The morning went by quickly, and it was clear the others were relieved that he wasn’t keeping them up. Conall had woken up before half of them and, not having any tasks, made himself ready. They were traveling again as soon as everyone had a quick bite to eat.

This day, he walked. Carmela rode next to him, gently keeping him on pace with the others. She had told him that getting his blood pumping would speed his recovery, but that he could hitch a ride with her if it became too much. It didn’t bother Conall, as he had always been in shape. Though, the horses were setting a brisker pace than he usually went, and he could easily keep up. He’d never really had to hike before.

The scenery was beautiful. Conall was content to watch it, and whatever forests dwellers were not too uncomfortable with their presence. It was, peaceful in a way. At least he could take it easy as he figured things out.

Hours went by, the only break coming at a quick stop for lunch. Unfortunately, those hours told Conall very little. He’d already come to the conclusion that he was either having some kind of strange comatose experience or something incomprehensible had happened to put him here. There seemed to be no kind of technology whatsoever, steel blades were the weapons of choice, and he was sure there were no such people as the Crimset and the Grelis on the earth he knew. Other than physical superiority, and the fact that all of them seemed a bit taller and leaner than what he thought of as average, there didn’t seem to be any difference between these “Crimset” and humans.

Shortly after starting on the trail again, the breeze began to pick up. The breeze brought an odd smell with it, something he’d never smelled before. He’d already gotten used to the horses, which had a greater odor than he’d thought they would, but this new odor was quite distinct. It smelled a little like, urine. Likely it was from the horses. 

Conall casually took a few more sniffs. No, there was more than the urine, though that was amply represented. There was something else that smelled. And the wind wasn’t passing by the horses; it was coming from his left, and there was nothing there but open ground and trees a few feet away. It smelled, something like dogs, but not quite.

“What’s wrong Conall?” Carmela must have noticed him looking around more quickly than he had been.

“Nothing,” he replied, though he was a bit distracted. Just what was that smell? He was a bit surprised that Carmela hadn’t noticed, but perhaps she knew the smell and knew that it was nothing. Still, there seemed to be something wrong about it. 

Now the horses were starting to get edgy, fidgeting far more than they had been. The group was suddenly called to a halt. That seemed the signal. Beasts jumped out from between the trees, landing on two feet. Conall had never seen anything like them. The stood like humans, but were naked except for their fur, shades of brown to black, with muzzles and pointed ears. To Conall, they looked remarkably like hyenas, but on two legs and taller.

“Karnils!” someone yelled. In moments everyone was engaging the beasts, and Conall tried to stay out of the way. He had dealt with knives before, but not claws and fangs, especially not in this number. That, and beasts quite likely out muscled him. Good as he knew he was, he knew he was likely outmatched, especially with numbers.
To his mild surprise, none of the Crimset drew the weapons mounted on the horses, instead engaging the beasts hand to hand in some form of martial arts. Conall was impressed, and mildly fascinated, by their speed and power, as well as their agility. Conall started inching away towards a tree in the hopes of covering his back.

A low growl, sounding very much like an angry dog’s threat, came from behind him. He quickly turned enough to see the beast springing straight at him.
Conall twisted and reached across his body and grabbed the thing’s wrist before it could reach him, took a quick step to the side and pulled at the arm, swinging the beast in front of him. He’d done this maneuver many times before. The Karnil roared with rage. Conall paid no heed and put his other hand on the creatures back, further propelling it around. Another moment and the beast’s face smashed into the tree with a resounding crack, silencing its howling. He didn’t know if the crack had been from the bark or the skull, or both, but either way his opponent was out of the fight.

He’d hardly dropped him when another of the Karnils approached him, but more cautiously. A quick glance showed him that no one would be able to help him, as they had their own problems to deal with. This would be his fight to win, and his life to loose. Conall had no intention of losing it now.
The Karnil attacked first, and Conall countered the blow at the wrist, avoiding the claws. From there the beast was relentless, striking like the wild animal it was, and it took all of Conall’s self taught skills to keep the thing at bay. More often than not, that meant side stepping or back pedaling to stay of reach. The thing gave him no openings Conall was comfortable taking, as he knew if the thing managed to land a solid blow with its claws, he was pretty much dead. Had the beast been a more disciplined fighter, Conall wasn’t sure if he could have stopped it.

