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Introduction

 


Sometimes a character grips a writer and
won't let go. Such was the case with Daenali.

When my daughter, Nicole, and her husband,
Greg, got married, they chose to retain her surname. I got
thinking about what would happen to such a couple — and more
specifically such a woman — in tribal cultures. The answer wasn't
pretty.

But it was captivating, at least for me. It
prompted me to write "Remember My Name" and then, because I wasn't
finished with this compelling character, "Daenali." I wouldn't be
surprised if sometime in the future she takes hold of me again and
tears from my heart yet another story about her.

~~~

 





Remember My Name

​​


Daenali dressed the squirrel and roasted it
over the sizzling fire. Its aroma wafted up to her. Her mouth
watered. She held her hands close to the flames, rubbing them
together as sunlight broke through the trees.

She ate, wasting none of the meat, wiping
the juices that ran down her chin then licking her fingers. After
putting out the fire and burying the unused carcass, she set off to
the east, continuing her three-day trek, her bow and quiver slung
over her right shoulder, her pack strapped snug against her back.
She moved with a graceful stride, her legs powerful yet lithe,
navigating the well-worn paths now fresh with fallen leaves. She
drew in a deep breath of air, clean and cold with a slight scent of
pine.

After many hours, Daenali came to a field
behind a farmhouse she had avoided for two years. Though not as
oppressive as during the warmer months, the smell of manure stung
Daenali's nostrils. She crept around the field's wooden fence,
noting the crumpled corn stalks and dry husks, feeling the guilt
resurface. Staying under cover of the surrounding woods, eyes alert
for any movement, she neared the barn. A rooster crowed. Cows
mooed. Beyond the far side of the barn, a pig squealed.

Daenali didn't need to see the farm's
symbol, a ship's anchor, on the barn to be sure. This was the one.
The old justifications that warred with her guilt resurfaced. She'd
had no other choice. Who wouldn't have done the same thing?
Whispering, she rehearsed the words one last time, the sensation of
her tongue and lips forming them unfamiliar.

A woman long with child emerged from the
barn, a bulging burlap sack held to her chest above the even larger
expanse of her belly. A parade of chickens, thirty or so in all,
waddled behind her, their heads bobbing as their thin legs
followed. The woman, her brown hair tied back in a pony tail,
reached into the sack and tossed corn kernels in her wake.

Daenali stepped out from hiding.

The woman shrieked, dropping the sack. Its
kernels splashed across the yard. The chickens raced forward,
squawking and gobbling down the unexpected bounty, pecking at each
other, feathers ruffled.

"Don't be afraid," Daenali called out, the
unfamiliar sound of her voice booming in her ears. "I won't hurt
you."

The woman looked only a few years older than
Daenali, still in the prime of her child-bearing years, but a
haunted panic filled her gaunt face. "Go away!" She glanced at the
chickens greedily devouring the kernels, looked back to the
farmhouse, and picked up the sack. "You can't have him!"

Daenali held a hand up to show again her
peaceful intent. "I mean no harm."

The woman shrank back. "Go away!"

"I desire nothing from you. I came only to
repay a debt."

The door at the back of the farmhouse opened
and a large man ducked out onto the porch. Tangled hair hung down
to his massive shoulders. A thick beard covered his scowling face.
" Nataeli, what are you doing?" He stormed in their direction, eyes
fixed on the chickens. "Did you spill the feed again?"

Only then did he spot Daenali. He stopped,
eyed her up and down. His gaze held on the bow slung over her right
shoulder.

He turned back to the woman, saw the
chickens still feeding, and anger replaced the surprise on his
face. "Why don't you give them the whole sack, fool woman?"

She kicked at the chickens, sending them
squawking back toward the barn. She bent to one knee and reached
blindly about the ground for the kernels, her pleading eyes never
leaving him.

As he drew near, she shrank away from him,
turning her face. She cradled her arms about her belly. "Ulrik,
no!"

The man drove a thick boot into her side.
She cried out, crumpling to the ground. "I beg of you!"

Daenali clenched her fists. Just like her
old village. She drew in jagged breaths of the cold air.

Grasping the woman by the pony tail, the
huge man, his face red with fury, pulled her to her feet. She put a
hand up, shielding her face for only the instant it took him to
brush it aside. He cocked his fist and struck her. Her head snapped
back. She collapsed in a heap.

The man bent over and grasped her again by
the hair.

"Stop!" Daenali commanded. She raised the
bow. Could she do this? Memories from the village forced her to.
She drew back the arrow, trained it on the man's chest. Held her
breath.

He glanced up, looking annoyed, but lowered
his fist.

Daenali's fingers began to tremble ever so
slightly. Not because she would require the magic and what it would
