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Who are we without our memories?
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Prologue
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Friends 
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He felt it rising in his chest. The terrifying bubbling of muck, as if the sensation was more than the magic itself. He clutched at his chest, willing it to settle. His eyes wandered to the corner of the room.

A young boy laid in the straw. The foulness of the prison wasn’t where the boy belonged. The peaceful child couldn’t be more than 12. A shudder had the boy waking, face lined with confusion. 

A loud clang pulled both their attention. A guard had struck the bars with a baton. The guard wore a white cross on the blue patterned tunic. He and the boy were prisoners. 

“Beat him.”

He didn’t want to, but from the grim expression he knew it had to happen. The boy met his eyes with such tangible fright, he felt a bit frightened himself.

It was a stupid plan, but all he had left. He could almost laugh, bitter. Soon he wouldn’t even have the plan. The boy had nowhere to go. He held the boy down, ready to strike. The guards wouldn’t think anything of it. They wouldn’t care, because why should the boy.

He pleaded, “When I wake up, tell me I’m your friend.”

He couldn’t give the boy a chance to react. Fist slamming down. The guard’s laughter the only other sound.
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Chapter One
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Who are you?
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Sounds were muffled, strange yet sharp. The higher pitches screeched through his head. He attempted to open his eyes, the strain telling him he was tired. What had happened? He couldn’t remember.

He blinked until the fuzzy images and shapes became clear. A young boy leaned over him. He propped himself up on his elbows and looked around. The place was filthy. That made sense. Why? He wasn’t sure. It was a prison cell, straw and filth on the floor, metal bars for the walls. He studied the boy in front of him. Sandy blonde hair, sharp blue eyes, and blood and bruises all over him.

He sat up fully, “what happened to you?”

The boy blinked and licked his split lip, “I... you... it doesn’t matter.”

He straightened. Didn’t matter? Doubtful. Another glance around and at his own tattered clothes told him he had been here awhile. “Where are we?”

“We are prisoners-“

Prisoners?! He jerked around to find the soldiers, but there weren’t any around. They were alone. He must not have been a terrible person. Otherwise he would have more of a constant guard.

Something wasn’t making sense. A rogue thought telling him he was missing something. It didn’t matter how much he looked or how fast he shifted his focus, he wasn’t sure how he got here. 

The boy touched his arm. His arm jerked out of reach and he stared at the boy with distrust. He didn’t know this boy... did he? Why were they in the same prison cell? Where were they? What had he done?

“Who are you?” It was venomous. 

A stricken look covered the boy’s face. Why had the boy lied about what happened to create those bruises? Something crossed behind the boy’s eyes. The boy scooted closer, “We.... We are friends.”

What? Friends? He tilted his head, studying the boy. Searching for anything vaguely familiar. It created images, surfacing to his mind. The boy and him laughing at each other. The boy asking him about how to tie a fancy knot. Them walking along beside dilapidated houses.

“What happened? My head hurts.”

The boy’s eyes were wide, curiosity bringing them close. “You... hit your head. When they tossed us in here.”

The way the boy said it sounded off. What wasn’t being said? “What’s wrong?”

The boy’s eyes shifted to the corridor, making sure there were no soldiers. “Nothing. It’s just. They did something to you.”

Something? No images came to mind. He searched harder, but all he could see was sandy blonde hair falling onto stone flooring. Laughter of a man, sternness from another. Friends. Neither were this boy. “Who are you?”

“My name...is Maud.”

Why did Maud have to think about it? “What did they do to me?”

Maud shook his head, “I don’t know. But it causes problems. It makes it difficult for you to... leave.”

Leave wasn’t the first word Maud wanted to use. What the hell had happened?
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He sat in his corner of the cell, not looking at Maud. He knew Maud, but he didn’t. Something was nagging at him. As if it wouldn’t go away until he focused on it. What was it? 

Maud sat in the opposite corner, playing with the straw. The nervous movement made it hard for him to focus on his thoughts. He didn’t want to tell Maud not to touch the straw. Everyone had a right to being nervous. But damn it made it hard.

