
        
            
                
            
        

    



ACROSS
THE LAKE


 


A
novel by


Doug
Kelly


Andy
Weir


 


 


—Novels written by Doug Kelly—


INTO THE DARKNESS SERIES:


Book 1: Into The Darkness 


Book 2: Fade To Black       


 


ACROSS THE LAKE SERIES: 


Book 1: Across The Lake 


Book 2: The Long Journey Home


 
















 


 


 


Copyright © 2015 Doug Kelly


This is an original work of fiction by Doug Kelly, who
holds the sole rights to all the characters and concepts herein. Any similarity
to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the
author.


All rights reserved.


No part of this novel may be reproduced, distributed, or
transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval
system, without the prior written permission of the author.


11222015


Cover art:     SelfPubBookCovers.com/houchi


 


Edited by Carol Madding


 
















 


 


 


 


To my children.


They inspire me in all aspects of my life.
















 


Table
of Contents


 


CHAPTER ONE


CHAPTER TWO


CHAPTER THREE


CHAPTER FOUR


CHAPTER FIVE


CHAPTER SIX


CHAPTER SEVEN


CHAPTER EIGHT


CHAPTER NINE


CHAPTER TEN


CHAPTER ELEVEN


CHAPTER TWELVE


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


CHAPTER NINETEEN


CHAPTER TWENTY












CHAPTER ONE


The
Event: Impact and Aftermath


Between
Jupiter and Mars, a metallic asteroid had shared the same planetary orbital
plane as Earth since before life began. There, for billions of years in the
never-ending vastness of the dark void of outer space, it faithfully remained
in the confines of its elliptical orbit around the sun. Gradually, over a
multibillion-year timeframe, celestial gravitational attractions slightly
affected the asteroid’s path, causing intermittent minor deviations of its
route. As a small progression of changes in its orbit occurred, those random
astronomical events laid the foundation for a series of actions that would send
it on a collision course, resulting in an apocalyptic outcome for life and
civilization on Earth. 


It
finally happened by chance, a rogue asteroid hurtling its way through the solar
system and colliding directly with that faithfully orbiting chunk of metal. The
former, composed of rock, fragmented on impact, and the latter, composed mostly
of iron, remained intact, but tumbled violently out of its ancient orbit. After
that collision and because of the sun’s powerful gravitational attraction, its
ancient route abruptly changed. Its new course was toward the center of the
solar system. The iron asteroid streaked toward the sun, ultimately headed on a
collision course with Earth.


As
the asteroid careened closer to Mars, the closing distance increased their
mutual gravitational attraction so much that the veering asteroid began to arc
around the red planet and almost started to orbit it. However, as they advanced
on each other from opposite directions, the asteroid whipped around the fourth
planet from the sun so swiftly that it flew out of its brief orbit with Mars,
and like a stone from a catapult, headed directly for Earth at an even higher
velocity. It was flung around Mars in such a direction that its course of
travel was straight into Earth’s oncoming orbital path, therefore increasing
the energy of the impending impact.


With
a diameter of only ten miles, the tumbling asteroid deserved hardly any
comparison in size to the planet Earth, but a mass of metal that large and
traveling that rapidly could produce a force on impact greater than that of all
the atomic weapons in the world, combined. To anyone looking up at the clear
blue sky that day, the plummeting asteroid first appeared as a pinpoint of
light. It was at such a great distance from Earth that it seemed like nothing
more conspicuous than the glint of a high-altitude commercial airliner
reflecting sunlight from its underbelly as it cruised through the air. As the
asteroid got closer to Earth, the arc of speeding light continued to expand,
and its luminous intensity exponentially increased. What initially and briefly
had looked like a contrail from the expanding shiny dot in the sky evolved into
a fireball with a wake of vaporized metal, appearing like a horizontal storm
cloud as long as the sky was wide, trailing behind a blaze of intense
brilliance. As it streaked through the sky and plunged deeper into it, the
approaching noise became deafening. The sonic boom that followed its entry into
the atmosphere obliterated glass from windows, causing jagged shrapnel to fly
through the air at supersonic speed. Nearer to the surface of the earth and
closer to impact, the ensuing pressure wave tumbled tall buildings and forests
full of trees, brushing them over like a celestial broom whisking away a pile
of rubbish. The asteroid headed toward the Atlantic Ocean, where its impact would
devastate the world.


Because
of its speed and the heat resulting from its violent descent, the asteroid had
pushed aside the atmosphere in front of it, creating a column in its wake that
was void of air. As the fireball plunged below the surface of the ocean, it
pushed the water aside, or rather vaporized it with its great heat, and quickly
hit the ocean floor, forming a large crater that glowed bright red with molten
iron and rock. The water that the asteroid had pushed away formed a huge tidal
wave, a mega tsunami, in an expanding circle that radiated across the world’s
connecting oceans. Material from the impact, such as vaporized metal, Earth’s
crust, and steaming-hot ocean water, escaped upward through the hole in the
atmosphere before the air surrounding the vacuum, which the expanding pressure
wave of the falling asteroid had caused, rushed back in to fill the void. The
colossal plume of debris, thrust upward through the gap, expanded like an
umbrella and hovered over the globe. The glowing, red-hot crater on the ocean
floor evaporated the surrounding water that returned, creating a giant bubble
of super-heated steam that exploded and sent continuous waves of tsunamis
bombarding the coastlines of the world, as each giant bubble of steam over the
crater successively expanded and collapsed. 


The
immense force of the collision radiated through the earth’s core to the other
side of the planet. Across the globe, the impact shook tectonic plates, and
they released all of their compressed energy as they shifted the continents and
fractured previously dormant fault lines. Due to the violent and recurring
earthquakes on the seabed, more tsunamis assaulted coastlines around the world,
and more volcanos erupted with unbridled fury.


The
worst eruption of all was the Yellowstone caldera. The impact shockwaves
reverberated across the North American continent and woke a sleeping giant
lurking beneath Yellowstone National Park. Just below the earth’s surface
was a reservoir
of hot magma five miles deep, fed by a gigantic plume of molten rock welling
upwards from hundreds of miles below. The heat that had been responsible for
many of the park's famous geysers and hot springs, which had attracted tourists
from all over the world, was like a loaded weapon just waiting for an event to
pull its trigger. The shockwaves that emanated across the continent caused
massive earthquakes that fractured the earth’s crust. Through these vents and
fissures in the caldera, magma blasted to the surface with such force that it
formed a deep crater under an ever-growing mushroom cloud of scalding ash.
Since the ash was very hot, it was less dense than the air surrounding it, so
it rose high into the atmosphere, and the tremendous force of the volcanic
explosion accelerated its propulsion into the sky. Ash covered the upper
Western States and part of the Great Plains to a depth that crushed houses and
killed almost everything. The explosion covered the upper Great Plains with ash
at a decreasing depth from west to east, but on some of the middle country, it
was only deep enough to choke the life from some smaller animals and only
smother delicate, sun-loving plant life. Around the caldera’s kill zone, the
thick blanket of ash interfered with plant photosynthesis, and the food chain
partially collapsed. The falling ash that covered part of the North American
continent like a death veil had missed most of the region from the Gulf States
to the eastern seaboard, sparing that land from its morbid embrace.


The
high-altitude ash dispersed throughout the atmosphere and wrapped the globe in
a translucent gray blanket. The dramatic decrease of sunlight reaching the
earth’s surface produced an immediate short-term global reduction in
temperature, the beginning of an impact winter. Initially there was a cooling
effect from the suspended ash, but the high-altitude moisture cooled, condensed,
and rained back down all over the world. That precipitation helped to clear the
atmosphere for the sun’s golden rays to reach the globe, and the additional
water vapor in the air created a greenhouse effect, so that although there was
an initial cooling, the suspended water attenuated the volcanic ash’s
temperature-lowering influence. During the post-impact rains, that atmospheric
soot fell back to Earth like thick mud. Without the torrential rainfall that
had poured all over the globe, a long-term volcanic winter and possibly a new
ice age could have gripped the world.


In
the center of America, under a blanket of ash, the New Madrid fault released
its fury. Near the earthquake’s epicenter, the ground rolled in visible waves
so powerful that in wide sections of forest, trees snapped in half as the
landscape recoiled. The terrain moved like the ruffled waters of a lake with
high waves, until it burst, hurling up geysers of hot water and sand. Fissures
in the ground opened wide, like demonic mouths, swallowing the accumulated
volcanic ash and drinking the muddy rain falling from the sky. Giant crevices
consumed houses and buildings, along with anyone inside. The ground moved like
a field of wheat before the breeze; some land rose as tremors rippled across it,
and other land sank. Water inundated the sinking ground as rivers changed their
courses to fill the basins. Huge chunks of riverbank collapsed into the
Mississippi River, and islands rose from it, blocking the current from running
downstream. As fissures opened in the riverbed, and the banks collapsed further,
gravity forced the water to run backward, or upstream, until the powerful flow
of water washed away the temporary islands and the mighty Mississippi changed
its course, obliterating everything in its path as it did. It cut a deep furrow
across the ground to form a new riverbed on its way down to the Mississippi
River Delta and the flooded city of Baton Rouge.


A
great many changes happened to the natural features of the land. The terrain
buckled from the massive earthquakes, torrential rains flooded the lowlands of
the altered terrain, rivers and streams shifted their routes after spilling
muddy floodwaters over their banks, lakes expanded, and the ocean’s shorelines
encroached and drowned coastal areas. The violent aftermath of the impact laid
waste to humans and their creations, too. Once proud buildings now lay in the
ruins of decimated cities. Rubble clogged the roads through every town. Former
population centers that had bustled with life, changed into deserts of
concrete, twisted rebar, fractured asphalt, and broken glass. Dead cities and
towns pocked the landscape like putrefying infections. Although the post-impact
cull took away most of the human population, nature still thrived, and soon
began to reclaim the fallen cities and the roads that connected them.


Under
a layer of thin ash, farmlands surrounding the southern cities of the North
American continent were all still green with the last crops planted. Persistent
rainfall washed off the scant dusting of ash, and the swollen rivers and
streams took the gray water away. Invasive weeds overran unsown fields and hid
what remained of the plowed rows of dirt. As summers came and went, invincible
weeds in the ruined cities and the countryside spread slowly through the many
small crevices to cover the roads and sidewalks. 


During
successive autumns, there was no one to tend the fields; plants simply withered
in their rows, collapsing to the ground like once-proud soldiers trying not to
die as they stood at attention. With no one to harvest the mature crops, flocks
of birds, undisturbed in their migratory paths, devoured them. Because throngs
of men no longer hunted birds for sport or even intimidated them with
scarecrows, that reprieve from human interference liberated a burden from the
birds’ quest for food. Storms punished tall stalks of corn, bushes of beans,
cotton, and amber waves of grain, soaking them with rain and crushing them with
hail. Domesticated animals that survived the event became feral and conquered
the fields that had imprisoned them, flattening what remained of the
genetically modified crops.


During
the following years, young green shoots of corn, bean, cotton, wheat, and
barley that had sprung up from the seeds sown by the fallen plants, concealed
dead weeds and the desiccated remains of the old abandoned crops. Year by year,
the succeeding generations of grains affirmed their presence by continuing to
shoot up through the twisted weeds, but in gradually diminishing numbers
because undomesticated plants spread throughout the fields and began to
strangle them. Under a blaze of purple flowers, thistle hid the rotting roots
in the uncultivated fields. Prairie grass, once so common on the middle of the
continent, began to push its way up through the dead fabric of past year’s
vegetation, woven tightly and prone on the black dirt. Across the south, kudzu
stretched its mighty vines and spread like a green hurricane.


The
vegetation surrounding the ruined, vacant cities began its ascension to reclaim
it all, covering the stone rubble that surrounded the outlines of the
foundations of once proud structures. Vines, shrubs, saplings, and grass
emerged through the crags like resurrected corpses from their graves. As
decades passed, the color green became ubiquitous and radiated from the
countryside to the ruins, like light from the sun entering a slowing opening
tomb.


In
the southern area of the continent, before the event, farmers had reclaimed
marshland for agricultural purposes. Formerly dry land became bog and with the
absence of human intervention, invasive ivy extended into the wet fields, and
with other vegetation, helped to destroy or take the place of the crops that
farmers had sown in the ground so long ago. All the while, the hedge trees, which
grew very slowly, began their advance farther and farther from the former
straight lines that had divided the fields. This arboreal encroachment slowed
as the marshland returned to its natural state. Aquatic plant life went back to
its belated throne and former glory, bringing wetland wildlife with it. Cypress
trees reclaimed the newly formed swamps.


Young
trees began to convert most of the formerly arable parts of the country into an
immense forest. Saplings rose to the heavens through thorn bushes that
sheltered them from grazing animals. Wild herds of cattle had once eaten the
saplings with the grass, but then thorny twigs protected the little trees by
wrapping around them. Mature trees continued to grow higher without the worry
of turning into boards of lumber at the whim of humans. 


Decades
later, when nature’s reclamation was well in force, there were few open places
remaining where people could walk unless they followed the tracks of wild
creatures or cut their own path. Clear areas diminished quickly. The drainage
swales and underground culverts had long since become full of leaves and dead
branches, so that the run-off water, which should have drained down them,
stagnated and spread out into the low areas, forming marshes where aquatic
vegetation hid the shallow water.


Because
humans no longer provided maintenance to the remaining bridges over streams and
rivers, their foundations gradually crumbled, sending stone, metal, and
concrete into the flowing water that was now uncontrolled by the ruins of dams,
forgotten long ago. The force of spring rains carried away the remnants of
these structures like bones from decomposing carrion. Where that wreckage
stopped the flow of water, it flooded the lower ground, which became marshland
in the rainy season. Burrowing rodents drilled through the levees. The
turbulent river water percolating through the burrows slowly increased the size
of their tunnels until the structures burst and the current swept onward and
added to the floods below. Over time, the oceans continued to rise and
contributed to the flooding, too. 


On
the southern part of the continent, near the Mississippi river, the lower lands
adjacent to this waterway had become swampland, extending for a great distance
to the north, and occasionally spreading in breadth as well. This was
particularly the case where that great waterway joined its significant
tributaries, which were also blocked and obstructed, and the overflowing rivers
covered the flood plains. Rivers brought with them trees and branches, logs
floated from the riverbanks, and all kinds of similar materials, which stuck in
the shallow water or caught against snags, forming huge masses where there was
any obstruction. Sometimes, after great rains, the irresistible power of raging
waters carried the mass of floating refuse downstream like battering rams. The
remaining foundations of weathered bridges cracked and were brought to ruin,
covered with gravel, sand, and silt as silently and regularly as night follows
day. The floods brought with them sediment that concealed the remains of towns
and cities small and large, that had existed along the rivers or on the
adjacent lower lands. The aquatic flora that arose from the wetlands completed
the work, obscuring the ancient structures and camouflaging the remains of
formerly immense buildings. 


Generations
later, near that massive river’s delta, as viewed from the top of the tallest
Cypress tree, there was nothing visible but endless forest and marsh. On level
ground, the view was limited to a short distance, because of dense thickets and
the saplings that had become tall trees. Venturing off the ancient roads, the
expansive plains in the North Country were still partially open, but it was not
convenient to walk across them, except in the tracks of animals, because of the
long grass. Domesticated animals did not regularly graze upon that land, as was
once the case so many forgotten years ago. Vegetation grew thick and tangled. 


Kudzu
covered the landscape in the warm southern part of the continent, wrapping the
once proud trees like a burial shroud. Because the thicket of the marsh and the
tangled grass of the plains impeded travel, merchants and warriors used the
ancient American roads for commerce and war. Incrementally and with eternal
patience, as nature was so inclined to behave, the trees of the valleys invaded
and marched up the hills and in many places a juvenile forest hid the plains
altogether. 


Many
ancient cities along the coasts were partially or fully submerged, and these
were dangerous places to explore. Along the Mississippi River and its delta,
swampland covered most of what had been dry land, and after it had violently
meandered, the raging waters created a massive new lake near the Gulf. The
succession of colossal earthquakes had buckled the terrain and shifted the
course of many flooded rivers and streams. The mighty Mississippi was no
exception. After the New Madrid fault had released its fury, a massive fissure
opened across the river’s path, diverting it to a new course, down the altered
landscape to the gulf. The swift, powerful water filled a low-lying basin and
created a new larger lake by merging with an existing one, Lake Pontchartrain.
It kept the same name, but its immense dimensions were anything but similar.


A
great many changes occurred with people, too. Everything fell quickly into
savagery after the few remaining intelligent and resourceful people of the
cities all died or turned into perpetual scavengers, struggling to survive.
After the impact event, people lusted after water, food, and shelter. The dense
populations inhabiting the cities were the most affected. The cataclysm spared
no one; rich and poor starved alike. The supply of food suddenly stopped,
causing great famine, and people left the cities for sustenance and water,
disappearing into the fog of history and dying in unmarked graves. 


After
the cull, the descendants of those who had survived became ignorant and
illiterate. The reason why so many arts and sciences were lost was that most of
those who survived became slaves to hunger, so illiteracy and lack of knowledge
were the least of their concerns. The foundations of education and shared
intelligence collapsed because they could not hand down knowledge that they did
not possess. The desire for knowledge was only a dim and flickering light in a
dark tunnel. The few and scattered people who remained had enough to do just to
stay alive. Therefore, it subsequently happened that many of the marvelous
things that their ancestors had accomplished, and the secrets of their science
and technology, were remembered only in legend, and existed only in the stories
handed down throughout the generations.


Initially,
those who survived the violent cataclysm existed by using the abandoned grain
in farm silos for sustenance, along with what they could scavenge from the
crops left neglected in the fields. However, as they ate scavenged provisions
in the warehouses, and because what they could not eat immediately quickly
spoiled, they hunted previously domesticated animals, which were not quite
entirely tame because they were becoming feral. As these animal’s numbers
decreased and they became increasingly difficult to hunt, industrious people
went to work again, tilling the ground and clearing away small portions of the
earth, encumbered already with shrubs, thick grass, and saplings. Some grew
grain, while some became hill people, and others slipped away into the swamps.
Therefore, after some time, people settled in places far apart from each other
and built villages. These initial segregations of human population were the
seeds that germinated into the future divisions of human habitations and
culture.


As
the populace increased, wars and animosities sprang up to divide them, and
violent conflict flourished. They isolated themselves into distinct populations
and these groups became strangers to each other. The remnants divided into four
different groups and various geographic ethnicities resulted from this
segregation. The divisions included the cannibals who inhabited the swamplands,
the nomads who were continually roaming criminals, the tribes of hill people
who came down to wander the plains and graze their animals and who lived in
hilltop forests during certain seasons, and the clansmen who transitorily
consolidated under rivaling warlords and who lived behind stockades. 


——   ——   ——


In
less than a day, the cataclysmic events that followed the impact had killed
most of the human population. For years beyond that tragic aftermath of human
suffering, people continued to die in droves. Those who survived struggled
against formidable obstacles such as hunger, disease, and the murderous
conflicts that accompany scarce vital resources, but the will to live was
strong. Humans had crawled from under the rubble of toppled civilizations and
had begun the long, multi-generational trek back to organized society and
humanity. Over time, the earth began to heal, survivors banded together,
communities arose, and life continued. Earth had survived and so had the ancient
stories of the Americans that were passed down from parent to child. Of the
Americans, only fables of their existence and the ruins of their cities
remained. The ancient ones had disappeared, but their myths survived from generation
to generation. This is merely one story of survival and revenge that took place
in what remained of Louisiana.











CHAPTER TWO


Morning always came too early for Aton Matin,
the clan leader’s only son. Now that it was the beginning of spring, mornings
continued to arrive earlier every day, and even though the dawn’s early light
radiated into his bedroom through the poorly fitting shutters, he continued to
sleep soundly. The shutters that covered the windows on his family’s home were
strong and thick enough to withstand the impact of metal-tipped arrows.
Normally open during the daytime to allow in fresh air and light, these stout
wooden shutters covered his windows during the night, and had done the best
they could to keep the early morning clatter of life behind his clan’s
protective stockade from waking him. In the morning, they blocked most of the
sun’s radiance as it broke above the horizon. When closed, they revealed the
imperfections of crude construction that allowed for gaps, which had increased with
the age of his family’s home, allowing the golden rays of morning sunlight into
his room along with an assortment of obnoxious noises that increased
dramatically directly after daybreak.


It
was in the villages and towns that clustered around the nearby lake that
clansmen spent their lives and built their society. Clansmen populated many
communities, but quite often, no other settlement was within a day's journey.
The largest were mere villages, and these communities were where wars and
territorial conflicts, which had caused so much suffering, came to fruition.
Over time, they had divided into numerous territories and dominions, which had
the effect of increasing the conflicts among the clansmen. Because of that,
there were separate provinces and territories in seemingly continual states of
war, thrown into combat at the whim of warlords who had control of their
region’s clans. Not content with the bloodshed they caused, those tyrants
drafted the young and old alike into military service, and used mercenary
soldiers to assist them in their greedy conquests. Evidently, human conflict is
perpetual.


On
the windowsill was an inkstand, which Aton had recently used. The quill was
still lying beside it with a sheet of parchment partly covered with his
philosophical writings and crude sketches of inventions. The dark ink
contrasted against the cream-colored parchment and did not bleed into it,
leaving defined lettering that was barely perceptible to the touch of a finger
across the script. Beneath the window on the bare wooden floor was an open
chest that contained several similar parchments and books, and he had taken the
sheet on the windowsill from it. This chest, although small, was heavy and
strong. Aton had carved it from a solid block of cypress using an adze and
chisel. He had adorned the exterior of the chest with intricate carvings. The
lid, which he had tilted against the wall, had no hinges. He had also carved
the wooden cover from cypress, two fingers thick, and had designed it to fit on
the chest like a mortise and tenon joint, which allowed him to raise it
completely off the crate. The most precious of the treasures in the wood chest
were a few small sheets of paper; each delicately rolled and fastened with a
ribbon. They were letters from Esina Regalyon, the woman he loved, the daughter
of his clan’s warlord, Olar Regalyon. A few small tools and a variety of relics
from the Americans completed the wooden box’s contents.


Besides
the parchments, which were near the top, there were several books, tattered 
from use and slightly decayed, which had been preserved more by accident than
by care from the ruins of ancient cities. All were textbooks that the Americans
had used for instructing students in various subjects, and most people today
would have cast them aside with contempt, which explained the high rate of
illiteracy and ignorance, but Aton relished all the books he could find and
studied any subject with intense curiosity. Aton, for the past two decades, had
educated himself in a world where formal teaching was a rarity.


The
defining characteristic of the privileged class was that they could read and
write. When the Americans fled the ruins of their great cities, all that
remained was destitute survivors, but among them were a few who possessed an
education and an intellectual capacity to learn. At first, there was no order;
but after a generation or more, some societal structure grew and clans chose
men with education and intellect as their leaders. They had no actual power,
but the common folk, who had no formal education and an inferior intellectual
capability, sought their knowledge and advice.


Those
few surviving people who had sharp minds taught their children to read and
write, hoping that it might preserve some part of their ancestral wisdom. They
wrote down what they knew, saved those manuscripts with care, and gave them to
their children. Some of the manuscripts remained, and those seeking knowledge
considered them treasures. A few of those privileged children, after growing to
adulthood, assumed greater responsibility and higher authority as they forgot
the past, and the equality of all humans was lost in antiquity. The small,
enclosed farms of their fathers had enlarged to estates, the estates became
towns, and by subsequent incremental increases, the ruling class rose to the
top of the social strata. Because they intermarried only among themselves, they
perpetuated a perceived distinctiveness and felt entitled to privilege.


The
privileged class meticulously conveyed to all their legitimate offspring the
art of reading and writing, and thoroughly confined those skills to them alone.
It was true that they did not use it except on rare occasions and only when
necessity demanded, but they retained the knowledge. Undeniably, if the upper
class found a person of privilege who was not able to read and write, the
ruling family would degrade them at once. Only the ruling class permitted
themselves to acquire that knowledge. If any others attempted to do so, they
were enslaved and punished. Since reading was the foundation of knowledge,
those in power denied that skill to the masses because the ignorant were easier
to control.


Most
books that Aton had obtained had lain exposed for years in decaying houses
while rain and mildew had spotted and stained their pages. The covers had
rotted away over countless ages. He created their new covers by using a broad
sheet of pliable leather with wide margins, far overlapping the edges. Many of
the old books’ pages were gone, and others torn by careless handling. Fire had
scorched some of the books. After pondering over these volumes, Aton had
reconstructed some of the knowledge that would have been common to all when the
Americans had published them. His only characteristic that could compare to his
thirst for knowledge was the intensity of his quick temper.


The
parchments contained his notes and his thoughts; they were also full of
excerpts from decaying volumes that had lain totally neglected in the houses of
other privileged families. Intellectual curiosity was not fashionable, so most
people, even those with the opportunity to learn, had ruined or lost books full
of precious knowledge. Those same people would scurry from an opportunity to
learn, like formal education, as if they were rats escaping from a sinking
ship.


To
find a book in good condition was rare, because when the American society fell,
they abandoned their books inside damaged houses and buildings that were at the
mercy of violent weather. Fires and floods damaged or destroyed many of them.
Some of those that curators had securely preserved in libraries and museums
escaped deterioration, for a while. Aton’s peers chastised him when they found
him obsessively studying the old books. He thought that his ancient ancestors
must have cherished learning above all things. In contrast to a very old and
extinct culture of learning, only a few in the ruling class sought education
and it was irrelevant to all other divisions of people.


Under
his books, in one corner of the chest, was a leather bag containing four ancient
coins, and a dozen pieces of modern silver money. Not much more than half of
them were silver, the rest debased with alloy. Slaves of his clan had found the
old coins while digging holes for the posts of a new barrier, and by the law,
he should have delivered the antique bounty to the warlord, Olar Regalyon. All
valuable antiquities discovered, whether in the form of ancient coins of the
Americans or their jewelry, were the property of the ruling family, who was
supposed to pay for its value in currency.


Since
the actual value of the currency was only half of its stated value, the
transaction was greatly in favor of the ruling family. Because of the scarcity
of gold and silver, the law was strictly enforced, and if there were any
suspicion of hoarding precious metals, the warlord’s soldiers would have
plundered the family home from the floor to the roof. Imprisonment and fines
would have been the hoarder’s inevitable fate. Independent and determined to
the last degree, Aton accepted the risk of disobedience rather than surrender
that which he considered his find, and which he deemed his own. This unbending
independence and pride of spirit together with his concealed contempt for
others, specifically incompetent leaders, had resulted in almost completely
isolating him from his peers, and had caused him to be regarded with dislike by
the elders. He was rarely, if ever, asked to the festivities and entertainments
provided by adjacent clans, or to the festivities of the more privileged class.
Too quick to take offense where none was really intended, he usually imagined
that others had showed him disrespect, but in reality they had barely given him
a passing thought. He could not forgive the cruel jokes whispered by stronger,
taller men who despised him for his small stature, but his intellect was
strong, and beyond comparison to any person he had ever met.


Regardless,
he would rather have been alone in the woods than join their company, and would
not compete with them in any of their sports. Aton was like a lone wolf that
had never desired to belong to the pack, and certain clansmen observed his
absence from the crowd. When his peers noticed him missing from the game field,
they used weakness or cowardice to explain his lack of attendance. Those
assertions stung him deeply, driving him to brood within himself and despise
the proprietors of the rumor mill that much more, while they perpetuated the
cycle of his loathing. Hardly anyone ever saw him in the courtyards around any
other clan’s stockade. The servility of the ruling family, headed by the
warlord Olar Regalyon, angered and disgusted him. The eagerness of strong men
to carry a cushion or fetch an object for a healthy capable man annoyed him and
reminded him of trained animals. He thought their conditioned behavior was the
same as how a man can teach a dog to fetch a stick. A man would shun all of his
pride to try and impress another of a higher class, all the while ignorantly
solidifying his own lowly position in society through his own subservient
actions. The intoxication of power was as attractive to some men as a raw bone
was to a dog.


In
the focus of so much intrigue and continual striving for power, conniving men,
on the one hand, were always on the alert for who they imagined to be willing
pawns in the game of political change. On the other hand, the ruling family
kept a watchful eye on the dispositions of every one of the lower classes.
Although Aton was only twenty-five years old, he was already down on two lists.
One list was with Olar, as a person whose views, if not treasonable, were
doubtful. The other list was in the hands of a possible political disrupter, as
a discontented and therefore useful man. Aton was entirely ignorant that he had
attracted so much attention and speculation. He thought himself simply despised
and ignored. He had no designs for treason against the warlord, and he was a
loyal subject of his own hot temper, too. 


On
a low table by his bed were a flint, striking steel, tinder, and a ceramic oil
lamp. Near that were his antler-handle knife and his steel axe. Both were small
tools, very easy to carry, but extremely useful in the woods. Those were with
the leather belt that he had placed on the table the night before when he had
undressed to go to sleep. A dozen copper coins, not very regular in shape, and
stamped with the symbol of his clan, were in a leather pouch on the table.
Using a broadaxe, he had made the table from rough, plank wood that was dotted
with wormholes. Constant use had worn the rough wood smooth. Dark splotches of
spilled candle wax had stained the tabletop in various spots. The only other
piece of furniture was a chair, which was at the side of the table; he had made
it from carved wood and bent willow branches, secured with tightly wrapped hemp
twine around some of the joints.


On
this table he had put pen to paper, using his magnificent imagination and
clever intellect to design wonderful things, like a diagram for an improved
battering ram and a drawing of a new design for a spear tip, both of which he
thought that he might try to sell to a rival warlord someday. He had already
shared the full-scale drawing of his new spear design with his clan’s
blacksmith, and he had created an effective prototype. Another more recent
schematic was for a flat-bottom boat he had designed to circumnavigate the
enormous lake near his home. The forest between his clan’s stockade and the
lake was a special place for him. He often traveled there to escape what he
thought was a pathetic existence. As a hunter, he was familiar with the surrounding
land and knew all of the trails, but he had not conquered the vastness of the
water yet. The lake had seemed to beckon him to explore it, and he had never
shunned its call. 


To
cross the lake, all that he needed to do was finish building the boat that he
had designed. It was not an original design; he had copied the shape and
dimensions of an old boat hull that he had found while on a hunting excursion
in the woods. He had stumbled across it while chasing after a deer that he had
shot with his bow and arrow. It had been difficult to see because weeds and
shrubs had overgrown its fiberglass hull, camouflaging it. Many generations
ago, a massive tsunami had crushed the boat as the force of its wave had thrust
it inland. Raging post-impact floodwaters took the remains of the boat’s
carcass and damaged it more, leaving the fractured fiberglass hull stuck in the
muddy ground between two trees, which had rotted away over the ages. He was
always fascinated with ancient artifacts that he found, and this was no exception.
He had occasionally found faded plastic bottles, not of much use, and sometimes
bottles made from glass, which were rare, and which some people considered
quite valuable for use as decorations. Colored glass was the most desired. It
was easy to understand why the wreckage of the hidden boat had enchanted Aton. It
was because of the material that the boat’s manufacturer had made it from and
its seamless construction, obviously the Americans had created it. Aton had no
understanding of the material with which they had made it, but he knew that he
could try to copy its shape, its flat bottom design, made for stability in
shallow water. He had metal woodworking tools that he could use, and had
already begun the construction of his own craft, to cross the giant lake.


——   ——   ——


The
clansmen resided primarily in the south, near the Mississippi River delta;
almost all of their cities were at the shores of the large lake named
Pontchartrain, or within a short distance of that body of water. Therefore,
there was more traffic and communication between them by use of boats than was
the case with inland towns, whose trade must be conducted using caravans of
wagons and beasts of burden, which not only moved slowly, but which were also
at the mercy of the cannibals near the swamps. Nomads and bandits were also a
threat as were desperate homeless persons. Vagrant and hungry, because their
community had ostracized them, either justly or without cause, the homeless had
no allegiance to any village or town.


Until
the number of clan villages had increased, there had been little knowledge of,
and scarcely any direct trade between, the central and the distant peripheral
districts surrounding the lake. Only recently had new territories become open
to trade routes. Vast forests extended in every direction like a green belt
around the lake, and no clansman had completely cut through it, or returned to
tell about their adventure. Even in the more civilized part, around the
dominion of the clansmen, it was still not easy to travel. At the barriers,
when approaching rival territories, village guards demanded to know the
traveler’s business. As for the special privileged few, they had official
documentation transcribed on crude parchment to verify their intentions. For
those without documentation or reputation, there was the more covert choice to
cross the palms of the restricting official with silver coins, satisfying their
corrupt insatiable greed. Gold, the most sought after and prized of the
precious metals, offered merchants and travelers unbelievable privilege in both
commerce and bribery. 


The
lake was a massive body of water fed by the Mississippi River. During its
inception, the flowing water had pushed at the newly formed lake’s southern
shoreline; it overflowed and expanded to merge with an existing lake and took
the former’s name, Pontchartrain. At the new lake’s southern border, the muddy
water flowed through an estuary and exited into the gulf. After the days of the
cataclysm ended, the receding ocean fell back and revealed vast sandbanks as
its level became lower. Those sandy ridges extended across most of the
Mississippi Delta. In other places, violent subterranean forces had lifted the
land higher and had formed cliffs that created an eastern boundary for a
section of the lake. Tsunami waves had thrown up an immense quantity of silt
and sand to form those dunes across the delta so that along this great estuary,
a broad barrier of beach had risen up, as if the ocean had churned up its floor
and cast it on the land.


Across
the lake and swamps, the most direct route was a journey that often took many
days to weeks, even for a well-manned vessel, because the route of passage, as
it twisted around the scattered islands, faced so many changes of direction
that any boat was sure to have to fight against the wind, no matter which
direction it blew. The length of travel was increased by the islands and
convoluted shorelines that did not permit navigation in a straight line.
Therefore, those obstacles prolonged rowing across the lake in any direction.
It was a beautiful lake, abounding with fish of every kind, and lush green
islands adorned the vast expanse of water. Aton thought that there was nothing
more lovely in the world, than when on a calm evening, he could watch the
sunlight go across the level and gleaming water, where it was so far across the
lake that he could not distinguish any ending to its expanse. Sometimes it was
blue, reflecting the noonday sky, sometimes white from the clouds; on other
occasions, it was green and dark, as the wind rose and the waves rolled.


Many
parts were still unexplored; they knew little of the distant regions adjacent
to the lake, which remained unnamed. Each settlement by the lake was familiar
with the cove near it and with the road that connected to the next village, but
that was the extent of their common knowledge of each other. The slow ships
used for trade were often days in crossing the distance between one port and
another. They waited at the mercy of the wind to blow in their direction of travel,
and being heavy, deeply laden, built broad and flat-bottomed for shallows, they
drifted like logs of timber. In small boats, hunters sometimes passed swiftly
from one place to another. Travelers would have been able to pass more quickly
if not for the questioning authorities at every city, town, or village port,
who assessed fees for the ruling families. 


Some
boats could travel at night, and in calm weather a great distance away from the
shore, but the small merchant ships anchored near the beach toward evening, and
the crews, after disembarking, lit their fires and cooked their food. Where the
shoreline was exposed and rocky, so that they could not pass in a leisurely
manner, they were forced to continue, sailing or rowing to another location.


The
current inhabitants of the region did not understand the origin of the lake.
There were many speculations as to its formation. They knew it had not always
been there as a grand estuary because they had seen the destruction brought
forth from its creation. Some had seen the remnants of the cities built by
their predecessors so long ago, which had been flooded and destroyed by the
lake. Some said that an immense volume of fresh water had fallen as rain and
submerged the low coastal area, which never recovered from the deluge. Others
said that the mighty river dividing the continent had violently shifted its
direction and meandered into the inhabited lands of their ancestors, bringing
an unrecoverable destruction in its path, while others told the story of a great
trembling across the ground, which leveled the giant structures the Americans
had built. Most people thought that when the land sank where the Americans had
erected their ancient buildings, the ocean had swept in from the south and the
great river from the north had submerged the lower ground.


People
understood that most stories handed down from generation to generation were
correct, because their ancestors had never intended them to be passed on as
fables. Gifted memories, heirlooms of
history, or maybe some exaggerated tales passed from the lips of fathers to the
ears of sons and, added one to the other, had bridged time, and some explorers
and treasure hunters had found ancient books, although not many. While the few
remaining scholars and treasure hunters discovered and deciphered more
writings, this only added to the mystery. Those who leaned toward a religious
explanation of the vanished Americans pointed out that the wickedness of those
times might have surpassed a deity’s tolerance, and that a change and a purging
of the human evil that had accumulated was necessary, and was effected by
divine intervention, or the rapture, as some had called it. 


At
its southern extremity, the lake widened and was lost in the vast marshes that
covered the site of the ancient city of Baton Rouge. It was obvious that
through this area, but a long time ago, the Mississippi river had flowed. After
changes in the ocean level and the accumulation of sand that the tsunamis had
brought with them, vast quantities of debris had obstructed the rivers. Various
waterways carried the wreckage of towns and bridges, but none more so than by
the Mississippi. This added to the accumulation of rubbish, which had increased
rapidly because the remains of foundations of the ancient bridges held it like
a trap created for that purpose. Near the abandoned cities, refuse choked the
sewers, which had poured into the river through enormous subterranean aqueducts
and drains. The manmade levies had failed and the rivers spread freely.


After
a while, all these shallows and banks matted together with the growth of weeds,
willows, and cattails, while the tide, ebbing lower at each drawing back,
revealed still more mud and sand. Clansmen believed that after that had gone on
for a time, the waters of the river, unable to find a channel, began to
overflow into the deserted streets, and filled the underground passages and
drains, of which the number and extent was beyond their imagination. Those
underground sewers, by the force of the water, had burst up. As a result, more
houses and remains of collapsed buildings fell down. That was all the clansmen
knew concerning the origin of the big lake, excluding all that superstition and
speculation had advanced. 


Merchant
ships from the ocean came into the lake through the estuary, waiting outside
the sand bar until the tide lifted them over. The large merchant ships, built
to traverse the gulf waters along the coast, were stout and well manned,
carrying many men. The smaller ships on the lake, which were much lighter, did
not venture past the coastline because they could not withstand the ocean’s
heavy waves. They carried fewer men, but they were more numerous. The larger
merchant ships, because of their size and displacement, could not always dock
on shore at night.


Storms
come up with extraordinary swiftness. For that reason, ships on the lake,
whenever possible, followed the trade routes behind the islands. Those islands
sheltered them like a protecting reef. Storms could end just as quickly as they
formed, so it was common for the morning to be calm, the midday raging in waves
dashing restlessly upon the beach, and the evening tranquil again. Sailors, who
were accustomed to the ocean, referred to the suddenness of the lake’s storms
and the shifting winds as more dangerous than the ocean itself, but there were
usually islands on the lake, behind which a vessel can be sheltered.


The
surface of the lake concealed many very ancient towns and cities, and their
names were lost to history. Sometimes the anchors brought up fragments of rusty
iron and old metal or black beams of timber. After extending to its present
limits, the lake rose no farther, not even in the wettest seasons, but always
remained the same. From the position of certain harbors, they knew that it had
remained constant for a great number of years.


When
the river shifted and made the lake, the flooding aftermath submerged many
cities in its path or under the enlarged lake that it had created. Even if the
city was not submerged, the surrounding lands had turned to marsh under the bed
of rubble that remained, rendering it inhospitable to most people, except
cannibals.


