming.  

“Hey.”  She stopped walking and tugged on the narrasti to get his attention.  “We’re here.”

Blinking, he looked around—he’d been so lost in his thoughts that he’d nearly walked off the worn dirt path and out the other side of town.  His cheeks warm with embarrassment, he turned and entered the shop, the one drab-looking building in town.  Where the houses and shops they’d passed in the heart of town were a variety of cheerful colors, the gray walls of this shop were made of simple, rough-hewn grisa wood.  He was relieved to see that the inner walls had been smoothed and treated, so they hadn’t developed the liberal number of splinters that adorned the outer walls.  He planned to rest himself against that wall and didn’t need to get splinters in his back in the process. 

“Rakin!” Leuna called for the butcher, heaving her end of the narrasti onto the empty game table.  Lifting her half-empty canteen from her belt, she pretended to take a sip before offering it to Neba.  He hesitated, then accepted it.  She had a feeling he needed the water more than she did, and not just because of the way he was braced against the wall for support.  “Rakin!”  She struck the bell on his counter, knowing he would hear that even if he’d taken a load of scraps out to his newest compost hole.

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” shouted a deep voice from a distance.

She chuckled.  “Don’t let his bluster fool you,” she advised, pretending not to notice the fresh blood on Neba’s shirt.  It explained a lot, though.  “He’s a good man, he’s just got a voice as big as he is.”  She’d only just finished speaking when Rakin entered, his head barely clearing the back door without ducking.  As always, Leuna gave herself a little shake to overcome the sensation of having shrunk a few inches.  “Well, it’s about time,” she teased her old friend.  From the corner of her eye, she saw that the stranger had straightened away from the wall and was standing tall as if worried about showing weakness in front of the newcomer.  Hastily, she began introductions.  

“This is Rakin,” she pointed needlessly at the butcher.  “And this,” she grinned at Neba, “is the man who kept that narrasti from making me its morning snack.”  

Rakin whistled as he ran an experienced eye over the reptile’s smooth, deceptively soft-looking scales.  There was a smattering of dried blood on the throat just below the jaws, but that was it.

“One shot?” Rakin asked, eyeing the stranger with considerable interest.  “That must be some bow you’ve got there.”

The stranger took another sip of water.  “Shoots straight,” he responded nonchalantly.  The butcher’s answering guffaw rattled the shutters.  

“I can see that,” Rakin hooted.  “Now,” he rubbed his immense hands together.  “I assume you’re here to sell it.”  The folks in Herrixka butchered their own meat when they had it, so a visit to his shop inevitably involved buying or selling.  

“That we are,” Leuna grinned.

“And a good thing, too.”  Rakin walked over to heft the body and get a better idea of the amount of meat he’d be getting.  “Jartz’ traps were looted again each of these past five days, making the sixth week in a row.  All told, it’s been a whole lunar.”  

“A whole lunar,” Leuna repeated, shaking her head.  Jartz was a good friend, more of an uncle really, and she knew that the summer months were bad for trappers even without trouble like this.  “Will he be alright?  I mean, he usually goes into Gertuk to trade his pelts for supplies about this time, doesn’t he?”  There were still a few months until bruma, the cold time.  Long enough, she hoped, for Jartz to solve the problem of his trapline robber.  

“Hmm?  Yes, that’s right.”  Rakin shrugged.  “I wouldn’t worry.  He told me there’s enough left in the traps to prove he’s doing his bit to keep the vermin down.  Ought to be a decent bounty.”  He muttered something under his breath about the last time a horde of sharp-toothed, ravenous kastore swept through the area, eating everything in reach.

Leuna was distracted from his grumbling by the frown on Neba’s face.  She raised an inquisitive eyebrow at him, but when he spoke, it was to Rakin.

“What kind of game does this Jartz usually bring you?” he asked casually.

“Jartz?”  Rakin scratched at his stubble as he tried to figure how much the tanner would give him for prime reptilian skin.  This reptile was large but relatively scar-free, so he estimated it at four, maybe five years old and recently molted.  “He goes for the small stuff mostly.  Of course, he catches anything stupid enough to get caught, and that includes some varmints too big for his gear.  This trouble all started almost two lunars back.  Claims he’s seen some strange paw prints near his line.”  He added the last tidbit with a shrug.  Turning to Leuna he offered, “Eight gold arranos.”

“Twenty.”  She folded her arms across her chest.  “You’ll get six arranos from the tanner just for the skin.”  More like eight, but she didn’t want to offend him.

Rakin chuckled.  “Fourteen,” he countered.  “Not a pikor more.”  He mirrored her by folding his arms across his chest.

The pain in the stranger’s side had eased enough that he was able to smile at their haggling while he waited for her to respond.  She would sell and Rakin would buy, for nothing else would suit them.  All that remained was to agree on the price and he happily let her take charge of selling his kill.  She clearly knew what she was doing.  

“Twenty,” she maintained firmly.  “If you truly have so little meat coming in, you can make a tidy profit off this.”

“Bones and ashes, girl,” Rakin muttered darkly.  “Would you have me raise my prices just because there’s less to be had?”  

She ignored the question.  They’d both grown up in Herrixka and neither of them would dream of gouging their fellow villagers just because they could.

“Seventeen arranos.”  He thumped his big fist on the game table, making it shake.  “My final offer.”

“Seventeen arranos and two steaks.”  