Time in prison always felt like forever. Food was scarce. Were they being starved? He tried to think about how they could end up in a prison such as this. The stench told him it was where prisoners who were destined to be forgotten were tossed. What had they done to be here?

An image swirled into his thoughts. Of him and the boy going to some fancy mansion and stealing a bunch of gold. It seemed reasonable. But why? Another image surfaced, showing winters together where they starved. It made too much sense and answered less than it asked. 

Tromping boots alerted him and Maud that the soldiers were coming back down. Maud had that terrified look. The part that was concerning was the way Maud’s eyes darted to him for only a moment. Was he with the soldiers? Why would Maud fear him like the soldiers? No, that couldn’t be right. He and Maud were friends. He had memories of them hanging out. 

The soldiers tossed the contents of a tray into the cell and left, snickering about how he and Maud were dogs anyway. Soldiers could be more intellectual with their insults. Not that they ever were. The stale bread sat on the straw between the two of them.

Maud gave him a nervous look, “You can have it.”

He shook his head, “I don’t feel like eating.”

Why bother eating when he felt this ill? The turmoil in his mind made it difficult for his stomach to settle.

Maud was hesitant for a second and then snatched the bread. He watched as Maud gnawed on the bread. They were friends. That was the only thing he knew because it was the only thing an other person had been able to tell him. Something was off with his memories.

He analyzed the memory of his stern friend and the one always talking. It was less a memory and more a feeling. It had a dream reality to it that was also pieced into the way he would think. The memory of him and Maud steeling gold had a smooth gloss to it, too much clarity, as if it was more real. Too perfect. That was what bothered him. It didn’t feel real because the shine of the perfect memory wasn’t real. 

He focused on Maud again. He did feel a sense of protectiveness for the boy. Friends. It was the only thing that made sense. But then again, if he couldn’t believe that, what could he believe? “How did you get the bruises?”

Maud stopped and sighed, as if tiring of the questions. It didn’t make any sense. He hadn’t said anything for a long while. “Can you just believe the soldiers did it?”

“I don’t think I can. Not with the way you asked.”

“They did something to you. You don’t mean it.”

They...? “What? What did they-? I did this to you?”

Maud picked at the bread again, “You should really eat some of the bread this time.”

This time?

The world was hazy. This time? “I’m not.... What did they do to me?”

Maud wouldn’t look at him, “I don’t really know. But you don’t remember things after. Like anything. I usually wait for you to tell me things you remember. Sometimes you tell me about the talkative friend of yours who is always talking over your stern friend. Sometimes you touch my hair as if it holds the secrets of the universe.”

“How-?”

“Long? I don’t know. Time is hard to gauge here. But it’s been longer than a month.”

“And I’m the one who...”

“Yes. But they don’t really give you a choice. They always threaten to hurt me worse. So you hurt me, less. You fight against their desires as much as you can.”

He didn’t know what to say, “I’m-“

“I know. You don’t have to apologize. We’re friends.”

His mind hurt. It had felt like the world darkened. Things were closing in. Were they friends? Or were they really enemies and he just didn’t remember? That was nonsense. Why would he feel protective of Maud if they were enemies? But Maud had been through his confusion every time for a month. How many times were in a month? 

He drug a hand through his hair, “How often do I forget?”

“Once a day.”

He froze for a moment. “And you talk with me each time? The same conversations?”

“They are pretty similar, yeah.”

“Are we friends?”

Maud stared at the bars before smiling at him, “Yes. If we weren’t at the beginning, we are now. We’ve both been through a lot together.”

“So, we weren’t friends at the beginning?”

Maud shrugged. “I didn’t know you. But you told me to say you were my friend. So I did. And, much to the soldiers’ utter boredom, you treat me like a friend until they force you to hit me. So, I don’t think it matters if we were friends in the beginning or not. We are friends now.”

He laughed, bitterly. The memories of him and the boy hanging out outside of the cage were false. The sheen now proven wrong. “Some friends.”