Those
cities, of which people told such grand legends, were made of brick, concrete,
and steel. Then ivy grew over it, trees and shrubs sprang up, and the water
underneath burst in, helping nature overthrow the broken cities. All those
areas where the Americans had built on low ground turned to marshes and swamps.
Those houses that were on higher ground, such as those in towns at higher
elevations, were ransacked of all they contained by the surviving refugees of
the apocalypse; steel and any other raw materials were extracted, too. Trees
growing up near the remaining structures eventually cracked the enduring walls,
and they fell in. Trees and bushes covered them; ivy and green shrubbery
concealed the crumbling masses of brick and concrete.


The
same was the case with the smaller cities and towns whose sites the hunters
knew of in the woods. Although many of the present towns probably bore
derivations of their ancient names, they did not stand upon the old sites.
Settlers chose to build them a safe distance away. Therefore, the low-lying
parts of the ancient city of Baton Rouge became swamp. The very largest of the
buildings had already fallen in, and there was nothing visible but trees and
shrubs on the upper lands, and willows, bushes, and reeds, on the lower. The
crumbling ruins had choked the flow of water, and almost turned it back. Near
the lake, it was a vast stagnant swamp, which no timid man dared enter, since
death would be his inevitable fate. It was the realm of the swamp people and
daring treasure hunters alone. Brave individuals hunting for wealth had found
riches, and a plethora of skeletons in the abandoned cities. Surviving
inhabitants of the old cities who had significant amounts of money or other
resources must have quickly found out they could not eat gold, silver, or gems,
and starved side by side with the financially destitute.


——   ——   ——


Earlier
in the year, Aton had driven a wooden peg into the wall of this room from which
to hang, using a thin strip of leather, a highly polished brass disc to use as
a mirror. In the corner, between the table and the window, stood a long
hardwood bow, and a quiver full of metal-tipped arrows. Some hunting spears
stood in another corner by the door. One of them had a metal tip of Aton’s own
design. Against the wall, a heap of nets lay in a jumbled mess, some used for
birds and some for fish. Near those was a small round shield, rope snares, and
in an open box, several chisels, gouges, adzes, and other woodworking tools.


On
the floor were a number of arrows in various stages of production, some bundled
tightly for straightening, some already fletched with red cardinal feathers,
and long thin blocks of lumber from the straight wood of an ash tree for his
arrow shafts. A pile of skins filled the third corner, and beside them were
numerous deer antlers. A few peacock's feathers were there also, rare and
difficult to get, and intended for Esina Regalyon. Beside one leg of the bed, a
long coil of thin braided strips of cowhide used as a lasso was on the floor,
and by another was a helmet for combat, a relic of war given to him by his
father. It was lightweight, not made from metal. Its composition both confused
and fascinated Aton because its mysterious production was that of the
Americans. What material they had made it from was still a mystery and if he
did ever determine what the material was, he doubted his ability to recreate
it. 


There
was no sword. Of all those weapons, none seemed to have been in use, if judged
by their rusted edges and the dust that had gathered on them, except the bow
and one of the boar spears. The bed itself was very low, wood framed, thick and
solid. The clothes were of the coarsest linen and wool. They had grown the
cotton on his clan’s land, and had traded metal tools with the wandering tribes
of hill people for some of the wool. The herdsmen of the hill tribes desired
metal tools, and Aton’s clan was lucky enough to have a skilled blacksmith. 


The
hill people’s domain was mainly the open, flat land of the continent, but they
had cleared trees from the hilltops surrounding their dominion as their home
away from the plains. Although their numbers were great, they lived in small
groups, tending to their cattle, goats, and sheep. Each tribe was an extended
family, ruled by the person the group had chosen. Compared to the other
divisions of people, they were the most peaceful. Each tribe intermarried with
the tribes closest to it. Through shared bloodlines, they had found a peaceful,
cooperative existence because conflict with another tribe could very well mean
death to a relative. Therefore, intertribal clashes rarely occurred. The hill
people shared the same physical characteristics. Tall and strong, the men each
carried a long wooden spear. They used the spear to keep carnivorous predators
at bay more than they used it for warfare. It was true that the hill people
were peaceful, but when provoked, they were fierce warriors whose individual
tribes banded together as one and therefore, they had the comfort of numbers in
their defense. Their economy revolved around their flocks of sheep and herds of
goats and cattle. With the clansmen, they traded wool for metal tools, but only
by chance as they passed the stockades of the clansmen who lived near the
forest roads. The clansmen, being the most educated of the segregated groups of
people, had retained and fostered the knowledge of smelting and metalworking.
As the herds and flocks migrated with the seasons, the two groups came together
to barter. The clansmen had their own livestock, but because the hill people
had no way to produce their own metal tools or to grow grain to eat through the
winter, they traded for these items, and the hill tribes considered them truly
precious. If offered gold, silver, or a gemstone for trade, the hill people
would always laugh. They had no use for the glitter of precious metals or the
sparkle of gemstones. 


Rolled
into a bundle, Aton also had furs for warmth during the cooler nights of
winter, but these were not required since springtime had brought with it
earlier mornings, longer days, and warmer breezes. There was no rug or any furs
to cover the floor. The ceiling was just as bare, the worm-eaten rafters visible.
On the table was a large ceramic bowl, full of flowers that bloomed in the
spring, fragrant enough to attenuate the musky odor of an active young man’s
room.


His
wide-brimmed hat was on the floor, his jacket was on the wooden seat, as were
his pants, and beside the chair were leather shoes. His wool cloak hung on a
wooden peg against the door, which he had shut and locked with a broad bolt of
oak. Last night before going to sleep, he had covered the windowsill with rough
sketches on parchment, designs for weapons of war, something that fascinated
him although he had never participated in actual combat, unlike his father, the
clan leader Davin Matin, and his cousin, Briand Matin.


The
morning light thrust through the shutters and illuminated the polished brass
disc on the wall, causing it to glow a golden color like a second sun. Morning
always came too early for Aton. He slept on, ignoring the songbirds of dawn. 











CHAPTER THREE


A short time later, he
moved restlessly on his bed at the sound of two voices calling greetings to
each other, one outside and one inside the clan’s enclosing wall. Then the main
gate swung open, and a wagon came past the window of his quiet bedroom. He sat
up briefly and glanced at the radiance of the brass mirror on his wall as it
reflected the morning light. He stretched and tried to rub the somnolence from
his eyes as he listened to the sound of the noisy wagon fading away, bouncing
across all the ruts in the dirt road on its way to the storehouse. When the
rickety cart was finally silent, he immediately rested his head back on his
feather pillow and went back to sleep. 


Near
his window, a road divided the enclosure into two sections. The house was on
one side and the granaries and storehouses on the other. Outside, only a short
distance to the left of his room, a strong gate in the enclosing wall opened to
that road. The clan had named it Arrow Gate years ago, because of the countless
arrows that it had stopped, and for the metal arrowheads that remained imbedded
in it. The wall, which surrounded the entire estate at a distance of at least
twenty paces away from the nearest building, was made of wood logs, brick,
stone, and mortar. It was twice the height of a large man and surrounded by a
ditch impaled with sharp sticks. The builders and designers of the barricade
had positioned the pointed sticks away from the wall to deter the unwanted.


——   ——   ——


If
the most serious threat to an enclosure was from rival clans, the least
menacing, but most annoying because of unpredictability, was from the stealthy
vandalism of cannibals. The cannibals lived mainly in the swamps, and clansmen
considered them the lowest breed of human. It was hard to believe that any
swamp person could be the descendent of an American. The current populations
looked in awe at the remains of the ancient cities, at what they once must have
been, with the same intense curiosity as any community looked at the swamp
cannibals, not in awe of their greatness as a group of people or any specific
accomplishment, but because the cannibals had none. The cannibal could sow only
hatred and reap only violence. All other classes of society looked with disgust
upon that feral progeny of humankind. Because they could not read or write and
had no oral traditions of passing down their history from one generation to the
next, even the cannibals themselves, those savage men of the swamps, could not
speculate as to their own origins.


The
cannibal was the enduring spawn of a great welfare state, who had survived on
the charity of others and had refused to avail themselves of the benefits of
civilization, but that had been before the impact. After the impact event, the
charity of the American civilization had vanished. Those who survived went to
the neglected fields, formed families, camps, and tribes as they aimlessly
wandered, barely subsisting upon roots and trapped game as they scavenged the
swamps. They retained their ancestral predisposition for sloth, because that
was how they currently lived, a day-by-day existence of hunting every species
of wild animal and using crude tools to dig for grubs and roots to eat. The
swamp people were scavengers. They even ate human flesh, believing that it
allowed them to steal someone’s soul. They sometimes hunted with poisons, a
danger to both man and animal.


Like
ravenous dogs, the people of the swamps, often in fits of savage frenzy, killed
many times more than they needed, trapping deer or boar in pitfalls and cutting
the miserable animals to pieces in a mere thirst for blood. Those human beasts,
sometimes for amusement and sometimes for vengeance, occasionally and in the
same manner, mutilated herd animals in enclosures. Cannibals had no homes, grew
none of their own food, kept no animals, not even dogs, and at their best could
only construct a canoe in order to hunt in the swamps or circumnavigate the
shallow edges of the lake. 


Roaming
without any apparent purpose or any particular route, they would camp for a few
days wherever and whenever, and then they moved on. Their impulsive movements
made them dangerous because their presence was so unpredictable. On any given
day, there might not be any indication of cannibals within a great distance of
a clan’s enclosure. A group might pass in the night, slaughtering the animals
of a herd, or killing the unfortunate clansman who had not gotten inside the
walls of an enclosure. Then before the morning came, they would vanish,
disappearing like creatures of the night. Face to face, no one had great fear
of the cannibals; an entire tribal family would scatter if a traveler stumbled
upon them. It was from behind a tree or under cover of night that they were
most dangerous.


A
cannibal’s encampment might consist of ten or twenty individuals of various
ages, and the eldest, who was also a parent, ruled it. The tribe had no uniform
laws and the tribal leader created justice at his whim. The chief was the absolute
master of his tribe, but his tribe alone. He was simply the oldest or the
founder of the family. When he became feeble, they just left him to die. They
showed no compassion, even for their own family members.


They
were wicked and without shame, dressed in animal skins or in clothes they had
stolen, if dressed at all. They had few ceremonies, mostly celebrations of
bloodlust. The number of these tribes must have been considerable, but few
people saw the cannibals, and fewer people witnessed their pillaging. The
morning sun revealed the results of their vandalism only after it had lifted
the dark veil of nighttime. The vast expanse of land they wandered through
accounted for the infrequency of these intermittent sightings. It was in the
winter months, although the cold season was relatively mild near the southern
coast, that the primary danger occurred. During the winters of the northern
regions, they suffered from hunger and cold that pushed them southward into the
neighborhoods of the clansmen enclosures, to steal from those humble abodes.
They were so agile when slipping through the bushes that they could pass close
by without revealing their presence, and only the experienced hunter could
detect the signs of their passage, with the aid and safety of daylight. 


The
people of the marsh never lit a fire during the day, due to smoke, because they
could not conceal it, and it would reveal their location. They lit their fires
at night, well surrounded with thickets, and so that no one glimpsed the
flames, they built screens of tree branches. When they had obtained a good
supply of hot wood coals, they threw no more wood upon the fire, to restrict
its size. They ate much of their meat raw, and therefore they did not need a
fire as often or as large as those which nomads, clansmen, or even the hill
people, used.


Whatever
damage the cannibals inflicted, they never set fire to bundled hay or wooden
buildings; the reason was that their nature was to sneak away from the scene of
attack, and fire or smoke would instantly attract attention. Although their
tribes were usually solitary, the occurrence of a remarkably severe winter, in
the North Country, had sometimes caused tribes of cannibals to integrate, and
they had occasionally cooperated in attacking enclosures along the Gulf Coast
and around the lake. During the depths of a cold winter in the north, the
cannibals from that region, who were even more savage and brutal than their
southern counterparts, came down to escape the cold weather of winter by
following the great river to its delta, and were repulsed with difficulty from
the walled cities of the southern clans. In ordinary times, clansmen rarely saw
them. They were the eternal thieves, the human pests of the glades.


——   ——   ——


Aton’s
clan had tightly compacted a berm of dirt around the inside perimeter of the
enclosing walls so that guards could throw spears or shoot arrows through the
small, elevated openings in the wall and quickly step down out of sight to
gather more weaponry. At each corner, there was a large platform where a group
of men could stand and command the defensive perimeter. On the roof of the main
house, a similar platform had been prepared, protected by a parapet that was
high enough to allow soldiers to overlook the entire enclosure. Another platform,
lower than the first, was on the roof of the servants' quarters, built
specifically to command the other gate. Entering by the Arrow Gate, Aton’s home
was on the right side, and the granaries and general storehouses on the left.
Past the storehouses were the stables, and near them were the forge and
workshops. 


Their
clan was fortunate enough to have a blacksmith with considerable skill. The
blacksmith’s only limitation was his supply of metal, which rummagers usually
obtained from scavenging the relics of ancient machines. They knew that the
suspensions and frames of ancient vehicles were the best metal for making
swords and daggers, but the scavengers had no understanding of their original
purpose. To them, they were nothing more than skeletons of some unknown beast
from an ancient fable. Beyond the forge were the servant’s quarters, which were
near the back gate and the rear road that led to the stockyards and farms in a
southerly direction.


On
the right side, after the house, but connected with it, was the repository for
their metal tools. The house faced in the opposite direction of the road. There
was a narrow green lawn between it and the wall, and before the main storehouse
was a courtyard, covered with small river stones. A fence separated the pebbled
courtyard from the grass lawn, so that the occupants of the house enjoyed
privacy, and yet were close to their servants.


Aton's
window was almost exactly opposite the entrance to the storehouses, so that the
wagon, after passing it, had to go only a little distance, and then, after
turning to the left, stopped in front of the doors of the warehouse. This wagon
was low, built with rough lumber, and the wheels were solid wood, cut from the
trunk of an oak tree. Unless continually greased, the squeaking of these wheels
was awful, and the haulers frequently forgot to lubricate them.


Sleds
accomplished much of the work of the farm, such as the hauling of hay and corn
during the harvest. They reserved the wagons for longer journeys on the rough
roads. This wagon, loaded with wool, had traveled for most of the morning from
an encampment of hill people. They had traded metal tools for the wool. Since
the hill people had no source of metal nor any way to process it, metal tools
were highly sought after by the tribes. Therefore, the clansmen had obtained
the wool at a considerable discount to its fair market value, which was
something that would not have happened if they had tried to obtain the wool
from a large village of clansmen with savvy merchants. In the buildings around
the granary yard, they stored not only the corn and wheat, but also the most
valuable of their inventory. This included the wool bartered from the hill
tribes, tanned leather, tobacco, cotton, and a great quantity of bacon and
salt-cured beef.


Builders
had put these structures together with wooden dowels due to the scarcity of
metal, and they roofed all the buildings with red tile made from the abundant
red clay found near the rivers. Slave shacks, servant’s cottages, and sheds,
which were at a good distance from the wall, had thatched roofs, but in an
enclosure near the palisades, tiles were necessary because, in case of an
attack, adversaries could use fire as a weapon against the enclosed estate.


Suddenly,
the guard blew his ox horn as loudly as possible, indicating the start of the
day, the hollow sound echoing off the stockade walls. The guard had observed
the time by the sundial, and could do so because it was a spring morning,
unencumbered with clouds. During winter, the positions of the early morning
stars indicated the start of the day, and occasionally, when clouds had
obscured the sun or stars, he had to guess. Armed with spears and only
occasionally relieved from the task, the guards patrolled the enclosure all
night long. By day, one guard was present and his post was usually on the
highest part of the roof. 


The
sound of the ox horn inspired Aton to rise, so he arose from bed, threw open
the oak shutters, and the sunlight and fresh breeze of the spring morning came
spontaneously into the room. There was the buzz of voices outside: men
unloading the wool, men at the workshops and in the granaries, and others
waiting at the door of the repository for the tools to be provided for that
day’s work. Since good metal was so scarce, tools were an invitation to theft,
and so were carefully locked up each night and given out again in the morning.
Because of its value and growing rarity, they did not make all of the tools
from metal if they had a reasonable substitute available. For example, a slave
could fasten the shoulder blade of a cow or horse to the end of a stout pole
and use it as a garden hoe. By doing so, it diverted some of the supply of
metal to the implements of warfare that a clan would use to increase its size
and influence, or simply better defend itself from the occasional raids by
nomads.


Aton
admired the fresh breeze and morning sunshine as he looked toward the open
window. Before he had completely wakened, there was a knock and then a
frustrated kick at the door. He threw the locking bolt, opened the door, and
Briand entered. Although Briand was his cousin, Aton’s father had raised them
as brothers and they shared the same family name, Matin. When the cousins were
very young, their fathers were warriors, fighting side by side in battles
during intermittent skirmishes with rival clans. During a brawl with another
clan, a band of nomads had taken advantage of the battle and tried to flank
both clans during the height of the clans’ frontal assaults against each other.
Aton’s father, Davin Matin, ran to his brother’s aid when he saw a crazed nomad
on horseback preparing to skewer his brother through the back with a sword, but
it was too late. The nomad’s slim blade, designed for use on horseback with one
arm, had gone through his brother’s back. The nomad quickly dismounted to
retrieve the impaled sword, but before he could pull the blade out, Davin
Matin, his clan’s bravest and proudest warrior, decapitated the nomad where he
stood. 


Always
wanting the easy battle, the nomads quickly fled. Near the edge of combat,
Davin pulled his brother behind a bush, and while concealed from the waning
onslaught, he promised his dying brother that he would raise his nephew Briand
like a son. After watching his brother die, he blamed himself for his brother’s
death and took his rage back to the battlefield. With his two strong hands, he
raised his broadsword and slashed through the enemy like a warm knife cuts
through butter. He hacked his way to the enemy’s rear position and, at that
moment, he heard his enemy’s signal to retreat, but it had come too late
because not only had Davin lost his brother, the enemy had also killed his
clan’s leader. After the battle, the warriors chose Davin as the new clan
leader, and from that battle onward, under his leadership, they victoriously
campaigned against rival clans and conquered them all. This caught the
attention of the old ruling warlord, Olar Regalyon’s father, who had not been
able to bring civility to the clans under his control, and he appreciated what
Davin had done, albeit through violence and bloodshed; nonetheless, Davin was
instrumental in consolidating most of the surrounding clans under his power.
Davin, after his clan had elevated him to the position of clan leader, and his
appointment to a favorable position in the warlord’s court, was still a warrior
at heart, and not a shrewd merchant or clever politician. He possessed many
admirable qualities, but two praiseworthy characteristics, honesty and
morality, left him vulnerable in his new position with the warlord. The
warlord’s associates had taken advantage of him, and his political naiveté had
allowed it to happen.


On
the battlefield, fellow warriors fought as one. They would die for each other
and their clan. In the warlord’s court, those closest to you would smile to
your face and smile just as widely as they stabbed you in the back. That was
the same den of thieves Davin had taken council from, and that had contributed
to his downfall. He belonged on the battlefield, but as the years passed, that
too became no place for him, an older man. His position in the warlord’s court
became mostly symbolic.


Briand,
a young man now, had grown into a warrior just as formidable and deadly as his
uncle and late father had been when they were his age. He excelled in all
athletic and physical activity, whereas Aton excelled intellectually. War had
not yet tested Aton’s manhood. Not ever having served in combat, Aton wondered
if his untested nerves could survive the horrors of war. He secretly wished to
experience the camaraderie of battle. 


Briand’s
room was across the hall from his cousin’s. Like Aton’s room, he had strewn it
with tools and weapons, but there were a far greater number of tools. He was an
expert and artistic woodworker, and he had stylishly carved his table and
chair, unlike the crude furniture in Aton's room. He even had a couch built by
his own hands. Stout branches held tightly with twisted rope formed the
framework of the couch, and the cushions were sheets of wool cloth that he had
stuffed with cotton and sewn closed with a bone needle and string made from
plant fiber. His bed was of similar construction. His father’s sword hung
prominently on the wall; that weapon was his most valued possession. It was the
sword his father had used in battle and which had lain by his side as he died.
Tradition had bequeathed the sword to Briand when the nomad killed his father.
Broad, long, straight, and balanced, it appeared capable of cutting through the
thickest bone when brandished by Briand's robust arms. He would never have sold
such a sword for any price. In vain, other warriors had offered money for it,
but he planned to keep it in his family for many generations, so it was
priceless. At all contests and in combat, he had it and he meant to keep it. In
a corner stood a spear, long and sharp, for use on horseback, and beside it,
his saddle and accessories.


Briand's
passion was to exercise and play sports. The boldest rider, the best swimmer,
his whole life was spent with horse, sword, and spear. He was younger than
Aton, but he appeared physically older. He measured larger around the chest and
had massive shoulders, huge arms, thick neck, and square jaw.


Between
the cousins, there was the oddest combination of affection and loathing. The
elder smiled at the excitement and energy of the younger; the younger openly
despised the studious habits and solitary life of the elder. In time of real
trouble and difficulty, they would have come together in mutual assistance, but
otherwise there was little unity; one went his way, and the other usually went
in the opposite direction. They lived under the same roof, so socially they
should have been closer, but in reality, living together gave social
cohesiveness maximum opportunity with least desire. There was perhaps a
predisposition to detract from each other's achievements rather than to praise
them. They were good friends, but still kept apart.


Briand
made friends of nearly all, and beat his enemies into a respectful silence.
Aton made friends of none; friends and enemies equally despised him. Briand was
open and jovial. Aton was reserved and contemptuous, or rather sarcastic and
facetious. His slim frame, too tall and skinny, was a liability in his peer
group and he could not compare physically to Briand. It was easy to see that
Aton, although the eldest, had not yet reached his full physical development. A
light complexion, fair hair and eyes, were also against him, giving him a
frail, even sickly, appearance. Where Briand made social conquests, people
ignored Aton. He would laugh, but secretly, his pride was hurt. That hidden
pain had fueled his quick temper.


There
was one thing that Aton did excel at; he could skillfully shoot a bow and
arrow. His arrows fell precisely in the center of the target. He hit deer and
rabbits effortlessly and even large birds in flight, like turkey and pheasant.
Nothing was safe from his arrows. Because of this skill, he had established a
reputation.


The
privileged class thought the only weapon worthy of distinguished men was the
sword. Projectile weapons, such as the spear and the arrow, were the arms of
the common man, or at best, the simple soldier. Archers and spearmen used these
types of weapons at a distance from the opponent, which the privileged class
considered cowardly. Olar the warlord had completed Aton’s humiliation, when
during a tournament at the spring festival where he had mingled with the common
crowd, the warlord sent for Aton to shoot at a target and display his skill to
the servants. Aton shot the arrow, but did not aim at the center of the target.
Although it went wide of the mark, it landed exactly where he had intended. The
warlord and his henchmen heckled Aton for what they perceived as a failure.
Only with unwavering self-control had he refrained from piercing one of his
other arrows into Olar's eye.


When
Briand had taunted him about that failure, Aton asked him to hang up his shirt
at the distance of a long bowshot. He did so, and in an instant, Aton sent the
shaft through it. The tip skewered the shirt directly were the heart would have
been underneath. After that, Briand bit his tongue, and in his heart began to
think that the bow was a dangerous weapon, especially in the hands of his
cousin.


“You
need to get out of your room,” said Briand, leaning against the windowsill and
placing his stout arms on it. “I went by the stream to fish before daybreak,
but you were nowhere to be found. I thought you might’ve had a woman with you,
locked behind that door.” He smirked at his own comment, finding humor in the
fact that it was not true. Aton’s heart was for one woman, Esina Regalyon, the
warlord’s daughter. He was not like Briand, whose reputation was for serial
conquests. 


The
morning sunshine illuminated the papers on the windowsill, and Briand
recognized Aton’s handwriting on the sketches. He picked up one of the papers
and tried to make sense of it. One diagram was for an improved battering ram.
In Aton’s design, he had modified the battering ram with a shield above it, on
a wheeled frame, to deflect projectiles and provide safety during an attack. 


“Inventing
again last night, I suppose?” he asked, as he turned over the parchment. “Why
didn't you go spear fishing with me?”


“I
heard another wagon arrive this morning?” said Aton, ignoring the question. He
wanted to change the subject. 


“Yes,
it was full of wool. I’m sure we robbed the hill people on the trade. We do
every spring. Aton, why don't you get up? Let’s spear a few fish for breakfast.
You used to.”


“I
can fish,” said Aton, in a way to imply that since he had mastered that skill,
it was no longer a challenge. “Last night, you were as late as you were noisy.
I heard you put your wonderful steed into the stable.”


“You
heard me?”


“Singing.”


Briand
shook his head and smiled. “Too much ale.” Tired of looking at Aton’s drawings,
he went across the room to sit on the chair. 


“Yes,
my new horse. It was dark, but she galloped without hesitation.”


“You’re
lucky she didn’t break a leg. Having to kill your mare because she’s crippled
isn’t stylish and it wouldn’t impress your lady friends.”


“I
could ride a goat and still catch the wandering eye of any beautiful woman that
I choose, so don’t worry about me or my horse.” Briand wanted to change the
subject and discuss the real reason he had come to Aton’s room. “You don’t want
to ask me about the gossip?”


“What
gossip?”


“There
was a fight at the warlord’s estate yesterday afternoon. The tax collector,
Trahan Brill, Lanzo’s father, accused a clan leader of treason.”


“Let
me guess, Trahan assumed control of that clan?” 


“No,
it was given to his son, Lanzo.”


“It
all makes sense to me. Trahan is a greedy liar and he wants to consolidate
power under his son. He’s too old, but his son is young. That snake might even
try to kill Father someday.”


“What
about your father’s debt?”


“To
Olar?”


“Yes.”


“What
about it?”


“If
Trahan is that devious, he might persuade the warlord to confiscate Uncle
Davin’s title and the clan, too.”


Aton
nodded. “More power for the son.”


“I
hate speaking in whispers, and you can't trust who you’re talking to. They may
turn on you if you say what they perceive to be the wrong thing.”


“Then
I’m through talking about this,” said Aton. “It was your gossip anyway.”


Even
whispers could be dangerous if suspicious ears thought they heard something
treasonous. The wrong words could result in a trip to the gallows. Justice was
corrupt and the whims of tyrants were the cause. Many who thought that the
court might put them on trial had escaped into the woods rather than face a
mockery of justice. Out of desperation, some became bandits on the roads. The
courts and system of justice, although based presumably on the most illustrious
and beneficial principles of humanity, were known to be perverted. Vile
motives, political hatreds, private passions, and money all swayed the
honorable judges of highest virtue. Although they presented themselves to the
public as virtuous, it was no secret that they were scoundrels. Many that had
experienced a warlord’s system of greedy justice said that only in the depths
of a cold winter do magistrates keep their hands in their own pockets. To
complete the disgrace, those dominions or territories that proclaimed
themselves the very home of morality were just as corrupt.


“I’ve
heard more rumors, but you don't care,” said Briand, after he turned his head. Since
Aton did not want to listen, Briand did not care to speak about it anymore.


“That’s
right. I don’t care,” said Aton.


Briand
quickly snapped his head back around. “Why don't you go and live in the woods
all by yourself?” he said, in a challenging tone.


“I
suppose that might be a way to escape from your gossip and rumors.” Aton stood
up and stretched, then slapped his cousin on the back. “Go ahead; I can see you
want me to know.”


“Nomads
have been attacking the distant clans. Our allies want help. Some think our
federation of clans is going to break up. So much for the unity given to us by
your father.”


“Yes.
So much for our unity and strength in numbers,” said Aton.


——   ——   ——


The
nomads drifted with the winds. They boasted that their ancestry went back to
the greatness of their ancestors, before the Americans vanished. They bragged
confidently that they had never lived under permanent roofs, and continued that
tradition after the old civilization disappeared. They assertively professed
that they had preserved the heritage of their families pure and untainted. Many
believed that the nomads’ stories were a delusion of grandeur.


Over
the generations, they had adapted well. Their numbers had greatly increased. If
they were not always at war with each other, they could evict the hill people
when they grazed their herds and flocks on the plains, or the clansmen near the
forests and swamps, but there were too many nomad tribes, each with its own
leader, and none was willing to cooperate with the other. Because of divided
power and the absence of a united front, their strength dissipated. 


The
ruler of a nomad tribe could be a woman or even a young girl. They often
exercised supreme authority through divine right, but a leader must be of their
sacred blood. The chiefs were absolute autocrats within their tribe, and with a
gesture, could order the destruction of those who disrespected them. Although
executions were rare, they never questioned the right to order one.


The
places where they dwelled, the wizards among them, and particularly the
witches, seemed full of mystery and magic. They lived in tents, and although
they constantly moved from one place to the next, one tribe never clashed with
or crossed another as they traveled, because they all had their special routes
and no one dared to make an incursion on another band as they migrated. The
nomads practiced some agriculture, and they kept flocks and herds of domesticated
animals, but women did all of the work. The men were always on horseback or
sleeping in their tents.


Each
tribe had its central camp, where they returned at intervals after perhaps
wandering for months, with a certain number of loyal persons left there during
the absence to defend it. They often situated these camps in inaccessible
positions and behind protective barriers. The territory that they acknowledged
to belong to such a camp was extremely limited. They considered only its
surroundings the actual property of the tribe, and a second tribe could pitch
its tents nearby. These barriers were more like storage houses than residences,
and each was a mere rendezvous that they consolidated with family ties.


The
nomads, as they roamed, make little secret of their presence, lighting their
fires by day and night, always fearlessly. The nomads were everywhere, but they
were most numerous in the southern part of the continent. Sometimes going as
far as the great open plains, they performed strange ceremonies and
incantations during the evenings while they rested after a long day of travel.
They attacked almost every traveler, and every caravan or train of wagons which
they felt strong enough to conquer, but they did not murder the solitary
sleeping hunter or herder from a hill tribe, as the cannibals did. They would
steal from them, but did not kill, except when fighting. 


Vengeance
was the providence that mandated their actions. If any community had injured or
affronted them, they never ceased endeavoring to retaliate, and would wipe it
out in fire and blood, generations later. There were towns that had been
suddenly hassled after the citizens of that community had already forgotten
past transgressions. Vengeance seemed to be their religion and the social law
that guided all their actions. It was for that reason that they were
continually at war. The nomads looked on the cannibal as a dog, and slaughtered
him. In turn, the despised human dogs slinked in the darkness of the night,
into the nomads’ tents, and stabbed their daughters or their wives, because
that was the cowardice of the cannibals.


The
nomads, instead of massing their forces and throwing their irresistible numbers
upon one town or village to vanquish it, shunned the thought of a cooperative
coalition, and pursued the venture using a single tribe. That was their
strategy. Each tribe invaded what was nearest to it. The result was that they
were, although with difficulty, repulsed. No leader of the hill people or
clansmen had ventured to follow the nomads to their strongholds, because they
had presumed them to be invincible behind their barriers. By infesting the
woods and lying in ambush, nomads rendered communication between cities, towns,
and villages difficult and dangerous except to bodies of armed men. In some
areas, troops of soldiers were necessary to defend a caravan of merchant
wagons.


——   ——   ——


“What
are you going to do today?” asked Briand.


“I
am going down to my boat,” replied Aton.


“Then
I’ll go with you and fish some more. I’ll try to fish with hooks this time. Do
you have any?”


“Yes,
in the box. Remove the tools and you’ll see them.”


Briand
removed the tools from the open box, all rusty and covered with dust, while
Aton finished dressing, put away his sheets of parchment, and placed the lid
onto his wooden chest. Briand had found some hooks at the bottom, which Aton
had carved from deer bone. 


After
breakfast, they walked out together, Briand carrying a fishing rod and a boar
spear. Aton also carried a spear, the one with the newly designed tip, in
addition to a small reed basket with some metal tools, which he would use to
continue building his boat.











CHAPTER FOUR


After exiting the house, they turned to the
right, heading toward the rear gate, but paused midway to observe their blacksmith
sharpening an axe beside the orange glow of the forge. While watching the
rhythmic motion of metal rubbing against whetstone, the cousins were very
surprised to see Briand’s new horse trot past them, unattended. Two servants
came sprinting from the stables, chasing after and yelling at the mare, but to
no avail. In their haste to catch the beast, the tone of their urgent calls for
it to return and the manner in which they chased it spooked the animal into a
gallop. It raced away from them to the farthest wall of the enclosure. Aton
exchanged a glance with Briand and tilted his head in the direction of the
fleeing horse.


Briand
shook his head and said, “It’s their problem now. We need to go.” 


They
went past the rear gate, and saw that the massive wooden door was already open.
The guards had already thrown the thick bolts back and opened it after the
first horn blow at sunrise. To the left side of the gate, in the corner formed
by two adjoining walls, a guard shack was just as empty as the observation platform
above it, where there was always supposed to be someone on watch, but no one
was there. One of the guards had seen the horse escape from the stables and the
servants unsuccessfully chasing after it. For fear of the horse escaping
through the open gate, the guard had sprinted to intercept it and gain
possession of the reins. This had caused the gate to be unattended because the
others whom Davin had assigned to guard duty had already gone to assist with
some chores.


During
peacetime, when there was no fear of attack, the men on guard were often called
away to assist with some routine chores. At that moment, the other guards that
had left their post were helping move the clipped wool farther into the
warehouse. Although they were still close, the gate was open and unattended. If
the day guard on the roof blew his horn, the others would have rushed back to
the gate. Aton did not like the easing of discipline, especially after hearing
Briand’s rumors of attacks on the distant clans by nomads. His sense of order
and discipline was dismayed at the absence of the guards. Although they were
working, they had left the gate unattended. He characterized himself as
organized and precise, and this kind of uncertainty irritated him. Although
aggressors had not attacked the stockade in a great while, with growing
disharmony among the clans and since the nomads in the region were becoming
increasingly violent, now would be a prudent time to exercise caution. An
attack from a variety of enemies could be eminent.


Aton
shook his head at the sight of the open gate. It reminded him of a mortal wound
that had not yet started to bleed. “Security is weak. It puts us all at risk.
Someone needs to address this,” Aton stiffly remarked. 


Security
protocol was a serious matter for the clan and affected everyone inside the
stockade. Since Aton’s father, Davin Matin, was the clan leader, security was
his responsibility. When speaking of the safety breach, Aton had not directly
mentioned his father’s name. He would have considered doing so an affront to
his father’s judgment and authority, so he had just implied who should address
the abhorrent condition by saying, “someone” and let the matter go. He
certainly would not have used his father’s title of clan leader in such a
statement.


Although
the open entry was a breach of security, in all probability it was a minor one.
Davin Matin deserved to be designated clan leader, but no one had known Aton’s
father to address himself using formal titles, least of all now. Informally
shunned in the warlord’s court, Davin had long ago renounced the exercise of
his rights and privileges. Since then, other men had forgotten the proper style
in which they should address him. Although he was the ruler of a clan, he
looked and acted like any common laborer behind a stockade, wielding a hoe in
the garden instead of a sword on the battlefield or a gavel used by a leader to
dispense justice. 


Briand,
although a warrior by profession, laughed at Aton's strict view of the guards'
duties. Familiarity with danger and natural carelessness had rendered him lax
in a time of relative peacefulness.


“What
are you afraid of?” asked Briand. “Maybe a black cat from the swamp will sneak
its way in past the guards and scratch out your eyes.” He made a noise like a
cat’s meow and laughed at his cousin. 


Aton
did not join in the laughter. He crossed his arms and frowned. Briand
considered cats as mysterious creatures and had no love for them.


——   ——   ——


Before
the impact event, Americans had cherished their pets and they could count their
domesticated cat population by the millions. After the impact, the rodent
population flourished and the extraordinary proliferation of those creatures
was the means of providing food for the formerly domesticated felines, which
the ancient ones had abandoned in the cities, and therefore, the cats had to
venture into the countryside in hordes looking for food. Feeding on rats and
mice, they quickly became feral and their descendants roamed the plains,
forests, and marshes, after having adapted to and evolved nicely in, each new
environment.


Some
cats remained domesticated, each having a unique appearance not fit for the
wild. A cat of this type lived off an occasional mouse or bird that might stray
too close to the home of its owner. After most of the domesticated cats became
wild, the many varieties of felines disappeared, and the untamed creatures had
to evolve camouflaged fur to match their environment and remain on the prowl.
Those that inhabited the plains, forests, and marshes, occasionally doing some
mischief around houses and enclosures, were almost all a light brown color,
like a cougar, although some were faintly striped. A few were solid black,
dwelling deep in the forests or marshes, and were as silent as shadows.


Although
the black forest cat retreated from the sight of people as much as possible, it
was extremely fierce in defense of its young, and occasionally those cats
attacked travelers in the forests or marshes after the innocent explorers
unintentionally approached feral cat lairs. Dropping from the branches of a
tree, onto the head and neck of an unsuspecting person, the savage cat would
claw viciously at the face, inflicting deep scratches and bites, which were
exceedingly painful and sometimes dangerous from their tendency for infection;
however, such incidents were rare. The more common reason people hated wild
cats was that they could so easily prey upon game birds, stalking and pouncing
with ease in trees or other places where the birds roosted, but these stealthy
prowlers too often chose to raid domesticated fowl, silently dragging young
hatchlings into the shadow of night.


——   ——   ——


Briand
changed to a more serious demeanor and provided a rational explanation as to
why he believed there was little risk. “The men of the swamp would never think
of attacking us. As for nomads, other clans would see those bandits coming days
beforehand, and we are too far from the lake for pirates. All of that does not
even matter because any attackers would have to get past the barriers and then
through me.” He put his hand on Aton’s shoulder and felt him relax. Briand
thought that he had gotten away with another snide remark, without actually
apologizing for teasing Aton about feral cats and tauntingly imitating a cat’s
meow. 


Aton
pointed one of his fingers in the direction of the clan’s cemetery. “Should I
carve that explanation on your grave marker?”


Briand
grumbled and quickened his pace so as not walk beside Aton. So much for the
unspoken apology.


Outside
the gate, they followed the rear road for a short distance. It crossed meadows
dotted with low bushes. As they went by, Aton commented about the shortness of
the grass, which was still not ready for scything due to the recent dry spell
in the weather. Last autumn, the harvest was bad, and this year there was
barely any grass for the grazing animals. Lives teetered on the balance of
nature’s fickle moods. Aton thought about the unattended, open gate once more
and angrily shook his head.


Bushes,
kept deliberately cropped low, divided the pastures and surrounded all the
cultivated lands. Just down the rear road, they left the wagon ruts, and
following a footpath a short distance, then came to the pool where Briand had
spearfished that morning. The small river, which ran through the enclosed
grounds, was very shallow, but this was where it widened, and filled a
depression that was deep enough for fishing. Beyond the pool, the stream curved
and left the enclosure, and the barrier continued across it. This modified portion
of the barrier permitted the stream to flow freely under it. It was low enough
to block anyone who might attempt to enter by creeping up the bed of the river.
They crossed the running water just above the pool by walking on some flat
stones.


The
smooth poles of the barrier provided no traction for a cannibal’s naked foot.
They rose to twice the height of a man and the tops of the poles were sharp,
having been hacked to a point with an axe. The construction of the posts
required a great amount manual labor, and it took a clan leader that commanded
the services of a gang of workers to complete it. This particular barrier was
not an extensive one, in comparison with the stockades of more prominent clans.
Aton’s clan lived at the bottom of their warlord’s food chain.