Rakin threw up his hands in surrender and disappeared into the back of his shop, muttering to himself about bargaining with women.  

“Well played.”

“I told you, he’s a fair man.”  Leuna grinned back at her peculiar new friend and shrugged a little to hide the excitement that she always felt when she got to do any real bargaining. 

“So seventeen,” he paused, trying to wrap his tongue around the strange word, “are-ah-nos is a fair price for this monster?”

She tipped her head slightly to one side as she considered him.  “For this area, yes.”  

“Here.”  Rakin had the grace to offer her the coins instead of slapping them down on the counter as he might’ve done if someone else had bested him.  Wasn’t wise to get on the village healer’s bad side.  Not that she had one, so far as he knew.  

“Well?”  Leuna cocked her head at Neba.  “Take it.”  She assessed the way he straightened away from the wall a second time, moving more easily than she might’ve expected.  The rest had done him good, but he still hadn’t mentioned it.  Odd.  

Recovering as quickly as he could from his surprise, he reached out his hand and let Rakin pour the arranos into his palm.  The sound the gold coins made as they struck each other was almost musical.  Having nothing else in the small pouch at his waist—he’d checked, repeatedly—he dropped the coins inside.  Not until they were outside with two thick steaks on a line of butcher’s string did he speak.

“Why did you do that?”

“Do what?” she asked, measuring the shadows with a practiced eye.  It was well past time for the noonday meal and her stomach had been complaining since shortly after her simple breakfast of bread and cheese. 

“Give me the money.”  He tapped his bag, making the coins jingle, to recapture her attention.  

“Oh, that.  Your kill, your money.”  Holding up the steaks, she grinned.  “I got what I wanted!  Now c’mon,” she motioned for him to follow her.  “I live at the far end of this street.”  

He grimaced as he tried to keep up, the ache in his side escalating to a searing burn.  

“Leuna, wait!”  An older woman bustled out of her yellow house, complete with yellow split-shingles of the same horia wood, giving him a chance to catch up when Leuna dutifully paused.  “You forgot to come by the other day and get your fresh eggs.”

Leuna hesitated, torn between protecting the woman’s pride and her livelihood.  Old Ama was the only one in the village with enough chickens to sell surplus eggs, and her flock was about ready for the soup pot.  She should be hoarding the last lay of eggs for the next round of chicks, not exchanging them for medical services. 

“I’m sorry, Ama,” she apologized.  Motioning for Neba to keep walking, Leuna smiled at Ama.  “I got to reading Dad’s journals and lost track of the time.”  That was mostly true, she assured herself.

Ama patted her on the arm.  “Just like your father, you are.  Forgetting to eat, too, sounds like.”  Ama grinned as Leuna clenched her stomach muscles against a second embarrassing grumble.  

“It has been a long morning,” she agreed quickly.  “I started out hunting untxi and almost became the prey for a narrasti.”  Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that Neba was halfway to her house.  Holding up the steaks, she added, “I was just on my way home to cook these up, so I really couldn’t take any eggs right now.”

“Well...”  Ama mock-scowled at her.  “Alright.  You come by tomorrow morning and I’ll give you some then.  I got my best setter tendin’ a batch for the next brood, but a few of the others are still layin’.”  She shook her head sorrowfully.  “Worst part about raisin’ chickens, I figger, is eatin’ them once they can’t lay no more.”  Her face brightened as she had another thought.  Casting a speculative glance toward the stranger’s broad back and square shoulders, she giggled like a young maid.  “Better give you a full dozen.  Looks to me like your man could eat that many on his own!”  

“Thank you, Ama.”  Leuna smiled brightly as if that would make the blush warming her cheeks less noticeable.  While the truth always came out eventually in their little town, she saw no reason to let Ama’s mistake take root in her mind.  “I’m sure my patient will enjoy them.”

“Patient?”  Ama frowned.  “He don’t look sick to me.”

“You know I can’t discuss that with you,” she scolded gently.  Leaning in to give Ama a quick peck on the cheek, Leuna turned and hurried after him.  He was nearly to her house already!

He paused at the end of the street—or at least, at the end of the rows of modest homes on either side of him.  Looking back over his shoulder, he saw a handful of simply dressed youth pretending to draw water.  Since most of them ducked their heads when he looked back, he had a pretty good idea what was really on their mind.  Deciding they meant no harm, he noted Leuna’s progress.  She wasn’t motioning for him to walk back toward her, so he considered where he was.  

The path he was on led past the last house.  Partway between the village and the woods stood a blue building that was too small for a shop but otherwise too big for the village, comparing it to the cottages he’d just passed.  And yet, somehow, he knew without a doubt that was where Leuna lived.  Maybe it was the modest garden plot he could see in the back, filled to the bursting with plants he somehow recognized as medicinal.  Maybe it was the friendly way the bell on the front door jingled, greeting him as pleasantly as its mistress had.  

“You found it!”  Smiling, she breezed past him.  “Help yourself to a chair while I get lunch on.”  Kicking off her shoes, she slipped through the house and out the back door to where the summer fire pit was located.  She could cook inside in case of bad weather, but that would heat the entire house, making it harder to sleep.  So she carefully set the narrasti steaks aside and began laying wood for a fire.  