“I would rather have at least one friend here than be correct in every way, especially if that kept me from having you as a friend.”

“I hurt you.”

“You keep me from death. You also have your own death to keep yourself from.”

Maud was too young to be this thoughtful.

He sighed, “This conversation will happen again won’t it?”

Maud scooted over and offered the bread, “Yeah. But that’s ok. We’ll figure something out.”

He took the bread, “What? Escaping? Or getting my memory back?”

“Both? I think escaping has to happen first.”

He bit into the bread, chewing despite the roughness. He listened as Maud went over the escape plans. Maud had many options, none of which would get them far if they didn’t know where they were. He smiled encouragingly at the end. 

Soldiers were coming back down their corridor. Maud flinched at the sound, “Do you think the plans could work?”

“If they could... What lays beyond the corridor?”

Maud’s face fell, “I assumed it was palace doors. But it could be a maze before we get there huh?”

He tilted his head, giving a small smile, “The drifting of the straw. We sway. It is subtle, but there.”

Maud looked at the straw, then raised an eyebrow at him, “What does that mean?”

“It means we are on a boat.”

“Oh.”

Boots thudded and one of the soldiers came into view, others filtering in slowly, “Time for some fun.”

The glee only felt by the soldiers. He and Maud shared a look. What kind of life was this? Would death be better? He wanted to live. And he wanted Maud to live. Oh please Maud, figure something better out. He stood up, Maud behind him as he faced the soldiers.
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Chapter Two
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Who am I?
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Straw covered the ground. A hayloft? He sat up, glancing around at the disgusting place. Metal bars met his eyes. The stench hit his nose. He held onto the bar, staring both ways down the corridor. Nobody. And nobody else in the other cells. He was in a prison. What had happened?

He sat with his back to the bars and jolted. He wasn’t alone in the cell. A young boy slept in the corner. He didn’t have a chance to say anything else as the boy stirred, stretching like a cat. It was only a moment before the boy noticed him.

The boy stared at him with wide eyes,”You’re.... you’re awake. Finally! I was worried, you hit your head pretty hard.”

He tilted his head. They knew each other?

The boy got up and sat next to him. “You good? You look lost. Something wrong?”

“I guess I did hit my head pretty hard.”

“Oh?”

“I don’t-”

The boy smiled, “I’m... Maud. We’re friends. It was a pretty hard hit. I guess I’m not surprised you are having trouble remembering.”

“Maud...” Images surfaced, shiny and convenient. Maud pulling on his arm in the cold, asking if they could band together. Moments in time where Maud and him worked together at a storefront. “What happened?”

Maud stared at him for a moment. “I don’t know.”

He couldn’t believe that. They had to have done something to be here. He looked at the bars and wood. Straw and filth covering the floor. His and Maud’s clothes nothing but tatters, caked in filth as well. “They haven’t told us?”

Images of him being nothing but a thief and Maud being the son of a merchant. The conversations they would have as they tried to figure out what to do. The storefront burning. Guards shouting as the flames went to engulf the buildings beside it. Something was off about it. A clarity, sharp sheen, and perfect answers. Nothing made sense.

Maud licked his lips nervously, “No. It’ll be ok though. It will have to be. I need your help to come up with an escape plan.”

He crossed his legs, “Ok. Um... Do we know what it looks like coming to this room?”

Maud shook his head.

“How about, do we know how many guards there are?”

“I’ve noticed seven so far. They change out every other day. Two to three at a time. They like to shuffle it randomly. I haven’t been able to figure out when they bring the food. That’s not consistent. And we are on a boat.”

He blinked. “How long have we been here?”

There was no way the boy would have been able to figure all that out if they had just gotten here.

Maud shrunk into himself, a sheepish smile that wasn’t quite believable, “We may have been here a while.”

He felt his head, no blood on his head. “How long?”

Maud’s smile vanished, “They may have done something to you before we were put in here.”

“What?”

“Can you please help me come up with a way to get out of here?”