The
enclosure surrounding the clan’s estate was an irregular oval shape. When
building the family home, they had positioned it toward the northern and higher
end of the oval. The river crossed the enclosure, entering on the north and
leaving on the southern side. The enclosure was mostly pasture where they kept
the cattle, which supplied the clan with milk, cheese, and butter. That pasture
was also the area where they drove cattle that they intended to slaughter, in
order to give them a few months of fattening. Occasionally in the same pasture,
they temporarily turned out their horses, which they used for riding or for
pulling the wagons. 


There
were two pens within it, one beside the river and one farther down. The rear
road ran almost down the center, passing both pens, and went past the barrier
at the southern end, through the rear gate. At the northern extremity of the
oval, the inner barrier passed within a bowshot of the house, and the
enclosure’s dividing road went through the outer barrier at the Arrow Gate.
From there, it went to a nearby village. Therefore, anyone approaching the clan
leader’s family home had to pass the second barrier. At each barrier, there was
a cottage and a guard’s room. At the leader’s home, the guards kept the watch even
more carelessly in peaceful times than at the gates of the wall around the
estate. Guards of the adjacent clans’ enclosures followed much the same plan,
with local variations, although the barrier at the Matin home was noteworthy
for the care and skill with which they had constructed it. 


Part
of the duty of the guard on the roof was to keep an eye on the barriers, which
he could see from his elevated position. In case there were an incursion of
nomads, rival clans, or any other dangers, the guard at the barrier was
supposed to close the gate, blow a horn, and display a warning flag. Upon
hearing the horn or observing the flag, the guard on the roof would raise the
alarm. By doing so, the guard sent a call for help to the local village, but
because no attack had taken place for some years, discipline had grown slack.


After
crossing on the flat steppingstones in the stream, Briand and Aton were soon
under the barrier that ran high above them and was actually as difficult to get
out of as to get into. By the strict law of the clan, any person covertly
leaving the barrier would render himself liable to imprisonment or the lash.
Using an arrow or spear, the guards might kill any person, especially a servant
or slave, who put himself into the position of a raider by attempting to enter
from the outside with pole, ladder, or rope. In practice, the guards had
frequently ignored this law, and did not apply it to members of the clan
leader’s family.


In
front of them was another security breach. A damaged section of exterior wall
stood waiting for its final repair. Although workers had removed two old logs
because of rot, they had yet to harvest the replacement poles from the abundant
forest. This gaping hole, covered temporally by thin planks of weak wood,
bothered Aton just as much as the guards leaving the gates unattended. Rather
than complain, he simply frowned and went about the business of removing enough
of the loose boards to squeeze through the barrier. Briand put down the fishing
tackle and boar spear and helped Aton with the chore. He was first to squeeze
through. Aton handed him the tools, spears, and tackle, then followed him. In
no time, they were on the outer side of the barrier.


Part
of the weekly work of the guards was to walk around the entire circumference of
the barrier to see that it was in order, and to have any bushes removed that
began to grow near it. As with so many other things, as time had passed, the
guards became negligent, and they ignored this chore, too. Therefore, thorny
shrubs and other undergrowth had begun to cover the space that should have been
open, and young sapling oaks had risen from dropped acorns, a boon for the
squirrels that plagued the area. Aton pointed this out to Briand, who seldom
accompanied him. He was glad for the opportunity to show his cousin the
stockade’s deficiencies. Briand admitted that he also had noticed neglect, but
added that it really did not matter, since allied villages surrounded them. 


Originally,
servants had cleared the ground all around the outside of the barrier, cutting
down trees and slashing away bushes that could act as camouflage for dangerous
animals and people alike. Everyone knew that boars in the area were
particularly violent, especially in the presence of their offspring. If a feral
hog was to bed down in these bushes with her young, it could also attract
hungry cougars. The Americans had bred their pigs to attain great size and
quantity of meat. They had been timid and large. When the catastrophe
obliterated civilization, the pigs, like other domesticated animals, had turned
feral. Because of breeding with wild boars, their progeny was the largest of
wild hogs, long bodied and flat sided, much the same color as the mud in which
they wallowed. They were the most dangerous of the feral pigs, due to their
vast size and weight. To the farmer they were the greatest pest, destroying or
damaging all kinds of crops, and digging up gardens, too. With difficulty,
fencing kept them out, but if there was a weak place in the wooden framework,
the strong snout of the animal was sure to enlarge it and work a path through.
Because there were always so many of those large hogs near the enclosures,
villages, and cultivated fields, constant care was required, because they
instantly discovered openings. Hunters or farmers protecting their fields had
to attack a wild boar quickly from both sides by piercing through its thick
skin with the sharp tips of metal spears. They were very abundant and some
reached an immense size, so large that they were almost impossible to destroy.
No man would want to confront a hungry cougar or have an angry feral hog catch
him near its offspring. It was wise to carry a long spear with a sharp metal
tip and just as wise to keep the bushes and other shrubbery neatly trimmed so
they did not provide the wild beasts any shelter or camouflage.


——   ——   ——


Aton’s
design for his new spear was unique. A thin metal shank connected the sharp
metal tip to the wooden shaft. Although designed for battle, specifically to
disable a man with a shield, he thought it would also work perfectly well
against the thick hide of a wild boar. The metal foreshaft was vital to the
function of the new spear. It could fit over and be attached to an ordinary
wooden shaft. His usual boar spears were better suited as thrusting weapons,
but with the addition of metal tips, the added mass and change in center of
gravity would transform the thrusting weapon into something suitable as a
javelin. In his design, the weapon had a hardened tip, shaped like a pyramid,
but the foreshaft was made of softer metal. This softness would cause the shank
to bend if it did not penetrate after direct impact against a hard shield, thus
rendering the spear useless to the enemy who might throw it back, but even
attenuated metal was stiff enough to pierce soft flesh and maintain its shape
if the spear pierced through the shield.


Since
the pyramidal tip was wider than the rest of the shank, once it penetrated a
shield, it would create a hole larger than the foreshaft, allowing the spear to
move through the shield with little resistance, stabbing the enemy. The length
of the shank and its depth of penetration would also make it hard to pull out
of a shield even if it had failed to bend. If the bearer of the shield was
charging and the improved spear penetrated it, the end of the long, heavy shaft
would hit the ground, thrust the tip deeper into the enemy, and abruptly stop
the charge. In the event of it striking a shield but not causing injury, the
shape of the tip made it very difficult to remove. With an impaled spear, the
shield now became impossible to maneuver due to the weight of the wooden shaft,
and the shield bearer would very likely have to discard it, leaving the enemy
vulnerable at a critical moment.


——   ——   ——


There
was a distinct track of footsteps through the narrow band of saplings, shrubs,
and other undergrowth between the barrier and the forest. Aton had made this
path during his daily visits to the hidden boat that he had been constructing.
The forest there consisted of a variety of trees, but the vegetation was now
rising up so fast and thick, that in the height of summer it would be difficult
to walk through it. The path wound around the thickets of shrubbery and dense
vegetation and finally came to the river. The stream, which ran through the
enclosure, turned there and went south.


Near
the pool by the stream, large round stones broke the current into eddies that
had excavated deep holes and gullies where willows hung over the turbulent
water, and an old hedge tree, best suited for bow wood, spread the shadow of
its branches across the water. Aquatic vegetation partially hid the muddy bank
on the farther and shallower side. Briand, after getting his tackle in order, began
fishing after he skewered a grub with the hook that his cousin had made from
bone. Aton, after hanging his jacket on a branch and leaning his spear against
a tree, took his metal tools from the reed basket.


Months
ago, Aton had found a large cypress tree on the bank, having already decided
that he was going to build a boat. This tree was the largest and straightest of
its kind for some distance. He chose cypress for the boat because the wood was
resistant to rot. To chop down so large a tree was very labor intensive for
Aton because their axes were poor quality, cut badly, and required frequent
sharpening. Good metal was hard to come by, and when they salvaged it from
carcasses of old American machines, they reserved it for implements of war,
such as knives, swords, spear tips, and arrowheads. He could easily have
ordered servants or slaves to chop it down, and they would have obeyed
immediately, but then, he would have no pride of ownership. Because he
understood the task and because of his motivation for secrecy, he had chopped
it down himself, therefore increasing its importance and value to him. The tree
had been down many weeks in order for it to have time to dry before he split it
into planks.


He
had begun this project before the first hint of springtime. Now the flowers of
warmer weather scented the air, the forest was green, and his work was
approaching completion. The final butting together of boards and waterproofing
remained as his final tasks. The boat was almost twice as long as Aton was
tall, and as wide as he could stretch from the tip of one hand to the other. 


At
the beginning of his project, he had constructed a small shelter of wooden
poles, roofed with branches and thatched with dry grass, so that he could work
sheltered from the rains of the early spring, which had never come. As the
season’s warmth increased, he had taken the shelter down, and now as the sun
rose higher, he was glad for the shade of an adjacent tree.











CHAPTER FIVE


Aton had barely begun working before Briand
returned from fishing at the water’s edge and sprawled on the ground. He had
tired of fishing; the constant adjustment of the tackle and the care necessary
to keep the hook and line from catching in the branches had quickly proven too
much for his patience. He lay on the grass with his feet toward the babbling
stream and watched Aton change wood into boat.


Briand
gave him a scrutinizing look. “Aton, you’re no shipwright.”


Although
it was not finished yet, Aton had turned rough lumber from trees into finished
planks that were suitable for a boat. He had clearly fit those boards together,
and a boat was taking shape. He became irritated with his cousin’s
interrogation and did not want to discuss his woodworking skills, so he just
pointed at the boat to indicate that he obviously was a shipwright, or at least
on the way to becoming one. 


“You
have more faith in your designs than I do. Besides, what you really need is
another horse. We should go to the village and find an impressive stallion for
you. What do you think, Aton? A man on a fine steed will turn more than a few
pretty heads.”


“I
already have a horse.”


“And
nobody to share the saddle with.”


Aton
stood angrily, a chisel in one hand, mallet in the other, with a death grip on
each tool. Briand could see the look in his cousin’s eyes, a look with which he
was all too familiar. The fact Aton was so silent with that cold expression
meant that he was screaming inside his mind. Briand understood his cousin and
was not physically scared of him, but realized he had gone too far with his
comment. He had understood for a very long time that Aton possessed feelings of
affection for Esina Regalyon, which she also shared with Aton. However discreet
she had tried to keep her fondness for Aton, it was really no secret that Esina
had deep and romantic feelings for him. However, she was the warlord’s
daughter, and matrimony was usually the result of arrangement and coldhearted
parental calculations, rather than from love between two people. Olar, her
father and warlord over Aton’s clan, had never approved of the relationship. He
had never considered Aton good enough for his daughter. Briand apologized with
his eyes and with the silence that followed. When Aton commenced working again,
Briand felt it was safe to continue the conversation.


“It’s
too big and it’s going to be too heavy.”


“It’s
the correct size. Who knows what I’ll find on my voyage or what I might return
with? I’ll need the space.”


“You
can’t pick up this poor excuse for a boat, and if you try to slide it to the
river you’ll damage the bottom and it will never float. A leaky boat is
useless. You might as well have a pile of firewood.”


“I’m
not an impulsive brute like you, Briand. I have a plan.” Aton pointed to a low
spot at the water’s edge. “Right there,” said Aton. “I’ll launch her from right
there.”


“The
river is still too low. The spring rains are late this year. You'll scrape
bottom before you get any distance away.”


“Will
I?” asked Aton, not concealing his irritation with his cousin’s scrutiny of his
boat or journey.


“Of
course you will. That boat will only float a hand’s depth by itself, and I'm
sure it’s barely that deep just past where we are now. What happens when you’re
in it? Wait…don’t answer, because I already know. It will sink.”


Aton
replied with a sigh and rolled his eyes to show that he was extremely annoyed
with the criticism.


“Go
ahead,” said Briand. “We’ll see about your plan. After a few days, you’ll be in
the hands of the nomads.”


“Maybe
that’s what you would prefer?”


“Ha!”
laughed Briand. “You know I didn't mean that. I mean, the river runs straight
into nomad territory. They’ve been raiding again and they’re thirsty for blood.”


“The
nomads can have the river. I’m headed to Lake Pontchartrain.” 


“Why?
The lake is more than a day’s walk from here.”


“Because
I don’t know what’s out there. I want to go across the lake.”


“Not
many people do, but I’ve heard stories from sailors. It’s not a pleasant place
to be if you don’t know what you’re doing. It’s enormous, Aton. You might as
well go to the ocean. You haven’t seen the ocean yet. There’s adventure and
wealth that way if you become a merchant.”


“Sailors
are a rough crowd. Besides, I’m not interested in an ocean voyage or the huge
swells and hurricanes that could come with it. Not in this boat.”


“What
about pirates? How can you defend yourself? You are…delicate, dear cousin.” He
did not realize it, but he had looked at Aton’s skinny arms when he had said
that, and caught a glare of resentment when he looked into Aton’s eyes.


“What
bothers you, then?” asked Aton.


“Can't
I speak my mind?”


“Do
as you please.” Aton waved his hand as if he were dismissing him from a
meeting.


A
silence fell between them that was interrupted only by birds singing in the
forest, calling their mates from treetops in the distance. Aton continued
working, slowly but purposefully. Briand watched the progress with disapproval
because he could have done the work in half the time. Aton could draw and
design; he could invent, but he was not a useful worker. He was creative and
used his mind with better proficiency than he could perform physical labor.


Like
a wet blanket on a fire, Briand kept pestering Aton, trying to extinguish the
flame of passion for his journey away. “You can’t get it to the lake.”


“I
can put the boat on a wagon. It would be easy work for a horse.”


“Why
didn't you tell me about all of this before today?”


“Because
I didn’t want anyone to know. And don't say anything,” said Aton, as he put a
finger to his lips.


 “I
won’t say a word, but I still think that boat won’t float,” he said, not trying
to be rude, but the discourteous comment came out no other way.


Aton
could not keep himself from angrily throwing his chisel down, but he said
nothing, and picked it up again after a quick disapproving glance toward
Briand. With his cousin, silence sometimes spoke louder than the sharpest
reply. 


Briand
sat up from the scruffy ground where he had just sprawled. “I’m sorry, Aton. I
can help with the horse and wagon. We can do it together, just the two of us,
so it’ll remain a secret. I promise.”


Briand
rolled over onto his back and looked up lazily at the white clouds floating
peacefully across the blue sky. “I hate Trahan Brill and his son, too. They
both have too much power and influence with Olar.” 


Aton
looked around involuntarily, a well-conditioned reflex, just in case of the
unlikely event that anyone had heard Briand. Aton dreaded the day that some
random listener might hear Briand speak unpleasantly of the warlord or his men.



Like
all who rule with irresponsible power, Olar Regalyon had spies everywhere. He
was not cruel, benevolent, clever, or foolish; he was neither strong nor weak.
He was simply an ordinary, very ordinary, man who happened to be a warlord
because his father had attained that title, and he was certainly not a ruler
from any personal, or more specifically, intellectual superiority.


At
times, certain people around Olar influenced him. On other occasions, he made
his own decisions, right or wrong, but in other instances, he might easily let
matters drift into oblivion. There was no way to know in the morning what he
might do toward evening, because he had no purpose or conviction. In fact, he
lacked character; he was all uncertainty, except in jealousy of his control.
Possibly some faint perception of his own inability, of the feeble grasp he had
upon the federation of clans that seemed outwardly so completely his, might
have occasionally crossed his mind. Because of his deficiencies, there had been
bickering among his rivals, who lusted for the title of warlord. When the
rumors of bickering, real or perceived, reached the warlord’s ears, there had
always been sudden imprisonments of those whom he had considered foes, and
equally sudden pardons of spies and eavesdroppers whom he thought might share
with him the guarded whispers of treasonous plans that his enemies were going
to use in conspiracies against his rule. Sometimes, for no apparent reason
other than paranoia, he confiscated estates and stripped men of their power.
Following these erratic actions against the alleged traitors, he would announce
privileges to the common people and usually remove taxes to influence their
solidarity under his reign. Within a few days, he or his tax collector, Trahan
Brill, imposed them again, and as for the men whom he suspected of the
slightest rumor, the soldiers would beat them or cast them into a special
dungeon, which was as dark as a cave. Yet the warlord was not an ill-meaning
man; he was simply incompetent.


“Everyone
hates Trahan and Lanzo Brill, but be careful with what you say,” warned Aton.


Briand
was a warrior without a war. With no battles to fight, he had too much
aggressive energy that he needed to release, and he routinely said impulsive
things, too loudly on occasion. He had faithfully served in the warlord’s armed
ranks and excelled with all weapons. His courage and relation to a clan leader
entitled him to a command, however modest it might be, but he was still in the
lower ranks, and there had been no recognition of his feats, except if whispers
were true, by certain women with sweet smiles who were close the warlord’s
family and admired Briand’s physical prowess. Aton knew all too well that a
woman’s sweet smile could not protect Briand’s neck from the gallows if the
warlord or the devious father and son, Trahan and Lanzo Brill, desired an
execution. Trahan or Lanzo would persuade Olar to decree capital punishment in
the name of honor and justice.


“Admit
it,” said Briand. “If we had any money or influence our lives would be very
different, but Davin doesn’t have either gold or power.”


“After
you left yesterday evening, one of Olar’s representatives came to our house,”
said Aton.


“The
tax collector? Was it Trahan?”


“No,
it wasn’t Trahan, but he does arrive today.”


“Again!”
exclaimed Briand. “Why can’t he just leave us alone? Money, money, money. It
always comes down to gold and silver. Someday, when that rogue can no longer
squeeze any more interest out of us, he will just take everything away.”


“And
give it to his son,” added Aton.


“Trahan,”
Briand growled the name. In public, he could not have spoken the name so
harshly, but here in the wilderness, he had taken the opportunity to vent his
anger.


“The
next time Olar decides to invade another territory and wants money, he will subjugate
all of us to indefinite servitude,” said Aton. “It’s hopeless for us.”


“Times
like this make me wish for war,” Briand admitted. “There would be plenty of
plunder and conquest. I could give my uncle all the loot and cancel his debt.
We could throw the warlord’s shackles away.” Briand kicked the dirt and
scowled. “Oh, what’s the use? It’ll never happen. Olar gets all the plunder
anyway. Maybe I should go with you in your boat, but you don’t know where
you’re going. What is your destination? Have you really considered where you’re
going?”


“I’m
going away. I need to see what’s across the lake.”


“You’re
going to miss her,” said Briand. He referred to Esina Regalyon. It was true;
Aton would miss her. Other than Briand, he had told no one of his intentions
with the boat and the lake. He had not planned on leaving forever, just long
enough to see what the world around him had to offer. He had a strong desire
for the adventure, but it was not as strong as the mutual feelings Aton and
Esina had for each other. That was why he had kept his plan a secret from her.
He was afraid that she might talk him out of the trip. He was so afraid that
might be easy for her to do; therefore, he did not want to give her the
opportunity. Even if the journey was temporary, just a short adventure, she
might not approve, so rather than share with her his intention to leave, his
gamble was to ask for forgiveness after his return rather than permission to
leave before his departure. 


“Yes,
I’ll miss her, but it’s not forever.”


After
a pause, Briand seemed to look deep into the woods for an invisible solution to
all of their problems. It was not there. Using a low voice, Briand asked, “Do
you have any money?”


Aton
took out a leather pouch and showed him some small silver coins. Briand laughed
at the meager coins, but still wanted them. 


“Give
them to me. Tonight, I’m going back to the village for more ale. If you hear me
singing again, join me! I won’t remember it in the morning so somebody has to.”
He laughed again. Under his breath he said, “I’m as poor as any common man. I
might as well drink to my future.” Briand went into the forest and back to the
water where he had been fishing, leaving his spear on the ground.


With
his crude metal tools, Aton quietly worked the wood again, but his temper was
rising. The same conversation had taken place every time they were together and
ended with the same result, which was the realization of all the troubles that
plagued their family and clan. With his tools, Aton vented his frustrations on
the wood. After a while, when the sun was at its peak in the sky, he had
already forgotten what had irritated him that morning.


On
the other side of the stream, somewhat lower down, a fox had been lapping the
water to quench its thirst and briefly watched Aton work. The moment he looked
up, the fox ran back into the undergrowth of the forest. A dove called from the
woods not far away. Then a quail flew up suddenly with a loud clapping of
wings. Aton listened. His hunter instinct told him that something was moving
there. A rustling of the bushes followed, and he grabbed his spear that was
leaning against a nearby tree. Peering into the woods, he recognized Briand,
who had walked off his irritation with the meager coins and was returning. 


“I
thought it might have been a boar,” said Aton, leaning against the spear as if
it were a walking stick. “You share the same odor, like wet mud.”


“You
can have the coins back. I won’t be in debt to you and tolerate your insults,
little man.” Briand reached into his pocket to get the coins, fully intending
to throw them on the ground at Aton’s feet. 


“Stop
it, Briand. Keep the coins. I want to apologize.”


Briand
removed his hand from the pocket, stiffened his body, and raised his chin to
look defiantly at Aton. “Go ahead. Apologize.”


Aton
cleared his throat, took in a deep breath, and began his apology with a loud,
clear, and deep voice. “I would like to apologize to every boar in the forest
for comparing Briand to you.”


With
a warrior’s speed, Briand snatched Aton’s spear from his hands and whipped him
once on the thigh with it, in the way that only two men who were raised as
brothers could do without it resulting in an all-out brawl. The spear shaft
stung Aton physically like his insult had stung Briand emotionally, but they
laughed at themselves and forgave each other without saying a word.


“The
sun is high. I’m hungry,” said Briand.


“It
doesn’t look like we’ll be eating any fish.”


Briand
realized that it had been his impatience with a hook that was the reason they
did not have any fish to eat, so he changed the subject. “Are you finished for
the day?”


“Yes,
I’ll get my tools.”


Aton
put them in the reed basket, and they went back to the damaged portion of wall
and squeezed through it. As they passed by the section of wall near the
enclosed stream, Aton saw his father in his garden and went toward him. The
stream had irrigated the grounds with a very unique machine that Davin had
designed. Outside the garden, an unfamiliar slave from the village of Oberlin
held the reins of two horses. One horse was elaborately decorated. The slave’s
master was talking with Davin.


“It’s
Trahan Brill,” said Briand. 


“Lanzo’s
father,” growled Aton.


Not
wanting to intrude on the conversation, they approached slowly under the fruit
trees. Davin was showing Trahan Brill an early cherry tree, whose fruit was
just starting to swell on the branches, but was not nearly ripe. Trahan was
wearing expensive clothes, made with materials that were extremely rare because
they came by trade from a great distance away. The dark material of his shirt
brought his pale features into relief. He had pallid skin and smooth hands,
which had never done a hard day’s work, under his black leather gloves. On his
right hand was a large silver signet ring that indicated that he was a
privileged member of Olar’s ranks. Next to the old warrior, his stature made
him appear as if he were a small child. 


Trahan
felt out of place, so far away from his entourage at the warlord’s estate,
humbly accompanied by a single slave. It was not a very grand way to display
power and authority, but he had a willing audience with Davin. The clan leader
had already accepted his fate, perpetual debt, and lived quietly at the bottom
of the warlord’s social stratification. Trahan intended his only order of
business that day to be another discussion of Davin’s outstanding debt to Olar.
Davin already understood the nature of the tax collector’s planned visit.
Utilizing his clever wit, he intended to use his physical size to intimidate
Trahan and segue any discussion of debt into a conversation about the garden
where they currently stood. That is exactly how it occurred. Just as Trahan
raised the subject of debt, Davin rolled up his sleeves to expose his strong
arms. He reached high into the tree that they stood next to and plucked a tiny
unripe cherry, which he was certain would be tart. When he reached for the
fruit, he towered over the little old man, fully intending to physically
intimidate Trahan with his height and muscular frame. Davin’s arm muscles
writhed as if they were angry snakes stuffed tightly into a burlap sack. Trahan
could not refrain from glancing at his powerful build, and did so in an
effeminate manner. Those very arms Trahan stole a glance at could have crushed
his ribs, and a strike from one balled fist could have broken the tax
collector’s skull wide open. 


Davin’s
impressive physical characteristics and creative intellect were traits he
possessed in whole, but were qualities his son and nephew possessed
individually. With the cousins, the two traits were mutually exclusive. Aton
had the intellect and creativity while Briand was physically intimidating and
not afraid of battle. Briand had no intellectual aspirations. He was a brute
more than he was a scholar; Aton had yearned to experience battle, as do too
many foolish young men. 


Davin
pressed the sour fruit into Trahan’s gloved hand and forced his little fingers
to close around the cherry. With a tight grip on Trahan’s weak wrist, Davin
lifted the clenched hand to the tax collector’s mouth, smiled, and politely
ordered him to eat it, all while desperately holding back an urge to erupt with
roaring laughter because he knew what was about to happen. Trahan’s lips
puckered. His eyes squinted as if they were gazing into the noon sun. His mouth
contorted from the tartness, rendering him silent. Davin took the opportunity
to lead Trahan, like a farm animal, around the gardens for a tour.


Trahan
saw the water wheel that a horse was turning, forcing water from the stream
into an elevated reservoir that irrigated the garden. This supply of water had
sped the fruit’s development in the dry weather, but the little cherries were
still far from ripe. Davin looked around to see what spring produce he could
send to the warlord’s stronghold. At least that way Trahan would not leave
completely empty handed, since there was no way to make even a small
installment against the compounding debt. Some produce from the gardens and a
promise to pay promptly would have to suffice. On their tour of the gardens,
Davin was able to procure some fresh asparagus and herbs. Then he sent some
servants to collect red strawberries, and while they did this, he continued
Trahan’s tour. 


Trahan
had no interest in gardening, but the extraordinary productiveness inside the
enclosure, and the variety of plants impressed him. There were fruit trees of
all kinds, herbs of every species, and plots specifically for plants with
medicinal qualities. This was only one part of the gardens. The orchards were
farther down, and perennial flowers were near the main house. Davin had sent a
servant to the flower garden, who returned with two bouquets, which he presented
to Trahan to give to the warlord’s wife, Nessa Regalyon, who was just as
beautiful as her two daughters, Esina and Malina. Trahan did not seem to care
about the gift of flowers, but accepted them anyway. He thought that carrying
the delicate bouquets would be a burden on the long ride back to the village of
Oberlin, which was adjacent to the warlord’s estate. When he accepted the
flowers, he already knew that he would eventually hand them to his slave so
they would not be his burden on the return trip to Oberlin.


Aton
and Briand were a short distance away. The sight of the mighty and intelligent
clan leader, dancing around the subject of rising debt, with a man half his
size and intellect, someone whom he could crush both physically and mentally
with his strong arms and clever wits, filled them with irritation and loathing.
Trahan’s feminine gestures, subdued voice, and jeweled fingers, incited an
equal disdain with the two young men.


Unwilling
to watch the spectacle unfold any longer, Aton and Briand walked past the slave
who was attending to Trahan’s horse and offered to lead the animal to its
owner. Since his master was an inconvenient distance away and since the slave
was already tending to the horse that he had ridden, he agreed and thanked them
for the assistance. It had been Aton’s idea to lead Trahan’s horse to him as a
way to signal an end to the conversation. When Trahan heard his horse’s
clopping hooves, he turned to see what he thought were two servants
approaching. He did not know their relationship to Davin, but guessed that they
were common laborers, servants of the house. He noticed the reed basket with
tools in Aton's hand and speculated that he had been hard at work.


“A
good day to be outside, isn’t it?” Trahan asked, but continued speaking because
he did not intend to have an actual conversation with lowly servants. “Fine
work you’ve done here with the gardens,” he added, intending to sound gracious,
but his tone was very condescending. 


In
their minds, Aton and Briand could think of so many things that they would like
to say as they stood there listening to the man that they had so much contempt
for. They stood there silently and bit their tongues so that a verbal volcano
did not erupt with a lava flow of vulgar comments. Standing like a giant behind
Trahan’s turned back, Davin shook his head at his son and nephew. He could see
the look in their eyes, particularly Aton’s glare. He knew that Aton had an
especially hot temper, so he shook his head as a warning to be discreet with
their choice of words when speaking to a man that had Olar’s ear. They both
understood Davin very well, so they remained silent and let the wretched
creature talk to his heart’s content.


“Well,
it’s back to the trail again,” he said, tossing his head. The curls in his hair
bounced in the breeze as he turned up his nose. With his bad knees and the
delicate flowers, he mounted his horse as best he could. The slave already had
several baskets of fresh produce draped evenly on either side of his horse and
a thin piece of twine linked the basket handles, suspending them across the
horse’s back like saddlebags.


“Allow
me,” he said, as he passed beside the cousins. 


He
offered Briand a couple of copper coins, the smallest denomination. Briand took
the coins reflexively, holding them as if they were red-hot coals. After Trahan
left the garden and rode past the Arrow Gate, Briand threw them as far away as
he could. Two copper coins, American pennies, for two peasant boys. That is
what Trahan had thought. The man had no idea with whom he had spoken. To
Trahan, the coins were worth nothing, so the meager gift was simply symbolic.
It was no sacrifice to this man to press relatively worthless coins into the
hand of someone that he thought was a peasant. Trahan thought the coins would
be precious to a servant and would have been insulted to see the coins thrown
away. 


They
overtook Davin as he went toward home and silently walked beside him. Davin
continued talking about his fruit and flowers, oblivious to the silent anger of
the pair of young men next to him. He was not the man he used to be.


In
earlier days, Davin Matin, the leader of the clan, had been as confident in a
love for war as Briand was now, and he possessed extraordinary physical
strength, giving him an advantage as a leader among men. Brandishing his
battle-axe, he had distinguished himself in many battles and sieges. Aton’s
father had a talent for mechanical construction, but this resourcefulness had
been the beginning of his difficulties. During a long siege, he had invented a
machine and had done so by using fragmentary descriptions that he had seen in
ancient books. When completed, his machine cast large stones with great force
and accuracy against the opposing village’s walls. His inventive skills were
similar to Aton’s intellectual and creative talents, just as Davin’s physical
accomplishments were similar to Briand’s capabilities. After all, they were
blood relatives.


The
old warlord, Olar’s father, was pleased with Davin’s catapult, which promised
him a speedy conquest over his enemies and the destruction of their
strongholds. The men who had the hereditary command of the siege artillery,
which consisted mainly of battering rams, could not endure to witness another
man’s successful accomplishments, especially if he might be a rival for
attention from the warlord. They conspired, criticized him, and Davin fell into
dishonor. Secret messages from the old warlord assured him that this disgrace
was policy, and that he would recall him as soon as he felt himself able to
withstand the pressure of his trusted advisors. To the detriment of all the
clans under his control, the old warlord died soon after, and the present
warlord, Olar, succeeded.


Although
their families had been friends for generations, the new warlord had Davin
Matin arrested and given a heavy fine, which laid the foundation of debt that
had since been constantly increasing. The tribunal released him, but the court
did not permit him to approach Olar Regalyon for years, which was just long
enough for the men surrounding the new warlord to consolidate their power. In
the meantime, men with half his capability, but with a perpetual ability to
agree with everything related to the ruling family’s wants and desires, had
become the favorites in Olar’s realm.


He
did not compete for attention against Olar’s newest companions. It was pride,
and nothing but pride, that had kept him from the new warlord’s estate. Slowly,
but deliberately, he had sunk out of sight, occupying himself more and more
with mechanical inventions and with his own clan and stockade. Davin had come
to be regarded as no more than a farmer, but even now, he could not escape
danger.


His
simple nature attached the common people to him. Whether that was due to his
natural kindness, his real strength of intellect, and charm of manner, or
whether it was because of the honesty that he used to judge them, or whether it
was owing to all these things combined, it was certain that there was not a man
on the estate who would not have died for him. It was also certain that the
people of the entire district loved him. Instead of carrying disputes to the
warlord, plaintiffs would privately bring their arguments to him for judgment.


All
of that, as the warlord gradually became aware of it, agitated his jealousy and
anger, a resentment cunningly inflamed by Trahan, who kept track of the growing
debt, but Olar and his advisors hesitated to do anything against Davin, fearing
that the people would rise in rebellion. Therefore, Davin’s weakness was his
best defense. Olar soon forgot the matter and laughed at his own foolishness,
that he could be jealous of a man who was no more than a farmer.


The
rest were not so appeased. They desired Davin’s destruction. They hated his
popularity. They lost no opportunity to discredit him, and endeavored to
alienate the affections of the people by representing him as a conjurer, a
thing clearly proved by his contraptions, which were so clever that wizardry
must have helped design them. That could be a capital offense. The most
immediate and pressing danger was the old but mounting debt accounted for by
Trahan, which he might demand payment for at any moment. Therefore, the two
cousins found themselves without money or powerful positions in society.
However, under Davin’s personal attention, his walled estate, although so
carelessly guarded, had become a prolific garden. The best kinds of cattle were
abundant, the horses were healthy and in demand, and his crops were best in the
province. Yet there was no money because of the endless debt assessed against
him.


Aton
and his father were equally displeased with their stations in life. Aton was
intelligent, talented, respectful, and he knew that he possessed these
qualities. He extended respect to his fellow man in the warlord’s service and
any allied clans, but on most occasions, they returned his respect with
indifference. He felt utterly powerless. In the confines of the estate, the
servants and slaves alike would gladly run to do his bidding. Beyond the walls
of the enclosure, he was helpless. His manual labor, from farming to work in a
village, could produce nothing in a time when slaves or servants did almost all
the work. His hobby of inventing, his passion for philosophy, and his life as a
hunter in the woods was free, but not lucrative. The furs he sold simply
maintained him. It was barter for existence, not profit. He envied the hill
people in the surrounding area who roamed in comparative freedom, but they also
had no wealth. He could not become a merchant without money. Without money, or
personal influence that has the same effect, he could not enclose an estate and
build a house fit for marriage to a woman of a privileged family. He had little
hope to inherit the clan’s estate or his father’s legacy. His family was so
deeply in debt that on a whim, Olar might evict them at any time.


Slowly
the bitterness entered into the depths of his soul and solidified. The emotions
of hopelessness and helplessness embittered every waking moment. He was
becoming hateful from the feeling inside, the knowledge that he had talent that
only required opportunity. The feeling stung him like a wasp. The days went by
and everything remained the same. Continual brooding and bitterness in his
spirit was tarnishing the silver lining of his soul.


Finally,
the constant decline of his father’s reputation with the warlord and the
collateral effect that had on him was more than he could endure. Late one
night, in the darkness of his lonely room, Aton had decided with firm
resolution to travel beyond the confines of the walled enclosure and onto the
vast open water of the big lake, and venture into the world surrounding him.
That would involve separation from Esina, long separation, without any means of
communication. It was the thought of parting, not seeing the woman he loved
that had kept this secret desire suppressed for so long. Here, with his clan,
he had nothing to give her. For that reason, he felt ashamed of his lot in
life. In the end, the bitter taste of hopelessness forced him to face it. He
had begun the boat, but had kept his purpose secret from everyone except
Briand, and especially from Esina, just in case her tears or the heat from his
passion for her would melt his resolved spirit.


Initially,
Aton had considered two options of travel for an adventure away from the
familiarity of his home and the league of clans. The first consideration was to
travel by foot, the same as other hunters like him had done. This was a mode of
travel to which he was already accustomed. The second and less desirable of the
two choices was to travel away by merchant ship. The ship would require
payment, and as Briand had warned him, the crew might not be hospitable. If he
traveled by foot, he could not cross the lake or visit the unknown territories
on its opposite shore and the islands spread throughout. Fed by a large river,
the lake was enormous. To circumnavigate the shoreline of a lake that size on
foot could take years, if he survived. Therefore, he had cut down the cypress
tree and built the boat. He did not know where he would go or what he would do,
so he left his future up to fate. He still had no definite plan or destination.
Just to the lake and beyond, adventure awaited. He had heard that the large
lake was actually an estuary that connected to the ocean. Not having seen the
ocean, he was willing to take the risk that a current could sweep the boat away
to the coastline.


He
had often envisioned offering his services to a ruler of a distant empire, and
having some far away warlord accept him with the great praise that he obviously
deserved. He thought that he could reveal the inventions that he had designed
to a rival warlord, and then accept the enormous wealth to which his intellect
entitled him, for his innovative ideas. All too often, his euphoric thoughts
would betray him and he would try not to think of about rejection, ridicule,
and all the laughter that his tormenters might direct at him. Without money,
without an entourage of influential friends, how could he expect them to accept
his ideas or even listen to him? Still, he wanted to leave. He could not help
himself, because he thought that he had no future here.











CHAPTER SIX


While the winds of changing seasons bent the
trees above him, buds unfolded, and leaves expanded. Aton chopped and carved
through the long weeks of early spring. As his hands brought the shape of a
boat out of the rough wooden planks of a cypress tree, a map of the known
territories continuously crossed his thoughts and imagination. In his mind, he saw
the villages along the shores of the grand lake, their disorder, the weakness
of the social fabric, and among many other things, the misery of the slaves. At
any time, from the northern area and its vast forests, invading armies of rival
warlords or nomads might descend upon his region. In his imagination, he saw it
all and it fueled his desire for adventure. 


Thoughts
of joining a battle, the desire to conquer and pillage came to him with a
romantic light, but his father and cousin had distorted their fables of combat
from reality. Aton’s youthful mind did not understand that war was not
romantic. In that regard, he was just like his peers, yearning for battle to
prove his manhood, selfishly desiring the plunders of war regardless of the
hardships that armed conflict spreads across the land. So many young men before
him had run to the line of battle, directly into a skirmish, feeling as if they
were invincible because their cause was just. On the battleground, lucky
amulets, blessed by shamans, adorned their bodies, jingling from their clothes
or tinkling from around their necks and wrists as they ran into danger,
screaming their passionate cries of war, thinking and truly believing that they
possessed magic that could control the outcome of events and ensure their
bravery in battle. They never understood that they were not running toward
glory, into the arms of victory, but that they were actually running to their
demise, into the eternal embrace of death’s cold arms. Beyond the lake, Aton
thought that his future, his manhood, was waiting on a battlefield, but of all
the things that his clever mind had comprehended, the one thing he still did
not understand was that war only brings misery, heartache, and death. 


What
was there, behind the immense and uncharted belt of forest that extended around
the lake and beyond? Were the stories of gold, silver, and jewels true? Because
of these thoughts, Aton occasionally left the boat, and walking half a day into
the forest, reached a location from where, resting on the ground, he watched
vessels making slow progress by the use of oars, and some being drawn with
ropes by gangs of men or horses on the shore. Except for a few cottages where the
owners of the horses lived, there was not a town for at least half a day’s walk
from there. Under
the shade of tall trees, he would occasionally nap and always dreamed about
what waited for him on the other side of the lake. He would be the bravest
warrior; the richest warlords would seek his inventions, and he would return
home wealthy from the plunder of war. Under the dense tree canopy, he would
occasionally nap and always dreamed about what waited for him on the other side
of the lake. 


Aton
worked on, slowly building his boat. The days passed, and the boat was nearly
finished. In a day or two, he would launch it, and soon afterwards, he would
begin his voyage. First, he would see Esina once more, at the annual spring
festival. He would see her, but he would not say goodbye. She would not know
that he was going away until after he had actually departed. 


When
the boat was finished, Briand came to help him launch it, and they rolled it on
logs down to the place where the stream formed a pool. When it was on the
water, as Briand had predicted, it did not appear as buoyant as it should. It
was a crude boat and very ugly, too. Briand made a few offhand comments. He
also added insult to Aton’s injury when he said, “I told you so,” a few times.
Aton was so angry that he did not listen to anything Briand was saying. He
walked back to the spot where he had worked for so many months, sat down and
turned away from the water. His mind wandered away and he began to brood over
the pattern of unfortunate incidents that had preceded today as they had all
his life. It was not so much the actual circumstances that depressed him, but
that these conditions seemed to have accumulated and this comparatively little
annoyance was the tipping point for all his frustrations. In a fit of anger, he
wadded the parchment that he had used to illustrate the boat’s design and threw
it onto the water.