He followed more slowly, giving himself time to take it all in.  Directly ahead of him loomed a huge fireplace, flanked by closed doors on either side.  He was pleasantly surprised to see a bookshelf built into the wall beside one of the doors.  Leather-bound volumes of a uniform size filled most of the shelves.  A pair of comfortable-looking chairs faced the fireplace, waiting for someone to accept their invitation to sit down and rest.  Resisting the temptation, he continued his visual journey through her home.

To his far left, cupboards lined the wall above a u-shaped counter that ran along at about waist height.  If he followed the counter to where it ended, he’d walk out the door she’d just gone through, which he proceeded to do.  He caught a whiff of soot as he passed the fireplace, and could easily visualize her curled snugly in one of the chairs while an icy bruma storm raged outside.  

A wood box that stood nearly as tall as he did protruded from the outer wall on his left and he realized it must belong to the little door he’d seen on the other side of the wall, held shut with a simple hook-and-eye latch.  It certainly explained how she’d gotten wood for the fire so quickly.  

Shadows were already stretching out from the plants in her garden, reaching their thin, spindly fingers toward the coarse grass at the edge of the path.  The scents of earth, blossoms, herbs, and wood smoke blended into a perfume that he inhaled greedily.  The sweet sound of wind chimes greeted him merrily as an afternoon breeze tickled them.  The peace of the moment seeped into his weary bones and for the first time since he’d woken up a few days ago, wounded and with no idea of who or where he was, he allowed himself to relax.  

Leaning against the doorjamb, he watched her expertly kindle a small, hot fire using flint and steel.  He wished he could capture the image of her in just that pose: the wind teasing at a loose wisp of her cocoa brown hair while the heat from the fire brought a comely flush to her smooth, suntanned cheeks.  It was a pleasant change after three days of struggling to survive, nearly going mad with unanswered questions.

“There.”  Grinning triumphantly at the fire, Leuna reached for a cook knife and deftly halved the steaks.  “Sorry about this,” she apologized to him as she ran each piece through with a metal spit.  “I know I promised you steaks, but right now I’m too hungry to...”  She glanced up at him and stopped, astonished.  He’d fallen asleep where he stood, his bow propped against his side.  The side with a fresh damp spot on the stain.  Grimacing at the thought of how tired he must be, she hung the spit across the fire pit. 

Silently, and with one eye on the spit, she filled a metal pot with clean water and set it next to the fire to heat, then slipped past him to retrieve her travelling medical case.  
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Chapter 2
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Leuna hesitated, her fingers so close to his arm that she could feel the heat coming from his skin.  This was the first time she’d really stopped to look at him.  And what she saw made her take a long step back.  It was more than the well-defined muscles, too.  

She was accustomed to the small, lightweight bows that most of the villagers carried, made with wood from the forest.  His bow, however, looked like it was made from three kinds of wood.  That is, three bands of color traversed the bow from top to bottom, the leather grip standing out by its very plainness.  Then there was the steel-tipped arrow he’d pulled from the narrasti’s body.  The high grade leather of his boots, the expert tailoring on his clothes (drab though they were)...  Too fancy for an ordinary woodsman, but for a Marroi?  She honestly didn’t know.  

The few Marroi she’d met during her time while attending the university in Ibilia were men and women of science and letters.  Their clothes were simple, practical, and they carried no weapons beyond the traditional belt knives.  So...who was he?  What was he?  A soldier?  Perhaps a mercenary?  Where was he from?  What was he doing here in Herrixka?  And why hadn’t he exchanged names with her?  She didn’t wish to pry, but, taken altogether, it made him seem very mysterious.

Retreating to a safe distance, she picked up an empty tin plate and dropped it on the wooden kitchen floor.  Her confusion increased when, instead of assuming some battle position, he simply raised his head, blinked, and looked around until he spotted her.  

He smiled sheepishly.  “Did I fall asleep standing up?”  Boyishly, he rubbed his hand over his face and yawned.  “I hope you’ll pardon my poor manners.”

She couldn’t resist returning his sleepy smile.  “You must be very tired,” she murmured.  Indicating the chair she usually sat in of an evening, she suggested, “Sit down and I’ll take a look at your wound.”

“My wound?”  He frowned.  

“Yes, the one on your left side.”  She set her case on the table between the chairs and opened it. 

“Why?”  He placed one hand protectively over his injury.

“Because I’m a doctor.”  

He still hesitated.  “You went to university?”  He half-folded his outer garment and flung it across his knees once he was seated.  His luck was changing at least.  Not only was he going to eat his first proper meal in days, his hostess turned out to be a doctor!

“Yes, for seven years.”  She met his gaze coolly despite being amused at the question.  She was accustomed to strangers questioning her abilities on the grounds of her age, but how long had it been since anyone asked where she was educated?  Of course, everyone in Herrixka already knew the answer to that.  He couldn’t have known that much about the medical programs, either, or he’d have shown some surprise at her graduating in only seven years instead of the usual ten.  Growing up as the village doctor’s daughter had certain advantages, like allowing her to test out of several of the preliminary courses. 

“Please remove your shirt also.”  She knelt beside him and caught his hand when he had trouble lifting the fabric away from his skin.  “Wait.”  Examining it briefly, she nodded.  “It bled quite a bit at some point, and the dried blood is adhering your shirt to your skin.  Let me help.”  Dipping a cloth in the water she’d left by the fire to heat, she used it to gently soak his shirt so she could peel it away from his skin.  