Then the beast managed to grab his throat tightly enough to cut off his air, snapping its fangs at his face. He could tell the thing was enjoying its victory, getting right in the face of its victim and everything. Conall quickly tilted his head back as far as he could and brought it forward even faster. He felt the crack of connection, but having braced for it, he recovered faster and the Karnil’s grip had loosened. With as much force as he could put into it, Conall brought his knee up into the Karnil’s crotch area. His hunch about the thing’s anatomy was right, because it instantly released its grip and doubled over in pain. Taking only a moment to recover, Conall brought his elbow up and, using his other arm to propel it with even greater force, slammed it down at the base of the Karnil’s skull. It hit the ground with a solid thump and didn’t move, except for the slight movements of its breathing.

By then he saw that the other Karnils had either run or had been dealt with. Conall took the time to rub the sore points on his body, of which there were several, most notably his neck and throat. What there weren’t many of, to his surprise, were cuts. His clothing was torn in several places, but there didn’t seem to be any cuts, not even a sign of blood.

“Are you all right Conall?” The concern in Carmela’s voice seemed quite genuine as she jogged over to him, as did the worry on her face.

“A little sore, but I’m fine,” he said with a quick cough from his sore throat. He didn’t trust himself to say any more, still trying to figure out how the beast hadn’t even managed a glancing blow.

Carmela stopped, looked at him and then at the two downed Karnils. When she looked at him again, there was a far different look in her eye. “Perhaps I was wrong about you.”

“What do you mean by that?” The soreness was already beginning to recede.

“You have clearly received training from the Crimset, though I have never seen your style before. Perhaps we can find your old life after all.” After a smile for him, her face went neutral as she examined the two Karnils. Looking around, Conall was a bit surprised to find that he’d ended the fight nearly right where he started, just a few feet away.

“Neither is dead, though this one seems to have a serious concussion, as well as a broken bone in his muzzle along with missing teeth.” She looked back up at him with mild confusion. “How did you manage that?”

“Spun him right into the tree.” He pointed his thumb, indicating the broken bark where the Karnil’s face had connected, on which he noticed there was a bit of blood. Giving a quick glance to the ground, he could see that one main fang was down there along with a few other teeth. Conall hadn’t expected broken bone though; that would have needed a serious collision. Then again, he had been going on adrenaline, and unlike times before, he hadn’t held back.

“I suppose that would do it. Had it been your fist, I would have been worried. Neither will wake for some time I’d guess.” She looked up at him again with what Conall thought was a bit of admiration. “Still, I had not thought you possessed such strength, or skill.”

“A part of my upbringing I suppose.”

“So it seems,” she said thoughtfully. “Come, these beasts do not need tending, but a few horses do.”

The looks from the other Crimset no longer seemed to hold contempt he noticed when he got back into the main grouping, but surprise and respect. A few even seemed shocked. Conall couldn’t blame them, as he was quite surprised himself, especially to get off without a scratch. He, however, was determined not to show it.

“So,” he started, keeping his voice level. “What were those things?”

“That could take time to explain, especially with how little you remember. I suppose that you will just need to trust me in what I tell you.” Carmella managed to keep a conversational tone even as she studied the puncture wounds of fangs in a horse’s left foreleg. Likely the beast would have bitten the neck, but was interfered with in the attempt.

“I can manage that.” He couldn’t think of a reason she’d lie to him, but that didn’t mean he had to blindly trust her.

“There are many such creatures as those, whose names you will eventually relearn, that are mockeries of our species. As you can see, they share several physical similarities.”

She paused to take a closer look at a wound. “Termal, Yamas here is going to need stitches for these claw tracks. Patch her up now, we should take an easy pace until the sun is near the horizon, do what needs to be done, and camp for the night. I’m sure Imarial will agree.”

The Crimset simply nodded and came over to inspect the wound for himself. Carmela walked over to another horse and Conall followed.

“Most are little more than strong and somewhat crafty animals,” she continued as though nothing had stopped the conversation. “However, there are a few exceptions.”

“How did they come to be?” Conall wanted to know that before they went any further.

“While they reproduce much as we do, I assume that is not what you mean.” She paused a moment, clearly thinking. “That is a large and very detailed portion of our world’s history. Can you handle an abbreviated version for now?”

Conall simply nodded. Abbreviations followed by details would likely make things easier anyhow.

“They were originally created by magic. Do you know what magic is?” By this time she had finished her inspection and had started preparing the mounts to move once more. Conall was somewhat impressed in how she could do all her tasks while talking as easily as though she were simply lecturing.

“The term sounds familiar. It’s a…manipulation of…the laws of nature?” He had never thought about actually defining it, and though he had heard of it countless times, he had no idea what it actually “was” beyond the slight of hand some did as entertainment.