Briand
had followed him back to the construction site and sat on a pile of wood chips
next to his cousin. He offered to get into the boat to prove it would work, but
Aton, in his depressed mood, would not answer him. Briand returned to the pool
and after getting into the boat, rowed it up and down the stream. It floated
better than it looked. Upon his return, he tried to convince his cousin that it
floated perfectly well. Who would see him in it anyway? He pleaded with Aton
that the boat’s appearance did not matter, but the attempt was useless.
Although it worked perfectly well, it was just not the boat that Aton had
intended it to be. It did not come up to his standard of perfection. Briand was
annoyed at Aton's silence, so he left him to sulk alone. They said nothing
about it to each other until days later. 


Aton
did not go near the spot where he had worked so hard and so long, but at the
end of the week, Briand could not stand to see his cousin in a continual state
of depression. He took a family servant with him to look at the boat and
determine whether there were any cosmetic adjustments that he could make to it.
This meant that the boat was no longer a secret. They pushed it off the
riverbank and floated it a short distance downstream, rowed it near the shore
past a fallen tree, and then, with a rope, towed it back again. The boat was a
good one, and functioned perfectly well. Although Briand repeatedly tried to
talk with Aton about the vessel, Aton was stubborn. He would listen to nothing
and not only refused to talk about it, he did not intend to return to the
worksite. 


The
days came and went, and still Aton had not changed his opinion of the boat. He
had effectively abandoned it, but he had not abandoned the forest. Desiring to
continue brooding in solitude, Aton wandered aimlessly in the woods, until one
day he found himself on the path that led to a bay of the lake. Wandering to
the shore of the lake, he sat down and watched a vessel slowly sailing in the
distance with the west wind. The thought occurred to him that with the addition
of a sail he could venture much farther away from land. A sail might extend the
distance of his voyage, helping him return home that much quicker, and he would
not need to rely so much on the hard work of rowing. This realization
invigorated him. He returned, and at once resumed work on the boat. Briand,
finding that Aton was busy again, came to him and insisted on being allowed to
help. With Briand’s assistance, the work progressed rapidly. Briand used the
tools so skillfully that he accomplished more in a morning than Aton could in a
day. 


They
attached a mast, which was about the same height as the boat was long and made
from the trunk of an oak sapling. The sail, made of canvas, was not very high,
but was wide in order to catch the shifting winds. As constructed, it was not
well suited for running straight with the breeze, but it was for tacking
against it. 


Briand
was pleased with the appearance of the boat and tried to convince Aton of the
same. He was so pleased that, now and then, he would announce his intention of
accompanying Aton on his voyage. Briand’s enthusiasm for distant adventure soon
waned after a visit to a nearby village and a glance at the pretty smile of
another woman he had yet to add to his conquests. His resolution changed, but
he remained indecisive, at one time openly criticizing himself for enduring
such a life of inaction and disgrace and, at another, ridiculing Aton and his
adventurous aspirations. Over the next few weeks, they made the final
adjustments. The boat was ready for them to take to the lake.


The
original plan was to put it on a cart, but the shoddy wagons used in their
enclosure could not carry it, so they used a sled. Several times during the
journey through the forest, they had to stop the horses and cut the undergrowth
away so they could pass. Closer to the lake, near the end of the journey, they
had to fill a marshy area with fallen tree branches and bundles of shrubbery to
make a path over the mud. Those delays kept them from reaching the shore until
it was evening.


It
was a little inlet, but adequate to launch a boat. They left the boat there
with three slaves that they ordered to build a hut and protect the vessel. Aton
sent supplies the next day, and in the afternoon, they went back. They launched
the boat and went for a trial voyage. With a stiff wind, they skimmed swiftly
across the water, keeping close to the shore because neither man considered
himself a true sailor. A careful observation of their eyes, constantly and
quickly shifting to the seams between the long curved planks that shaped the
hull, revealed their secret trepidations. Each man wondered to himself if the
combination of pine tar and beeswax, which Aton had used to caulk the seams,
would hold true and keep the boat from leaking. It did, so they tested the
craft by tacking the boat against the wind, and went farther from the shore to
do so. The boat responded perfectly, and Aton was finally satisfied. He ordered
the servants to bring dried food and a supply of arrows to the hut. 


Originally,
Aton had intended to keep his journey a secret. However, the circumstances that
had arisen and the involvement of so many men had revealed his secret. Because
of this, his father summoned him into his chamber for counsel. 


Hushed
rumors had confirmed Davin’s suspicions of his son’s desire to leave without
telling anyone. His father, a wise man, gave him serious and excellent advice
against the gossip of his wish to go on a journey and adventure away from his
clan. Aton was the only son Davin had with his devoted wife, Treva, and because
he was the only son, everyone expected him to inherit the position of clan
leader someday. Although Briand was a capable person and considered the son of
Davin and brother to Aton, he was not actually Davin’s son; he was really the
clan leader’s nephew, only raised as a son. Briand was capable, but more so as
a warrior, and given the weak state of his once great clan, Davin thought it to
be prudent to shun conquest, assume a neutral political stance amongst the
clans and merely survive. Therefore, since Davin had a legitimate male child,
his choice for clan leader would have to be the intellectual, although hot
tempered, Aton, rather than a man of brute force and conquest like Briand. He
wanted Aton to avoid adventure and stay with his family and clan. He could not
promise Aton riches and adventure, but he could try to explain, using his life
experiences, that there could be happiness and subsistence at home, without wandering
away into the unknown. 


That
morning, Davin called Aton into his chamber, which at one time had been more
like a throne room, and discussed very warmly with Aton the subjects of journey
and adventure. It was not only the rumor of Aton’s passion to leave and seek
adventure across the lake, but also the additional gossip that Davin had heard.
The newest rumor was that Aton desired to prove his manhood in battle. He asked
his son what reasons he had for leaving his home and his family, where he would
one day lead the clan and have a chance for a peaceful life, in comparison to
the hardships of battle or the unknown perils that would accompany leaving the
relative safety of his home. He told Aton that only desperate men went abroad
for adventures. Desperation makes men seek fame far from the common road. He
warned Aton that a blind journey far away would present him with things that
were all either too far above him to reach or too far below him to tolerate.
Davin expressed that his choice in life was the median, the figurative middle
of the road, or life between the ditches. This was where he had found
satisfaction and he thought that should be perfectly suitable for Aton, too.
With a lifetime of experience, Davin considered this the best state in the world,
the most suited to his happiness, not exposed to the miseries and hardships,
the labor and sufferings of most people, and not embarrassed with the pride,
luxury, and ambition of the ruling family. He fully understood the perils of
blind ambition and the debt burden needed to achieve it. He told Aton that he
might judge the happiness of that state by one thing: the state of life that
most other people envied. Ambitious and greedy warlords, like Olar, had
frequently lamented the miserable consequence of their birth and the resulting
stress of their existence, which came from maintaining their position while
hiding from daggers and poison. Davin admitted to his son that he was satisfied
that fate had placed them in the middle of the two extremes, between the low
and the great, neither slaves nor warlords. He was content with having neither
poverty nor riches, a lesson he should have learned long ago. Although he had
made a terrible mistake by allowing himself to get into debt because he had
reached too high, exactly what he had just warned Aton against, he hoped it
would not be a permanent condition. If it took him the rest of his life to
become free of debt to Olar, he would accept that, because then he could pass
the unencumbered title of clan leader to his son, and in the meantime, he could
still enjoy his privileges in that position.


He
pleaded with Aton to believe him and to realize that the calamities of life
were shared among the upper and lower social stratifications, but that the
median had the fewest disasters, and he thought that position was secretly
envied by everyone. They were actually not subjected to as much strife and
discomfort as those who were, by indulgent living, luxury, and an extravagant
lifestyle on the one hand, or by hard labor, want of necessities, such as the
servant or slave with an insufficient diet and absence of nearly any kind of
material possession, on the other hand. 


Life
in the highest or lowest class created an existence in the polarizing extremes,
which brought anguish upon those who lived there through the natural
consequences of their way of living. The median of life was suited for all
kinds of virtue and all kinds of enjoyment. Peace and plenty were the
companions of a middle fortune. Temperance, moderation, quietness, health, all
agreeable diversions, and all desirable pleasures, were the blessings found in
the median, away from the ditches on either side of the road of life. That way,
people could go silently and smoothly through the world, not embarrassed with
either manual or intellectual labor. Not sold into a life of slavery, begging for
daily bread to eat, or harassed with bewildering riddles of politics and war,
which rob the soul of peace and the body of rest, or enraged with the passion
of envy, or the secret burning lust of ambition for great things that were
never enough, even after obtaining them. 


He
pressed Aton solemnly, and in the most caring manner, not to waste his youth
searching for things that did not exist. He told Aton that at home, he had a
relatively comfortable life, especially when compared to the hardships of
battle, and Davin begged him to stay. To protect Aton, he promised to groom him
for his future position as clan leader if he would stay and settle at home.
Finally, he told his only son that conquest could be fatal, and used his own
deceased brother for an example of someone to whom he had used the same sincere
urgings to keep him from going into the clan wars looking for loot and the
adventure of battle. Davin admitted that he had not prevailed against his
younger brother’s desires, which had prompted him to become a warrior. He
reminded Aton that soon after, a nomad had killed his younger brother in battle
and he still blamed himself for the loss. Although Davin said that he would
pray to the gods for Aton, he also said if he did take that foolish step, the
gods would not bless him or his journey away from his family.


 Aton
saw the way his father talked about his deceased brother, saw the tears that
ran down his father’s face and hid in his gray beard. When he had spoken of the
gods not blessing Aton, he had become so full of emotion that he broke off the
conversation, and told Aton his heart was so shattered he could say no more.


The
lecture moved Aton, but it was his father’s tears that affected him the most.
Before this morning, he had never seen his father, the clan leader and great
warrior, weep. At that moment, he decided not to think of going abroad any
more, but to settle at home according to his father’s desire. Then, only a few
days later that resolution evaporated. He loved his father, but still
considered that this life was not what he was destined for, because he had
higher aspirations. He chose the judgment of youth over the sensibility of his
father’s experience.


The
removal of the tools, his bow and arrows, and his spear attracted more
attention, but his father and mother said little and did nothing about it,
although they could not help but notice those preparations for departure. His
father ignored the activity, as did his mother. They were both very sad that he
had not heeded his father’s warnings and sound advice. Respectively, they
tended to the gardens and home, pretending to be busy. Aton was ready, and he
was only waiting for the annual springtime festival held at their warlord’s
estate, to pay a pre-departure visit to Esina Regalyon, the woman he loved.


——   ——   ——


In
the past, his clan’s location had given Davin a certain importance, more than
was due to the size of the estate, the number of his servants, or the clan he
controlled. During an invasion of the nomads, his stockade had borne the brunt
of the war, and its gallant defense had broken the nomads’ advance. So many
nomads had died trying to take the compound that the rest were discouraged and
only scattered bands continued onward. When the scattered and beaten nomads had
reached the village of Oberlin and continued advancing toward the warlord’s
estate, the old warlord, Olar’s father, crushed them with his armed forces,
effortlessly. For that service, Davin had received favors of privilege from the
ruling family. As it turned out, this proved to be a liability to him. His
privileges led him into a society that he could not afford because the expense
of pomp and circumstance was too great in comparison to his income. He was rich
with crops and cattle, but he had little money. He had spent unwisely, which
resulted in his impoverishment, mortgage, and debt.


Davin
had hoped to obtain the command of an army in the wars that broke out from time
to time. The plunder of war was highly profitable to the victor. Those around
him, all his peers, admitted that he was qualified for such a position. Those
who surrounded the ruling family, always jealous of ability and real talent,
collaborated to exclude him. Pride prevented him from acquiescing to their
conspiracy. He overcompensated by acquiring and displaying extravagance that he
could not afford. To keep himself noticed, he tried to flaunt himself before
the eyes of all. This did not last, and when his credit ran out, they forced
him to return humbly to his estate, which narrowly escaped forfeiture to his
creditors. That was when he resolved to stay away from the extremes in life and
set course for the figurative middle of the road, or life between the ditches.
Davin was not a skilled politician; he was a warrior and clan leader, but
lately he mostly commanded a garden. His estate was like a wounded animal
hiding near a pack of hungry wolves.


The
old warlord had prevented a humiliating end after such worthy service by paying
Davin’s creditors. To the very end of his life, the old warlord received him as
a friend, and listened to his counsel. The old warlord’s son, Olar Regalyon,
kept hope that some change in the balance of power would give him his
opportunity, and it happened when Olar’s father passed away. When Olar
succeeded, he was clever enough to know that the presence of capable men gave
his power stability. Therefore, like his father, he also consulted with Davin’s
wisdom and experience. Davin’s hopes had risen higher than before, but once
again, he was disappointed. The new warlord, Olar, himself incapable, learned
to dislike and distrust talent, intellect, and ability. The years passed, and
Davin’s position never changed. He strained his resources to visit the ruling
family as often as possible, hoping that eventually, a twist of fate would
await him, but it never happened.


There
had existed between the Regalyon and the Matin families the bond of friendship.
In the past, the usual presents passed between the houses at different
occasions throughout the year, but that slowly waned as the years went by.
Recently, the beauty of Esina Regalyon had attracted Aton. That attention was
responsible for bringing the two families back into communication, although
differently from in the past. Proud and still extravagant, Olar could not
understand his daughter’s feelings of affection for Aton. Olar’s wife, Nessa,
had a sympathetic heart for the two star-crossed lovers. It was no secret that
Olar did not condone the relationship; in fact, he had publicly disapproved of
it and had harsh criticisms for Aton. Davin had heard the rude comments about
his son and could only look at Olar with quiet disdain. Therefore, a certain
distance developed further between them.


In
social gatherings, people would constantly remind the warlord of the secret affection
between his daughter and Aton. He tried to ignore it. He never discussed Aton.
If guests incidentally mentioned Aton’s name, he tried to remain silent rather
than draw unwanted attention to the relationship that he had never condoned.
The truth was that he looked toward a higher social standing for Esina, so he
discouraged the visits of his family friend's son. In doing so, it did bother
his conscience, because he could remember when he and Davin were allies in
battle, and how Davin was the first to lead troops to his family’s assistance
in defense of the Regalyon estate. For his daughter, Olar still thought
Trahan’s son, Lanzo Brill, would be a better suitor.


Aton
was not blind to Olar’s rejection; he knew that he was not welcome. He
recognized the sense of restraint that prevailed when he was present. It hurt
his pride, and nothing but his love for Esina allowed him to rise against it.
The frustrating part of it was that he did not fault her father for desiring a
better alliance for his daughter. A rich man could provide both money and
status. Aton, the king of the forest, the owner of an ugly boat, had neither.
That was the strongest of the motives that had made him determined to seek the
unknown, to build the boat, and to venture on his journey with an eye open for
opportunity and any possible wealth that could bring.


Between
Aton and Briand, Esina’s father would even have preferred Briand as a suitor
for his daughter. He sympathized with Briand's spirit and admired his feats of
strength and dexterity with sword and spear as only a man experienced in combat
could do. He always welcomed Briand enthusiastically and gave him attention,
obviously more so than to Aton. This was one reason why Briand was determined
to accompany his cousin to Olar’s spring festival, thinking that if he was
there, he could occupy the warlord’s attention and therefore enable Aton to
have more opportunity to speak with Esina.











CHAPTER SEVEN


At the first light of day, on the morning
before the spring festival, Aton and Briand left together, heading through the
woods on their way to Olar’s estate, which was the location of the festival,
near the village of Oberlin. The two had ridden away from the enclosure early
that morning, and after one quick glance back at the closing gate, headed
toward the forest. Fresh from the stable, the horses were full of energy. A
turn of the road caused the trees on either side to eclipse, hiding the
palisade that they lived behind, and suddenly, they were alone in the dense woods.


Briand
rode his beautiful mare to the festival. He wore a wide brimmed hat, a jacket
with a high collar and fringe along the seams of the sleeves, and carried his
prized sword. The cousins had not always lived harmoniously, but in the time
shortly before Aton’s journey, Briand felt that he would truly miss him, and as
the day drew nearer, began to cherish the remaining time before Aton’s
departure. He secretly wondered if he would ever see Aton again, but he would
never admit it.


Aton
rode a smaller horse, useful, but not nearly the steed that his cousin had
mounted. He carried his bow, a hunting knife, and a quiver full of sharp arrows
fletched with red feathers. Aton liked to use bright feathers to distinguish
his arrows, red ones from male cardinals. During competitions, contest
officials had found his arrows with red feathers at the center of any target he
aimed for, and because of the exotic-colored fletching, all knew to whom the
arrows belonged. The warlord’s estate and the village of Oberlin were a full
day’s walk to the north, much too far to walk and still be able to enjoy the
festival’s levity, so they took their horses in order to save their feet. With
the exception of one long journey into the deep woods by Aton several years ago,
neither man had traveled farther away from their clan than the village of
Oberlin, so they considered it the last outpost of their civilization. Beyond
it, there was nothing but forest and the wild open plains, the home of the
nomads and hill people.


——   ——   ——


Several
years ago, on one distant expedition from his clan’s stockade, Aton had
traveled through an unfamiliar section of the forest. Days after he had
unknowingly passed Oberlin and Olar’s estate, he had not even realized how far
he had journeyed from home. After passing what felt like an endless repetition
of trees, he broke through a thick wall of saplings in the verdure and found an
old road splitting the forest in half. The fractured pavement went as far north
and south as he could see. The concrete valley beckoned to him, so he took to
it and walked an entire day looking for anything to verify what was under his
feet. He was stubborn and wanted actual proof that he had found the ancient
road of many legends. As he continued his exploration, the old metal signs
could not lie to him. Because he was literate and understood the ancient
writings, he used that knowledge to verify the road’s name. It was the old
American highway, Interstate 55, and he had really found it. Others had
referred to it using the same nomenclature, so when he found the old metal road
signs, there was no doubt in his mind as to what he was standing on. During his
expedition to that place, he could see that the width, thickness, and extent of
the ancient American road had vastly inhibited the growth of vegetation, which
would make travel, for either warfare or commerce, easily conducted when
compared to the crude dirt roads connecting many of the current population
centers. The old stories, the fables from around the campfire about the long
and ancient road, were actually true. Since that story was true, he could not
help but believe in so many other legends he had heard, about the lake and the
wealth waiting for an adventure seeker who could navigate across the dangerous water
and make it to the opposite shore, alive.


——   ——   ——


The
sun had already dried the morning dew. It was a beautiful, clear, and slowly
warming morning, and even Aton, burdened with a perpetually gloomy mood, could
not help feeling slightly cheerful because he knew that he would soon see
Esina. The thud of the horses' hooves on the dirt road kept time to Aton’s
heart, which raced with passion for her.


As
they passed, songbirds flew a little way back from the path and began to sing
again on their new perches. The whistling of other birds came from far away,
where there was a running stream. The melody of the morning songbirds became
fainter and fainter as they advanced farther from their enclosure. For a short
distance, the road remained broad, then it passed through the first thickets of
bushes and trees with immense masses of tangled undergrowth between thorny
bushes twisted and matted together, impervious above, but hollow beneath. Under
these, they could hear squirrels, rabbits, and other furry creatures of the
forest searching for food and shelter while scratching at the dead leaves that
had scattered all over the ground.


The
fresh green shoots of vegetation pushed their way through the dead foliage of
the previous year. Out from these bushes, a lone rabbit occasionally ran,
bounding across to the other side of the trail. In certain spots, where there
were fewer trees, and the forest chiefly consisted of bush, they could see a
short distance away on both sides, with a wide extent of blue sky above. Later,
tall trees succeeded the thorn bushes. There, the trees had grown close
together, leaving the forest floor under a perpetual shadow. 


Every
time the wind blew, they could hear branches creaking or rubbing against each
other. Had anyone attempted to walk into the forest there, the traveler would have
been immediately ankle deep in soft decaying wood and hidden from sight by
thick vegetation. Frequently, with a loud clatter of wings, birds flew away
from their perches in the trees as they passed by on their horses. Their calls
resounded continually as they flew on. It was evident that a large flock had
nested there.


Again,
the forest changed, and the road, passing onto higher ground, entered into a
different variety of trees. These, too, had grown thickly together. Blackberry
bushes covered the ground in open places, displaying the first sign of budding
flowers. Rabbits, which they saw again there, leaped into their burrows. The
passing of a skunk not far in front of them was the only thing at that point
that actually halted their travel. As the road began to narrow, they could not
conveniently ride next to each other. Aton took the lead, and Briand followed.
While Aton rode, he thought obsessively about Esina, his boat, the lake, and
the belt of forest that wrapped around it all.


As
they trotted along the dirt trail, a pheasant rose from the brush, noisily
thrashing its wings. It hastily flew in front of them and then down the road.
Aton, who had been looking very carefully into the trees on his right side,
suddenly stopped, and Briand, seeing this, pulled up as quickly as he could. He
thought that Aton simply needed to tighten his saddle girth. Briand wanted to
help him, but as he got closer, he saw the expression on his cousin’s face and
realized he had thought wrong. There was danger present.


“Is
there trouble?” Briand asked, turning around in his saddle as he gripped the
handle of his sword, still sheathed.


Aton
was silent. He held a finger to his lips, and looked at Briand in such a way
that made him understand not to make a noise. Aton quietly dismounted his
horse. It was trained to hunt, so it stood perfectly still and would remain
there until commanded to do otherwise. Briand reined back, still mounted on his
steed, and watched Aton bend and string his bow.


“Swamp
men,” whispered Aton, as he drew an arrow. In his belt, he carried two more
that were quicker to retrieve than from the quiver on his shoulder. “I think
someone is watching us.”


He
stepped off the dirt road and into a thin stand of trees near a willow bush.
Lying on the open ground was a throwing club. The hand of its owner had rubbed
the wooden handle smooth.


——   ——   ——


The
cannibals of the swamp made their throwing weapon from the trunk of a young
tree. They had designed it with a narrow, short handle, and a large, heavy end.
With it, they could bring down small game, like rabbits or squirrels, and even
break the legs of deer or occasionally stun large birds like turkey or
pheasant. Sneaking up through the thickets, the men of the glade rarely missed
when they threw their clubs. If not killed instantly, the game was stunned.
That could be better than hunting with a bow because, if wounded, a large bird
with an arrow in its wing would flutter along the ground and perhaps crawl into
the dense thickets or thorn bushes.


Stunning
it by the blow from a thrown club, the swamp men could pick up the wildfowl
without trouble and without the aid of a dog, and if it were not dead, they
would kill it by twisting the neck or cutting off its head with a flint knife.
Occasionally, when the cannibals found scraps of metal, they rubbed the edges
on rock until they were sharp, and they coated the sharpened metal with poison
for hunting wild beasts, and people, too. The metal tools made woodworking
easy. When metal scraps were scarce, they used large spalls of flint as cutting
tools to shape wood into throwing clubs. Flint was versatile and useful for
survival in the wilderness. Its two most common uses by clansman and cannibal
alike was to strike it against fire steel to bring dry tinder to flame, and
cutting flesh with its chipped edges. Any hunter could draw the sharp edge of
chipped flint across meat to slice it into thin strips for drying, but the
swamp men also used it as a weapon for murder. 


——   ——   ——


Whatever
the cannibal had hurled his club at had disappeared, and the club had fallen to
the ground near the bushes. A moment's reflection convinced Aton that the swamp
man had been hunting a pheasant. Only a few moments previously, a pheasant had
flown before them and then away, down the dirt road. Where there was one
pheasant there was usually a flock. Men of the glade were peculiarly fond of
pheasant, pursuing them all year long. Aton thought that the cannibal must have
passed them very recently, probably at dawn, and was very likely concealed at
that moment, nearby in the forest, perhaps even watching them. He looked
carefully around, but could see nothing. There were trees, but not one of them
was large enough to hide a man behind, and there was not sufficient vegetation
to conceal a man. His hunter’s eyes could detect nothing more. There were no
footmarks on the ground; the dry dead leaves from last fall would hardly have
left an impression anyway. Up in the trees, the branches were thin, and they
could see the sky through them. Whether a cannibal was lying in some slight
depression of the ground, or whether he had covered himself with dead leaves,
or whether he had gone on and was far away, there was nothing to show where he
had been or where he had gone. Aton was sure that at least one of them had been
there.


As
Aton was ambling back toward Briand, he was thinking of these inhuman savages
and the havoc they could create. This caused him great anxiety because he did
not like the idea of the barbaric creatures being so close to Esina. As
infrequent as those incidents could be in the woods, this seemed ominous to
Aton. The discovery of the presence of cannibals erased the beauty of the
morning. After hearing Aton’s explanation that the throwing club belonged to
the swamp people, Briand agreed with that conclusion, and said that they must
remember to warn others that the swamp men, whom they had not seen for some
time, were nearby. 


Soon
afterwards, they emerged from the dark trees and crossed a wide and sloping
ground where a forest fire last year had cleared away the underbrush. A lush
growth of grass was now springing up. There, they could ride side by side. The
sunshine poured down and birds were singing blissfully, but they soon passed it
and slowed their pace after entering another thicket of trees.


Tall
trees, with round smooth trunks, had grown dense on the dry and rising ground.
Their branches met above the dirt road, forming a continuous green arch that
shaded the two riders. Thick green vegetation filled the space between the
trees, and the road had vines growing across it intermittently. As they came
into that beautiful place, a white-tailed deer, startled by the men as it
quietly grazed in the grass, ran down the road, its swift leaps carrying it
away like silent gusts of wind, and just as swiftly, it left the road, bounding
into the vegetation and disappearing behind it. Squirrels ran up tree trunks as
the men approached. They could see many squirrels on the ground and in the
woods, and passed under others on the branches high above them as they heard the
percussion of woodpeckers, looking for a meal of bugs hiding under loose bark
of the trees in the distance.


Briand
saw a wild boar scurry away through the undergrowth, its thick skin impervious
to the thorny shrubs. They also passed several open fields. From one they
startled a few deer, whose tails were all that the cousins could see as they
bounded into the shade of the tall forest trees. After the open fields came the
tall oak trees, a sign they were close to their destination. When they emerged
from those trees, they saw the warlord’s estate.


The
ground suddenly sloped down into a river valley and a hill rose beyond it. The
stockade was on the hill, about halfway across the valley. To the left, a river
meandered past. To the right, the dark forest extended as far as the eye could
see. Servants and slaves had cleared the surrounding grassland of all but a few
bushes. This pasture was not enclosed. One of Olar’s herdsmen was there with
his cattle, sitting at the foot of a tree while the cows slowly grazed on the
green grass of the gentle slope below. On that pasture, carpenters were putting
the finishing touches on the elevated benches and various stages for use during
the spring festival. Soon, a throng of revelers, joyous villagers, and members
of visiting clans will populate the meadow, after evicting the cattle from
their home.


Down
in the valley the barrier began; it was long, but not wide. The enclosure
extended on the left to the bank of the river, and two fields on the other side
of it. Within the enclosures, corn shoots were green and flourishing; horses
and cattle were roaming about. The slave cottages were on the bank of the river
immediately beyond the estate. The surrounding forest enclosed the valley and
its occupants. As peaceful as the scene appeared, it had been the site of
furious fighting not many years ago. Occasionally, nomads traveled close by,
and the warlord’s ranks kept a cautious watch on both the enclosing wall and
the hills beyond.


They
rode slowly down the gentle slope, and in a few moments reached the outer
barrier. A guard had seen their approach and recognized them as they advanced
to the gate, which was opening for their arrival. 


Each
side of the gate’s double doors had a watchtower manned with two guards. The
guards in each lookout were armed, one with a spear, the other with a stout bow
and a stash of arrows. Between the guards in each post, they displayed an old
nonfunctioning firearm that Americans had manufactured. Both ancient weapons
were machineguns, each with an integrated bipod. The care and use of firearms
was lost long ago. In their current state of slow continual corrosion, those
old weapons could not have fired one cartridge, even if they had ammunition,
which they did not, because all of it had fallen victim to generations of heat
and humidly. Old weapons of war were mostly just symbols of power, a testament
to a clan or warlord’s readiness and unconditional willingness to engage in
battle, a distinct warning to those who approached a fortification, a monument of
caution for rival clans to stay away.


Inside
the gate, they dismounted and waited while a guard announced their entrance. A
few moments later, Aton noticed Esina waving at him. He waved back, but quickly
realized that she was walking with a man who was close to her side. It was
Lanzo Brill, Trahan’s son. Aton and Briand vehemently despised both the father
and the son, and it infuriated him to see his love, Esina, with such a vile
creature. Lanzo had seen her wave at them as they entered through the gate and
took her by the arm to lead her away. When he had steered her away, Aton’s
temper flared. Briand could feel the heat rising in his cousin and knew nothing
good could come from it. He put a firm grip on Aton’s shoulder and cautioned
him to act prudently because they were guests at the warlord’s estate.


Soon
afterwards, the reverberating sound of the guard's horn, from the watch over
the gate of the wall, announced that it was midday, and they all assembled for
the noon meal. Olar’s family home was a magnificent structure. Made of stone,
cypress logs, and mortar, the multistory structure gave the impression of
power, most likely the intention of its design. They met other guests on the
ground floor and an internal wall separated the room where the more distinguished
guests met from a much larger room of the grand home. 


In
the front, there were originally only two rooms. They had enlarged one of them
under the direction of Olar’s wife, Nessa, but even then, it was not large
enough for the ruling family and their servants during celebrations, so they
had begun to build a wooden shed directly next to it for the addition of
temporary space. Workers were still busy putting up that shed when they
arrived.


The
ruling family used the second room as the dining area on ordinary days.
Sunlight illuminated the room through a large window, now opened wide for fresh
spring air to enter. That window was Nessa Regalyon’s pride because it
contained a greater abundance of glass than any window in any other home that
she knew. The panes were not smooth; their wavy surfaces distorted the light
that shone through them. A glassmith had made it from melted beach sand
imported from the ocean’s shore. It was not transparent, merely translucent. It
admitted the light, but it was thick and difficult see completely through.


Light
from the open window illuminated a chandelier of ancient glass bottles that
dangled from string made with twisted fibers of hemp. It was an assortment of
colored glass containers of varying shapes and sizes, which hung from the
home’s main crossbeam so that any gentle breeze would sway it and cause it to
turn. Colored light would reflect from it and dance on the ceiling and walls.
On a bright and breezy day, the reflected specks of tinted brilliance would
decorate the walls and ceiling with a twirling burst of colors, like a swarm of
manic fireflies. 


The
servants had adjusted and arranged the tables so that they were in an open
square. Olar and Nessa’s oak chairs faced the window, the guests sat at the
other tables sideways to them, and the servants moved on the outside and placed
the food before them without creating an inconvenience. Nessa had placed the
fourth table in the corner, between the fireplace and the window. The head housekeeper,
now gray and aged, sat at it.


Other
guests had already arrived. Some had ridden a great distance to be present.
They were all members of ruling families from the league of clans, and were
richly dressed. One or two of the eldest were wealthy and powerful men, and the
youngest was the son and heir to a recently annexed clan. Each had come with
their own entourage. 


Young
Lanzo Brill had at least two dozen slaves attending to his needs, and several
friends from distant clans accompanied him that night, all of them lodged in
the local village. His friends took their meals at Olar’s home at the same time
as the others, but due to the lack of room, they ate apart from the group, by
themselves, unencumbered with the strict protocol usually practiced in Olar’s
presence during such a formal event. Of all the men present, Lanzo thought of
himself as the most gallant and noble. Privilege can cause unbridled arrogance.
His dark eyes and hair, prominent chin, and unblemished skin formed the very
image of what many women look for in a man, but it was his bright, lively
conversation, the way in which his slightly tanned complexion glowed with
animation, the bold confidence and generous warmth of his disposition that drew
women toward him.


With
such a reputation, backed by the great wealth and power of his father Trahan,
other clansmen, even members of the warlord’s extended family, competed with
each other for his friendship, and therefore the influence that would come with
it. He was overwhelmed with attention and was often plagued with almost as large
a crowd as had surrounded Olar, the very host of the spring festival. He took
the chair next to where Esina would sit. He had been paying her unrelenting
attention all morning long, just as his father had instructed him to do. Esina
laughed unenthusiastically as she sat next to Lanzo. She was not entertained by
his humor, or smitten by his charm.


Etiquette
usually placed the elder men nearest the host, but to the astonishment of all,
Olar invited Briand to sit by him. Briand could not understand that special
mark of favor. The others, too proud for a moment to resent what they might
have deemed a slight directed at them, at once began to search their minds for
a reason. They knew Olar as an experienced plotter. So they started rumors,
whether intended or not, about that gesture, a slip in well-understood
protocol.


Aton
was crowded out and disregarded by the seating arrangement that forced him to
sit at the end of the table. It was only a short distance between him and the
warlord’s entourage, and he could overhear their talk among themselves, even if
whispered. Because of this social obstruction, he had merely shaken hands with
Esina, each holding the other’s hand with a loving pause as they did. With
Olar’s encouragement, the crowd in attendance and Lanzo’s persistent
interference had prevented the exchange of a single word between him and the
woman he loved. As usual, the feelings of rejection that he had brooded over
for so long, real or imagined, rose up from that dark place that was already so
full of anger and resentment. The heat from this antagonism burned his soul.


His
seat, the lowest and the nearest to the servants, was a mark of the low regard
that Olar held for him. The warlord had actually placed Lanzo next to Esina, as
a direct encouragement to him, and a hint to Aton of her father’s wishes. Lanzo
had been to the warlord’s family estate many times, and he was already judged
an acceptable suitor by Esina’s father, in spite of his eldest daughter’s
feelings for Aton. Unbeknownst to Esina and her father, Lanzo’s presence,
although he was delighted with her beauty and conversation, was entirely due to
the will of his father, who wished to maintain friendly relations with the
warlord, influence him, and increase his power and control in hope that one day
his son might become the warlord. Trahan wanted Lanzo to attain the authority
of a ruler by any means necessary and at any cost. 


Lanzo
understood his father’s wishes, so he regarded Esina as a tool to acquire
power. Esina, knowing that her father was watching her actions, dared not look
toward Aton, because by an accidental movement or untoward glance, she could be
the cause of her father asking him to leave. She knew that her father only
needed an excuse to interfere and was anxious to avoid offering him the chance.


Aton,
after seeing her glance bent downwards, away from him and more toward Lanzo,
concluded that she might be attracted to that obnoxious man. To add insult to
injury, Esina had placed a courtship orchid in her hair, a custom that
indicated she was actively seeking suitors, desiring marriage, but only a
matrimonial union with the approval of her father. He felt discarded,
worthless, and ignored once more. He was only an archer, a hunter, maybe just
the son of a gardener. Angry and jealous, Aton was barely able to remain at the
table. He was beside himself, in an almost catatonic state because of these
horrible feelings that the constant affronts had summoned from the depths of
his angry soul. He did not answer or make note of the remarks of the entourage
sitting by him, who already considered him worthless.


For
the event’s sake, he put his lips to his cup and posed that way as he brooded,
but he drank nothing and ate nothing. He could not swallow because of the
sickness brewing in his stomach. He started to doubt the idea of his boat and a
voyage away. Even if he succeeded, years would have to elapse before he could
accomplish anything substantial, while here were men who already had wealth and
power, like nothing that he could ever even imagine possessing.


The
meal went on, and the talk became noisier. They served the guests chicken,
lamb, beef, and a rare and special treat because of the difficulty in acquiring
it, alligator tail. All the food on the table repulsed him. He did not drink
either, other than the occasional obligatory sip of the wine, costly as it was
because the warlord had it shipped from across the lake. The risk of pirates
stealing all of a merchant’s cargo was very real and had rendered the wine even
more expensive. 


Slowly
the time went on, and Aton glanced more and more often at the sky that he could
see through the window. He eagerly yearned to escape or at least to be alone.
At last, Olar rose; the rest immediately did the same, and they drank to his
health and the expansion of his dominion. While looking at Lanzo, he thanked
everyone for attending the meal, and then excused all of his invited guests.
The women left the table, with Lanzo escorting Esina, shortly thereafter.
Briand escorted the warlord’s wife. He was in the best of moods, being well fed
and full of drink. 


Lanzo
had just returned, because he had gone part of the way toward Esina’s room, and
after realizing this breach of etiquette, had gone back to the group. Lanzo
took his chair and placed it beside Briand. Briand’s stomach turned, but he
tried not to show his disgust for Lanzo. Around them, the rest gradually
grouped themselves, so that Aton, who had not moved, found himself sitting
alone at the extreme end of the table. The servants who had dined at a separate
table left the room when the cooks brought in the wine. The talk now became
extremely noisy, and tobacco smoke filled the air. Suddenly Aton realized that
because he was sitting alone he would attract attention. Therefore, he moved
his chair to the edge of the group, but remained silent and as detached as
ever. The arrival of more guests caused a commotion, so he took that
opportunity to leave the room in the midst of the clamor.


He
wandered toward the main gate, passing the wooden shed where the clink of metal
hammers resonated. He glanced at the sundial, which showed it was halfway to
evening, and went out into the gardens. Walking farther, he descended the
slope, not paying attention where he was going, and took the road that led into
the village. It consisted of at least one hundred or more houses, built of wood
under thatched roofs, placed randomly on the bank of the stream. Only one long
street ran through it.


Citizens
of Oberlin inhabited all these homes. At the sound of the bugle, Olar could
rely on hundreds of men flocking immediately to guard the walls of his estate.
Not long after, more would arrive from farther away, and by nightfall, local
shepherds would arrive, greatly increasing the number of men inside the
enclosure. In addition, the armed servants of the house, the warlord's personal
attendants, and the men who formed his entourage, could also answer the call to
arms. Altogether hundreds of well-armed men, battle ready, could arrange
themselves beneath his banner. 


Laborers
had made two of the buildings in the town from brick, and not far apart. One
was the tax house, Trahan’s office, where all merchants or traders paid their
tribute to the warlord. The other was the council house, where Olar, but
increasingly Trahan, sat to administer justice and send criminals or political
enemies to the gallows; however, the dungeon was the cruelest fate of all. The
village’s buildings always seemed new because fire easily destroyed the wooden
structures. That had happened twice recently; fire had laid half the town to
ashes, but the houses rose again in a few weeks because trees and lumber were
so abundant and so easy to access. Near the doors of the two inns, groups of
people gathered. Among them were the servants of the visiting clansmen. The
place was full of them; horses filled the stables, and they posted their mounts
under the trees and even in the street.


With
every passing moment, the numbers increased as others arrived. Some men arrived
on foot, traveling together for mutual protection because the feuds of their
masters exposed them to frequent attack. To preserve peace in the enclosure,
the guard at the barrier had disarmed most attendees and had inventoried their
weapons. 


Everyone
was watching the descent along the forest road of three covered wagons in which
women from surrounding clans were traveling. Some of the youngest and boldest
rode on horseback. Women primarily moved in those kinds of wagons, which were
designed for comfort, and were necessary to sleep in when camping in the
wilderness. No one noticed Aton as he went by, except a group of young girls
and the slave of a privileged family, visiting the estate with her master. He
heard the traveling women allude to him, so he quickened his pace, but heard
another one say, “He must be a servant.”