“There,” she murmured, leaning back to let him finish removing his shirt.  “Ouch,” she added once she got a good look at the wound.  Her hand spanned eight inches, give or take, and this looked just a shade short of that.  “Have you been treating this yourself?”  

“Yes, a little.”  He looked down at the top of her head, intrigued to notice soft, golden highlights in her hair now that the sun was behind her.  “I didn’t have much to work with, I’m afraid.”

She continued studying it, noting that the edges of the cut were as clean and straight as those on his shirt.  This was no jagged tear as a rock or broken limb might cause.  She flicked a glance at him through her lashes.  A few old scars marred the otherwise smooth skin of his chest, but there were no bruises or fresh abrasions; his knuckles were also uninjured.  A knife fight? Or was it a sword fight?  

“What are you doing out here?” she asked, trying for a casual tone.  “You’re a long way from Marroi.”  His head swiveled back in her direction and she almost shrank under the intensity of his gaze.  

He let the silence stretch for a few heartbeats before coming to a decision.  “Marroi?” he asked.  “What is that?”  He dropped his shirt across his knees, too.

“You don’t know.”  Despite herself, the words came out as a statement, his question was that astonishing.  

“I...”  He reached out with one long arm to move the spit through a half turn, his stomach muscles clenching against a hungry rumble.  How was he supposed to think straight with the food distracting him?  “I don’t remember anything from before I woke up a few days ago.”  

She inhaled sharply, her hazel-green eyes warming with concern.  The puzzle pieces began falling into place—his reticence about his wound, his failure to introduce himself...  What must it be like to not even know who ones’ enemies were?  

He looked at her, then away again, focusing on the spit.  It wasn’t pity in her eyes, he could’ve dealt with that.  It was the sincerity that caught him off-guard.  He’d firmly set aside the indecision as to whether or not to stay in the area where he’d awakened.  He’d done his best to track down his attackers, as far as he could tell.  Eventually, with the trail cold and his flesh betraying him, he was forced to stop—to forage for food and tend his wound.  The fear, however, he hadn’t been able to conquer so easily.  It was with him still, lurking in the shadows of his mind.  The fear that he would never heal, that he would never know who he was, or what had happened to him or why or...or...  He clenched his fists against the vicious, unrelenting fear.

Restless with the need to know who had abandoned him in the wilderness—for there had been prints aplenty not far from the spot where he’d woken up—he began turning the spit too quickly.  Half the reason he’d come to town with Leuna was to find out if anyone from there knew who he was and what had happened to him.  Clearly, she knew nothing about it.

Her hand settled lightly on his near wrist.  “Slowly,” she instructed, nodding at the spit.  “Reptile meat is very lean and dense.  It won’t cook evenly if it’s turned too quickly.”  Squeezing his wrist gently, she asked, “Does your head hurt?”

Calmed by her touch and tone, he relaxed a little.  “Not really.  I had a lump on my head the size of a turtle egg when I came to, but it’s gone now.”

“Is it?”  She got to her feet, biting back the question about which kind of turtle.  Some turtle eggs were as large as Rakin’s fists, while others were considerably smaller.  Instead she asked, “Can you show me where it was?”  A head injury would explain quite a bit.

He reached up to pat the back of his head.  “Around here, somewhere.  Why?”

“Head injuries can be dangerous, so let me just take a look...”  As her tan fingers slipped into his thick, black hair, she was surprised by how soft it was.  Several of the villagers had black hair, but it was stiff and coarse, rather like the bristles on her hairbrush.  Working her way across the back of his head, she paused to examine a lump. 

“Right about here?” she asked, carefully tapping the spot with her finger.

“I guess so?”  He really wasn’t sure.  At the moment, he was half-asleep again. 

“Hmm.”  Smoothing his hair into place, she came back around the chair.  “Look up,” she instructed, slipping two fingers under his chin and tilting it up, too.  If she’d been inside, she would’ve had to use a candle, but the sunlight was quite strong enough where they were.  “Look down.”  Despite her professional intent, the difference in skin tone between her fingers and his face caught her attention.  She didn’t realize she was staring until his clear gold eyes raised to meet hers.  Dropping her hand, she stepped back.  

“Your eyes are clear, no sign of bleeding.”  She smoothed her shirt and resumed her place beside him.  “Your pupils are responding normally to light.”

Relieved as he was at her pronouncement, he disciplined a smile at her overly-brisk tone.  He might not know the name of his own people, but there was no doubt in his mind that the lovely young doctor was attracted to him.  That she was comely and fair of face he had seen at a glance.  He could now conclude he was pleasing to look upon as well, given her reaction to him.  Which told him absolutely nothing about his identity.  

“How were you injured?” she asked, opening her medical case.  Even though she believed his story, she felt obligated to test him out a little.  

“I don’t remember.”  

“What’s your name?”  Her face turned toward her case, Leuna watched him discreetly from the corner of her eye.

He shook his head.  “I don’t know.”

“What’s your mother’s name?” she persisted.

He gripped the spit a little more tightly.  “I don’t know.”

“Why are you here?”

“I have no idea.”

She studied him briefly, then nodded.  “Tell me about your bow.”

He glanced at it.  “It’s a composite longbow, made using thin laths of three separate kinds of wood to increase its power and durability.  I found it on the ground beside me when I woke up three days ago.”  Having answered her questions, he asked one of his own.  “Why are you asking me these questions?”