“You’re memory is patchy indeed,” she said with a smile to him. “But you are not too far off I suppose. I will leave a more detailed explanation to those who know more than I. The beasts you fought, as well as many others like them, came during a time when magic was used with reckless abandon. There are those who seem to think we are no better than those beasts.”

“The Grelis?”

This time her smile was touched with a little embarrassment. “Indeed, but I digress. Let me just say that in our ancestry, we were once all one people. The things proliferated at a surprising rate. Most had not even thought they would survive, but apparently their creators were wise in their arts, if lacking in morals, and it seems there are no fatal flaws in their inner physicality.”

Interesting term for biology, he thought. Things had moved quickly as she talked, and many were mounting the least injured horses, the others were led by their usual riders. Carmella didn’t even pause as she mounted her own horse, which seemed to have escaped harm completely.

“The beasts went unchecked during the plague, and the chaos that ensued. That particular tale will have to wait until another time, as I can not shorten it without possibly misguiding you. The plague did not have the same catastrophic toll on the beasts as it did on the more civilized cultures. By the time people remembered them, or were reminded depending on your interpretation of events, they were too numerous to eradicate. Many hunting parties were lost in those days. Now, they are predators that roam the land, and occasionally attack small traveling groups to avoid arms. Many times though, they underestimate us when they see we lack long claws and fangs. Our swords and such.”

That explained some things, but it made Conall no easier. Magic was not a concept he wanted to deal with, especially with its unpredictability. However, magic made the probability of a way home far higher.

“What are the exceptions you mentioned?” he asked.

“I thought you would ask. There are a few uncivilized beings that have a great enough intelligence to not be considered animals. One of the most dangerous is the Canlu.

 “They are creatures that by body are much like yourself, but are just as much like wolves. They are extremely strong and agile, and these are the least worrisome aspects. They often travel in packs, and are skilled hunters who work remarkably well in teams. Worst, many are keenly intelligent. A Canlu can take the form of a person, most often appearing like a Grelis. More than one town has been massacred by Canlu posing as innocent families. Many are the stories of such heinous acts, and the pleasure taken in them. But I spoke too soon earlier. While their intelligence is deadly, the very worst aspect of them is their ability to make others into its ilk with merely a bite, an ability no other creature that we know of shares. And they are extremely difficult to kill.”

Conall could hear her teeth grinding as her stare was kept away from him. He had seen fire in those eyes before she turned, a fire that could only mean one thing; pure, undiluted hatred. The Canlu had taken something from her. Conall kept his silence. Whatever it was, there was no need to make her remember further, and it was not something that she’d speak to a near stranger about anyway. The matter was clearly personal.

But her description caught his attention. It sounded like she was talking about werewolves, but that wasn’t what she had called them. Again, that strange nagging feeling came back, like there was something he should know and knew he had forgotten. But he couldn’t think of what. It wasn’t as if he’d seen a werewolf before, but that thought made him even more uncomfortable. Frustrated at his own jumbled thoughts, he shoved them away for later and brought his attention back to Carmela.

“Their rate of healing is unnatural,” she continued after a time. Her muscles began to relax and her eyes softened, if only a little. “Wounds heal in seconds, and even vital organs regenerate quickly. Strangely though, one could have a sword through its heart for hours, without breathing, by all means and ways of telling be dead, and live. It has happened. The only way to kill or wound one is to use a weapon enchanted specifically to disrupt the magical forces within them. Unfortunately, the process currently requires an engraving, so it cannot yet be applied to arrows, and those capable of such enchantings know only the steps, not how it actually works. That makes killing the beast much more difficult. But they can die.”

“Are these Canlu common?” Conall asked in the break.

“No one knows their true number, but it is believed that they are quite numerous. Only the fact that many small and large settlements can defend themselves, and that there are those, though few, that can hunt them, has kept them from overrunning cities.”

Silence followed the remark. Conall hardly knew what to think. The world seemed to be straight out of a fantasy book, complete with magic, werewolves and who knew what else. The worst thing was, he still had no idea just what this place was, or just how he got here.

“I will let you think on that,” Carmella broke the silence. “It seems you still do not remember much, and I have told you quite a bit. Tonight, rest, and we shall see what tomorrow brings.”
The next day proved to be very far away. He had little to do but stand around and watch as the group stopped for a more formal stop than the night before. As afternoon turned to dusk, and dusk to night, he was restless. One by one, all of the others fell asleep, except him. At least, he was pretty sure they were all asleep, all except for the night watch. If he could have, Conall would have fallen asleep as well, since he needed it, but as it often did it eluded him.