A
woman replied, “No, he’s not. That’s Briand’s cousin. His father, Davin Matin,
is their clan’s leader.”


“He
could wear better clothes.”


Another
woman facetiously added, “Maybe he wants to be a slave. Women like a man with
dirty fingernails.”


There
was another round of laughter at his expense. Although Aton had already turned
his back to the wagon, each time another round of laughter drifted his way, he
turned his head just slightly and sneered. It did no good. The gossiping
continued.


“I
know someone who likes his cousin.”


“Yes.
Briand is a real man. There is more than one set of pretty eyes on him.”


Aton,
ashamed and annoyed, walked quickly away. The gossiping woman was correct in
her assertion. It seemed that all of the most desirable women were attracted to
Briand. The latest rumor was that Olar’s youngest daughter, Malina, had taken
an interest in Briand, which was the secret reason why Olar had shown Briand so
much attention, even more than he had given to Lanzo. In Olar’s eyes, Briand
fit the standard for approval.


Aton
knew the extraordinary influence possessed by women of rank and position.
Although every member of the ruling family must learn to read and write, the
men could hardly do either. Almost without a single exception, women drew up
all political correspondence, diplomatic documents, and court notices. They
knew the secret, hidden motives of courts, understood political rumors, and had
a great advantage over the opposite sex. They could use their knowledge without
personal fear since men never seriously interfered with women because a society
of disposable men always protected them.











CHAPTER EIGHT


Aton was outside the village, alone in the
field that bordered the stream. He knelt and drank from it with cupped hands.
He was going to climb the hill beyond to seek the solitude of the forest, and
had already reached the barrier at that side when he remembered that etiquette
demanded the presence of guests during a meal. He hurried back and found the
estate’s lawn crowded. Inside the home, guests could barely move around because
of all the people socializing in huddled whispers of gossip, no doubt talking
about Aton, too. The servants and slaves tried to pass politely around the
groupings.


Slowly
and patiently, he made his way to the upper floor and entered a room occupied
by Nessa and some of the privileged guests of the festival. They were drinking
chicory prepared from its root, fresh milk, or wine. Butter, honey, and bread
were also on the table. Nessa sat alone, and the guests stood where they
pleased, some choosing to lean casually against the wall. Formality had waned
throughout the afternoon. While socializing, the guests were free from the
restraint of mealtime etiquette. They did not consider it necessary to sit in a
designated location. The guests helped themselves, or waited until the servants
came to them with wooden trays piled high with food. 


Although
so near Esina, Aton did not succeed in speaking to her. With Olar’s blessing,
Lanzo still captured her attention whenever other people were not talking with
her. Aton found himself exactly as he was at the noon meal, outside this social
circle. There was a buzz of conversation, but the guests did not address a word
of it to him. Dresses and shoulders brushed against him, but none of the guests
seemed concerned enough with his presence to even acknowledge his existence.


Pushed
by the jostling crowd from the center of the room, Aton sat down, glad to rest
at last behind the open door. Forgotten and ignored by the crowd, he looked
around as if it were a daydream, only regaining focus at moments when he heard
Esina’s lovely voice. A servant came to him with a tray, and he took some honey
and bread. Almost immediately afterwards, another servant came and presented
him with a plate of food and a cup of fine wine. The servant bowed, lowered her
eyes, and said, “From Nessa.”


Aton
rose and bowed to his host. She smiled and nodded. The circle, whose members
had looked to see who she had bowed to, turned away, not acknowledging him.
Guests considered it very prestigious to receive a special plate with wine or
food from the host, and that plate was special, almost priceless, as Aton saw
when his confusion had abated. It was a rare ancient ceramic piece, a precious
and irreplaceable relic. The ornate glazing was magnificent; it would be better
to use such a thing as art rather than for dining. Owners treasured them as
heirlooms and, if one was ever broken, obviously they could never replace the
attractive dish. Nessa, the festival’s mistress, had glanced around the room
and finally noticed Aton sitting in the obscure corner behind the door. She
remembered, and her conscience agreed, that his family was their ally and sworn
friend, even if from years ago. The fact remained that without Davin Matin’s
help, she could very well be dead from a nomad’s spear.


She
knew far better than her husband did just how deeply her daughter loved Aton.
Better perhaps, than even Esina herself knew. She, like her husband, had higher
aspirations for their daughter, but her heart was stronger than her ambition.
The offer of wine was nothing that special, but she openly and courteously
acknowledged him, and fully expected that Aton would respond courteously to the
distinct invitation to come stand by her for at least a moment’s conversation.
He did not come. New guests and the duties of hospitality distracted her
attention, and she again forgot him as the others had already done. He was more
offended than pleased by her attempt at kindness. It seemed to him like a bone
thrown to a dog. He preferred that she regard him in such a way that would not
require special favors. Her gesture, although with good intentions, had
increased his discontent. 


The
afternoon conversation with food and wine came and went and so did the evening
meal. The event tested his patience, which strained his temperament. He felt
his anger begin to rise again. He slipped away at the first opportunity and
wandered back and forth on the lawn, now wet with dew. On his return, he asked
a servant to show him to his sleeping quarters, but it was some time before
they could attend to him. He stood alone while others, those who had bribed the
servants with silver coins, went first. 


The
house was so overflowing with guests that even the most esteemed visitors could
not be accommodated within the home, and only the women could find sleeping
room there. Because of the deep generational friendship between Aton’s family
and that of Esina’s, Aton and Briand got the privilege of staying inside the
Regalyon home. Briand would share the room with Aton, but Aton heard his cousin’s
loud voice from afar, trading inflated stories of battle and conquest, so that
for a while, Aton had the room to himself. The room pleased him. When he had
visited this place as a young boy, he had always slept in that same room. He
could still remember when he had first come through the forest, alone and
afraid, but determined to venture. He closed his eyes and thought of the first
time he had traveled there unaccompanied. He had enjoyed the fall sunshine on
the red and brown leaves of the forest as his horse trotted along, until he got
so deep into the woods that it seemed just as far to go back as to continue. He
had slept in that room as a young boy, after traveling so far alone, and had
slept in that same room every time since. There, in that very room, he had
listened in the early mornings for Esina's footsteps as she passed by his door.



Now
he sat down by the open window. It was a brilliant moonlit night, and he heard
songbirds in the darkness. To the left he could see the beautiful moon, to the
right, the forest; all was quiet there. He began to think about his future
voyage across the lake, which he had been preparing for so long, and wondered
if he went on the risky expedition, if he would ever sleep there again, so near
to Esina, the one he loved. A battle raged in his thoughts, and he asked
himself if it might be better to be poor and despised, but near her, rather
than to attempt such a journey, especially as the probability of success, and
maybe survival, was against him. He finally reckoned to himself that he could
not stay; he must do it, and he tried to suppress the doubt that had reared its
ugly head from the depths of his mind. Then he remembered Lanzo; he remembered
that not once on that day had he exchanged one single word with Esina, beyond
his first greeting to her. Then he reluctantly questioned Esina’s actions of
the evening, such as wearing a certain type of orchid that in clan tradition
was intended to show a desire for courtship, but ignoring him all evening long.
She could have easily chosen to spend time with him, or arranged a stealthy
meeting away from watchful eyes, yet she did not. Then, was it worthwhile to go
on such a dangerous journey for her sake?


As
he sat alone in the room, the sound of the door suddenly creaking open startled
him. Before he turned to look at the doorway, his mind raced to a euphoric
thought: it must be Esina; she had successfully sneaked away from prying eyes
to have a romantic rendezvous with him. He turned and his heart dropped. It was
not Esina. He did not recognize the strange man, who appeared to be
intoxicated. The intruder seemed to be just as surprised, with his eyes as wide
as his belly was full of wine and ale. 


He
was an older man, bald, and very overweight. In his haste to apologize while
exiting the room, the stranger dropped his armful of possessions. He gathered
them quickly and left as fast as he could waddle away. Aton rose to shut the
door and saw something that the man had dropped, now partially hidden in the
corner, behind the shadow of the door. It was a large rolled manuscript tied
with a ribbon. Curious, Aton undid the fastening and unrolled it. In addition
to paragraphs of mysterious writing, it had many diagrams. It was a map and a
document of incantations, as stated at its beginning, written by someone whom
the nomads had captured and enslaved for many years. The slave had observed the
customs of their religions and their superstitions. He had witnessed the
sacrifices to their gods. He had observed their technique of enchantment. As
described in the document, the nomads would repeat certain verses, and then
with a steady gaze, they would became filled with the power of spirits. He understood
the meaning of a few of the signs, but the others were unknown to him. Several
pages of explanation were at the end of the rolled manuscript. They described
the demons believed in and worshipped by the nomads, demons that haunted the
woods and swamps. Only charms blessed by a nomad priests could offer
protection. There were also demons in the streams, demons dwelling in the
center of the swamp, demons that could travel only in the moonbeams, and others
that floated before the stormy winds and hurled the lonely wanderer to
destruction or crushed him with overthrown trees. In proof of this, according
to the written narration, the monk had asked the captured servant if he had
heard of huge branches falling from trees without visible human intervention,
suddenly and without warning. It had often happened with trees in calm weather,
falling with a crash to the forest floor and causing death to those who
happened to be passing underneath. According to the parchment, demons had to be
the explanation.


Aton
pored over the strange diagrams, striving to understand the hidden meanings;
some of which he thought were alchemical signs, and related to the making of
gold, especially because the prisoner’s manuscript stated that the nomads
possessed much more of that metal in their tents than he had seen in the
possession of a conquering warlord. Whether they had a gold mine from where
they had extracted it, or whether they had the art of transmutation, he did not
know, but he had heard allusions to the wealth that lucky adventurers had found
in the ancient cities, which he thought to be mystical places. On the back of
the document was a map or a warning, he was not sure because maybe it was both.
The cartographer had roughly outlined Lake Pontchartrain with an indication of
where the ancient city of Baton Rouge was located under a swamp. At that
location on the map, there were symbols for precious metals and jewelry,
infused with a warning of great danger and cautions to stay away for fear of
death. Tiny sketches of skeletons accentuated this warning, maybe for the
illiterate who were so common. 


According
to the document, at the site of that ancient city, an oozy mass exhaled a gas
so toxic that no living thing could endure it. The black water surrounding it
had a dark floating scum, which bubbled up from the putrid mud of the bottom.
The wind collected the rancid fog and brought it together as a low cloud that
hung over the place. The vile mist stayed within the confines of the marsh.
There was never any wildlife under the cloak of that deadly haze. 


The
mysterious document enthralled Aton. It seemed to confirm all of the legends
that he had heard regarding the lake’s hidden dangers, mysteries that sailors,
treasure hunters, and fugitives already knew. He had heard tales of places
where slime coated aquatic plants, which were noxious to the touch, but there
was one place where even those did not grow. At that location, there was
nothing but an oily liquid, black and rank. There, the fog sometimes hid the
sun when it was thickest, but to enter the fog at that viscosity would be
fatal. Since generations ago, there was an immense rottenness festering under
the stagnant water, which had sunk down into the ground, penetrating the earth
and fouling it in perpetuity.


Old
stories said that many men, motivated by greed, had perished in the attempt to
enter that forsaken place. Because those tales were so common around
communities of the lake, there was no disputing that untold treasures lay
hidden in that region, abandoned long ago, but guarded by things more terrible
than any nightmare. In the midst of summer, after long hot days become the
norm, the deadly fog rose and dissipated into the sky, and then through the
dispersed and rising haze, adventurers might find an entrance, but always at
the cost of illness. If the explorer was unable to leave before the cool of
night, his death was certain. Rumors said that some bold and adventurous men
had succeeded in getting gold, silver, and jewels, but since then, the marsh
had become more dangerous, and its perniciousness increased year by year as the
stagnant water penetrated deeper into the bowels of the earth. 


The
superstitions of the less intellectually capable said that demons resided in
those swamps, and at night, daring explorers could see fiery shapes, which to
the ignorant confirmed their superstitions. The fog, where it was most dense,
could burn and these flaming clouds floated about hauntingly. The foolish might
then see, in the glowing haze, the outline of demons and fiery ghosts. To a
lesser extent, the same thing had taken place with other flooded ancient
cities. There were not always swamps, but the sites were uninhabitable because
of the foul and sometimes fatal fumes seething from the ground around the
ruins. Therefore, people avoided them. The hunters in the woods even avoided
the spot where a single house had existed.


Sickness,
fever, and chills were often the result of contact, unintentional or otherwise,
with an ancient habitation. The ground could not be cultivated near the ancient
towns, because it caused sickness, too. No sooner did the plow or spade turn up
an ancient site than something primeval and devious condemned a person with
illness. If a hunter, when setting up camp for the night, stumbled on so much
as a crumbling brick, they would hastily leave and travel a safe distance away.


Aton
continued peering at the old parchment as if it were a window to another world.
He noted its warnings because they were a serious caution to those who might
travel there. Aton could see that the only way to get near the ancient city was
by boat, so he tucked that piece of advice into the back of his mind. The lake
was large, so he thought his chance of stumbling across this forbidden zone was
not that likely.


When
Aton finally looked up, the oil lamp was low, and the moonbeams had entered the
window and fallen upon the floor. From the window, he could see a long white
ghostly line of mist where a stream ran at the base of the slope near the
forest. There was only the sound of a horse outside the window. Perplexed after
poring over that mystic scroll full of demonic signs and hysterical warnings,
neither of which Aton believed in, he went to his bed, and being extremely
tired, instantly fell asleep. 


In
his unsettled state of mind, he had not noticed the books on the table. Rare as
they were, owners did not usually put their books on the tables of guests, and
at an ordinary time, he would certainly have thought it peculiar. The fact was
that Esina, who all day he had inwardly accused of forgetting him, had placed
them on the table with her own hands. She had very recently bought the books
from a merchant who had come from far away. She knew that Aton had read every
scrap of writing there was in her home, and thought that these other books might
interest him, too. Not aware of her gesture, Aton fell asleep, angry and bitter
toward her. 


Soon
afterwards, Briand staggered into the room. The aroma of ale floated behind him
like an invisible cape. Regardless of his mighty strength, intoxication, and
the clumsiness that had accompanied his excessive drinking, he carelessly
picked up the delicate roll of papers. Briand glanced at them without concern,
maybe even with contempt, then flung them down and immediately was sound
asleep. 











CHAPTER NINE


Early the next day, another feast began in the
open air. While the banquet was still progressing, a selected group assembled
for a procession, and just after noon, at the sound of the midday horn, Olar,
with his lovely wife beside him, started to march. With a battle-axe in his
hand, he walked with his fully decorated warhorse. On his right was his family
flag, suspended from a long pole. Some distinguished warriors followed closely,
organized by rank. Immediately after walking through the gate of the enclosure,
the gathering crowd surrounded the procession, throwing spring flowers before
their warlord and his wife. The route was through the town, where Olar stopped
and pardoned all citizens, except those guilty of a capital offense. Then he
went to the field just beyond. Instantly, music began to play and the feast
really commenced. Innkeepers freely distributed ale. Carts came down from the
warlord’s estate, loaded with food. Olar and Nessa returned by the same road to
the enclosure, after wishing everyone happiness. They were just in time because
the domestic slaves were serving the evening meal.


Later
that evening, there were horse races and athletic competitions, and the
revelries continued far into the night. The following day, early in the
morning, the guards opened the barriers again, and competition of skill with
blunt swords and wrestling began, continuing almost until sunset. On the
morning of the next day, there was a mock battle between teams of men armed
with shields and sticks instead of swords. The final day was for Aton. He had
waited ever so eagerly for that day, the day of the archery competition. 


All
along the green meadow beneath the enclosing wall stretched tiers of benches
and booths, one above the other, which were for the clan leaders and rich
merchants from near and far. No one except specially invited guests were to sit
there during the games. The noise of many voices talking and laughing came from
the elevated stands, and attendants ran in and out like ants from an anthill.
At the end of the archery range, near the target, was a raised seat decked with
ribbons, scarfs, and garlands of flowers, for Olar and Nessa Regalyon, who had
not yet arrived. The range was forty paces broad. At one end stood the target,
at the other, a tent of striped canvas. From the poles of that tent fluttered
many colored flags, streamers, and various clan banners and pendants. In that
pavilion were casks of ale and plenty of food, free to any of the competing
archers who might wish to quench their thirst or satisfy their hunger. Across
the range, opposite the raised seats for the upper class and special guests,
was a railing to keep the common people from crowding in front of the target.
Already, even though it was early, the benches were beginning to fill with
people of quality, or rather, people with political connections and money, who
kept constantly arriving in little carts or upon elegant horses that pranced
vivaciously to the tinkle of bells on their bridle reins. Behind them came the
poor, who sat upon the green grass near the railing that kept them off the
range. In the great tent, the archers gathered, some talking loudly of their
skill, some looking intently at their bows and arrows, drawing a string with
their fingers to see if it was frayed, or inspecting their arrows, shutting one
eye and peering down a shaft to see that it was not warped, but straight and
true. Never had there been such a company of competing archers as were gathered
at the warlord’s estate that day. The very best archers of all the surrounding
clans had come to this year’s spring festival.


Honored
guests, traveling merchants, and ruling families filled all the benches, and
then the warlord himself came with his wife. Olar rode with a stately
appearance on his horse, as did Nessa on her brown filly. Upon his head, Olar
wore a purple felt cap, and on his shoulders, a purple robe, all trimmed with
mink fur; his jacket was white linen, and his shoes were black leather suede. A
golden chain hung around his neck with a pendant that anybody with a sense for
high fashion and expensive jewelry would best describe as something only a very
wealthy man could afford. Nessa was dressed in blue linen, all trimmed with
flamingo’s down. This bird was so rare that its pink feathers, as fringe on
clothing, indicated how special the person wearing it was, and how significant
the occasion was, too. They made a gallant sight as they rode along beside each
other. Then all the people rose and shouted for the tournament to commence, so
that their voices sounded like a storm upon the coast, like the dark waves that
cascaded upon the ocean shore and broke, surging amid the sand and rocks.
During the roaring and the surging of the people and the waving of scarfs, Olar
and Nessa came to their place, where guards providing their security with sword
and spear stood about waiting for them. Getting down from their horses, they
mounted the broad stairs that led to the raised platform, and took their seats
on two thrones decorated with colorfully embroidered cloth and tasseled fringe.



After
Olar and Nessa sat down, Olar signaled the announcer who blew mightily into an
ox horn and sounded three blasts that came echoing cheerily back from the gray
walls of the enclosure. Then the archers stepped forward to their places, while
all the onlookers shouted with a mighty voice, each spectator calling upon his
favorite. 


Aton
had no one to encourage him except for Esina, who silently waved a red scarf,
the color of his fletching, instead of openly cheering for Aton and urging him
to do his best. Briand’s singular voice was lost in the crowd.


While
the field crew set up ten targets, each bearing the pennant of a different
clan, the announcer loudly proclaimed the rules of the game. 


“Each
man will shoot three arrows at the target that bears the colors of his clan
until the three best bowmen in each clan are chosen. These three will shoot
three arrows each, and the one that shoots the best from each clan will win and
will represent their clan under their banner. The top archers from each clan
will then shoot three times. After this, the top three archers will continue.
These three final contestants will again shoot three arrows each, and the one
who shoots the best will have the first prize.”


The
warlord leaned forward, looking intensely among the group of archers to find
whether Aton was among them. In the crowd, he was indistinguishable from all
the others. Olar knew that Aton was a skillful archer, but at this festival,
and while his preferred suitor for his daughter’s hand in marriage was in
attendance and also escorting Esina to this event, he did not want Aton to even
place with the finishing contestants. All of his daughter’s attention should be
on Lanzo and his accomplishments, wealth, and political success. Olar had even
considered rigging the event to ensure that if Aton competed, he would fail,
but Olar and his advisors could not determine a covert way to ensure Aton’s
loss. At one point he even considered bribing Aton to leave, but that overt
gesture might bring with it grumblings of discontent from the lower classes
because of Aton’s father’s popularity with the common people.


The
contest began, the archers shot, and Aton steadily advanced. Of all the men
that continued, there were no surprises because all of the archers in the
surrounding clans understood each other’s reputations. 


Under
a red banner, Aton advanced to the final three contestants. One of his
opponents shot under a banner of green, and the other had a black banner. Green
was to shoot first. 


With
fine sportsmanship and eternal confidence in his own skill, Aton wished his
opponent well as the man under the green banner took the field. After politely
tipping his cap to Aton, he drew a long arrow fletched with a very broad
feathers and fitted it skillfully to the string, then drawing his bow for
barely an instant, released it. The arrow flew straight and hit a finger's
width from the center. His clan cheered and Aton could hear the warlord
cheering as well. Aton wondered if he was cheering for the green clansman or simply
against Aton and his clan, wishing for their defeat.


Then
Aton stepped forward, and all the people laughed as they saw him stumble
awkwardly on a loose stone. He bent the bow quickly, and released a shaft that
he had fletched with his characteristic red feathers. Aton had chosen the color
red to distinguish his from all the other arrows because he wanted everyone to
know to whom the winning arrows belonged. His arrow lodged nearer the center
than the other, by a slim margin. 


The
warlord grumbled, but Nessa, Esina, and even her younger sister, Malina, each
cracked a smile of satisfaction. 


Then
the man competing under the black banner shot, carefully and cautiously, and
his arrow lodged close beside Aton’s arrow. Then they all three shot again, and
once more, each arrow lodged close, but the black banner’s was farthest from
the center, and again Aton’s shot was the best. Then, they all shot for the
third time. This time the green banner took great mindfulness to his aim,
acutely measuring the distance and shooting with the sharpest care. The arrow
flew straight, and all shouted until the very flags that waved in the breeze
shook with the sound, because the shaft had lodged close beside the spot that
marked the very center. 


“Well
done!” cried the warlord. “I believe the prize will be yours.”


Aton
was last to shoot and his aim would determine the victor. All was hushed, and
no one spoke or even seemed to breathe. The silence was so great because people
wondered what he would do. He could not have felt more insulted by Olar’s
cheering for his opponent, but he said nothing and took his place on the field.
His anger was brewing, but to admonish the warlord in such a public venue would
be suicide. He clenched his fists, took twenty paces farther away from the target,
and then turned back around. By doing this, no one could doubt his skill. He
stood very still as he held the bow tightly and sensed the direction of the
wind. The crowd seemed to disappear and all he could see was the center of the
target and two arrows he would have to nudge to become victorious. He drew his
trusty bow, squinted one eye, imagined where the tip would land, and let go.
The arrow followed the imaginary path he had set for it. The swift arrow flew
true and lodged in the very center of the target. No one spoke a word for a
while and no one shouted, but everyone looked with amazement into their
neighbors’ faces. 


Then
Olar came down from his stage, in all his fine clothes, to where Aton stood
leaning on his bow, while the common people and ruling families alike whispered
in amazement. Without a doubt, Aton was the obvious winner. It was everything
that Olar could do at that moment not to explode with unbridled fury at Aton’s
accomplishment, so the disgruntled warlord dropped the leather purse of silver
coins at Aton’s feet and quickly exited the field. The leather artisan had
ornately decorated the purse made from supple goatskin, and Esina had secured
it tightly closed with a thin leather strap. She had wrapped and tied the cord
into a knot around the twisted neck of the leather pouch. The purse was as much
a prize as the five small silver coins in it. 


More
feasting came on the last day of the spring festival. The final dinner
continued until early in the evening. After the horn blew that evening, the
guests who had come from greater distances promptly left because they were
anxious to pass through the forest before nightfall. Those on foot and those
women who had come in covered wagons stayed until the next morning because they
could not travel very fast. By late evening, the yard behind the walls was
comparatively empty and quiet.


During
the whole time, Aton had not gotten a single moment alone with Esina. He had
noticed that she always spent her time with Lanzo. Aton, after the fleeting pleasure
he had enjoyed in watching her just briefly, had endured days of misery. He was
among the crowd, he was at the festival, and he had sat near a table with the
most honored visitors, but he only vaguely existed in the eyes of so many.
There was no sympathy between them and him. Aton could not contain his anger.
At that moment he felt like the world had betrayed him, but he was angriest
with Lanzo.


Aton
decided to confront Lanzo. He was overtly livid with him for monopolizing
Esina, his true love, but subconsciously his resentment was with Olar and the
way the warlord and Trahan had treated his father, too. He was looking for an
opportunity to start a fight when a cooler head and calmer nerves should have
prevailed. He was at the home of the warlord, with only Briand as an ally, and
his true love was hiding behind the festivities of a social event, ignoring
him. He knew Lanzo was going to be on the main floor of the warlord’s grand
home because that was where Olar would be that evening, listening to the patriotic
songs of the clans of his realm. That was precisely where Aton wanted to make a
stand, in front of everybody.


In
his impatience, Aton arrived for the performance before the revelries had
begun. Briand was there, socializing, and had just stepped away from a ceramic
carafe of wine when Aton grabbed his arm. Aton confessed his anger to his
cousin and took a seat after he told him everything, things Briand already knew
and understood. Aton had no need to explain anything further to him. The idea
of a son seeking revenge for his father’s honor and the serial disgraces freely
handed to Aton was so natural that Briand did not attempt to dissuade him, but
merely repeated his assurance that he was at Aton’s disposal. 


The
warlord’s family had not yet arrived, but Aton knew that he rarely missed a
performance given in his honor. After impatiently sitting for only a few
moments, Aton wandered around, waiting for the event to begin. He did hope to
meet Lanzo, either in the main room or in the hallway next to it; location did
not matter. Briand called Aton to his seat and he went to sit where he could
see the arrival of the man he most despised. His eyes remained fixed on the
entrance, but Lanzo remained absent throughout the first set of choruses.


Finally,
after an intermission, as Aton was anxiously reaching for his hidden dagger for
the hundredth time, a silhouette emerged from the hallway, and Lanzo, dressed
in black, came in and leaned on a chair while he looked around the room. His
entourage followed him. Esina was not with him now, and Olar was
uncharacteristically absent from the performance, too. The warlord was most
likely too intoxicated, with his wife tending to him in his room, or more
likely her servants were comforting Olar during the sickness that followed an
all-day drinking binge.


As
Lanzo ran his eyes over the audience, he noticed a pale face and shining gaze
that seemed eager to draw his attention. He did recognize Aton, but the
expression he saw on that devastated face must have warned him to give no sign
that he had actually seen him. Without any indication of what he was thinking,
showing no emotion, Lanzo sat down, his entourage assembled around him, and
they turned their attention to the performers. However, even though he appeared
not to notice Aton, Lanzo did not lose sight of him; and when the performance
was over, his eagle eyes followed the hot-tempered young man as he left his row
of chairs with Briand. Then he saw Aton appear beside a closer row of chairs.
He anticipated the approaching storm and, when he heard the clatter of Aton’s
shoes rapidly approaching, even though he was at that moment speaking to
another invited guest, Lanzo forced his most cheerful expression to appear
because he knew what to expect and was ready for it.


Aton
rudely cleared his throat to capture Lanzo’s attention. Only then did Lanzo
turn around, stand up, and see Aton, white and trembling. Briand stood behind
his best friend.


“Well,
now!” Lanzo exclaimed, with the benevolent courtesy that usually distinguished
his greeting from the trite politeness of social convention. “Here is a fellow
clansman, having a delightful time, I’m sure! Good evening, Aton.” Lanzo, so
utterly in command of himself, wore an expression of the utmost cordiality,
albeit fake. He was a wonderful actor, a skill well suited for those with
political ambitions. It was in the moment of silence before Aton responded that
he realized something dreadful was about to take place.


“I
have not come to exchange hypocritical courtesies or pretensions of friendship,”
Aton announced. “I have come to ask you for an explanation, Lanzo.” His angry
voice had emerged from between his clenched teeth.


“Explanation?
At our warlord’s spring festival?” asked Lanzo with his calm voice and
penetrating gaze, two signs that infallibly indicate a man who is utterly sure
of himself. “Unfamiliar as I am with your manners, Aton, I do not think that
this is where I go to explain myself.”


“What
are your intentions with Esina?” Aton retorted.


“I
do not have to answer to anyone such as you.” Then Lanzo lifted his chin and
looked down his nose at Aton in a most disrespectful way. His entourage giggled
at the pose.


As
they quarreled and exchanged words, Aton raised his voice so that everyone in
the room could hear him. At the sound of the argument, the audience turned
around, and those passing along the corridor stopped behind Briand.


“Who
do you think you are, Aton?” Lanzo asked, without giving the slightest
appearance of any emotion. “You do not appear to be in your right mind.”


“I
am sensible enough,” replied Aton furiously. “I don’t care for you, and you
shouldn’t be around Esina any longer. You are a dog.”


“I
don’t understand a word of what you’re saying,” Lanzo snapped. “Even if I did,
you would still be saying it too loudly. I am a guest here, Aton, and you do
not have the right to raise your voice at me, so kindly leave!” Lanzo showed
him the hallway with a splendidly imperative gesture.


“You
forget. I am a guest here, too. Remember this, Esina’s family and mine have a
history together. It will not be me leaving in a rush. Maybe it will be you
leaving with a limp!” said Aton, convulsively twisting a glove in his hands,
while Lanzo kept his eyes firmly fixed on it.


“Very
well, very well,” Lanzo said resignedly. “You want an argument with me, Aton, I
can see that, but let me just give you one word of advice, and Aton, don’t
forget this: it is a bad habit to shout it from the hilltops when you challenge
a person. Especially a man of honor, like myself. Not everyone benefits from
attracting attention.” He sat down, thinking that would defuse the argument and
encourage Aton to leave.


At
the beginning of the quarrel, a murmur of astonishment passed like a shiver
among all those who had been observing the scene, then it returned through the
crowd like a crashing wave. Since the previous day, the name of Aton had been
on everyone’s lips; rumors of jealousy, Esina, and Aton had spread like fire on
dry tinder.


Aton
understood the implications if he were to walk away. Everyone would perceive
him to be a coward; he needed to change his reputation. He threw his glove at
Lanzo’s face. Briand, a moment too late, had grasped for Aton’s wrist, while
two members of Lanzo’s entourage, fearing that the incident might develop into
something more than a challenge, restrained him from behind. Lanzo, without
getting up, tipped his chair back, reached out to snatch the crumpled glove
from the floor, and passively tossed it back to him. Aton caught it with an
angry hand. 


“If
that was a challenge to me, consider it annulled,” said Lanzo. “I am a peaceful
man, and my reputation precedes me at this festival. Can you say that, Aton?
Now leave me or I will call the guards to throw you out.”


“Lanzo,”
Aton said in a terrifying voice, “Maybe next time I will send the tip of an
arrow in your direction.”


Lanzo’s
face turned red. He stood. Horrified, wild-eyed, he took two steps back; his
entourage enveloped him, and as one, moved away. In a far corner, Lanzo went
back to his survey of the crowd, as if nothing out of the ordinary had
happened. The man had a heart as cold as stone. A trusted companion leaned over
his shoulder and whispered, “What have you ever done to him?”


Lanzo
whispered back, “That is not the question, my good friend. What will I
do to him?”


“Are
you referring to—?”


Lanzo
snapped a finger to his lips. “Silence. The walls have ears.” He pulled
his confidante into a quiet corner, away from nosy guests, and whispered
intently. He spoke softly, occasionally turning toward the thinning crowd and
smiling casually, as if everything were normal. The man listening to Lanzo
nodded with each hushed word, and grinned mischievously as his diabolical
friend spoke. When Lanzo finished his diatribe, he slapped his attentive friend
on the back and they both laughed sadistically. His cohort slinked away into the
crowd and only turned back once to nod and wink at Lanzo just before the snake
slithered away from the gathering.


After
the confrontation, Briand thought it best to distance himself from Aton. He had
been honored to sit with Olar during the festival and he wondered if that might
signal a new start for him and his clan. Although he still resented the way
Olar had treated his family, he thought it best to leave for home. Because it
was the last day, they would not consider his absence rude, so he bid Aton
farewell and suggested that he leave, too. He told Aton that he was proud of
him and that he stood his ground like a brave soldier. They grasped forearms
and Briand went to the stable to get his horse. 


It
was dusk; the sun was low in the horizon. In the east, the moon had risen over
a dark canopy of trees. As if in a dream, troubled by the evening’s events,
Briand walked to the stable to get his horse. The servants told him that it was
better not to travel through the forest at night, but he was determined, so he
did not stop. As he began to trot away, they sprinted beside him to the
barrier, advising him as they ran to keep the sword by his side, and most of
all, not to go slowly. Bandits in the night would know the fact that so many
wealthy persons had assembled at the estate for the feast. As he rode from the
barrier, they watched him go up the trail and saw him disappear under the
canopy of the forest’s dark trees. 


To
Aton, the ceaseless interest the people took in the annual festivities of
springtime seemed strange to him. It did not thrill him in the least and he
could turn his back on it without hesitation. He would have left the crowd and
spent the day in the forest or in the hills, but he could not leave Esina. He
wanted to be near her; he wanted to see her in spite of his misery. As the day
was ending, he feared that he would not get to speak with her, but he could not
prolong his stay beyond the sunset. With few exceptions, most had already begun
preparing to leave. It would be against etiquette to remain longer, unless
specially invited, and Esina’s family had not extended a special invitation for
that night. Yet he lingered, and lingered. 


His
horse was ready. The guards had returned his bow and quiver of arrows to a
saddlebag on his horse. The stable slave, weary of holding the reins, left after
tying them to a wooden post in the yard. The sun was low on the horizon, and
the shadow of the trees in the forest began to descend the grassy slope. He
remained there, restlessly moving outside the house, with an unpleasant feeling
that the servants looked at him curiously and were watching him. He did not
recognize some of them and thought it was strange to see these new faces at a
place he had frequented.


In
the house again, and forced by the passage of time, he went to say goodbye to
Nessa. He briefly wondered if he might have to explain his actions that evening
with Lanzo. He supposed she would understand and he hoped Olar had been too
intoxicated to have heard or comprehended the rumors of what had happened
between Lanzo and him. He went, step after step, down the hallway, as a
condemned person goes to his doom. He walked slowly, anything to delay his
departure. When he reached the door, a close friend of Esina's who had been
waiting there for the opportunity, brushed past him and whispered, “Meet her at
the stables.”


Without
a word, he turned and hurried away, ran through the yard and headed back
outside, where his horse was already waiting. He stopped close to the stables,
to observe them from a safe distance away, to look around for Esina, but she
was not there. Disappointed, he continued to look around; she still did not
come, but to Aton’s surprise, her sister did.


The
sister, Malina, was slightly younger, but they might as well have been twins
because of the similarities of their physical appearance and mannerisms. Malina
took his arm and led him closer to the stables. On a large tree stump, they sat
down without a word for a few moments. 


“She
misses you.”


His
jealousy, fueled by his injured self-esteem, erupted from the depths of his
soul.


“That’s
a lie!”


In
a sympathetic gesture, she placed her hand upon his shoulder. He remained
stoic.


“She
loves you.”


He
pushed her hand away. 


“I
am not the heir to a man of wealth,” said Aton, in an angry tone, “and I do not
ride with an entourage of rude and unpleasant men who believe they are so much
better than everyone else. Their rudeness precedes them wherever they are. Did
he promise her a purse full of gold, Malina?”


“Aton!”


“She
doesn’t love me!”


“That’s
not true.”


“Then
why has she been with Lanzo the whole time?” he asked, in a tone that expressed
utter disbelief.


“It’s
not what you think.”


“Am
I to guess at riddles tonight?” Aton stood as if he had sat on a tack and threw
his hands high in the air.


“Aton,
you don’t understand. It’s because of our father—”


“I
don’t want to hear about your father.”


“Just
listen to me, please.”


“She
must be happy with her engagement to Lanzo.”


“Aton,
there’s no such thing. What has come over you? Sit down!” Her soft hand grabbed
his arm and he melted at her gentle touch. Thinking of Esina, he was like a
moth, hypnotized by a flame.


“You
carry her heart in your pocket. Don’t you realize this?”


“I
said no more riddles.”


“You
haven’t looked inside your pouch of silver coins that you won at the archery
competition, have you?”


“Why
should I? Five silver coins aren’t going to change my fortune.”


“Oh,
Aton. It’s not the coins I’m referring to. Please, open it up and you’ll see
what I mean.”


Aton
removed the purse from his pocket, untied the knot and opened the leather
pouch, spilling the contents onto his hand. Five silver coins and a
hand-written note on a strip of parchment fell out. Even in the dim light, the
penmanship was indisputably Esina’s handwriting. 


Before
the archery contest, knowing that Aton was going to enter it, she had placed a
note in the prize purse for the winner to read, intending the note for Aton,
because she had already known that he would undoubtedly be the winner. She had
written, I have always believed in you. With all my love, Esina.


Aton’s
knees dropped to the ground. “She does love me.”











CHAPTER TEN


Aton rose from the ground and sat beside Malina
on the tree stump. She whispered to him, assuring him that Esina’s love was his
and only his. She told him that Esina’s distance was not her fault and that a
little while before the feast their father had suddenly broken into a drunken
rage, one like they had never seen before. The cause of his fury was the
growing discontent among the united clans under his rule. 


He
had warned her that if there were a single sign of interest or attention toward
Aton in the presence of the guests, he would order Aton to leave and cancel
their long generational friendship between their families, no matter what the
consequence. It was clear that he desired a wealthy and powerful alliance for
his older daughter. Maybe he also selfishly desired relief from the debts he
had acquired through foolish spending and unprofitable wars. Always a man
searching for a profit, he thought he might find money in aligning his family
with one of great influence and riches. He had his eyes set on Lanzo and knew
that nothing would repel a man faster than a rumor that the woman was already
committed to another relationship. In short, he made it a condition that for
him to tolerate Aton's presence at all, Esina must carefully abstain from
showing the slightest attention to him. She should ignore his existence.


In
her father’s presence, she could not prevent Lanzo following her without an
obvious refusal of his companionship, a refusal that would most certainly have
brought about her father’s rage, which ale, mead, and expensive wine had
intensified. She thought it better, under the circumstances, to preserve peace
rather than ostracize Aton. The explanation abated Aton’s rage and sense of
humiliation, so he began to calm down. He had expected no better from her
father.


It
was not so much the explanation itself that calmed Aton, as much as the
realization that her love was for him. That insight had brought him to his
senses. The influence of Esina’s unwavering nature, of her clear, broad,
straightforward view of things, the depth of her character, and her unselfish
motives, all put together, supplied that which was absent in himself. Those
flaws were his indecision and his too impressionable disposition, which checked
and stayed the force of his talents and counteracted the determination of a
naturally strong spirit. He knew he was too quick to anger; her presence alone
could soften the hard metal of his rage. If she had been by his side tonight at
the gallery of clan singers, he knew all too well that he would have been in
pleasant spirits and the confrontation with Lanzo would never have happened.
The fact remained that it had happened, and quiet whispers brought Esina the
news of the skirmish while she hid in her room, away from that vile man. While
Olar was inebriated, she no longer had to stay by Lanzo’s side to impress her
father. Although Lanzo’s absence offered her a reprieve from being in his
company, she still could not publicly acknowledge Aton. Upon hearing the sad
news of the confrontation, Esina said a prayer to her favorite god for Aton and
sent her sister in search of him to convey the reassurance of her eternal love
for the only man she adored.


——   ——   ——


Esina
had learned her faith from childhood. She prayed in times of need; it was a
tradition from her mother’s side of the family. The people of the glade
wandered without a god; the nomads revered the full moon; the hill people
worshipped the natural world and were deeply superstitious. Most people derided
all faiths, and believed in gold alone. Cruelty reigned everywhere, and as for
mercy, there was none. 