She waved away the irritation in his voice.  “Don’t you think it’s a little odd that whomever did this to you left you with a weapon?”

He threw up his hands.  “I think it’s odd that they left me alive.”  His fists came down hard on the arms of the chair.  “I only know,” he spoke through clenched teeth, “that I woke up alone.  Completely alone.  Neither friends nor enemies greeted me.”  Not even a slain enemy.  He glared at her.  “You’re the first human I’ve seen.”  He wanted to say more, to explain that he’d been trying to figure it out, but he didn’t trust the anger boiling inside himself.  

Leuna tried not to let him see how his declaration affected her.  Clearing her throat of tears, she finally ‘located’ what she’d been looking for in her case.  

“I’m sorry if I upset you.”  Shaking out the clean cloths, she tried to explain.  “Those questions helped me better understand your condition.  You see, there are different kinds of memories.  I’m not surprised that you knew about the longbow because I was there when you used it.  I hoped to coax out some other memories as well.”

“Oh.”  He felt foolish for being so angry now.  “I didn’t know.”

She patted his hand.  “If I had explained what I was doing, it would never have worked.  However, I’m confident that the rest of your memories will return in time.”  Nodding at his side, she changed the subject.  “Your wound is infected.”  She assumed he knew that already since the discolored skin and seepage were impossible to overlook.  Still, she always tried to start at the beginning.  It usually saved time in the long run and made her patients more comfortable.  

“Yes.”  He frowned.  “I considered cauterizing it, but it wasn’t bleeding too badly at first, so...”  He lifted his free hand, palm up.  His other hand had resumed turning the spit at what felt like an agonizingly slow pace.  

“It’s well that you got here when you did,” she observed quietly.  “The infection is still easily treatable.  And, given that you’re remarkably healthy otherwise, I would anticipate a full, normal recovery.  However.”  She paused when his shoulders, which had relaxed marginally, resumed their rigid posture.  “This treatment is extremely painful.”

“So is the wound,” he interrupted, shrugging with his uninjured side.  

“Of course,” she agreed easily.  Lifting a bottle out of her case, she pretended to focus on it while she continued, “And yet, as your doctor, I strongly recommend using this.”  She held up a bottle for him to see.  “A drop or two of this on the back of your tongue will render you unconscious.”

Frowning, he took it from her.  The bottle was made from blue-colored glass, dark enough that all he could really be sure of as he looked at it was that the bottle wasn’t quite full.  He could see the gap and the liquid sloshing slightly from changing hands.  Unconscious.  Was that really necessary?  He’d been planning to keep an eye on her while she worked.  

“Seems a bit extreme,” he observed, watching her closely. 

She shook her head.  “It’s impossible for me to guess how far the infection has spread, therefore I can’t just try to numb a limited area of your body.  And when the hautsa dust begins drawing the infection out, I won’t be able to stop it.”

He blew out a frustrated breath.  “How long would I be out?”  As much as he hated the idea of being that vulnerable, he believed she was telling the truth. 

“You’ll be awake and alert before the food is cooked,” she promised without hesitation.  Surgeons had been using refined loak oil in their work for generations, and its properties were well known throughout the medical community. 

Twisting the cap off, he found that it had a thin, grooved rod attached.  He deliberately took a few deep breaths while he watched the clear liquid slide off the rod and drop back into the bottle.  When he was ready, he tilted his head back and opened his mouth.

Leuna watched silently as he allowed two drops of the bitter loak oil to land on his tongue. 

“Good,” she approved, taking the bottle and stopper from him.  “Now just lie back and relax.”  With a light touch, she began arranging clean cloths around his wound until it was surrounded.  That would help keep him clean during the treatment. 

“You were asking me about the Marroi,” she reminded, talking softly to give him something to focus on besides fighting sleep.  It was a strangely common reaction.  She’d only used the loak oil a handful of times, it was true.  They agreed to take it, knowing it was supposed to put them to sleep, and yet each time her patient struggled to stay awake.  “They are a race of warriors and scholars, hunters and explorers.  Brave adventurers.”  She smiled as his eyelids drooped.  “One of my favorite professors was Marroi.”  

His body slowly surrendered to the medicine while she talked of nothing.  Once she was sure he was unconscious, she took a squat container from her case.  Opening it, she shook a liberal amount of hautsa dust into his wound.  The odorless dust turned from ash-gray to a sick, yellow-green within seconds of contact.  She considered the process for a moment, fascinated as always by the transformation as the dust reacted with the infection, carrying it captive as it foamed up out of the wound.  The resulting stiff obtrusion always reminded her of the limestone outcroppings near the river-town of Gertuk.  

Rotating the spit while she waited for the foam to harden, Leuna allowed herself to marvel at the healing properties of this and so many other medicines.  Without the hautsa dust, she might have had to trim away some of the damaged skin.  Then, even with her expert care, his body would’ve been many days in defeating the infection.  

Reluctantly, she picked up a pair of long, flat-nosed pliers and tapped the foam to confirm that it had hardened completely.  It was ridiculous to feel squeamish about this step, yet somehow she always did.  Taking a deep breath, she positioned the pliers at the base of the foam, careful to avoid catching any of his skin in their jaws.  Rocking the foam back and forth to weaken it, she abruptly twisted her wrist, snapping the foam off at the base.  