He glanced around. “Ok. Um, we would have to catch one of the guards by surprise. Take their weapons. It would be hard. But we could maybe steal one of the smaller lifeboats. It isn’t really a good plan. We may not be near land.”

Maud frowned in thought.

The cell was silent and his thoughts shouted. They were friends. He had hit his head. He.... voices and feelings overwhelmed him. What had happened? Blonde hair falling to the ground. That made no sense. Friends laughing, stern reprimands to a talkative individual.

“How long have we been here?”

Maud glanced to him, “A while.”

“Was I out for the entire time?”

Maud fidgeted with the straw.

“Maud?”

“No. You just don’t always remember.”

“What did they do to me?” When Maud didn’t answer, he tried again, “You said they may have done something to me. What did they do?”

Maud sighed, “They have done something to your memories. You don’t remember anything. Nothing. You forget again each day.”

“Why?”

Maud gave a pause, “We haven’t talked about that yet. I don’t know why you forget things. And I don’t know why they took your memories.”

“Do I forget it once I fall asleep?”

“After... You are often forced to beat me. It’s either you or the soldiers killing us outright. After you.... well then you collapse in spasms. You usually fall asleep. When you wake up, you don’t remember anything.”

He took a deep breath. This was not good. The predicament was made all the more difficult because he couldn’t remember anything. “You should escape.”

“We will.”

“I can help you. But if there’s a choice, you should leave me. I am only going to slow you down. You can’t be sidetracked by me when I lose my memory.”

Maud chewed his lip in thought, “You are right. We will need to come up with a better way of doing this.”

“Doing what?”

“Reminding you we are friends. And keeping you up to date with where we are and what we’re doing. Is there anything else you think we will need to know when I try to get you to remember me.”

He was shocked. “I don’t know. You really care about me surviving that much?”

Maud grinned, “You are my friend. I won’t leave you behind.”

Tears pricked the back of his eyes. “I appreciate hearing that.”

Silence. Straw shifted slightly with a sway from the water. It had to be a large ship. Probably several soldiers for each level. How many decks could there be? Too many people shouting. If they got up to the higher levels, they could end up a distance from each other. Battle did that. How would he know when Maud called for him? “I think it would be wise if I had a name.”

Maud’s brows drew together, “I feel bad now. It’s been months and I haven’t once asked you your name.”

He shrugged, “I don’t remember it.”

Maud leaned against him.

“You don’t know me do you?”

Maud was slow in responding, “No. But no one can ever truly know everything about each other. Why?”

“No reason. It just means we are in here for different reasons and I have no idea what either of them are.”

“If it’s any consolation, I don’t know why I’m here either.”

He laughed. This was ridiculous. How does one even get into these situations? “Do we... talk about other things?”

Maud shook his head, “No. It’s usually the same conversation over again.”

“Like what?”

“What happened? Why are we here? Who are you? Who am I? And then we sit in silence as you try to remember things. You told me you have two friends. But you don’t seem to remember much about any of them. You told me you remembered a woman’s voice, the one saying the curse or whatever.”

He blinked, “I do remember the curse. I won’t be able to remember anything and will not be allowed to create knew memories.”

“After the silence, you then try to come up with ways of escaping. Guards come by then and it’s a fight. Then the day starts over. So long as I get to you before a guard does in the morning, you are my friend. Otherwise you consider me your enemy.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You say that even when we are enemies. You are still you. Still my friend, even when you don’t remember.”

He nodded, “So the same questions. Do you always give the same answers?”

“Nah, I try to spice it up.”

“I would say I will try to keep in mind what questions I ask so they aren’t repetitive...”

Maud snorted, “You can’t remember anything. You’ll ask the same questions...” The boy sat up, “That’s it. If I answer all your questions in a few quick sentences when you come back, then we could move forward.”

“You don’t know if I might have different questions.”

“True. But I can test it out tomorrow.”

He stared at Maud. The boy was grinning, eyes sparkling in anticipation of testing these new theories. This wasn’t something he would have considered exciting, then again he wasn’t the one stuck in a cell with someone who couldn’t remember anything.
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