Recently
her father had ignored their ancestral faith of sun worship, leaning toward
whatever was popular with the ranking class. If he had acted otherwise, it
would have been awkward at social venues, but Esina, learning her faith from
her mother at such a young age, had become too deeply infused with it to change
her religious convictions. Therefore, as she grew up, it became a passion.


Esina
had the sun temple in the village, which had fallen to decay, repaired at her
request. Religious men commenced services again, and she had attracted as many
followers as possible to those sermons. She had the traditions of her faith
transcribed for all to see and for her to share, but the religious literature
had no influence with the illiterate. 


Throughout
many generations of different clans, the history of religious beliefs was long
and varied, with theories, rules, and a variety of countless ceremonies just as
diverse. Clerics had designed these rituals to appease and entreat any number
of gods, who resided across the world from the depths of the ocean to the
heavens above. Gods came and went, usually at the whims of conquering armies
and the desires of the ruling families. When a warlord had been overthrown or
an army defeated, the idols and statues of their gods became worthless and were
lost to the ash heap of history. As the transitory deities disappeared with the
ephemeral warlords and armies that enforced their worship, the sun, moon, and
stars remained predictable and seemed to have a purpose. The sun rose and set
faithfully every day, and brought light and warmth with its presence, and its
regular course defined spring, summer, autumn, and winter. Throughout the year,
the phases of the moon helped divide time within the seasons. During long dark
nights, gullible minds turned toward the night sky looking for a benevolent
deity, and they saw anthropomorphic constellations swimming in the sea of
twinkling stars. 


Over
a great number of years, the surviving lineage of humans had not simply
observed the movements of the celestial bodies; they had personified them and
created stories about them, too. Out of that polytheistic, astrological
atmosphere came theological myths that had transitioned into a variety of
religious beliefs. Over time, religion had personified solar deities, putting a
face on each divine incarnation that was biased, only portraying male gods of a
particular ethnicity. The result was that over centuries, humankind utterly
divided among themselves because of competing religions and consequently,
budding civilizations disconnected from peaceful coexistence, such that it
stood on the edge of a chaos-filled chasm, delicately balanced, but poised to
fall. 


Clan
superstitions had embraced polytheism on its way to a singular deity. The sun
itself became the face of the divine. Thus, Esina’s religion had been born
after credulous persons conceived it with their sun-gazing imaginations.
Monotheistic worship of a solar deity had arrived, created and shored up by
fraud, force, and based on countless generations of observing the movements and
relationships of the celestial bodies and the earth, one of the favorites of
which was, understandably, the sun. In fact, it was so popular that many people
had identified the sun as the supreme deity. For them, the venerable sun was
the creator of light, life, and the totality of the cosmos. With its
unblinking, all-seeing eye, it was the stern guarantor of justice. With the
almost universal connection of light with enlightenment or illumination, the
sun was the source of wisdom. Divine sovereignty, powers of benevolence,
justice, and wisdom, were all qualities central to Esina’s elite religious
group, and it was within those contexts that she embraced a highly developed
solar ideology. It was such a powerful belief that some warlords reigned
because of the power of the sun and claimed their families had descended from
it, which had unquestionably allowed them to rule by divine right. 


The
sun was central to the stories of virtually every population of clansman. In
many places and during many eras, its worshipers had considered it the most
visible proxy of the divine. They had regarded it as the first entity in the
void and the progenitor of all life and matter. The faithful considered it the
savior of the world as it regularly rose each day and brought life to the
planet. When the sun died in winter, so did the vegetation, only to resurrect
itself in the spring, and bring forth new life. The sun’s followers considered
budding fruits, lengthening vines, and sprouting grains to be symbols of the
sun’s strength, and they ritualistically offered sacrifices to the divine
luminary. Light was the subject of awe, and the sunlight’s ability to make
plants grow was considered magical and miraculous. They revered it for causing
seeds to burst and for bringing the first green shoots of springtime from under
the black dirt. The sun was the propagator of universal vegetation, as well as
the god of cultivation and the benefactor of humankind. 


Although
many people believed religion to be a good and necessary thing, no other
ideology had actually been more divisive than religion, which had torn clans
apart in a number of ways, but none more so than its ability to segregate
people through hate rather than unification through peace. Gods and religions
had caused more horrors in their names than could be chronicled. Religion
depended on division, because it required an enemy, whether in an earthy form
such as a rival clan or one that had arisen from a theological conception, such
as a competing god. 


For
Aton, it was counterintuitive to believe that an all-knowing omnipresent god, a
divine creator with supernatural powers, would be so conceited or so insecure
that he possessed jealous emotions that manifest as the subjugation of his
worshipers. Religion always seemed to dictate that some people were special or
chosen, while others were immoral and evil, and the clerics constantly insisted
that it was the duty of the chosen people to destroy those who were different
or were nonbelievers. Aligning and pledging faith to a god was a lifetime
commitment. Quite often, the retribution for apostasy was death, usually a slow
death that resulted from agonizingly painful punishment that clerics had sadistically
designed and cruelly implemented to instill retribution for past sins and as a
platform for the salvation and conversion of infidels to the correct theology
and true gods.


It
was only about religion that Aton and Esina had differences of opinion. Aton
had never endorsed it, but he had never argued about it with her, either. It
was not that he believed in any other religion; he was merely indifferent. His
faith and his clear mind were committed to science, reason, and avoiding
superstition. He loved Esina, believed in her, and that was all.


However,
with all the power of a logical mind and a contempt for delusions, at times he
could not shake off the occasional influence of superstition. Sometimes he had
found himself looking for a particular arrow in his quiver, or a certain
fishhook in his tackle box and, if only for a moment, considered the item
lucky. Esina did not doubt her faith; it was clear and bright like a star in
the night sky, or to Esina, the noon sun.


——   ——   ——


That
evening, with Esina’s messages of hope, love, and trust, conveyed through her
sister and the note, those amorous communications almost persuaded him to speak
of the expedition that he had planned. He opened his lips to tell Malina of his
journey, and had he actually done so, Malina would have persuaded him from it
for her sister’s sake. Just as he began to speak, he hesitated, and Malina
begged him with all the power of her sister’s love not to do anything hasty,
nothing that would separate the star-crossed lovers. 


Just
as Aton was about to thank her for all she had done, they both heard the snap
of a dry twig, and it startled them for fear of someone catching them in each
other’s company and therefore enduring the wrath of her angry and vengeful
father. They separated and quickly turned in the direction of the noise,
waiting to see who or what would emerge from the shadows. The bright light of
the full moon, low in the eastern horizon, cast a shadow of the stable across
the lawn. Lanzo emerged from the darkness, still dressed in black, and went
directly to Aton’s horse. He leaned a shoulder against the saddlebag that
contained Aton’s bow and quiver full of arrows. Where they stood, the two men
were twenty paces apart. This distance was far enough to keep interaction from
easily becoming physical and close enough to speak in subdued tones.


Malina
crossed her arms before she spoke. “Lanzo. Just so you understand—”


“Be
quiet, woman. I have tolerated you far too much these past few days. Mind your
tongue.”


“Lanzo.
I refuse to allow you to speak to me that way. Your tone is uncalled
for! Have you forgotten who I am?”


With
a tone of facetious contempt, Lanzo replied, “On the contrary, my dear, sweet,
loving, and wonderful Malina. I know and completely understand what and who you
are.” 


Lanzo
quickly strung Aton’s bow and removed two arrows from the quiver, nocked one to
the string and gripped one tightly with his left hand, which also held the
weapon. Aton took a step forward. His hot temper began to rise. He took another
step forward, so Lanzo raised the bow and Aton stopped.


“Why
don’t you fight me like a man, Lanzo?”


“Aton,
you’re such a fool. Rumors speak to your intellectual curiosity conceived in
the ancient books of the Americans. All I see is someone who has spent his life
sketching diabolical contraptions while he hides from the real world that is
closing in around him, getting ready to constrict him like a deadly snake in
the swamp. I’m that snake in the swamp, Aton.” Tauntingly, Lanzo flicked his
tongue and hissed at Aton, like a reptile.


“This
isn’t a contest of archery, is it, Lanzo?”


“You
can beat me at nothing. Besides, men like me don’t shoot a bow. This weapon is
for a hungry servant or a low-ranking foot soldier. No one would dare believe
that someone of my pedigree would wield such a weapon. You think that you are
something special with your bow, don’t you? You even used these wonderful red
feathers as fletching on your arrows so everyone knows who you are. I want to
thank you for doing that.”


Aton
began to move slowly, but this time not moving toward Lanzo, but away from
Malina. “Put the bow down and fight me like a man. Let’s see if your hands can
get dirty.”


“Yes,
everyone will believe that we fought for our lives, Aton.”


“Then
put the bow down and fight me, Snake. Fight me!”


“Maybe
we will, Aton.” He raised the bow and pulled the string back to his cheek. “But
I need to do something first.” He turned his body slightly to the left and
closed one eye to take aim directly at Malina’s heart, and let the string go
just as he did. The arrow flew exactly where he had intended. Aton’s arrow, so
distinctly fletched with red feathers, went directly through her heart, and her
limp body fell to the ground. 


Aton
was mute in his panic. He saw Malina die and fall. His first reaction was to
run to her side, but his rage overcame the impulse, and he turned to charge at
Lanzo. During Aton’s hesitation, Lanzo had time to nock another arrow and be
ready to shoot. He pointed the weapon at Aton.


Aton
growled his words. “You are a cold blooded murderer!” His rage pushed him a
step forward and Lanzo raised the bow to caution the movement. He looked back
at Malina’s body on the ground, and his fury capitulated to sadness. He went to
her side. Her face was like white marble and her heart was as still and silent
as stone. 


“No,
you killed her, Aton. You were jealous and shot her with your bow, thinking it
was Esina talking with me at the stables. They look so much alike, don’t they?
I can clearly see your arrow through her heart. You’re a great archer. That’s
your reputation, isn’t it, peasant?”


Aton
snapped to attention, the sound of Lanzo’s voice, taunting him, lit a cauldron
full of fury.


Lanzo
tensed when Aton seemed ready to pounce. “That’s it, charge me. Come after me
and let me kill the man that killed Esina’s sister. I’ll be a hero. Olar will
favor me and in no time, I’ll take away all his power and authority. That sloth
deserves nothing. A man like me can create an empire. Come at me and you will
die, Aton.” Lanzo lowered the bow. “Or you could leave right now and have a
chance to live. When Olar is sober, he’ll send all his men to your clan looking
for you, to kill you, but since you know this, you won’t be there. While he
obsesses over his daughter’s killer and endlessly searches for someone that he
will never find, I will court Esina, marry her, and then I’ll be the new
warlord. You don’t look very happy, Aton. Oh, but you should have seen the look
on your face when I shot Malina.” Lanzo smirked. “Don’t you like surprises,
Aton?” 


Aton’s
foot moved toward Lanzo and he tightly clenched his fists, nails digging into
his palms, hands shaking in anger. Lanzo moved away from the horse.


“Die
here and make me a hero, Aton. Run and you could live, if you can run far enough.
I don’t want to kill you; my plan works better for me if you run. It’s the
quickest way to get rid of the warlord. In fact, I should thank you for your
performance this evening. I warned you that it is a bad habit to shout it from
the hilltops when you challenge a person. Everyone is going to think you’re a
jealous killer. After all, I’m a respected gentleman.”


The
stress covered Aton with a fog of confusion. He froze where he stood and
grabbed the hair on the sides of his head and pulled. His eyes were open, but
it was as if he could see nothing; his mind was in another world, all black, as
dark as his future. He knew that if he moved toward Lanzo, an arrow would
impale him. His only chance at revenge was to leave, but he would have to leave
framed as Malina’s murderer. A part of him wanted to pounce, even to his death
in Malina’s honor, but revenge pushed him toward his horse. Before he knew it,
he was beside his steed; he felt the cold leather of his saddle and his horse
nudged him. The fog in his mind began to fade.


“Mount
that ragged beast and leave.”


Without
a word, Aton untied the reins and mounted the horse. Lanzo slapped the animal
on the rear with Aton’s bow, and the horse sprinted away. 


After
Aton disappeared through the open gate, Lanzo dropped the bow beside Malina’s
body and removed a slim knife from its sheath on his belt. He slit his forearm
with it and went to the house to tell everyone that he had bravely fought
Malina’s killer, but the murderer had gotten away. 


They
gasped when he told them that it was Aton, and a whisper in the crowd said, “I
knew Aton was no good.” The news incapacitated Nessa, and ale had already
incapacitated Olar. As the good mother and Esina wept uncontrollably for the
departed, they each thought to themselves, I don’t believe it.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


At
first, Aton rode quickly, but his horse stumbled even though it was accustomed
to the woods. That warned him to be more careful. His trusty steed knew him
well and could feel the tension in his body and the unnatural way he had tried
to spur the beast onward, with quick and desperate strikes of his heels. His
horse resisted the gallop, and Aton’s desperation to flee acquiesced to both
his and his horse’s better sensibilities. If the horse were to twist an ankle,
or worse, break a leg, he would be on foot in a dangerous forest with a
detachment of the warlord’s men pursuing him by the next day. With horses, they
would easily overtake him, and with dogs, he would never be able to hide from
their hunt. 


The
passage of so many horses during the last few days had cut up and destroyed the
road, which had been a path of green grass through the forest, and the covered
wagons had assisted in rendering it rough and broken. He rode slowly and let
the reins go slack in his nervous hands. At the side of the road, farthest from
all the ruts and divots, the horse went of its own accord, often brushing
against the ferns and shrubbery at the side of the trail.


Still
absorbed by the events that had almost taken his life that evening and had
killed Malina, he could not stop thinking about his eternal love for Esina and
the dark wedge that Lanzo had just driven between them, maybe separating the
two lovers forever. In a daze, he forgot where he was, until the dismal howling
of dogs deep in the forest roused his mind. It was almost pitch black under the
tall sycamores. The highest of these trees prevented the beams of the moon from
illuminating the path. Like a curtain, the thick foliage of the tree canopy
shut out the sky so that no stars were visible. When the dogs ceased barking,
there was no sound beyond the light fall of the horse's hooves as it trotted
upon the grass. Darkness and silence prevailed; he could see nothing. He spoke
to his horse and patted its neck; the animal stepped a little faster and lifted
its head, which it had held low as if making its way by scent.


He
felt like a man going to the gallows; gloom and despair weighed upon him. As
often as he had voluntarily sought the loneliness of the woods, in his current
state of mind, it oppressed him. He remembered that beyond the sycamore trees,
a forest fire had cleared the ground, and left that area free of large trees,
with only a few saplings rising above the tall grass. He became anxious to
reach it. It seemed to take forever, but it was really only a few moments. When
the trees became thinner and farther apart, the foliage above also thinned, and
the stars shone. Before him was the open space he had desired, sloping to the
right, and the tall grass looked gray in the moonlight as it sparkled with dew.


Through
it rose the crooked and charred remains of azalea bushes that had grown
splendidly there before a fire had passed. A white owl silently floated by,
following the edge of the forest; from far down the slope came the crooning revelry
of a seagull, showing that there was water nearby. Some large animal moved into
the light fog that hung there, which immediately concealed it like a cloud upon
the ground. He was not certain in the dim light what it was, and with just a
momentary view from a distance, he supposed from the fleeing animal’s size that
it must have been a white-tailed deer. He tried to suppress a more sinister
explanation, which was a cannibal hungry for his raw flesh, running through the
woods to keep pace with his slow horse.


Ahead,
across from the open ground, rose the dark top of cypress trees, through which
his winding path continued. Instead of relief, which he had anticipated as he
rode toward the distant trees, the clearing seemed to expose him to the full
view of all that might be lurking in the forest. As he approached the trees and
saw how dark it was beneath them, the shadowy depths suggested uncertain shapes
hiding within, and his memory immediately reverted to the mysterious parchment
of nomad incantations that he had recently read in his room at the Regalyon
home. He shook his head to clear it of superstitious thoughts. The stress of
the evening’s events interfered with his common sense and sensibilities.


There
could not be such things as supernatural creatures of the night, with mystical
powers, and yet so few people doubted their existence. Some denied it as they
sat at their supper tables, in the comfort and safety of their well-lit homes,
while sharing ghost stories and rounds of ale, but when they went outside in
the night, nervously hurrying to pass through some place thought to be haunted,
they ran while lifting their shoulders high to protect their necks from fanged
monsters. Fearful glances cast around by those proclaiming not to be
superstitious told another tale. Irrational fear was a conditioned response
that his analytical mind fought to control. He endeavored to use reason, and
remembered how many nights he had spent in the deepest forest without seeing
anything, and without even thinking of such matters. He scolded himself for his
foolishness, and asked himself if he could ever hope to be a successful leader
of men if he jumped at the sight of a shadow. He could tell that the strain his
mind had undergone that evening had weakened his better judgment.


Instead
of strengthening him, the teachings of philosophy now seemed cold and feeble,
and it occurred to him that possibly the belief of the common people, fully
shared by their religious instructors, was just as much entitled to credence as
his mere suppositions and theories. The details of the mysterious parchment he
had read returned to his mind; the accurate description of the demons of the
forests and the hills, and especially the incarnated evil spirits hypnotizing
their human prey with a glare from their paralytic eyes then enfolding the
victim with grotesque arms, capturing their soul. In spite of himself, he
pressed his horse to go faster, although the road was narrow and broken under
the tall cypress trees. The horse obeyed, but trotted reluctantly and needed
continual urging.


The
yellow light of two fireflies appeared in front of him, illuminating
simultaneously at the distance apart of two human eyes, as if a spying
apparition had surreptitiously broken through the darkness of another macabre
world in order to observe the lone stranger traveling down the dark path. The
scene took his breath away and made him clench his teeth. The dual lights
thrilled him with the terror of the unexpected. Strange rustling sounds among
the ferns startled him, as if the wings of a demon had brushed them as he traveled.
Was it the deer again, or the heavy footfalls of a man running through the
bushes? Aton knew that rabbits hopping or a boar bounding away could cause
unusual sounds, but the peculiar noises increased the feverish excitement that
burdened him. Although it was dark beneath these trees, it was not like the
vast darkness under the sycamores. The trees lining the path here did not form
a perfect canopy overhead. In places, he could see where a streak of moonlight
came slanting through an opening and reached the ground. Columns of moonbeams
fell on the trail ahead. Some of the forest there had decayed and fallen, and a
broad band of radiant silver lit up the way.


As
he approached the moonlight and almost entered it, something suddenly flew
toward him and he heard a whirling sound pass over his head, followed
immediately by a sharp tap against a tree behind him. He had seen a flash in
the night just as some object had crossed the streak of moonlight that rendered
it visible for an instant, like a shooting star. At the same moment, the horse,
which he had pressed to go faster, put its hoof into a rut or a hole, stumbled,
and flung Aton so far forward that he only saved himself from being thrown off
by clinging to the thick mane on his horse’s neck. 


The
event happened in the blink of an eye, but he had recognized the sound of a
throwing club, which had missed his head, but hit a tree behind him. The
horse’s stumble had saved him. The club would have struck his head or chest if
the horse had not gone nearly to its knees. For the best aim, the cannibal had
planned his ambush so that he could see his prey in the moonlight. Recovering
itself, the well-trained horse recognized the danger to its rider, started
forward at full speed, and raced regardless of ruts along the road. The animal
had almost thrown Aton out of the saddle again when it fled so quickly. Aton
had hardly gotten back into the saddle when the horse bolted away. His mount
must have carried him close to the offender, but he saw nothing while galloping
away. A second club did not follow. If the attacker had accomplices, they had
different weapons, so Aton leaned forward and braced himself for a flint-tipped
arrow to pierce his back.


He
was quite a distance from the spot before he realized the serious danger from
which he had escaped. All he had was a small dagger. Therefore, if the club had
struck him, even if the wound had not been fatal, he could not have resisted
the attack. It was too late, the ambush was over, and all he could do now was
ride home. Dreading every moment that the horse might throw him, he pushed on
as fast as the horse would go. There was no pursuit as he left the cypress
trees and entered a roof of dense kudzu covering the canopy of green oak
leaves, so he slacked the reins. It was necessary to do so here because the
hooves of preceding horses had pocked the damp ground into mud. It was darker,
because of the thick blanket of kudzu throughout the high tree branches.


As
he passed, birds rose with loud flapping wings from their roosts, and
occasionally he saw the glowing red eyes of the black cats of the swamp, as a
stray beam of moonlight reflected from them while they silently hunted. He
gladly recognized the change from trees to bushes when he rode out from under
the thick blanket of vines that covered the tree branches and obscured the
moonlight. He knew that he was close to his clan’s walled enclosure. He heard
finches singing in the night and remembered a nearby patch of thistle that they
swarmed around to eat its seed. Gradually, he increased the horse’s pace. It
knew that home was near and responded willingly to his heel strikes.


There,
the dirt road was much broader and in better condition, but he knew that at one
particular spot, which he was familiar with in the daylight, the road was
marshy. Because of the mud, the horse went to the side, almost brushing against
a willow bush that was jutting into his path. Something struck the horse; Aton
thought it was a willow branch. The horse jumped like a startled buck, and
sprinted along the road. With one foot out of the stirrup, Aton almost fell.
After recovering from the jolt, he attempted to rein the horse in, but pulling
the bit had no effect. The animal was beside itself with terror, and raced
recklessly until they reached the barrier of his clan’s stronghold. The guards
had closed the gate, and they were asleep. He dismounted and shouted to demand
entry.


A
guard soon appeared, spear in hand and carrying a lantern. Recognizing Aton’s
voice and the unusual tone of panic that accompanied it, he ran to the gate.
Just inside the gate were the embers of a fire in the center of a ring of
stones. Around the fire ring was a temporary camp of servants who had been to
their village’s spring festival, and had returned before nightfall. Hearing the
noise, some of them woke from a drunken slumber and came to him. When one of
them immediately exclaimed and asked if something had wounded Aton, he replied
that he was not hurt, but looking at his foot where the man pointed, he saw
that blood covered it. Upon closer examination, there was no cut or any type of
visible wound. Strangely, he was not hurt. The guard called for Aton, and
showed him a long deep scratch on the side of his horse, from which the blood was
dripping.


It
was a scratch made by something sharp. Without hesitation, they all suspected
it was from a swamp man’s attack, most likely from the poisoned edge of a
knife. The cannibal had heard Aton’s approach, hid in the willow bush, and as
the horse passed, lunged with the knife, but miscalculated the speed at which
the horse was going. Instead of piercing Aton’s thigh, the weapon fell onto the
horse, and the fiend had dragged the blade along the animal’s flank. The steed
trembled as they touched it.


A
servant stumbled toward Aton, half-asleep and half-drunk, but fully aware of
the effects of the poison that was killing the horse. “Pardon me, but I’ve seen
what that poison does. If you don’t want your horse to suffer, you need to put
it out of its misery, swiftly.” 


“I…don’t
have my bow because—,” Aton said, trying to explain recent events, before the
servant interrupted, forgetting the etiquette of his lower class. 


“But
sir, the forest at night was no place to travel unarmed.” He took a step closer
to Aton and saw the drained expression on his face. “Are you in trouble, sir?
Master Briand came back in a rush and said nothing as he passed.” He edged
closer to Aton, the odor of cheap ale on the servant’s breath was repulsive as
it escaped past his rotten teeth. He whispered a question with his foul breath,
“Fighting over women with Briand? He’ll forget about it by morning, don’t you
worry about that.”


“No,
something terrible has happened. My father…or Briand… is anyone awake? I need
to speak with them.”


“They’re
all asleep.” 


After
realizing that the trouble was something other than a quarrel over women, the
servant took a step back and came to his senses. Remembering etiquette and his
station in life, he moved closer to his friends who were sleeping beside the
smoky remains of the fire, and decided to stop talking.


The
swamp man’s knife, the one he could use to either assassinate an enemy or kill
his prey in the marshes, was poisoned. It was a lingering poison, and took part
of a day to produce its effect; but there was no remedy, and many who had
escaped from the cowardly strike had crawled to the road only to die in
torture. There was no denying what the servant had proposed. The only thing
that they could do was to put the poor beast out of its misery. While the
reality of the dire situation settled on their tired minds, a guard brought a
bucket of water, from which the poor creature drank fervently. Aton could not
kill his horse. He could not slay the loyal animal that had carried him so long
and had saved him twice that very night, and was now going to die after
reaching the safety of his clan. Beside himself with sadness, he would not
agree to put the horse out of its misery. 


All
awake now, the servants assembled around Aton, and he ordered that they cleanse
the scratch while he tried to think of any possible remedy. He gave strict
orders that they could not kill the lame animal, and then ran into his house.
With trembling hands, he flipped through his books, hoping that among them,
there might be something of value, but there was nothing, or in his excitement,
he overlooked it. Remembering that Briand was a great expert on horses, Aton
went into his room and tried to wake him, but he could not rouse his cousin.
Weary from the long ride, Briand had not yet slept off the effects of the
feast.


Aton
left him and hurried back. Weary as he was, he waited beside the horse until
the birds began to sing and the morning sun broke above the horizon. Still, it
had not shown any severe symptoms except twitching limbs and a constant thirst
that water could not quench. Suddenly it fell, and the old servant warned them
all to stand away, because it would bite and kick anything that was near. The
servant, old and experienced with the hazards of the forest, saw the effects of
the poison fulfill his warning. The horse rolled, kicked, and bit at everything
within reach. Seeing this agony, Aton could not tolerate it. He went inside to
retrieve a bow, and strung it, but he could not nock the arrow to the string
because his hands began to shake violently. He motioned to the servants who had
gathered around, and one of them thrust his sharp spear into the horse, behind
its shoulder and through its heart and lungs.


Just
as the horse convulsed from the spear tip, a club came whirling through the
air, hitting the man with the lance directly on the head. His legs collapsed
underneath him, and he hit the ground just as the horse also went limp. In the
haste and confusion of the early morning hours, the guards had left the gate
wide open and unattended after Aton’s arrival. In the darkness, a cannibal had
followed Aton and had taken the opportunity to attack when they least expected
it, while a weapon, the spear, had been deeply plunged into the dying animal,
rendering it difficult to retrieve for a quick counter offensive. The barefoot
savage had already fled for the woods by the time Aton and the guards realized
what just happened. Rather than chase the cannibal and risk running blindly
into a trap, they shut the gate.


The
head guard was kneeling by the supine body, trying to feel for a heartbeat on
his friend’s still chest. The guard looked up and said, “He’s dead.”


Now
there would have to be two burials. Aton blamed himself for both. With extreme
fatigue and profound sadness, Aton returned to his room. As the sun rose and
the beams of light entered through the open window, he could not help but think
that every bit of bad luck was against him. Although he was not superstitious,
his fatigued mind was illogical. At that moment, he considered remaining there
to fight instead of fleeing from Olar’s revenge. He wondered briefly if he
would also have to fight for his family’s lives. He did not want to jeopardize
his loved ones, so he thought he might be able to explain the events to Olar,
to tell him that Lanzo was a traitor and murderer, but a father seeking
vengeance was more bloodthirsty than rational. There could be no good outcome,
no matter what he might do. Overwhelmed with desperate thoughts, he went
unconscious and slept until noon. 


Upon
going outside, unrefreshed and still weary, he found that they had already
buried his horse and left a mound of black dirt above the grave. He quickly
thought of last night’s events and the image of a grave made him wonder if his
continued presence would bring the same fate to his family. He reconsidered
staying to fight because of the wrath that might fall onto his clan. Aton went
to the house and summoned his father, mother, and Briand, to explain last
night’s events. For only the second time in his life, Aton saw a tear cross his
father’s cheek. He was either sad or disappointed. Aton did not know which,
because the only thing Davin offered for the conversation was a head that
slowly shook as he looked away from his son and out the window, into the green
wilderness that would soon envelop his only child.











CHAPTER TWELVE


To escape Olar’s vengeance, Aton decided to
carry out his plan immediately, to journey away with his boat. Without thinking
another moment, without further examination of the various sides of the
problem, he went to his room fully determined to cross the lake by escaping in
the vessel. When he threw open the shutters, a deep breath of fresh air and the
light of the bright spring morning filled him with optimism. Although his heart
still ached for Esina, there was space for a joyous sensation that leaving
would lift the curse he had brought upon his loved ones, and there would be
hope for avoiding bloodshed in his family. He bent his will in one direction,
away from here, far away. 


When
he had dressed in clothes suitable for his escape, he took his hunting bow and
some other possessions he would need for the journey and went to the main room
of the house. His father had already gone out to the gardens. While he was
making a fast breakfast, Briand came in, and seeing the bow, all of the arrows,
and the other supplies, understood that the time was now. Briand immediately
said that he would accompany him to the bay and help him depart. His cousin
went out to get horses from the stable. They had plenty of riding horses and it
was not difficult to get Aton a replacement for his old favorite.


Briand
insisted on taking all of the supplies, which were rather awkward to carry, so
that Aton had nothing to burden himself with except his favorite hunting bow
and the arrows. The servants had already taken dried food to the boat on a
previous occasion. Aton’s bow was short and had extremely recurved limbs, which
had enabled him to sneak stealthily through the bushes and undergrowth of the
forest on numerous occasions. The type of bow he had used for competition was
much longer, more cumbersome in the woods, and therefore not practical for a
man on the run. Briand was surprised that Aton did not first go to the gardens
and say goodbye to his father, or at least knock on his mother's door to do the
same. Briand said nothing, knowing Aton's proud and occasionally hard temper.
Without a word, Aton left his house. Once he cracked the family circle, even if
imperceptibly, it could take years, if it was even possible, for it to be
reformed. Often enough under these types of circumstances, the family members
never met again, at least not in the same manner as before the sacred bond of
family had been broken. 


Aton
rode through the front gate, and did not even look behind himself. Without one
word of farewell to the clan, without a final glance, Aton rode into the
forest. Neither he nor Briand thought of the events that might happen before
they met again, if they ever did. That would be redundant because they had
already done so too many times before this fateful day. They both understood
how cruel a world it actually was, and the unknown part of their world, where
Aton was headed, would not be an exception to that morbid rule. They each silently
realized that they might not ever meet again. There was not much conversation
on their journey to the bay. 


The
three serfs, still there guarding the boat, were glad to see the men approach,
and were soon relieved from their lonely watch. Aton put the provisions
onboard, and fastened his favorite bow upright to the mast for safety. The
shore was protected by the tree canopy, and perfectly calm. After simply
shaking hands with Briand, Aton pushed his boat into the creek that flowed into
the lake. He launched the vessel with ease. He rowed it away from the bay until
he arrived where the southwest breeze, coming over the forest, touched and
rippled the water. 


Then,
after hoisting the sail, he grasped the tiller, and took his seat. He had
decided to sail eastward with the light wind, not for any specific reason, but
because that was where the sun rose, representing hope and new beginnings to
him. His boat was well adapted for tacking into the wind, but he had not
designed it for drifting with a breeze, which was what he was now doing. From
that location, he only had to keep the boat in front of the wind. Although the
breeze was light, the sail was large in comparison to the boat, and it slipped
from the shore faster than he had first imagined the bulky craft could do. His
voyage had begun.


Briand,
unable to get to the mouth of the bay because of the undergrowth and the swampy
soil, had remained gazing in the direction the boat had taken, absorbed in
thought, and then he turned to go home when he could no longer see Aton sailing
across the water. He had watched Aton leave, expecting at least a final wave
goodbye before he disappeared, but it never came. The serfs, understanding that
they were no longer required, gathered their things together and were quickly
on their way home. Briand, while holding Aton's horse by the reins, had already
ridden that way, but he stopped and waited until the three servants overtook
him. He gave them Aton’s horse and went home ahead of them.


As
Aton steered from the little bay outwards into the big lake, the ripples
rolling before the wind gradually enlarged into wavelets; these again increased
with a short passage of time. He had purposely not looked back until now, in
case they might think he regretted leaving, and in his heart, desired to
return. Feeling that he had really begun, he glanced behind himself. He could
see no one when he looked back, because Briand and the servants were already on
their way home. While he sailed into the unknown, Aton regretted that he had
not given a final wave to Briand. He had forgotten that the spot where they had
launched the boat was at the end of an inlet, and as he sailed away, the shore
of the lake shut off the view of the creek. 


Aton
felt that he was completely alone after parting from the shore, and utterly
separated from all his old associations. He was fast passing not only out and
away on the water, but also out and away into the unknown future. His spirit no
longer hesitated; he was really at the beginning of his long contemplated voyage.
His natural strength of mind returned. The weakness and irresolution, the
hesitation, left him. His perseverance solidified, and he thought of nothing
else. He had escaped, and in doing so, hoped that he had prevented the effect
of Olar’s rage from reaching his clan and family.


The
southwest breeze, waxing and waning across the lake with the predictable rhythm
of a sleeping giant’s breath, with alternating rise and fall, now drove him
along rapidly until the water bubbled under the prow. The breeze came over his
right shoulder and cooled his cheek under the noon sun in the cloudless sky. He
could no longer distinguish the shape of the trees on shore. All the individual
branches had blended into one great forest, stretching as far as he could see.
On his left there was a chain of islands, some covered with trees and some only
with shrubs, while others were so low and flat that the waves in stormy weather
could almost roll over them, enveloping them swiftly, like a blinking eye.


Five
seagulls flew over his boat. Their appearance cautioned him because their
presence, when found inland, usually preceded strong storms. A low sandstone
cliff, wooded to its ridge, stood against the sky. Trees concealed the rocky
terrain, which according to old clan legends, a great earthquake had thrust
upward from the flat land that had surrounded it, changing it into a rough
landscape. Some stories around campfires also said that this great earthquake
shook the tall and proud buildings of the Americans to the ground, and brought their
ancient civilization to the beginning of its ruin. Clansmen, or any other
division of people, had no idea how much their terrain had changed after the
apocalyptic asteroid’s impact. 


He
had been steering to clear the cliff, but he remembered that when he had
visited the summit of the hill, he had observed that banks and shoals extended
far out from the shore and were nearly on a level with the surface of the lake.
In calm water, they were visible, but waves concealed them, so they were
extremely dangerous.


Aton
steered out from the land and left the shoals on his right. On the other side,
there was a sandy and barren island, upon which he thought he saw the skeleton
of a shipwreck. It was quite probable, because the island was in the path of
vessels sailing along the shore. Beyond the cliff, the land had a downward
slope, curving inwards to the south. That created an inhospitable coast,
because the hills came down to the beach, ending abruptly in low, but steep,
sandstone cliffs. Many large islands stood out on the left, but Aton, not
knowing the shape of the lake beyond the cliff, thought it best to follow the
curve of the shore. As he sailed onward, he found that he had gone off his
predicted course because the curve of the shore now began to go northward, and
looking in that direction, he saw a merchant vessel sailing across the lake,
under one square sail.


The
other vessel was evidently steering to keep just inside the line of the
islands. Aton, with some difficulty, steered in her direction. The southwest
wind was immediately to the rear; his sail did not respond well to tacking at
that moment, so he lowered it, and rowed until he changed direction. Then he
hoisted the sail again and sailed onward. That improved her cruising, but as
the merchant ship had such a great head start, it would take some time to gain
on her. He did want to keep a cautious distance because he understood the
reputation of lawless sailors. They were beyond the jurisdiction of any
warlord’s court. 


Certain
mariners, only a step from being true pirates, did not hesitate to land and
pillage a house or even a village, if they saw an opportunity. Likewise, those
who lived anywhere near the shore considered it good sport to light a fire and
lure a vessel to her destruction, or if she was stranded on a sandbar, forcing
the crew to leave with their small boats. Perhaps they would destroy both ship
and crew in their defenseless state. Therefore, the many wrecks and casualties
were not so much from natural obstacles, since the innumerable islands, and the
creeks and inlets of the mainland, usually offered shelter no matter which way
the storm blew; however, they did not offer protection from the hostility of
the coast’s inhabitants. If there was an important harbor and a town where
sailors could obtain provisions or repairs, the coastal people jealously
guarded the right of entrance, and they permitted no ship, however much in
danger from a storm, to leave if she had anchored, without the payment of a
fee. Vessels most often avoided the harbors, towns, and the mainland
altogether. They would rather sail along beside the islands, which were usually
uninhabited, and anchor there in the dark of night. Aton, remembering the
character of these deckhands, resolved to keep well away from them, but to watch
their route as a guide for safe sailing in the unfamiliar waters. 


The
mainland ran abruptly to the north, and the boat, as he brought her more into
the wind, sprang forward at a rapid pace. The large spread of sail forced her
more swiftly through the water than he had ever managed was possible. He lost
sight of the ship behind some islands, and as he approached them, began to
wonder if he should drop his sail there because he must be getting near her. To
his surprise, he saw her great square sail just ahead. The shore there was
flat; the hills that had previously constrained the view suddenly stopped. The
shore had overgrown with reeds and cattails, and mighty cypress trees rose from
near the beach.


Soon
after finding the merchant ship, he arrived at the opening of a strait. It was
very wide, and either shore was flat. To the right he saw some more hills, but
to the left it was level as far as he could see. He lowered his sail and rowed
due east into the channel. So long as the shore was level, he had no difficulty
because the wind blew over it. When the hills on his left gradually came near
and almost overhung the channel, they shut off much of the breeze, and his
progress slowed. On the right shore, wooded hills rose from the water like a
wall; on the left, it was a perfect plain. He could see nothing of the merchant
ship, although he knew that she could not use her sail here, but must be
working through with her long oars. Her heavy hull must make rowing a slow and
laborious process. The winding of the strait concealed her, but she could not
be far ahead. He continued to row and found the heat, under the doldrums of the
hills, oppressive. He had been afloat nearly half a day, and he felt weary and
cramped from sitting so long in the boat.


Although
he rowed hard, he did not seem to make much progress, and he realized that
there was a distinct current, which seemed to impede his advance, flowing
through the channel from north to south. If he stopped rowing, he found the
boat drifting slowly backward. The long aquatic weeds that he passed all seemed
to incline southward, as if they were bowing respectfully to the flow of the
mighty Mississippi River, which had helped create, and still fed, this great
lake.


Tired
and hungry, he decided to land, rest awhile, and then climb the hill to see
what he could of the channel. He soon reached the shore and ran the boat
aground beside a sturdy bush, tied it there, and then covered it with pulled
weeds. The relief of stretching his body was so great that it seemed to give
him fresh strength. Rather than eat, he climbed the hill. From the top, he
could easily distinguish the remainder of the strait, but a short distance from
where he stood, it bent again and proceeded due east. The passage contracted
there, but the narrowing did not continue far. The shores quickly receded after
approaching so close to each other. The merchant vessel had passed the narrows
with the aid of her long oars, but she moved slowly and it appeared that she
moved with difficulty, too. She was in his view again, and near the eastern
mouth of the strait. As Aton watched, he saw her square sail raised again,
showing that she had reached a spot where the hills stopped obstructing the
wind. Entering the open lake, she altered her course and sailed away to the
northeast, following the shore of the northern mainland. Looking eastward,
across the lake, he saw a vast and beautiful expanse of water with no islands,
reaching to the horizon. To the north and south, the land fell rapidly away,
skirted with inlets and shoals. Between them, the smaller shore vessels usually
voyaged. He had heard of that open water, and it was his intention to sail into
it and explore, but as the sun began to set toward the west, he thought that he
had better wait until morning, to travel with the light of day. For now, he
would row through the channel, beach the boat on a section of shore that stood
farthest out, and start again in the morning. Turning to look back the other
way, westward, he was surprised to see a second channel, which came almost to
the foot of the hill on which he had stood, but it ended there and did not
connect with the first. An island, which he must have sailed past that
afternoon, had concealed the entrance. The second channel seemed more familiar
to him than the flat and reedy shore at the mouth of the true strait, and he
recognized it as the one that he had journeyed to on foot through the forest.
He had not actually traveled the true strait at all. After sailing past that
deceptive inlet, he began to question his ability and navigational skills as a
mariner.