“One down,” she whispered to herself, setting the foam aside to be burned later.  Taking her time, she flushed his wound thoroughly with water, which dissolved and rinsed away the rest of the foam.  Still in no hurry, she rotated the spit a few times before replacing the damp cloths with dry ones.  The routine motions soothed her as well as letting his body recover.  

“One to go.”  Coating the wound liberally with the dust again, she rose.  The second treatment would take much longer, as the dust sucked the poison from where it had settled deeper in his body.  Rinsing her hands with vinegar and rubbing them together briskly to sterilize them, she dried them on a towel.  

To fill her time while she waited, she stepped into the kitchen.  Pulling out the flour bin, she scooped some onto the clean counter.  Adding a little water and cutting in some lard, she mixed it until she had a nice pie dough.  Humming softly, she rolled it out, then lifted it into her pie tin, trimming the excess dough off the rim with a dull knife.  Dusting the bottom of the crust with sugar, she cut fresh baia fruit into it, followed by a second dusting of sugar and a pinch or two of flour.  A dollop of salted butter across the top was covered with strips of the dough and a very thin sprinkle of sugar, just on the dough this time.  Carrying it outside, she set it in the tiny stovebox by the fire and latched the top in place so she could cook it later. 

Holding her braid out of the way, she bent over him, inspecting the second ridge of hardened foam.  This time the infection-green color was broken up by several smaller streaks of the foam’s natural gray.  

Exhaling in relief that the dust had done its job, she picked up the pliers.  Another sharp twist and it snapped off, leaving only the raw, red wound behind.  Placing this foam beside the first, she rinsed her pliers with vinegar and hung them to dry in the sun.  Flushing the wound with more clean water, she dried around it, then dropped the cloths in an empty bucket and poured in the rest of the vinegar.  

She lifted his hand and dropped it back onto his leg.  Still deeply asleep.  Well, at least he hadn’t woken during the procedure.  Quietly, she opened a bottle of garbi oil and drizzled it into his wound, taking care to completely cover the exposed layers of subcutaneous tissue.  

“Oh my.”  Setting the bottle aside, she quickly rose and went inside.  “I forgot all about the potatoes!”  Selecting two large potatoes from a bin under the counter, she pierced them with a clean metal nail, then carried them outside and used the small fire shovel to bury them in the warm ashes to cook.  

She heard the rhythm of his breathing change, a slow, deep breath as he began to rouse, then a sharp gasp, probably from him trying to move.  

“Not so fast,” she warned, turning to face him and nearly landing in the fire as a treacherous rock shifted under her foot.  “Here, look at me.”  She clapped her hands to get his attention and he blinked at her.  

“You,” he mumbled.  He looked around the garden, then down at his side.  “I thought...I dreamed all this...”  He shook his head to clear it.  “Something smells good.”

She smiled faintly.  “Are you sure?” she asked, making a show of sniffing the air.  His disorientation was to be expected and wouldn’t last long.  “Take a good deep breath, see if you still think so.”  The fresh air would help clear any remaining fog from his mind.

He complied by taking as deep a breath as he could without pulling his wound.  He managed a tight grin despite the pain.  

“Delicious.”  

She smiled back at him, pleased to see sharp alertness in his eyes.  “I’m glad, because it’s almost done.  And so are we.”

He looked down at his wound as she came closer.  “What’s that on it?” he asked.  

“Garbi oil.  As your body absorbs it, it will give your wound strength to heal more quickly,” she explained, showing him the bottle as she screwed the lid on.  Resuming their conversation as though there’d been no interruption, she remarked, “I’m told the Marroi Empire reaches as far as the distant shores of Baketsu Waters and stretches south into the wild Izutu plains.  It’s a young empire, I guess.”  She laughed at how that sounded even as she held a square of cloth bandage up, checking its size against his wound.  “Just about ten generations old.”

“We must be fierce warriors,” he hazarded a guess.  “To have taken so much land so quickly.”

“I suppose.”  She set the cloth down and rummaged in her bag for an old, beat-up tin cup.  “I think having dragons helped a bit with that.  Marroi explorers can cover immense tracts of land in less than a day.”  Shaking a little of a different powder into the tin cup, she added a few drops of water and stirred it together with her finger to make a weak glue.  “Though much of your lands lay wild and empty of man.”  Painting the edges of the cloth with the glue, she gently pressed it into place over his wound.  “There.  Does it feel better?”  

He shrugged.  “It looks better.” 

She repressed a chuckle.  “Good.  I’ll check it tomorrow, but it should heal quickly now that it’s been treated.”  Deftly she repacked her case and returned it to the hook by the front door.  

“I think the meat is done,” he observed hopefully when she returned.  It was about time, too!  

She checked the meat and nodded her agreement.  “Here.”  Lifting the lid on a small box, she brought out two tin plates.  She watched the muscles of his arm and chest flex as he easily lifted the spit from the fire, not a flinch in sight.  Their eyes met as he used his belt knife to slide the meat onto the plates.  

He smiled and passed the metal spit through the flames, allowing the heat to burn away any food residue.  Meanwhile she dug up the potatoes, blew the ash off their jackets, and gingerly added them to their plates.  The buttery flavor of the lumpy gurin potatoes would round off the meal nicely as well as adding a splash of azure color.  

But first she stirred the fire back up and added a few sticks, then set the stovebox on top of the prepared fire pit.  The ducts cunningly incorporated into two sides of the fire pit allowed air to flow into it even as the stovebox perched on top.  Its insulated sides and top absorbed all of the fire’s heat, allowing the pie to cook evenly.  