cost her but because she needed none. She hit much smaller targets
from this range all the time.

But never another human. The man's life was
in her hands.

He let the woman drop to the ground. "Will
you become barren for the sake of a foolish woman? Or are you
already a witch?"

Daenali eased the tension on the string ever
so slightly. "I need no magic to kill you. Just an arrow, straight
and true."

"No woman can use a weapon without magic.
Even a child knows that."

"Then test my witchcraft."

Daenali registered the look of surprise on
his face. "Get away from the woman or this arrow will pierce your
heart as surely as if it were drawn by a man."

He pointed to the corn kernels still
scattered across the ground and motioned his head in the direction
of the chickens, huddled back near the barn. "This does not deserve
a beating?"

"It was my fault. I startled her."

"Everything startles her. She'll be the
death of this house."

Daenali let the bowstring go slack. "I came
to repay a debt." She looked at the kernels still spread across the
ground. "Now I owe two."

He didn't move from the woman's side.
Suspicion flooded his face. "You are not a witch?"

Daenali hesitated for only the briefest
moment. "No."

"By the Great Gray Wolf you swear not to use
magic upon me?"

"I swear it."

His lips curled back in a feral sneer. "In
that case..." He yanked the woman off the ground by the hair and
drove his fist into her cheekbone, shattering it with an audible
crunch. He looked back to Daenali and smiled. "I fear no
woman."

Daenali pulled the bow string taut. She
calmed the shaking in her hands. "Get away from her!"

"You should have claimed to be a witch." His
smile broadened. "But you will make a fine wife. You will bear me
many sons."

Daenali's old rage, never fully
extinguished, flared anew. Upon the man's shoulders, she saw the
faces of every man from her village who had cast her out to
die.

He reached down for the woman. Cocked his
fist again.

Daenali let fly the arrow. It whistled
through the air and pierced the man's side. He fell to his knees.
Shock filling his face, he reached for the shaft.

Daenali slipped another arrow from its
quiver and pulled the bowstring taut. She took aim at the man's
heaving chest and let it fly. The arrow hit dead center, burying
itself halfway to the hilt.

Blood bubbled in the man's mouth as the word
formed on his lips. "Witch!" He grasped the two arrows. His
big hands flopped feebly to his sides. He toppled forward and
crashed to the ground.

Daenali stood frozen for a long time. Her
head spun. What had she done? Her stomach roiled. Her bow clattered
onto the stony ground. She fell to her knees.

Her last shred of hope that she might not be
forever condemned slipped away.

 


***

 


The man haunted Daenali's dreams night after
night, his spirit tormenting her with the same questions. "Did you
have to kill me? Or did you want to?" And then: "Were
you defending Nataeli when you fired the second arrow?"

In the cool light of day, Daenali knew he'd
been as good as dead as soon as the first arrow struck. It had
extended more than halfway into his side, finding a gap between his
ribs. The second arrow merely spared him further pain. She was
almost sure of it. And yet the image of herself as a killer haunted
her. Time after time, she awoke in the darkness with a start,
covered in a cold sweat.

Even worse were the days.

The first morning, the woman named Nataeli
asked from her sick bed, "Where is Ulrik?" Hot with the fever,
struck with terror, she grabbed Daenali's arm. "Do not take him
from me."

"He is dead," Daenali answered, swabbing
with a cold, wet cloth Nataeli's battered face, so hideously
swollen and purple about the shattered cheekbone that her eyes were
all but closed shut.

"Dead?" she wailed. "What will I do?"

No words could console her. Until Daenali
recalled her previous life, the one before her exile, the reaction
bewildered her. The man was a beast. He had been savaging Nataeli.
How could she bemoan his demise? But she was right. It was just as
it had been in Daenali's old village. What would Nataeli do? How
could she survive now? What had Daenali done to her?

The scene replayed itself over and over as
if each time anew, Nataeli remembering nothing while in the throes
of her fevers, until Daenali recalled some of the lost subtlety of
her youth and answered Nataeli's questions with, "He's gone
hunting."

"You must leave!" Nataeli then said. "Ulrik
must not see you. You will take him from me."

Not until the ninth day did she remember
what Daenali had told her, asking if he had returned yet from the
hunt. On the twelfth day, Daenali recounted the entire story,
sparing no detail.

Eyes haunted, Nataeli touched her swollen
belly. "You killed the father of my child. How could you do such a
thing?"

"He was going to kill you."

"Now the men of the village will come and
put us both to death. You have killed a man. You swear that you did
not use magic, but they will not believe you. You must die." Tears
welled in Nataeli's eyes. "Unless you flee. Then they will
think"—she pointed to her disfigured face—"that I killed him. They
will burn me to
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