A
stockade, if built near where he stood, would command the channel. Attackers
could not shoot arrows across, but vessels under the protection of the
enclosure could obstruct the passage, maybe with floating booms. If hostile
fleets and armies prevented access to the fort’s front, then that canal could
provide provisions and materials from the rear. An invader coming from the
north must cross there. It convinced him even more fully of the importance of
that uninhabited and neglected place.


For
many years, there had been a general feeling that someday invaders would make
such an attempt. Fortifications would be of immense value in repelling the
hostile hordes and preventing their landing. Aton believed he had just found a
critically important piece of geography from a trade or military aspect of
development and for protection of the clans that his father had united, but he
was fleeing these clans. His current opinion or knowledge was as worthless to
the people of his home territory as it had ever been. Nevertheless, whoever
held this strait would possess the key of the lake, and would be master of it,
or would at least hold the balance between the rivaling populations dotted
along the coasts on either side. No vessel could pass without permission. It
was the most obvious illustration of the contracted mental view of the petty
warlords and their public officials. So concerned about the frontiers of their
provinces, those petty tyrants frequently fought over a single estate, but were
oblivious of the opportunity of empire that was open to any who would seize it.


If
a warlord built a fortification on the strait and had vessels of war, they
could float in this second channel sheltered from the winds. There they would
be ready to sail and flank an attacking force. While he contemplated those
advantages of location, he remembered that he had once sat down beside the
second inlet, thinking it to be the channel. Doubts rose in his mind. If that
matter so easily misled him, he might also be deceived in other ideas. 


After
descending from the hill, he ate and drank sparingly, and then pushed out again
in the boat. The current was so powerful in the narrowest part of the strait
that he wondered if he would ever row away from it. When he was free of the
channel, he hoisted sail and directed his course straight out for an island
that stood almost opposite the entrance. As he approached, sailing along at a
good pace, suddenly the boat dragged bottom. He knew in an instant that he had
grounded on soft mud, and sprang up to lower the sail, but before he could do
so, the boat came to a standstill on the mud bank. The waves following behind
broke over the rear as she stopped. Fortunately, they were small, but they
flung enough water onboard to spoil part of his provisions and floated everything
that was loose on the floor of the boat.


He
was worried about the water in the vessel and suddenly realized that he had
nothing with which to bale her out. He dropped the sail to keep the wind from
snapping the mast. He desperately tried to force the boat back with his paddle.
His weight and the resistance of the thick mud were too great and kept him from
shoving off. When he pushed, the paddle sank into the soft bottom because there
was nothing against which it could press. After struggling for some time, he
paused, beginning to fear that his voyage had already reached an end. He knew
that he had to lighten the boat, but there was no cargo to throw overboard. He
was the only weight, so he immediately undressed and went overboard. His feet
sank deep into the dark ooze. By rapidly moving his feet, he managed to push
the boat, and it slowly crept forward. Pushing, struggling, and pressing
onward, he forced her back to the open water.


The
waves drove her back almost as much as he pushed her ahead, but she did move,
and he could feel the water getting deeper beneath him. When he pulled himself
into the boat, the waves moved the boat back, and he had to start over. This
time, he decided that before he attempted to get into the boat, he would turn
her sideways to the wind. Turned sideways, her length found more resistance,
and although the waves sent her some way upon it, she soon came to a
standstill. He climbed in as quickly as he could, took the paddle, and pushed
away from that spot


Not
until he had gotten more than halfway to the mainland did he pause to get
dressed. He rested a moment and looked back. Guessing from the color of the
water, he suspected that the shallows extended a long distance and surrounded
the islands at the mouth of the channel so that no ship could enter or pass out
in a direct line, but must steer to the north or south to avoid that muddy
peril. As the sun slipped closer to the horizon, the doubt of his ability to
land on another island rose. He returned to the mainland, which he reached
without much trouble because of the current.


He
pulled the boat onto the shore as far as he could. It was not a good place to
land, because the bottom was sandstone and studded with angular rocks. Some of
the stratified stone jutted up from the ground and appeared as though it came
from a violent origin. Those stone monuments endorsed the ancient stories of
massive earthquakes that had changed the course of the Mississippi River,
increased the span of Lake Pontchartrain and turned a large swath of the
southern part of the continent into intermittent wetlands while taking the city
of Baton Rouge, along with many others, under water. 


Cottonwood
had overgrown the shore nearly up to the waterline, and then magnolia trees
covered the rising ground. Their branches seemed stunted by strong winds, due
to how exposed the spot was to the windstorms of spring. The hills beyond had
shut off the southwest wind. Aton was so weary that for some time he did
nothing but rest on the ground, which grass sparsely covered. A brief respite
restored his energy.


He
gathered some dry sticks, struck his flint against the steel, ignited the
tinder, and soon had a fire. It was not necessary for warmth; the evening was
warm enough, but it was his hunter's instinct. When camping for the night, the
hunter, unless prowlers were suspected to be nearby, customarily lit a fire. It
was primarily to cook his supper, and secondly to make the spot his home for
the evening. The hearth was home, his father would say. Aton had nothing that
needed cooking. He took his cowhide from the boat and spread it on the ground.


A
seasoned cowhide, conditioned against the rain, was the first possession of
every hunter. It kept him from the damp and protected him from the heaviest
precipitation. Three short poles stuck in the earth could support the hunter’s
little tent. Two crossed at the top in front, forming a fork, and fastened with
a leather thong, the third rested on the bifurcation. Aton did not erect a
second hide. The evening was so warm and beautiful that he did not need it; his
cloak acted as a blanket and would be ample covering. The fire crackled and
blazed intermittently, just far enough from him that he did not feel burdened
by the heat.


Robins
sang in the cottonwood all around him, the red-winged blackbird called, and the
chorus never stopped. The expanse of waters stretched before him. There, he
could even see over the low islands. In the sky, a streak of cloud was tinted
red by the sunset, slowly becoming paler as the light receded. He reclined into
an idle, thoughtless state that succeeded strenuous physical exertion. The
lengthening shadow, the sinking fire, and the appearance of a star, warned him
that the night was here. He rose, threw more driftwood on the fire, and then
got his cloak and his boar spear from the boat. He wrapped himself in the cape,
bringing it well over his face because of the dew that would arrive before
sunrise. Drawing the lower corners of the hide over his feet and limbs, he
stretched his body and fell asleep with the spear beside him. It was comforting
to sleep with a weapon.


There
was the possibility of cannibals wandering in the night, but not much
probability. There would be far more danger near the forest path, where they
might expect a traveler and wait to attack the lonely wanderer, but they could
not have known beforehand where he would rest that night. If anyone had seen
the course of his boat, if anyone stumbled upon his camp by chance, his fate
was certain. He knew that, but trusted in the improbability of any cannibals
frequenting a place where there was nothing to plunder. Besides, he had no
choice because he could not reach the islands. If there were risks by sleeping
here, he had to forget them. He was no longer in the median of life’s road,
where his father had wished for him to stay.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


When Aton woke, the height of the sun
immediately indicated that he had slept longer than he had intended. Throwing
off his cloak, he stood up, but immediately crouched down again because a ship
was passing a short distance from the shore and nearly opposite his encampment.
She had two masts, and from the flags flying, the various bannerettes, and the
movements of so many men onboard, he knew it was a ship of war. He took
caution, being anxious to remain unseen and regretted leaving his boat so
exposed because the bush beside which he had landed the vessel only hid it from
one side. The shore was bare and open; if the sailors looked in Aton’s
direction, the men onboard would surely see his boat and might even see him,
but the sailors maintained the warship’s course. They were either too engaged
with their own affairs or they kept a careless lookout. Either way, it did not
matter because no one appeared to notice. No one lowered a boat from the
warship, and the deckhands continued with their own affairs.


He
watched the warship for quite a while before he attempted to move. Her course
was to the east, inside the fringe of islands. The ship was far enough away
that he could not discern the flags, but the design of the ship was familiar
enough to ascertain that it was not from a distant, foreign territory. He
watched the crew hoist the sails, letting them bellow out in the stiff wind.
She sailed fast, having the wind coming directly from her rear, which suited
her two square sails.


The
wind had risen during the night and now blew almost like a storm. The gale was
so swift that he doubted the advisability of sailing on the open water. The
waves there would be too high for his boat, which floated low in the water.
They would wash over and possibly swamp her. He had only two courses available
to him. Either sail inside the islands under shelter of the land, or remain
where he was until the stiff wind abated to a gentle breeze. 


If
he decided to sail on, he would soon reach an unknown part of the northern
shores, where danger might await. On the other hand, to follow the warship
would most likely bring him near the great city of Acadia, famous for its
commerce, its riches, and the warlike disposition of its warlord, Grinald,
known as Black Fang on the battlefield. Grinald the warlord was the acknowledged
head of the league of clans near the city of Acadia, where he lived, but
strangely enough, he had a reputation for attacking other clans in the very
league over which he ruled. His furious energy was always disturbing the
region, and Aton had no doubt that Black Fang was now at war with someone and
that the warship was on its way to assist either him or maybe his enemies. One
of the possibilities that had impelled Aton to this voyage of escape was to
take service in the ranks of a conquering army and perhaps gradually rise to a
command and enrich himself with the spoils of war after proving his manhood on
the battlefield.


Such
undertakings were very common; rogue warriors often set forth as mercenaries on
expeditions to distant regions when dissatisfied with their own rulers, and
they were usually welcomed as an addition to the strength of the clan they
sought, but there was a difference with respect to Aton’s journey and that of
an experienced mercenary soldier. Seasoned and capable warriors carried with
them their reputations, which included either numerous armed servants who were
accustomed to battle, considerable treasure, or at least a reputation for
prowess on the battlefield. Aton had nothing to offer, and for nothing, he
should not expect anything in return.


The
world does not recognize a person’s intrinsic worth or potential genius. He
would have to prove himself on the battlefield before the world could celebrate
his abilities. By persuading warlord Grinald to permit Aton to join the ranks
of his army, he could prove his bravery in battle. Only then could he receive
his accolades for courage and for designing improved weapons. He believed he
had ideas, but he had nothing to point to, or any heroic reputation to offer.
He had little hope of success, and his natural arrogance and pride would
prevent him from humbly enlisting in the common ranks. The very idea of asking
to serve was repugnant to him. However, the thought of his father and cousin,
and what they had accomplished in battle pushed him on. He knew his pride was
false. His vanity rose from too high an estimate of his own abilities, or
perhaps it was the consequence of living for so long secluded from the world
around him. He acknowledged to himself that his new world had beaten him down to
a new lower level. Remembering that he was only a refugee, he resolved to
humble himself, to seek service in Grinald’s military, to lower his rebellious
spirit when men above him in rank, but below him in birth and ability, ordered
him to obey their commands, and he would submit to the endless indignities of a
common soldier's life.


He
launched the boat, and had already placed his supplies onboard when it occurred
to him that the difficulties he had encountered the previous evening, when he
had nearly lost the boat on the mud bank, had arisen from his ignorance of the
channels. Therefore, it would be advisable to climb the hill and carefully
survey the shore as far as possible before setting sail, and so he did. The
warship was still visible from the summit, but while he looked, the intervening
islands began to conceal her. The white foam and angry appearance of the
distant open water to the east showed how wise he had been not to attempt its
exploration. Near the shoreline, the breeze was steady. Where the strong wind
struck the surface with all its force, the waves were too large and powerful
for his small boat.


From
that spot, he could see nearly the whole length of the strait. Looking at it in
the direction from which he had come, he saw some boats crossing in the
distance. Because they moved so slowly, and appeared to be so broad, he assumed
that they were flat-bottomed boats. Straining his eyes, he thought he saw
horses onboard. He watched them float cross the straight, and saw one return,
as if for more freight. He now noticed that there was a land route by which
travelers on foot or wagons came down from the north and crossed the strait
using a ferry. It appeared that the ferryboat was not in the narrowest part of
the channel, but nearer its western mouth, where the shores were flat and
covered with tall grass and shrubs. He wondered why he had not seen the docks
or the ferryboats when he had passed. He concluded that the trail was hidden
behind the dense growth of reed and cattails, and that the flat-bottom boats,
not being in use the previous day, had been drawn up, and perhaps covered to
shelter them from the heat of the sun.


The
fact that the trading route existed gave additional importance to the
establishment of a fort on the shore of the strait. By now, the first
flat-bottom boat had obtained another load and was crossing the channel again.
It was apparent that a caravan of travelers or merchants had arrived. Men of
commerce usually traveled in large groups for safety, and because of that,
merchants deserted the trading routes for weeks, and then suddenly covered
them. They were rough routes, not roads, just mere paths worn through the
forest and over the hills, often impassable during wet weather.


Still
further satisfied that he had surmised the original idea of a fortified
stockade from a correct estimate of the value of the spot, Aton resolved to
keep the idea to himself, and not reveal it to others, who might adopt his
plan. With one long last glance at the narrow waterway, he descended the hill,
pushed the boat away from shore, and continued his journey.


Now
his course was much easier than it had been the previous day, when he had to
frequently tack into the wind to make progress. The steady, strong breeze came
off the land, from which he was too close for any waves to form. Time passed
without any necessity to shift the sail more than a few fine adjustments to
follow the shoreline.


He
saw several small villages on the shore and passed one narrow bay, which seemed
to penetrate into the land deeper than he could actually see. Suddenly, after
half a day of sailing, he saw the tower of a sun temple appear from behind the
wooded hills. He knew that it must be near the city of Acadia. He had to decide
whether he should sail into the harbor, where its inhabitants would see him and
he would have to undergo the examination of the harbor guards, or if he should
land the boat and go on foot to the city. It only took a moment to decide that
travel by foot was the better plan because his boat was of unique construction.
Because of that, the guards would notice him, give him unwanted attention by
carefully examining his possessions, and then explain that they must tax or
take all of his belongings away. Without hesitation, he steered the boat
onshore among the bushes and reeds to hide his vessel from unwanted attention.


He
pulled her up as far as his strength permitted and took down the sail. She
rested near a stand of maple trees. After cutting a bundle of dead reeds, he
scattered them over her. That way, occupants of a passing ship, unless it
passed very close to the land, would not see her. From a distance, the mast of
his boat looked like a dead sapling projecting from pile of scrap wood. 


While
he ate, he considered how he should proceed. The only weapon with which he
excelled was the bow and arrow. To join the ranks of an army, he would need to
take those with him and exhibit his skill. He cautioned himself because
everyone knew that there was an utter absence of law and justice in a war camp,
except for the powerful. They might take his bow, which he greatly valued and
had crafted so well from sturdy hedge wood. He also feared they might take his
arrows, which he had carefully prepared from the wood of an ash tree, pointed
with sharp steel tips, and fletched with red feathers. His bow and arrows were
far superior to those used by hunters and common soldiers, and he feared losing
them. He had no sword. There remained only his boar spear so that was what he
chose to bring with him. He planned to borrow a bow when the time came to
display his skill, and hoped that fate would enable him to triumph, even with
an inferior grade of weapon.


After
resting awhile and stretching his body free of cramps from the long boat ride,
he set out with his spear and walked along the shore because the thick growth
of trees would not let him penetrate in the direction that he had seen the
temple protruding from behind the hills. He had to force his way through the
tangled vines and brushwood, which flourished between the trees and the water's
edge. It was hard work walking, or rather pushing, through those obstacles, and
he sighed with relief when he emerged onto the slope of an open field that only
had a few scattered trees obstructing his path. The fact of it being open, and
the shortness of the grass, showed at once that shepherds had used it for
grazing their animals. Here he walked freely and soon reached the top of the
hill. From the summit, Acadia was visible and almost underneath him.


The
city stood on a low narrow cape, which ran a long way into the lake. A channel,
penetrated the narrow bank on one side of the peninsula near where it joined
the mainland, about a bowshot wide. The channel went inland and was lost from
sight among the trees. On the other side of the cape, a river ran into the
lake. Between the channel and the river, the inhabitants of Acadia had built
the city.


A
brick wall surrounded the town. There were two large brick towers on the
landside, which indicated the position of a noble house, the home of a person
of great wealth and military influence. Someone who most likely had an affinity
for conquest and pillage lived there. Without a doubt, that was Grinald’s
residence. Also inside the walls were open places and gardens, with small
corrals among them. None of the houses was more than two stories high. Most
commonly, houses were thatched or covered with wood shingles, but red tiles
covered the roofs behind these walls. Grinald, whose object was to protect his
city from being set on fire by flaming arrows, had ordered the protecting tile.
The encircling wall had become a dull, dark hue from long exposure to the
weather, but the roofs were a brighter red, contrasting against the dingy
barriers with the gloss from their kiln-fired glazing. There was no standard on
display at either of the towers, from which he concluded that Acadia’s warlord
was absent. 


Slowly
descending toward the city, Aton looked in vain for any means of crossing the
channel that extended along the side of it, and in which he counted nearly two
dozen merchant vessels anchored, along with a number of smaller boats. The
sailors had moored the ship of war, which had arrived earlier, near the main
gate of the city that opened near the port. Her crew was busy unloading her
cargo. As he walked beside the creek trying to call and get the attention of
some boatmen to take him across, the town’s silence confused him. Although the
city wall was barely more distant than he could throw a stone, there was none
of the usual noise rising above it, as he would expect from a town of Acadia’s
size. Looking closer, he noticed that there were only a few people on the
merchant vessels, and no dockworkers loading or unloading. The burden of
packing the wagons was left to the sailors. Except for the guard marching back
and forth on top of the wall, and the crew of the warship, no one else was
visible. As the guard paced across, the tip of his spear gleamed in the
sunshine. He must have seen Aton, but with military indifference, he did not
pay the slightest bit of consideration to Aton’s efforts to attract his
attention.


Aton
passed the warship, and shouted to the men who were hard at work carrying
clusters of arrows and bundles of spears from the vessel and placing them on
carts, but they did not reply, and simply ignored him. His common dress and
ordinary appearance did not indicate to them any hope of payment if they
fetched him with a boat. The disdain they displayed frustrated him and inspired
him to be more aggressive in his endeavor. 


Looking
around to see if there were a bridge or ferry nearby, he caught sight of the
sun temple’s tower, which he had observed from far away while sailing. It was a
short distance from the city, isolated outside the walls, and it stood on the
slope of the hill facing east to greet the sun as it rose each morning. He
wandered toward it, because there were usually people in or around the shrines,
which were always open day and night. If no one else, the clerics would be
there in case some thief attempted to steal the sacred items.


As
he ascended the hill, he met a shepherd, whose dogs charged at him because he
was a stranger. For a moment, the man seemed motivated to let them attack,
because he felt inclined to challenge an outsider. After seeing Aton lower his
spear, it probably occurred to him that Aton would kill some of his dogs. He
ordered them to heel, and warily acknowledged the stranger. After greeting the
shepherd, Aton learned that there was only one bridge across the creek. There
were ferries, but only for the people of the city. They allowed no outsiders to
cross by ferryboat. Foreigners must enter by the main road over the bridge.


“I
want to enter the city,” said Aton.


“They
will hang you.”


“Hang
me? What do you mean?” he asked, as he tried to control his anger from the
comment.


“You’re
a stranger here and you look like a slave. Running away from your master is a
capital offense.” The shepherd said that as if it was obvious that Aton was a
runaway slave and he should have understood that simple fact.


“I
am a free man. I do as I please.” He scoffed, started to walk away, and left
the shepherd with a snide remark. “You’re the slave; a slave to your dumb
animals. Don’t believe me? Try to walk away from your herd, peasant.”


“I
could turn you in for a silver coin if I had a mind to.”


Aton
lowered his spear in the direction of the shepherd. “But you don’t.”


“Ha!
Keep walking to the gallows. The crows will be pecking at your eyes by
nightfall.” 


The
shepherd whistled for his dogs and continued on his way.


Discouraged
by the petty aggravations, which seemed to cross his path at every step, he
found his way to the ferryboats. As the shepherd had warned, all the boatmen
refused to carry a stranger. Even with the offer of a silver coin worth many
times the fare, he could not convince them.


Rival
clans demanded fees at the gate of every village, town, or city, and those
tolls were very profitable to the ruling families. The difference of the
coinage caused arguments in its rate of exchange for competing money. Rivaling
domains did not accept currency from another region at its face value, so it
reverted to its intrinsic value based on the perception of the alloy it
contained. In many dominions, it was impossible to obtain silver coinage. There
was little or no gold anywhere. Merchants used silver as the standard metal for
business transactions, but a great number of people transacted their business
using different commodities. Because of the rarity of precious metals and their
great value, occasionally daring treasure hunters ventured into the abandoned
cities in the forbidden area of the lake and brought forth old coins and
jewelry. Most, however, had not returned.


“Then
I’ll march across the bridge,” said Aton, who was visibly angry. He had said it
to no one in particular, but to all the boatmen in general.


While
smiling grimly, the last fisherman that Aton had asked for help replied, “Go
ahead, but you’ll never make it.”


“Why
not?”


“Because
the guard will kill you and put your severed head on the shaft of your spear as
a warning to other strangers who approach. You should leave with your head
while you still have it.”


Aton
looked and saw that he was opposite the extreme angle of the city wall, a point
usually guarded with care. There was a guard marching back and forth, carrying
a spear, but the sentry might have his bow within reach, or could probably call
to another soldier or archer if he needed assistance.


“Maybe
I could bribe the guard. A silver coin could change his mind. He would be just
as corrupt as any city official.”


The
old boatman grinned, but said nothing. He returned to a net that he was mending
and answered no further questions. Aton shouted to the guard; the stoic soldier
looked once, but continued to ignore him. Aton walked a little way and sat down
in the grass. He was deeply discouraged. These continual rejections, petty in
themselves, assumed an importance to Aton where a different man would have
thought nothing of them. After a while he rose, and wondered to himself how he
could become an impressive soldier and a leader of men if he did not have the
perseverance, even though he had a peaceful pretense, to enter the city.


Not
knowing what else to do, he followed the creek around the foot of the hill. The
close bank was steep, the other cultivated with corn. With the greatest display
of aerobatic dexterity, a swallow flew over the channel toward a little grove
of saplings, while taking bugs in flight on the way. With no other plan to
consider, he followed the bird’s direction. Suddenly, the creek wound around
under a low cliff, and in a moment, Aton found himself confronted with a town
that had no wall. Just a ditch and earthwork defended it, no tower or fortress.


The
townspeople had placed the houses close together. There were many more there
than he had previously seen, and they were thatched or wood shingled, like
those in his own region. The town stood in the midst of the fields, and small
shoots of corn came up to the moat. There were many people at work, but he
noticed that most of them were old men, bowed and feeble. A little way farther,
he saw a second boathouse. He quickened his pace and went toward it. 


A
stout ferrywoman poled him across without objection. Delighted with her
gesture, Aton gave her the small silver coin. She gasped at the coin and
considered it a blessing, if not a small fortune for a person shackled with
perpetual poverty. The woman knew exactly what she would purchase with her good
omen, an alligator claw necklace that a shaman had blessed with powerful
spirits. 


She
graciously explained to him that he was at an extension of Acadia and that it
bore the same name, but this place was an abode of the common people. Those who
were rich or powerful had houses in the walled city, and they had painted their
shields or coats of arms over their doors. Warlord Grinald’s armed forces
guarded the walled section with great care because attackers had made so many
attempts against it, to assassinate civic leaders and rival merchants, whose
fiery dispositions assisted Grinald’s constant wars that plagued the
surrounding territories. Grinald took as much care to prevent a single stranger
from entering as if he were the precursor of a hostile army, and if Aton went
back to the bridge over the river now, the guards would stop, question, and
possibly confine him in prison.


“I
have come to enter Grinald’s army,” Aton stated boldly to the old woman.


“He
has already marched onward with his warriors, looking for conquest and plunder
against a nearby rival.”


“Have
they all marched away?”


“For
this battle, he needs everyone. Acadia is mostly deserted.”


“How
far away are they?”


“Two
days walk,” replied the woman.


A
citizen called from the opposite bank, and she poled the boat across the
channel to fetch another passenger.


“I
appreciate your help,” said Aton. 


“Scurry
along.” To urge him onward, she moved her hand in a sweeping motion, as though
it were a broom. “Keep moving. If you stand around, you’ll attract attention.
You look like a slave, but you speak like a gentleman. Someone might think
you’re a spy. Then it’s the gallows for you.” The woman laughed with a squeal.
“Now get along, poor little rich boy.”


Aton
entered Acadia and walked a short distance through it, and then his growling
stomach reminded him that he had not eaten for some time. He looked in vain for
an inn, but after speaking to a man who had his left arm in a sling and was
leaning under the archway of the door to the home in which he lived, the
stranger asked him to enter, and graciously presented all the amenities of the
house to Aton. The man with the sling sat opposite him, and remarked that most
of the citizens were gone to the war camp, but he could not because of his
injury. He then told Aton how it had happened, with the usual hypochondria of
the wounded. He had been assisting with the placement of a battering ram upon a
war wagon when a maneuvering lever snapped and the beam fell, but only a part
of the broken lever had hit him. Thrown with great force, the fragment of the
pole grazed his arm, but the impact was strong enough to dislocate his
shoulder. All of the physicians had gone to the battle to serve the injured
soldiers and he was left to his own remedy.


He
thought it lucky that he was no worse because very few ever recovered from
serious wounds. Especially from injuries caused by swords, spears, or arrows
during wartime. How could he fight in combat? He was wounded, and the injured
generally died. Only the fortunate escaped. The man’s stories ran on, talking
as much for his own amusement as that of his guest. Aton’s host worried because
he could not join the battle camp and assist the detachment of men to which he
was obligated. The man supposed battering rams would be in position by now, and
shaking the walls of a sieged city with each mighty blow. He wondered aloud if
his commander would miss his presence on the battlefield. Aton asked his host
what he did when not on the field of battle. He sheepishly admitted to Aton
that when not engaged in combat, he was his commander’s servant.


Aton
was startled, and almost jumped from the table. His gracious host was a slave.
The man had used the term servant instead of the hateful name of slave, which
the most degraded did not care to admit. Most men Aton knew deemed it a
disgrace to sit down with a slave, to eat with him, even to accidently touch
him. With peasants, or other free men of lower classes, they were on familiar
terms although the upper classes repressed them to the extreme. To most, the
slave was less than a dog. Then, stealing a glance at the man's wrists, Aton
saw the scars from the metal shackles that had permanently marked the distal
extreme of his forearms. He had not noticed this before.


——   ——   ——


In
the dominions and territories around the lake, slavery was all too frequent.
The privileged had framed the laws to reduce the common person to perpetual
servitude. For every offense, the punishment could revert to slavery. If a
starving man stole a loaf of bread, he became a slave, or more accurately, an
indentured servant that served in perpetuity for the ruling family because
judges never correctly assessed the value of the offenses or the perpetrator’s
labor, so that the offenders could work off their crime, and their labors
hardly ever directly benefited the alleged victim.


Rulers
proclaimed that theft damaged the entire community because it corrupted
society’s morality, and it was as if the thief had stolen, not from one, but
from every member of the clan. Therefore, the criminal must make restitution to
all. The offender’s labor compensated for the value of the transgression
multiple times over. The thief was the slave of the community, but because the
community could not employ him, the ruling family released him to those who
would pay. Therefore, under cover of the highest morality, they perpetrated the
greatest injustice. For the theft of food, they could reduce a man to a slave.
Then his wife and children, unable to support themselves, became beggars and
permanently destitute.


The
ruling classes seized and leased out those servants, indentured in perpetuity,
to any who would take them. Slaves could never become free again, because they
must repay their purchaser the amount paid for them, and how could they do
that, since protocol and tradition confined them to servitude? 


To
control the enslaved, a blacksmith would twist a metal wire loosely around the
wrists, and then fuse the ends together. He would insert a metal rod into the
opening of the metal shackle, and then give it half a turn, forcing the wire
against the wrist, causing it to fit tightly, often painfully, and form a
smaller ring at the outside. Slave owners used the smaller ring to string a
gang of slaves together with rope. The friction of the metal against the wrist
created a distinctive scar that permanently identified a person as a slave. It
was a mark the slave could never remove and from which they could never run away.


To
speak discourteously of the ruling family or of their religion, to go out of a
dominion without consent, to trade without permission, to innocently forget to
bow in the presence of the privileged class, all those and a thousand other
things were crimes deserving the wire shackle. A man could study all day what
he must do and what he must not do to escape servitude, but because of all
those rules, it was impossible to conform. Yet the leaders hypocritically said
that they did those things for the sake of public morality, and that because
they had sold no man, even though they effectively had, the indentured servants
were not slaves. It was true that they sold no people in the open market; they
leased them instead. Hypocritically, the owners of slaves could not sell them
to another owner, but they could place them in the hands of a representative of
the ruling family, presenting them with their freedom if they chose to do so.
However, the ruling family rarely actually granted freedom. 


The
legal official, upon payment of a fine from the leaser, transferred the slave.
The larger part of the fine went to the benefit of the ruling family, usually
the warlord or a favored clan leader. Under their laws, delinquent debt packed
the land with slaves because earning an income was rare. From the time of
birth, the ruling class could declare a child to be in debt because its
destitute mother, who provided its sustenance, was the wife of a commoner fed
by the upper class. 


They
practiced that to such an extent, that if a person owed anything, their fate
was sealed: they became a slave. The estates of the upper class were full of
men who worked their entire lives for the profit of others. Consequently,
vagrant bandits filled the woods, because those who found an opportunity to
escape never failed to do so, notwithstanding the hunt that the ruling class
invariably made for them and the cruel punishments that waited after recapture.
Many of those unfortunate souls, after predicting that their oppressors would
imprison them into servitude, escaped at their first opportunity, usually
during the depths of night. Hidden by the cloak of darkness, they lived in the
forests until they died of starvation or at the hands of cannibals, the
wandering men of the swamp.


It
was only by the favor of the upper class that any man remained free, and only
if he accumulated wealth for them. The ruling class, whom they paid heavily for
permission to live in their own homes, protected all the merchants and those
who had permission to trade out of their territory. The ruling families
supported the principles of tyranny and oppression and used those principles to
govern the merchants and clan leaders. Using those same principles, merchants
and clan leaders had power over all the workers under their control. The
wealthy upper class were absolute masters over their own servants, or slaves,
as they truly were, who worked upon their estates, and with the authority to
execute, they could even hang the offender at their whim. 


Although
begging was an offense punishable by servitude, the privileged only used it
when the offender was fit and strong enough to work. The diseased, aged,
helpless, and feeble could break the law and starve by the roadside because it
profited no one to make them slaves. Publicly, they constantly declared to free
and slave alike that they do all these things in the name of morality and for
the good of the clans.


——   ——   ——


When
the slave caught Aton's glance, he pulled his sleeves farther down to cover his
scarred wrists, and asked his guest in a low and humble voice to forgive him
for his insolence. With his face slightly flushed, Aton finished his meal. He
was confused, to say the least. The traditions and the tone of the society in
which he had belonged had prejudiced him strongly against the man whose
hospitality he so greatly appreciated. On the other hand, the ideas that had
for so long churned in his mind, in his solitary thoughts in the forest, were
entirely opposed to indentured servitude and slavery. Secretly, he had long since
condemned it and desired to abolish it.


He
had eaten at a slave's table and sat with him face to face. Reflecting on his
reaction at the table, he questioned the concept of slavery again. He wondered
if he should adhere to the ancient prejudice, the ancient exclusiveness of his
former class, or should he boldly follow his conscience? His conscience
prevailed, and he extended his right hand to the slave as he rose to say
goodbye. 


“Thank
you for everything. My name is Aton Matin. Please forgive me for not introducing
myself earlier.”


“The
slave grasped Aton’s hand firmly and said, “My name is Hauk. I am pleased to
meet you.”


The
act was significant to Hauk because someone had finally recognized him as a
person and not just as a member of his class. Hauk did not know the conflict
that had taken place in Aton’s mind; but to have shaken hands with even a
common servant, as he supposed Aton to be, was a surprise. He could not
understand it. This was the first time anyone of a class above him had taken
his hand since he had been born. 


“Will
you reside in this city or do you move on?” asked Hauk.


“I
have come to offer my services to your warlord. I must continue on my journey
and find him.”


“Services?
What do you have to offer?” 


Hauk
tried not to laugh at the starving man with tattered clothes because Aton had
made the impression of a stray dog more than as a skilled warrior. What could
he offer Grinald? Hauk did crack a thin smile, but tried to hide it with his
hand.


“Loyalty
and my service on the battlefield. I could be a warrior in his ranks and prove
my manhood in combat.”


“Oh,
Aton, be careful with what you desire.”


“Why
shouldn’t I seek what I wish?”


“Because
you might attain it.”


“Go
on, explain yourself,” said Aton.


“I
have been on the battlefield. That’s where you find death, not manhood. For me,
I had no choice.” He held his scarred wrists up for Aton to see again as a
redundant reminder that he was a slave, and as a slave was subject to his
master’s bidding. “The field of combat is not full of courage. It’s full of
fear. I have seen grown men cry for their mothers as they bleed to death.
Remember this: Grinald does not go to war for honor. He seeks to expand his
control and fatten his treasury. He would be glad to sacrifice your life to do
that. So yes, be careful what you seek because you might find it.”


“I
have no other options,” Aton admitted with a hushed tone, as he looked up at
the dark worm-eaten rafters of the house.


“I
could tell by your accent that you’re not from around here. Are you on the run,
with bounty on your head?”


“Yes,
I had to leave.”


The
hand of Hauk’s good arm shot upward, and he turned his head and closed his
eyes. “Stop. Tell me no more about the offense. A slip of my tongue could cost
a life.” He lowered his hand, looked at Aton and whispered, “But are your
pursuers close?”


“I
have traveled far. They’ll never find me.”


“Good.
I wish you luck, my friend. I will pray to the gods for you.”


Aton
clasped Hauk’s extended forearm, and then touched the man’s uninjured shoulder
as if they were best friends and thanked him for all of his hospitality. Aton
offered him a silver coin and asked in what direction he should walk to find
Grinald’s battle camp. Hauk was enthralled with amazement at the sight of the
coin. He could scarcely point out the road to battle when Aton had asked. As a
slave, he had nothing but the implements of war his master had given him and
his owner had certainly never paid Hauk anything for his effort in combat. Hauk
did not take the small coin that Aton had offered, one of the few he possessed.
Aton therefore put it on the table and left.


Passing
through the town, Aton followed the path that led in the direction Hauk had
indicated. In a short time, it led him to a wider road, which he immediately
recognized as the main road to the war camp because of all the ruts and road
dust covering the nearby vegetation. Wagon wheels, marching feet, and animal
hooves had trampled down the grass several wagons wide, and they had cut up the
grain and cotton fields, too. Grinald’s soldiers had already passed, and Aton
only had to follow the unmistakable trail of war. Bravery and manhood waited
ahead, or so he thought.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Aton
walked until the rough road, the dust, and the heat began to affect him, and
then sat down beside the trail that led to Grinald’s armed forces. The sun was
setting and the long day was coming to its end. A horseman rode swiftly past.
The rider was coming from the distant battle camp, and because he was armed
with only a slim sword and had a leather bag slung from his shoulder, he
appeared to be a messenger. The horse’s hooves churned the surface of the dirt
road, lifting the gray dust, which rose and floated above the shrubbery,
rendering visible the horse’s long path. Sometime afterwards, while Aton
continued to rest from the exertion of walking through the heat of the
afternoon, he heard the sound of approaching wheels and saw two wagons pulled
by horses coming along the road from Acadia.


The
driver of the lead wagon pulled the reins in such a way that the horse moved
the cart to the side of the road, to drive around Aton. As they got closer to
him, the rear wagon did likewise. Although the carts took the other side of the
road, Aton could see that the wagons carried spears, bundles of arrows, and an
assortment of other armaments, probably the same weapons he had watched the
sailors unload from the warship that morning. Feeling that it was time to
continue his journey, he rose as the carts approached. His tired feet were
stiff, and he limped as he stepped into the road.


Aton
and the closest driver spoke, and he walked as well as he could beside the
moving wagons, using his boar spear as a staff while they chatted. There were
two men with each cart, and they all noticed how he limped along, barely
keeping pace with the old horses. One of them took a gourd canteen from under
the seat and offered him a drink of water. Aton heartily accepted. Refreshed,
his parched lips wet again, he continued the conversation and learned that the
weapons were from the vessel he had followed on the lake. His assumption had
been correct. A neighboring clan leader, who had wanted to secure an alliance
with Grinald, had loaded it with armaments for his prospective warlord’s use.
One of the carters asked Aton if his clan had called him from their reserve
forces to fight in battle or if he was on his way to support the troops while
they lay siege to the next town. Aton answered that he was on his way to
enlist; he wanted to experience battle and reap the plunders of war and was not
yet under any warlord’s flag.


“So
you are a free man, are you?” asked a wagon driver.


“Yes.
Of course I am,” answered Aton. He was a little irritated with the question, but
then he remembered how that might not be so obvious. After all, he had just
eaten with Hauk, a slave, and was already seated next to him by the time he had
realized the class of man who had granted him the hospitality of a meal. Aton
lifted his tired arms to reveal his wrists. Obviously, there were no scars.


“Let
me give you one bit of advice,” said the other wagon driver. “Enlist directly
with Grinald’s forces.”


“Why
is that?”


“Because
you’re not a professional soldier. Unless you want to remain shackled to some
distant clan’s battle commander, like a dog on a leash, you had better commit
to Grinald’s ranks. The warlord will take you. I’m sure of it.”


“Do
you mean the warlord will pay me more for my services?”


The
wagon drivers could not contain their laughter. When the hilarity of Aton’s
question subsided to a level that would allow the carter to speak again, he
said, “Pay you? No one is going to pay you. They feed you, until
the food is gone. You better hope that food lasts until the battle is over.
You’ll be stuck there wanting to eat your shoe leather when you get hungry
enough.” 


“Don’t
discourage the boy,” said another wagon driver.


“I’m
just telling him the truth.”


“I’m
not calling you a liar,” said his friend, as he brushed his long gray hair back
onto his shoulders. He was old enough to be his coworker’s father, and was
lucky to have lived this long because he had fought in so many dangerous
battles himself and was still surviving a life on dangerous roads, transporting
goods through hostile territories. “Now listen here, boy.” He pointed at Aton,
although it was already obvious that the older man was talking to him. “You
just go ahead and take my advice. Stay with Grinald’s men. Make friends with
the battle commanders and you’ll get a portion of the loot. When it’s over, you
get to go home. With all the others, they keep the plunder and they’ll use you
to get more. More for them, that is. Warlord Grinald doesn’t need the money. He
does all this for show, to let everyone know he is powerful.”


Grinald’s
army was composed of servants from his own estates, of townsmen who were mostly
merchants and their slaves, and any volunteers who would like to offer their
services. Grinald, or Black Fang as he was occasionally known on the
battlefield, was ambitious and had always desired as large an army as possible
because it enabled him to intimidate the clans allied with him. These forces,
when collected together in camp, were often troublesome and might be inclined
to seize authority from a warlord if they perceived him as weak. Grinald always
welcomed volunteers and preferred to use them to swell his ranks during
wartime.