They ate in a comfortable silence, each of them hungrily devoting their whole attention to the meal.  

“Are you sure you’ll have room for pie?” she asked eventually, eyeing the pile of bones on his plate.  Hers was the same size, but she couldn’t resist teasing him.  

“Me?”  He grinned.  “No problem!  Truth be told, I was so hungry I could’ve eaten that entire narrasti myself, I think.”  He sat up in his chair and stretched both arms over his head, yawning.  He didn’t even wince. 

“That’s good.”  She hadn’t given a second thought to his continued shirtless state until just then.  “Because I make an excellent berry pie.”  Her voice sounded a little breathless even to her.  Meanwhile her heart, which had slowed to match the serene setting and routine, suddenly grew wings and began flipping around in her chest like a startled bird.  Her reaction to him was ridiculous.  She’d seen many well-built young men during her studies, most of them athletes injured during practice or a competition.  Her heart had never betrayed her like this before.  To distract herself, she opened a vent on the stovebox and took a sniff.  Lifting the stovebox off the fire, she unlatched the lid and propped it open so that the pie could begin to cool.  

He leaned back in his chair, surreptitiously enjoying the simple pleasure of watching a beautiful woman.  He could already tell he’d be sorry when the time came to leave.  He frowned as it occurred to him to wonder if his heart was his to give...or if he’d already pledged it to another?  That was one question he hadn’t asked while alone and lost in the woods.  Granted, it was a moot point, given that he’d be on his way as soon as he was well enough. 

“That was a meal to remember,” he half-teased, surrendering his plate to her when she reached for it.  Discreetly, he observed her graceful movements as she passed the plates over the flames, sterilizing them before rinsing them off.  “I think I could fall asleep right here,” he suggested.  He didn’t mind sleeping on the grass when it was the only thing available, but he found the chair much more comfortable.  

“I’m sure you could,” she grinned, remembering how easily he’d fallen asleep standing up.  “It’s a marvel you’ve stayed awake this long.”  They chuckled together and she made her decision.  “However, you’ll be more comfortable inside.  My father’s bed might be a little short for you,” she shrugged uncertainly, for he was without a doubt taller than her father, “but you’re welcome to it.”

He pondered a moment before responding.  “I couldn’t,” he shook his head.  “I have three days’ worth of trail grime on me, for one thing.”  Odd it hadn’t occurred to him to be self-conscious about that earlier, while she was working on him.  

“That’s easily fixed.”  She turned her hazel-green eyes on him, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.  “I’ll draw some water for you so you can wash up.  You can borrow some of my father’s things for now.  They’re in the chest at the foot of his bed.”

“And when he gets back, what will you tell him?”  He thought he saw her gaze drop for an instant. 

“My father passed five brumas ago,” she answered quietly.  “I usually use his room for patients who need special attention, but I’ll make an exception in your case.”

It took a moment for him to follow her meaning.  “I’m sorry about your father.”  He watched her nod and felt as though there should be more he could do than just offer his sympathies.  Nothing came to mind, so he looked down at where the bandage covered his cut.  The garbi oil she’d used must have a numbing property to it, as well.  He’d forgotten he was even injured.

“If we start it now,” she got to her feet, “the water will have time to warm before you want it.”

He rose as well, catching her by the arm and completely forgetting what he was about to say when their eyes met.  Hers were positively captivating.  It wasn’t the lovely scattering of green flecks surrounded by varying shades of brown, either.  After staring into her eyes for a few seconds, he felt as though he knew everything he needed to about her.  She was kind, considerate, gentle, yet he sensed a stubborn streak a mile wide.  More important was the quiet strength that gave her poise enough to meet his searching gaze without flinching.  

“Let me do it.”  He cleared his throat and released her arm.  “I’ll draw the water,” he said, his voice clear this time.  He’d seen the private well when he exited the house and now he hurried over to it.  Lowering the bucket by the rope, he felt when it reached the water. 

“Fill that tank, will you?” she half-instructed, pointing to a metal cylinder on the near side of the wood box.  “During the bruma the fireplace heats it.”  She shrugged and held up an old, blackened pot with a sturdy handle.  “During the summer, we heat water out here.”  Hanging the pot from the arm above the fire pit, she again stirred up the embers.  

He wondered at her as he filled the pot to the brim, then moved on to the cylinder.  It was more than generous for her to offer him shelter for the night.  She didn’t know him.  He scowled at himself as he filled the bucket a second time.  He didn’t know him as well as he thought he knew her.  Had he much experience with women?  Assuming that he had any at all, of course.  And he was right back to wondering where his heart belonged. 

Still, he felt completely comfortable with her.  Of course, he’d taken care to discipline his thoughts since meeting her.  He shrugged.  Maybe that was all either of them needed to know for now.  That neither of them would intentionally hurt the other.  

“Here.”  She smiled as she intercepted him on one of his trips to the well and handed him a plate with a steaming piece of pie on it.  “Baia pie tastes best either piping hot or well-chilled, so we better eat it now.”  She kept her tone casual, yet she was still reeling on the inside from the effects of his inspection.  She hadn’t been able to look away from his mesmerizing golden eyes while he seemed to sift through her inner self.  She wasn’t sure what he thought he’d found, but for an instant, she’d thought he was going to kiss her. 