For a time he stared at the stars as he rested against a tree. He could not let go of had happened earlier in the day; it played over and over in his mind. Conall knew he wasn’t that strong or quick. The skills and the moves were all his, but the beast had been faster and stronger than anybody he’d faced before. True, it was hard fought, but he knew that he wasn’t quite that strong. He shouldn’t have been able to break bone like that, he shouldn’t have been able to react that quickly, and he knew that he should not have gotten away without a scratch. That last was what bothered him most.

What is going on? Nothing was making any sense, and his patience was wearing thin. He knew he could only fake amnesia for so long; though, he had been getting away with it. 

Wincing a bit as his right shoulder started to ache, he tried to massage it. He still had not figured out just what had happened. Everything told him that something had happened, and yet it was as though it had not. But how?

Frustrated, he pushed himself up and started walking. The watch looked at him a moment before turning his attention back to the woods. Conall didn’t know why, but pacing always made him feel better. At the least it cleared his mind. His gaze, like the patrol’s, was now on the forest. It didn’t hold the answers, but it did give him something to look at. Looking at the stars only served to remind him of home, as there was not a single constellation he could recognize; not even Orion, which he could always spot and had, not too long ago.

I need to start asking, he thought. I need to know what’s going on, where I am. He didn’t try to disillusion himself; he knew this wasn’t earth. And wherever he was, he was stuck, wherever exactly “here” was, and likely would be for some time. But if there was a way to, there was a way back. Until he found it, he’d just have to live by the laws of the land, which seemed like they came from the mind of a fiction author.

The first thing would be “reeducation”, hopefully. Conall didn’t want to go through any procedures to recover lost memories, as he had no memories that needed recovery, at least none that he knew of. Once he knew how things worked, he’d simply work his way into the flow and investigate things. As far as he was concerned, there was no such thing as a one way ticket except for wherever you went at death. He still wasn’t sure where that was, but there was no sense worrying about it.

Arrrooooo!

The cry of a wolf caught his attention, and he was a bit surprised to see the watch whip his head around to the origin of the sound. It was quite a ways off, and it wasn’t like it was a hunting call. The caller was merely announcing his presence. Wolves were territorial, Conall knew that much, and rarely attacked people as far as he knew. Especially groups of the size he was traveling with.

Arrooorrooo!

The answering call was a bit louder, and was certainly closer. Again, not too close or threatening, but the night watch visibly tensed. It seemed he was about ready to wake the camp. Conall was curious as to why, as the call still wasn’t any kind of threat, or hunting call. It was actually a greeting of all things, an invitation.

Conall went back to his tree and slumped down against it. As much as he was out of his element, and knowledge, he didn’t actually find it all that bad. In fact, once he gave it a bit of thought, it wasn’t actually too unlike his old life. All he was doing was going with the flow and rolling with the punches, same thing as before, just in a different environment.

And it didn’t hurt that the environment was not all that bad. Taking another wide look around, Conall thought it might even be an improvement in some ways to back home. The air was fresher for starters. It was actually, peaceful. It was a sense of freedom he’d never really felt before. He wondered why he’d never really tried to get out of doors before, just out of the town.

His mind suddenly snapped with comprehension as though he’d been sucker punched in the face by someone with brass knuckles. Something finally clicked that hadn’t registered at first, but once his mind recalled it from nothing, he caught what he’d missed. He hadn’t just heard the wolf howls, he realized, he understood them. Understood them as easily as though they were spoken in English. 

What the hell, he thought slowly. His mind felt blank as it raced too fast for any thought to mean anything and he struggled to keep his breathing close to even. What is going on?
His first impulse was to ask Carmela about it. That, however, was quickly laid to rest. Somehow, he was the only one who understood, or the guard would not be nearly so jumpy. In his mind, anything that made him that different was something to be kept a secret.

Could it have something to do with the Canlu Carmela had mentioned? He couldn’t see how, as he had never encountered one. Or had he? Again, he got the nagging feeling that there was a hole in his memory. Well, with the hit he took in the appartment, he wouldn’t be all that surprised if there were. Not to mention the bizarre scenario of him being in this strange land to begin with.

At this point, this newfound understanding was just one more mystery. Most likely, it was somehow connected to how he got here in the first place. Which was his second most pressing concern, the first being finding a way to stay alive. Being found certainly helped, and once they reached their destinations, things would hopefully go smoother. He didn’t want another encounter with those Karnils, or anything like them, anytime soon. 
Forcefully, though with a trace of reluctance, he buried all of his thoughts. They would have to wait, and if there was one thing he needed, it was sleep. Eventually, after listening to the noises of the night with closed eyes, Conall finally fell asleep to a song of newfound friendship sung by a chorus of wolves.