Chuckling, he accepted the plate and fork.  “You’ve convinced me.”  

Leuna pretended to concentrate on her own piece of pie while he took a taste, then another.  His silence spoke volumes as he savored each bite instead of wolfing it down the way he had the narrasti.  

“I have never,” he said at last, “eaten anything that delicious.”

She blushed and teased, “That you remember.”

“I remember the last three days vividly,” he countered without missing a beat, “and they would have been much, much better if I’d encountered this pie sooner.”  He narrowly avoided saying, encountered you.  

She laughed outright at that.  “Flatterer.”  She wrinkled her nose at him, then forked her last piece into her own mouth.  “Here, I’ll rinse the plates while you finish filling the tank.  That is,” she hesitated, her eyes dropping to where the white bandage stood out against his dark skin, “if you feel up to it?”

“Providing I can stay awake,” he rubbed his eyes, “I feel up to it.”  He was about to take up the bucket again when he saw her reaching for the heavy pot of hot water.  “However,” suddenly he was at her elbow, “I should carry this first.  If you will allow me.”

“Oh,” she said blankly.  For five years there hadn’t been anyone to object to her carrying it for herself and now she was quite nonplussed.  “Yes, why...of course.  I mean, thank you.”

She briefly showed him the washroom, where an oversized basin sat on a table under a spigot, waiting for him to add the heated water.  A bar of soap, a few towels and other essentials hung on the wall.

“Just set your dirty things in the hamper there,” she pointed at the woven hamper by the door, “and I’ll put them out with mine for the laundress in the morning.”  She’d brought his shirt and bata in from the garden and now she dropped them into the hamper.

“You’re too kind.”  He set the pot on the counter.  “How can I repay you?”

“You saved my life,” she reminded him.  “Perhaps someday, I can repay you.  Until then, let us consider ourselves friends.”  She gave him a moment to nod his understanding, then said, “I’ve got a patient or two that I need to check on this evening, but if you’d like to go to bed early, that’s quite alright.  My father’s room is through here.”  

She opened the door and without thinking stepped inside to pull the blankets back and plump the pillow, as she would for any guest.  But as he followed her into the room, she found herself taking a half-step away from him.  She needed the space.  Giving herself a mental shake, she tried to look at him objectively as he stood, shirtless and barefoot, in her father’s room.  “If you need a snack, there’s bread in the box by the kitchen window.”  She checked the handle of the clothes cupboard for dust, wondering vaguely if Ama would consider trading light housework instead of eggs.  “And I just filled the blue pitcher with fresh water.”

“You’re too kind,” he repeated.  He bowed from the waist before he knew what he was doing.  It seemed appropriate, but it certainly raised questions in his mind.  Who and what was he that bowing came so naturally?  The Marroi she’d described earlier were warriors and scholars, not courtesans.  He smothered a frustrated groan.  

“Nonsense,” she tried to laugh, though she, too, was wondering at his mannerisms.  Professors didn’t bow to students, of course, so she couldn’t really be sure...but it struck her as odd to have any Marroi bowing to her.  “I’ll be back in a little while.”  Somehow she navigated the narrow space between him and the bedroom door, breathing more easily once she was outside the cottage.  Lifting the strap of her bag to her shoulder, she laughed at herself for her attraction to this stranger who had come into her life unexpectedly and would no doubt leave the same way.  

While she made her rounds, he, refreshed from his washing, tried on the pair of loose-fitting sleep trousers.  Ruffling his damp hair, he grinned to himself at how short they were on him.  He hesitated briefly over the nightshirt, then decided to leave it on the chair for morning.  Pausing for one last look at himself in the half-mirror, he reluctantly acknowledged that there was nothing familiar about the face squinting back at him in the faint light streaming through the window.  

The bed protested mildly when he stretched out on it, but the pillow was soft and the sheets smelled clean.  No, better than that.  He couldn’t put a name to the soft, flowery scent that surrounded him as he lay there, yet it stirred up a strange mix of feelings, as if he had never been safer—or more vulnerable.  If he hadn’t been bone-weary, he probably would’ve lain awake trying to wrestle the memory from the depths of his mind.
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Chapter 3
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Leuna took care as she re-entered the cottage later, holding the bell so that it wouldn’t ring when she opened and closed the door.  She’d considered using the back door, but that was right next to the bedrooms.  Lowering her bag to the floor beside the door, she slipped out of her shoes and glanced out the western window.  Shadows were already pooling around her feet as the sun sank below the horizon.  

Her stop at the Korrak house had taken longer than she’d expected because Gai, her dear friend, was worn to a frazzle by her teething triplets.  Tiptoeing further into the cottage, Leuna settled into one of the comfortable chairs and rubbed her right shoulder, which ached from grinding enough erlie seeds to make a soothing paste for the gums of all three of the little ones.  

Yawning, she resolved to have her apprentice, Sati, help her grind more seeds the next day.  For now, she reached for one of her father’s medical journals.  He’d worked in tandem with his wife to record the medicinal properties of the local—and often rare—plant life around Herrixka.  In fact, she thought there was a medical library named after them somewhere in Lurrak, signifying their country’s gratitude for their efforts to domesticate and share the plants they found.

“Where was it?” Leuna wondered aloud before remembering she wasn’t alone tonight as she usually was.  Muttering under her breath, she flipped through the pages
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