“Then
that’s what I’ll do,” said Aton, a little out of breath from trying to keep up
with the moving wagons.


Aton
thanked them for the information and said that he would follow their advice.
After a short while, he became burdened with the conversation because it was
difficult to speak and keep moving at their pace, and he could hardly keep up
with the wagons after he had already walked for so long that day. Realizing
that he needed rest, he told them goodbye and looked around for some cover for
the evening. It was dusk and he knew he could go no farther. When the two
drivers of the lead wagon understood his intention, they whispered among
themselves, then told him to get up into one of the carts and sit. Aton
graciously accepted their offer and climbed into the first wagon. The crude
wheels fit poorly on the axle and often sank deep into the ruts, continually
jolting him against the bundles of war supplies.


They
were now in a thick forest, and the road was much narrower because the traffic
had worn it into a hollow, as if it were the dry bed of a river. The horses and
the haulers were weary, too, but they could not stop. They had to deliver the
weapons before morning. They spoke little, except to urge the animals. Aton
reclined, looked up, and saw the bright stars above. After a time he fell into
deep sleep, despite the jolting and creaking of the wheels.


The
sound of a trumpet startled and awakened him. His dreams had taken away his
memory and for a moment, Aton did not know where he was. When he sat up, two
burlap sacks fell off him. The haulers had thrown the covering over him as a
protection against the chill of the night. The morning was already as bright as
noon, and the camp around him was busy. He quickly woke, his senses coming
back, and getting out of the cart, he looked around. All his old interest had
returned; the spirit of war entered into him as the trumpet sounded again and
the morning breeze extended the colored banners around the encampment. He had
finally arrived in the heart of a real battle camp, ready to enlist. All that
remained for him was to commit his allegiance to Grinald; the manhood that
followed bravery during combat would come soon after. He was ready to prove
himself.


The
spot where he stood was in the rear of the main camp and a short distance from
the forest. On either side, there were handcarts, wagons, and piles of
supplies, all crowded tightly together. Dozens of slaves, wagon drivers, and
other miscellaneous men, many of them apparently still under the influence of
the ale that they had drunk the night before, were sleeping in every possible
location, on and around sacks of supplies and huge heaps of fodder.


What
immediately caught his attention and concerned him the most was the absence of
any guards here, in the rear of the camp. The enemy might sneak out from the
surrounding forest and steal what they needed, murder the sleeping men, or
march past the supplies to attack the camp itself. To Aton, that neglect
appeared baffling. He questioned the competency of the judgment involved in the
organization, or rather, lack of organization, that he found here. It indicated
a clear deficiency of logistical planning and strategy, altogether opposite to
his clear and well-ordered ideas.


The
ground sloped gently downwards from the edge of the forest. Farmers had plowed
and the land where he stood and used it as a cultivated field before the
invasion, but the warlord’s troops had trampled it flat and hard. In front of
the supplies, he observed a long, low hut built with poles and roofed with
branches. The soldiers had made those walls with ferns, straw, and bundles of
hay, anything that had easily come to hand. On a standard beside it, a pale
blue banner with the image of crossed arrows embroidered with gold-colored
thread fluttered in the wind. With their shiny points projecting above the
roofline, twenty or thirty spears, maybe more, leaned against one end of that
crude shed. To the right of the hut were just as many horses, and not far from
them, some soldiers were cooking at an open fire. As Aton went slowly along,
winding in and out among the carts and heaps of sacks, he saw that similar huts
extended down the slope for a long distance.


There
were hundreds of them, some large and some small, not placed in any order, but
pitched at random. The first soldiers to arrive had taken the best locations
and the rest just crowded around. The owner’s banner stood beside each hut, and
because of the intricate designs and detailed embroidery, Aton knew that battle
commanders occupied them. The servants of each allied war party camped where
they could in the open air. Some of them had hunter's hides, and others slept
on bundles of straw.


The
indentured servants, or slaves, also slept in the open air, but at the rear of
their owner's booth and apart from the free servants. Aton noticed that
although the soldiers had pitched the huts randomly, those on the lowest ground
seemed built along a line. Looking closer, he found that a small stream flowed
there. Later he learned that there was usually a rivalry among the commanders
to set up their standards as near the water as possible for convenience because
those in the rear had to lead their horses a longer distance to the stream.
Beyond the creek, the ground rose again as gradually as it had declined. It was
open and cultivated up to the walls of the besieged town, which was not far in
the distance. Aton could not see the warlord’s headquarters. The confused
manner in which the soldiers had built the booths prevented him from seeing
far, although from the higher ground it would be easy to look over their low
roofs.


He
wandered into the center of the camp. Astonished, he saw groups of servants
everywhere, eating, drinking, and talking, but not a single battle commander of
any rank. At last, after stopping by the embers of a campfire, he timidly asked
if he might have something to eat. The soldiers laughed and pointed to a cart
behind them, telling him to help himself. They had turned the cart so that the
rear was toward the fire. It was full of bread and freshly butchered meat that
the men had been cooking over the embers. He helped himself to the food.


At
the rear of the wagon, a soldier, not quite steady on his legs from the long
night of drinking ale, offered him a flask. Aton accepted it and tried to mix
in with the crowd. Listening to them talk as he ate his breakfast, Aton learned
the reason why there were no commanders around. It was because most of them had
drunk too much ale the night before. After the fatigue of the recent march,
they had engorged themselves with ale to wash the dust of the road from their
throats. They thought that the siege was likely to be a very long one and
congratulated themselves, because on horseback it was only a day’s trip to
Acadia, so that as long as they stayed here, they might get supplies with
acceptable regularity.


Beside
the campfire, he saw a man insert the tip of a small twig into his mouth and
easily begin picking between his teeth because half of them had already rotted
away. None of the men wore any battle weapons, except the expected knife. Their
armaments were piled against the adjacent booth, bows and quivers full of
arrows, spears, swords, all thrown together just as they had cast them aside,
and slightly rusty from the dew. Aton thought that if the enemy came suddenly
down, they might have made a clean sweep of the camp because there were no
defenses, but he had forgotten that the enemy was just as lax as those troops
around him currently appeared. However, local clans in the province considered
Grinald one of the greatest of military commanders, if not the very greatest.
How much of that reputation was based on fact and how much was based on fable,
he did not know, but if it could keep an enemy from attacking throughout
intermittent moments of vulnerability, like during the aftermath of the drunken
stupor from which this slowly waking throng of troops currently suffered,
Grinald’s reputation had to be worth something.


The
only sign of discipline he saw was the careful grooming of some horses, which
he guessed to be those ridden by the cavalry, and the equally careful polishing
of some metal shields by some slaves who were sitting near the doors of their
owners’ huts. Aton wished to ask the way to Grinald’s forces, but as the
question rose to his lips, he stopped himself, remembering the caution the
friendly wagon drivers had given him. Therefore, he was determined to walk
around the camp until he found some evidence that he was close to Grinald’s
section of camp.


He
rose and stood casually to dispel any possible suspicion as to the reason for
his presence, and then sauntered off with the best careless attitude that he
could assume. He looked around, first at a forge where the blacksmith was
shoeing a horse, then at a grindstone, where another blacksmith was sharpening
a sword. He took a few steps, and a horse nearly knocked him down; its rider
had urged it to trot quickly through the crowds. Behind the horse, a rope tied
to the saddle’s pommel pulled a dead body along the ground. It was dusty and
disfigured from bumping against stones and dirt clods. It was the body of a
slave hanged the preceding day, perhaps for stealing, perhaps on a mere whim of
his owner since every master had the power of the gallows.


The
horse dragged the corpse through the camp and beyond, and left it there for the
buzzards. That horrible sight, to which the others were so accustomed and so
indifferent that they had not even turned to look at it, deeply shocked him.
The drawn and distorted features, the tongue protruding and literally licking
the dust, haunted him. Although his father, as a clan leader and master,
possessed the same power, he had never exercised it, and Aton had not been hardened
to the sight of executions, which were common enough elsewhere. 


Hurrying
from that scene, Aton came across the artillery, which consisted of battering
rams and immense crossbows. They had made the giant bows from entire trees, or
more accurately, from the long and straight trunks. He inspected those awkward
looking contraptions with interest and entered into a conversation with some
men who were assembling the framework on which a battering ram was to swing.
Extremely conceited with themselves and the knowledge they had acquired from
their experiences, they barely answered him. He offered to assist and they
accepted, and after a while, they softened and offered him a drink. Throughout
the camp, the ale was plentiful, too plentiful for much good progress.


Aton
took the opportunity to suggest a new form of transportation for the battering
ram that would protect its operators as they advanced to the wall. It would
make the battering ram a safer and more effective weapon to operate. The men
understood him and acknowledged that it would be a great improvement. One of
the men, who was the leader of the gang, thought it so valuable an idea that he
immediately went to speak with his battle commander, who would then carry the
matter to someone of higher authority, or possibly the warlord himself. The
others congratulated Aton and asked to share in the reward that he might get
for this invention. They asked him under whose banner he fought.


Aton
answered, after a little hesitation, “The warlord.” 


At
that they whispered among themselves, and Aton, again remembering the haulers'
caution, said that he must attend the roll call, but that he would return
directly afterwards. As he hurried away, they never thought for a moment that
he would avoid the reward for his idea. Pushing through the groups, and not
knowing where he was going, Aton stumbled upon Grinald’s quarters.


Grinald’s
temporary abode stood apart from the rest. It was not much larger, but was
thatched with straw, and pleated curtains hung in the doorway. Two standards
stood beside it, one much higher than the other. The taller standard displayed
the warlord’s emblem. The shorter was for the most powerful clan with which he
had an alliance, and he exhibited it as a sign of respect. A ditch circled the
hut, enclosing a space about a spear’s throw in diameter, and sharp stakes
circled it to repel anything that approached by foot or hoof. There was one
entrance, and fully armed warriors guarded it. A cavalryman rode slowly up and
down in front of the entrance. He must have been in charge of security or
simply an important man himself, because his servants, dozens of them, were
close by at his beck and call.


Another
spear’s throw of distance was between the trench and the camp, and the guards
kept it free and clear of everything. Within the trench’s circle, Aton could
see a number of men, and several horses adorned with decorative blankets, which
appeared more ornamental than functional. With the absence of noise and the
fact that everyone appeared to walk quietly and whisper, he concluded that
Grinald was recovering from the same hangover as the other men. The stream ran
beside the dry moat. The warlord’s quarters were at the corner of camp at the
farthest point upstream, so that no one could pollute the water before it
reached him.


Although
he had apparently found the warlord, the ranks he commanded were not nearby.
His location seemed to have little appearance of formality. The soldiers were
not so rowdy, and there were few of them moving about. Aton later learned that
volunteers from the city of Acadia, or more correctly, wealthy merchants from
Acadia who had innumerable slaves and servants who were trained and experienced
in combat, claimed the right to camp nearest the warlord, and that Grinald’s
troops were just behind the huts that surrounded his. Now that Aton was so
close to the warlord, he was afraid of losing his freedom to the battle
commander of an allied clan if he did not quickly enlist. After hesitating for
what felt like an eternity, he decided to engage the guard at the gate of the
warlord’s circular enclosure.


As
he crossed the open ground toward it, he noticed that Grinald’s quarters were
the closest to the enemy. Across the little stream were some cornfields, and
beyond those the walls of the city. The walls that enclosed it were so close
that he could easily see them. There was no outpost for defense. The stream was
only deep enough to merely babble and anyone could cross it with ease. He was
amazed at the lack of precaution, but he was as ignorant of the enemy as he was
of the warlord’s strategy. For all he knew the enemy was equally ignorant and
equally as careless.


With
as humble a demeanor as he could assume, Aton began to speak to the guard at
the gateway of the trench. The nearest soldier immediately raised his spear and
struck Aton with the butt. The unexpected thrust hit his left shoulder and
stunned his left arm so brutally that it went limp. Before he could explain his
presence, a second guard had seized Aton’s boar spear, snapped the handle
across his thigh, and hurled the splintered shaft onto the ground. Others took
him by the shoulders and pushed him back across the open space to the camp,
where they kicked him and left him, bruised, stupefied, and humiliated. He
should have known better than to approach Black Fang’s hut with a weapon in his
hand.


Later
in the afternoon, he found himself sitting on the bank of the stream far below
the camp. He had wandered there without knowing where he was going or what he
was doing. These recent events had crushed his spirit, not so much from the
humiliating beating as from his aspirations for a better life, a life in which
he had meaning and substance. So recently full of high hopes and ready to share
his wealth of novel ideas for warfare, they had just beaten him like a stray
dog, and had crushed him physically and mentally.


From
that spot beside the brook, the distant camp appeared very beautiful. The
fluttering banners, the green roofs of the opposing huts, thatched with ferns,
reeds, and fresh branches. The enemy’s troops were now marching back and forth,
and well-groomed warhorses pranced between commands from their handlers.
Contrary to war, it made a pleasant scene on the sloping meadow with the forest
as a background. Over the stream, the sunshine lit up the walls of the city and
the many flags waving on it. Aton realized and acknowledged that he only had
himself to blame. He had evidently disobeyed a rule, and his ignorance of the
rule was no excuse, since those who had any right to be in the camp were
supposed to understand it.


He
got up, and returned slowly toward the camp, past the place where people had
gathered water from the stream. There he noticed a stableman was watering some
horses. The man called to him to help hold a spirited gelding, and Aton
mechanically did what the man had asked. The other stable workers had left the
man to do their work, and there were too many horses for him to manage. Aton
led the steed back to the camp, and in return, the man asked Aton if he wanted
a drink. He preferred food, and the man offered plenty to him. The stableman,
gossiping as he attended to his duties, said that he always welcomed the
beginning of a war, because they were often half starved, and had to gnaw
bones, like dogs, in peacetime. When ruling families declared war, food was
abundant because it was the easiest way to control a hungry man, just like the
way some people throw scraps of food to a ravenous dog to obtain its obedience.
He pointed to half a dozen hungry dogs that were tearing a raw shoulder of pork
to pieces. He warned Aton that before the campaign was over, they might starve
for food like those very dogs. 


“To
whose ranks do you belong?” asked the stableman.


“The
warlord’s.”


“I
have also enlisted with Black Fang.” When answering Aton, the man had chosen to
use a name for Grinald that was more commonly used when referring to the
warlord on the battlefield, as opposed to when he resided behind the walls of
Acadia. He narrowed an eye and tried to remember if he recognized Aton from the
march or the city of Acadia, and Aton could tell by his stare that the man did
not recognize him. He knew that what the man had said was actually a question.
That puzzled Aton. He did not know what to say, but decided to tell the truth.
He begged the man for advice because he did not want some random clan’s battle
commander to conscript him into indefinite service. The man told him to stay
where he was, and serve with him under Commander Wigit, who was in Grinald’s
service. They all knew the commander would be through with battle as soon as
the warlord declared victory.


Commander
Wigit was a merchant of Acadia, an owner of ships. Like most of his associates,
when war came so close home, he was obligated to join the warlord's ranks. If
he did not do so, Grinald would have noted it as a lack of loyalty, taken his
privileges away, possibly seized the wealth he had accumulated, and Grinald
could also reduce him to slavery. Therefore, Wigit had put on battle gear and
accompanied the warlord to the battle camp. Aton’s mood grew sullen. After all
his hopes and desires, he found himself acting as a servant to a mere citizen.
How could he ever prove himself in combat if fate relinquished him to menial
labor?


Aton
had to take the horses down to water and fetch wood from the forest for the
campfire. He was at the beck and call of all the other men. They never
hesitated to use his services, and after noticing that he never refused, they
leaned on him even more. On the other hand, when there was a lull in duties,
they were very kind and even thoughtful. They shared the best with him, and
even brought him wine occasionally, which was a treat because wine was scarce
around soldiers, but ale was plentiful. One of the warriors, so impressed with
the care Aton had given his horse, gave him several copper coins, tinged with
green. Aton, grown wiser by experience, did not dare refuse the tarnished
coins, for fear of insulting the man, but he had an aversion to the odor of
tainted copper.


The
men quickly discovered his strong intellect, but that did not surprise them. It
was extremely common for unfortunate people to descend to menial positions when
they left the clan to which they naturally belonged. That occurred easily when
one was without the benefit of nepotism. Proud men, outside the influence of
their family, were less than the lowest servant was. His new acquaintances
would have resented any show of pride, and would quickly have made his life
intolerable, so he showed none. He had swallowed his pride deep and washed it
away with the ale they shared, but they still expected him to do more than his
share of the work.


Aton
listened with amazement to the revelations of the inner life of the camp and
court. Grinald’s weaknesses, his extravagant greed and continual intoxication,
his fits of temper, his follies and eccentricities seemed as familiar to the
stable workers as if they had resided with him. As for the field commanders,
they knew all their vices, too. Greed and crime must have their vehicles;
illicit vehicles were always careless, and therefore secrets escaped. All the
rumors circulating around Acadia, the secret collusions with other cities, the
influence of certain women…there was nothing that they did not know.


Seen
from below, from the bottom of the food chain, the whole society appeared
rotten and corrupted, foul to the last degree, and exhilarated only by the
lowest motives. That very gossip seemed criminal to Aton, and he did not think
that it was just the tales of servants. Had members of the ruling class used
such language, then it would have been treason. As the son of a clan leader,
Aton had previously seen things only from the point of view of his own class.
Now that he associated with the stable workers, he began to see society from
their point of view, and recognized how feebly brute force, intrigue, and a
woman's flirtations held it together. It would take just a push to overthrow
it, but there was no one to give that push, and if any such plot had formed,
those very slaves who suffered the most would have been the men to eagerly give
information and to torture the plotters. There was no honor among thieves.


Aton
had never dreamed that common and illiterate men, such as these peasants, could
have any conception of political maneuvering, or the cunning intentions of courts.
He found that, although they could not read or write, they had learned the art
of reading men to such perfection that they could immediately detect motive,
even if it was camouflaged. They read men the same as a hunter reads a tracked
animal. They understood men just as they understood their horses and dogs. They
knew every mood in those animals, just as they did with their masters.


Aton
thought of himself as a skilled hunter, and understood how to work with wood.
He quickly found how mistaken he had been. He had acquired woodcraft as a
privileged person, and now he learned the common man’s talented skills. They
taught him a hundred tricks of which he had had no idea. He began to understand
that high principles and abstract theories were only words to the masses.


One
day he saw a warrior from the warlord’s ranks accost a merchant in the midst of
the camp, in broad daylight, and rob him of all his coins. At least a dozen
people looked on, but they were only servants and slaves. The word of a warrior
in Black Fang’s service would stand against anybody; therefore, he had
plundered the innocent citizen with impunity. The villain flung the smaller
coins to the crowd, keeping the gold and silver for himself, and walked away.


Aton
saw a slave with his bloody arms stretched around a tree, and someone had
driven nails through his wrists to hold him there. Someone cruel had left him
to die in agony. No one knew what he had or had not done. Maybe his master had
simply grown bored with him. They placed a guard to prevent anyone coming to
answer his cries for mercy. Aton could not express his horror and resentment.
He was totally helpless.


On
certain occasions, Aton was not sure of his own state of mind. He did not
understand whether his spirit had been broken, whether he was disgusted by the
men with whom he lived, or why he remained with them. He understood that he did
not need to practice their evils, but after they had exposed their sinful ways
to him, they repulsed him because he knew that he had greater morals and human
character. Therefore, because of the mental conflict, he remained apathetic,
and the days passed on. He really did not have much to do, but discipline was
so lax that the rest put their burdens on him because the commanders treated
the slackers equally as well as the most reliable. The two things that all the
men around him seemed to rejoice at were gorging themselves with food, and dry
weather, because in the misery of camp life when hungry or the weather was
stormy, those two things made camp life almost unbearable.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


There was a review of horses outside the war
camp, and Aton, required to attend to his commander’s steed, was occasionally
near his new warlord when going around the camp. On one of those occasions,
Aton finally saw Grinald from a close distance, and he looked every bit of what
rumors had reported him to be. A man of unusual size, his bulk rendered him
conspicuous in the front of the masses. His enormous head seemed to fit well
with the reign of absolute power. Grinald’s skin was as black as his hair. His
hairline was receding because he was not a young man, but thick ringlets of
dark hair covered the back of his head so densely that it partially concealed
the laurel wreath that he wore to signify his position. His hair reminded Aton
of the wool from a black ram. Grinald had thrown off his shoulders an elegant
cloak that reached the middle of his thigh. A long sword hung at his side. He
owned a powerful black horse, eighteen hands high, by far the finest animal on
the field. Whenever he mounted his steed, the two large beasts melded as one
and appeared like a slow moving mountain of darkness as the horse trotted under
Blank Fang’s great weight. He was a giant of a man and required a massive
animal because of his size. Therefore, his horse was also of colossal
proportions, and was by far the largest steed in his war stable. His entourage
had to keep a wide mounting block close by to help him mount and dismount the
horse. If no mounting blocks were convenient, the back of a slave would do just
fine. 


Aton
passed near enough to notice that the color of Grinald’s eyes were as black as
night, and from that same distance, he saw the origin of his battlefield
moniker, the notorious Black Fang. In such sharp contrast to all his other straight
white teeth, he had one canine tooth that was as black as his skin, so dark it
appeared as an empty gap, but it was there: long, sharp, and black, like a
black fang. 


One
fable told that he had acquired the dark tooth during his childhood while living
near the swamp. In all of the versions of the story, a few variables remained
consistent; a cursed alligator had attacked him when he was a young child,
alone near a marshy section of the lake. Prior to the attack, the alligator had
strayed into a forbidden and haunted section of the swamp, near the devastated
remains of the ancient city of Baton Rouge. The lingering poisons surrounding
the ancient inhabitation had overcome the alligator, weakening it, which
allowed the spirits of the dead who haunted the area to use the reptile as a
vessel to escape from where their cursed souls had lingered for many
generations. The possessed alligator, now black from the tip of its snout to
the tip of its tail, slinked away through the polluted waters, under the control
of a demonic force. Later, the dark alligator found its victim, young Grinald,
near the water’s edge, and the boy was unsuspecting of the impending offensive.
When Grinald leaned over the lake, his hands cupped to drink from it, the long
dark snout of the alligator thrust through his reflection, which had been vivid
and well defined on the smooth surface of the water, and pierced the
tranquility of the moment by snapping at him with the sharp teeth of its narrow
jaws. During the struggle with the attacking reptile, Grinald had bitten it to
defend himself, and eventually killed it with his bare hands during the fight.
Through one of Grinald’s clenched teeth, as it pierced the alligator’s thick
skin, the haunting spirits had fled their dying reptilian vessel and infected
their newest host, trapping themselves in one of his upper canine teeth, which
caused its darkness and deformed shape, like a black fang.


From
the warlord’s face, the impression Aton observed was that of a strong
intellect, but a still stronger physique. Aton assumed the strength of
Grinald’s form could easily overrule another man’s intellect. All the people
looked at their leader with great admiration, and it was difficult to think
that he could degrade himself by floundering in unrefined indulgences.


As
for the review of troops, although it was a magnificent display of personal
arms and brave horses, Aton could not help but notice that these soldiers
appeared extremely unorganized in their movements and constantly quarreled
about order and precedence. As the troops displayed themselves to the crowd,
their vanities fought for dominance. He soon understood that discipline was
irrelevant in that venue. The troops were displaying their personal courage and
dexterity. The review was the prelude to battle, and Aton had hoped to have
some actual lessons in warfare.


He
was mistaken. Instead of a grand assault or a regular approach, the fighting so
far was merely a series of skirmishes with small detachments and clusters of
the enemy. Two or three warriors with their servants and slaves would go across
the stream, and after riding right past the sieged city, attempt to sack some
small community or the homestead of a wealthy merchant. Because of those
regular affronts, a small counter attack from the city would usually follow.
Sometimes the two foes only threatened each other at a distance, the first
retreating as the second advanced. Sometimes they shot a few arrows,
occasionally making contact, but the casualties were rarely heavy.


On
one occasion, a squadron of enemy horsemen followed a returning party that had
attacked a nearby town. The attackers and their pursuers headed toward the
stream near the warlord’s quarters, and got within a spear’s throw of it.
Enraged at their approach, several from Grinald’s cavalry mounted their horses
and rode out to reinforce the returning detachment, which had acquired plenty
of loot. Finding themselves reinforced, they threw down their plunder and
turned their horses, and Aton saw for the first time a real and desperate
fight. It was quickly over. Grinald’s cavalry, with far better horses and
mounted by men filled with desire to exhibit their valor to the camp, charged
furiously. It was evident in the spirit of their charge that they fully
intended to defeat and ride over the enemy.


Aton
saw the troops meet; there was a crash and cracking as their spears broke; four
or five rolled from the saddle onto the trodden shoots of corn, and the next
moment the entangled mass of men and horses unwound as the enemy hastened back
to the walls. Aton was eager to join the fight, but he had no horse or weapon.
It would have been his first chance to prove himself in battle. He thought that
actual combat would determine if he possessed the spirit of true bravery, or if
he might lose his resolve and meander away, like the nearby stream. 


The
warlord had been on the back of his horse reviewing the camp when the clash of
warriors caught his attention. He tapped his heal into his stallion’s side and
it trotted forward with a jolt to get a closer view of the engagement across
the stream. During the battle, his men’s bravery had impressed him, and he
waited for them to cross the water when they were through. The warriors
experienced a battle trance, completely focused on the fight, protecting their
lives, and preserving their loot. They had no idea they were performing for
such an important audience. After they crossed the stream, they noticed the
warlord’s admiring eyes and pulled the reins to stop their horses, then lowered
their heads as a sign of respect to their ruler.


Grinald
was superstitious man. Recent dreams of failure had secretly plagued him. Since
the nightmares of defeat had haunted him at the encampment, he had been
searching for a sign, some revelation that the subconscious curse was not true.
His soldiers’ indifference to fear in combat was the sign he was looking for,
and he picked it like a spring flower for a new lover, and put it in the vase
of a happy memory. They raised their heads when they heard his horse’s enormous
hooves pound the ground as he galloped away. With his deep voice he yelled, “We
march tomorrow!” He repeated his order throughout the camp and nearly crushed a
dozen men as he carelessly raced his horse around the tents and huts. Aton was
going to war. He was ready to trade his horse brush and water bucket for a bow
and quiver full of arrows. 


After
the dust settled, the soldiers spent the afternoon breaking camp and loading
their supplies onto the wagons. The commanders huddled together with the
warriors from their villages and gave the order to march to the next city at
sunrise. They explained to the clan leaders that at a slow march’s pace, it
would take several days to get there. The city knew they were coming, and there
would probably be small skirmishes with scouting parties and advance troops
along the way, but they were marching to a city of merchants, wealthy
merchants. The promise of riches rang in every soldier’s ears. Aton had heard
the promise, but he also remembered his father’s warning against seeking battle
and conquest. He remembered Hauk’s warning, too. The moral dilemma wreaked
havoc in his mind. He desired to prove himself in combat and be like his father
and cousin Briand. That way he could attest to himself that he possessed
bravery and could be a leader of men. A little voice whispered in his mind a
gruesome question. “What if you get hacked to pieces?” The query caused
him to tremble, and then he sternly told himself that all men must die
sometime. He was going to be a warrior and that was it, no more mental debate.
He marched back to his tent for the night, and on the way a little voice in his
head kept whispering, “Run. Just run away.” The little voice had already
planted the seeds of vacillation and now they were germinating. 


The
following day he marched with a purpose toward the next siege, almost like he
was running from those haunting whispers, but he could not run from his
self-doubt. It followed him like a dark shadow. Just prior to sundown, before
the expanding darkness of the forest began to creep again across the unfamiliar
landscape, they camped close to a stream that meandered like a serpent in the
night. Under the silver moon, a gloomy river in the shadow of its banks flowed
at the warriors’ feet. That night, when the stream had transformed into a dark
and sad cloud, flowing like a channel of tears down a wounded giant’s face,
Aton saw campfires across it, glowing like red predator eyes in the night,
pocked randomly around the battle camp. Finally, he had a bow and a quiver full
of arrows. He had exchanged his horse brush and water bucket for weapons of
war, which were by his side as he tried to find a comfortable place on the
ground where he could sleep. That night, his dreams turned into nightmares
filled with haunting images of desertion and failure on the battlefield. During
his bad dreams, he flopped on the dirt like a fish out of water as he tried to
escape the chilling voice that narrated his nightmares, continually urging him
to, “Run. Just run away.”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


In
the morning, the dew left reluctantly from the grass and the waning fog
revealed a throng of Grinald’s warriors speckled across the countryside,
sleeping. They slowly woke as the ground warmed from the rising sun. Aton
listened with eager ears to the conversations of fellow soldiers and to the
various comments of his companions concerning their fate. After receiving his
fill of discussions regarding marches and impending attacks, he returned to his
tent and crawled inside it. He wished to be alone with some new thoughts
concerning battle and manhood.


Aton
was in a little daze of amazement because he was finally going to fight in real
combat. Soon there would be a battle. A siege would follow, and he would
participate in all of it. For a while he had to keep telling himself that it
was actually true and make himself believe that it was not a delusion. He had
fantasized of battles all his life; tenuous dreams of bloody conflicts had
thrilled him. In his youthful mind, he had imagined himself in many skirmishes.
He had often dreamed that the bright magnificence of his bravery had blinded
enemies and kept his clan and family secure. While awake, he had regarded the
battle that he had yet to fight as the greatest conflict a man could endure,
with everyone remembering him as the hero afterwards. They all would regard him
in the same respect given to his father, a great warrior, clan unifier, who had
helped consolidate an empire for his warlord. This was his destiny. Briand
would be proud, too.


He
had often thought of becoming an archer with a conquering army, especially
after hearing tales of great troop movements that shook the land as allied
clans marched to battle. Those fantastic stories told by the survivors of many
great battles enticed him most of all. Some might have been fables, but there
seemed to be abundant glory in them. He had heard of marches, sieges,
conflicts, and he had desired to experience all of it. His busy mind had drawn
for him large pictures, extravagant in color, vivid with heroic endeavors. His
father’s words were the brush, Aton’s imagination was the canvas, and his quest
to prove that he was a brave man had framed the masterpiece of his desire.


His
father and mother had tried to discourage him. Davin Matin could calmly seat
himself next to Aton, and with no apparent difficulty, give him countless
reasons why he was vastly more important to the clan by remaining at the
enclosure rather than venturing onto the battlefield. He had certain ways of
expression that told Aton that his statements on the subject came from a deep
conviction and love for him. Because of that, Aton understood that his father’s
principle motive in the argument, the love for an only child, was unyielding.
He loved his father and respected his wisdom, but peer pressure was the
immovable object to Davin’s irresistible force. A variable in that paradox had
finally yielded when Aton fled from the spring festival, framed for a murder
that he had not committed. 


When
Aton was much younger, rumors and village gossip about whether certain young
men would or would not join the warriors for battle, and his own opinions of
war and conquest, had roused him on a fateful night. That night at home, as he
lay in bed, the winds had carried to him the beat of war drums announcing
another clan victory. The sound of the people rejoicing in the night had made
him shiver in a prolonged ecstasy of excitement. Returning warriors embraced
their families, and they shared tears of joy and the plunders of conquest. 


Experienced
warriors had told him tales. Some talked of savage hordes who were advancing
with relentless curses and extraordinary valor, incredible troop formations of
fierce enemies who swept along like an angry pack of wolves. Others spoke of
tattered and eternally hungry men who fired parting shots with their bows as
they ran away. Still, he could not put much faith in their sagas because the
inexperienced and impressionable youth of the villages were the storytellers’
prey. They talked much of smoke, fire, blood, and the weapons of battle, but he
could not tell how much might be lies. 


However,
Aton thought that it did not really matter what kind of enemy he was going to
fight, so long as they fought, which was something that no one disputed would
happen, but there was a more serious problem on his mind, so he remained lying
in his tent to ponder on it, too. He tried to convince himself that he would
not run from a skirmish. Previously he had never felt compelled to struggle too
seriously with the question of his resolve to fight. To him, before today,
combat had never been a real thing, just nighttime stories around a campfire.
In his life, he had taken certain things for granted, never challenging his
belief in ultimate success, or worrying about the means and paths needed to
achieve it. It had suddenly occurred to him that perhaps in a battle he might
run away, like a coward. Why shouldn’t he doubt himself? He had already run
from a single man, Lanzo Brill, who only had a bow and arrow as a weapon,
Aton’s very own bow that he had been foolish enough to let the villain acquire
and use with one of Aton’s signature arrows to kill Malina. How would a young
man without combat experience react against an army of angry men with heavier
and more destructive armaments of war? Was he really running bravely toward
battle, or cowardly fleeing from his clan and homeland? Reality forced him to
admit that as far as war was concerned, he did not know how he would react. A
little panic or fear began to swell again in his subconscious. As his
imagination went forward to the frontlines of battle, he saw gruesome
possibilities. He contemplated the prowling hazards of the future and failed to
see himself standing firmly in the midst of them. He remembered his visions of
glory, but in the shadow of the impending turmoil, he suspected they might just
be impossible dreams. He felt that his laws of life were useless in this moral
crisis. Whatever he had learned of himself did not matter here; the life and
death struggle of combat could change the strongest man, just as sunshine could
melt the hardest ice into water. As it thawed, the solid unyielding block of
ice would change into a formless liquid that ran to the lowest level, flowing
away like a spineless coward. Now facing combat and possible death, he was an
unknown to himself. He feared that he would be that block of ice and the
ruthless enemy would be like the heat from blazing sunshine, melting him into a
turbulent river of fear.


The
next day Aton still felt burdened with his problem. The dilemma perplexed him. The
perpetuation of his self-doubt was irritating, and he was greatly concerned
with self-preservation. Burdened with craven thoughts, he was compelled to sink
back and he figuratively dipped his toes into a cold pool of depression. He
finally concluded that the only way to prove his fortitude was to go into the
heat of combat, and then watch his legs, hoping they would not buckle
underneath the weight of battle, to discover if he possessed heroic resolve. He
reluctantly admitted that he could not derive an answer by sitting still. To
gain his manhood, he would require bloodshed and danger, just as a blacksmith
required heat and metal to produce a weapon, but the blacksmith of war might
shape Aton into a plowshare rather than a sword. Therefore, he agonized over
the opportunity that loomed like a dark cloud over the destination to which
they would be marching.


Meanwhile,
he continually tried to measure himself through his comrades. A veteran warrior
gave him some assurance. The man's tranquil indifference dealt him a measure of
confidence because the soldier had experienced combat and survived. Aton would
have liked to discover another who shared the same self-doubt. A sympathetic
comparison of mental notes would have helped put his mind at ease. He occasionally
tried to provoke others to discover if they also had hidden thoughts of
cowardice. He looked around to find someone who was in a confessing mood. All
attempts failed to catch any statement that seemed in any way like an admission
to those doubts that he privately acknowledged in himself. He was afraid to
make an open declaration of his concern because cowardice or desertion could be
capital offenses.


When
he thought of his new companions in the camp, his mind wavered between two
opinions of them, according to his mood. Sometimes he believed them all to be
invincible conquerors. In fact, he secretly admired the superior development of
the combat-hardened warriors’ higher qualities, like stoicism and valor. In
those men, he saw them going very inconspicuously about the world bearing a
load of unseen valor. Then, in other moments, he ignored those theories, and
assured himself that his fellow warriors were all privately wondering and
trembling, just as he was.


His
emotions made him feel strange in the presence of men who talked
enthusiastically of an approaching battle, with nothing but eagerness and
curiosity apparent on their faces, as if what they were about to do was not
real. He often regarded those men as liars. Just as critical about himself, he
did not permit his cowardly thoughts without his own severe criticism and
self-judgment. He had already convicted himself of cowardice, but he simply did
not want to die. Should that be such a crime? 


In
his great anxiety, his heart was continually clamoring at what he considered
the unbearable tardiness of certain battle commanders and clan leaders. They
seemed content to perch tranquilly on the riverbank as they broke formation to
get water during their long marches, and left him burdened with the weight of a
great problem. He wanted to settle it. He desperately wanted to know if he had
the mettle of a man. It was difficult to bear such a mental load. Sometimes his
anger made him grumble around the war camp; his hot temper erupted
occasionally, and his friends warned him against committing further outbursts
of dissatisfaction, but that never completely prevented his frustration.


The
next dark and early morning he found himself in the middle of Grinald’s ranks,
just another of the many cogs in a machine of war. The men were whispering
theories and communicating old rumors again. Maybe they were going to shake the
walls of Kern with battering rams, but nobody really knew yet, maybe not even
the warlord. In the gloom before the break of the day, their faces showed the
fatigue of impending battle. From across the river he thought the red eyes of
the enemy were peering from behind the shadows of the forest. In the eastern
sky, there was a yellow patch like a rug laid for the feet of the coming sun;
and against it, loomed the gigantic black silhouette of a troop commander on a
warhorse. 


From
off in the darkness came the sound of tramping feet. Aton could occasionally
see dark shadows that moved like monsters. His group of archers stood and
waited to march for what seemed a long time. Aton grew impatient; his temper
began to flair again because of the unbearable way so many clan leaders
communicated the very orders they lacked the foresight to create. He wondered
how long they would be kept waiting, again. As he looked all around and
contemplated the mystic gloom, he began to believe that at any moment the
ominous distance might rush at him, and propel him into the rolling crashes of
a barbaric military engagement. He turned toward the gigantic black silhouette
of the troop commander on his massive horse and saw him lift his huge arm to
calmly stroke his beard. He had a long deep scar across his face and was a
veteran of many battles. In Aton’s estimation, he must have been an exceedingly
brave man.


At
last, he heard the clatter of a horse's galloping hooves from along the road at
the foot of the hill. He put his knees to the ground and rested his tired legs
because he thought it must be the orders coming, and understood that another
long march was about to occur. The dull thudding of hooves, as it grew louder
and louder, seemed to be beating on his soul. A horseman pulled back the reins
as he approached the mounted troop commander. The two held a short discussion.
The men in the closest ranks craned their necks to try and hear even a snippet
of the conversation. A moment later, stratified groups of spearmen, archers,
and swordsmen went marching off into the early-morning darkness. It was like a
monstrous millipede progressing onward. The air was heavy and humid as they
trudged along on matted, wet grass to avoid the muddy road.


There
was an occasional flash and glimmer of steel from the swords of these advancing
fighters. From behind them came the creaking of poorly fitted wheels grinding
on wagon axles, burdened with piles of dry food and weapons. The men marched
along, still mumbling rumors. There was a quiet deliberation as to when the
real battle and final siege would actually occur. What city would be next? Only
Grinald knew, and maybe he was just waiting for another superstitious dream to
inspire him with the location of his next attack. 


On
the march, a man fell down on the road after tripping in a rut. As the fallen
man reached for his spear, a companion accidently stepped on his hand. The man
with the injured hand cursed loudly. A low, snickering laugh went through the
ranks. The marching warriors were as indifferent with their allies as they were
with their enemies. That happened often because it was up to Grinald’s whim to
determine who was friend or foe. One year, a nearby village could be a trusted
ally and the following year, he might have its walls surrounded while pummeling
its innocent civilians with catapult stones and demanding tribute of gold and
silver during the unexpected siege. 


They
merged onto another roadway and marched along it with easy strides. The dark contingent
of men moved along in a column, and Aton heard the clatter of weaponry on the
bodies of marching men approaching from behind. The increasing yellow light of
the emerging day went on behind their backs. When the sunrays finally struck
fully on the earth, Aton saw that the advancing lines of troops streaked the
landscape with two long, thin, shadowy columns that disappeared over the top of
a hill in front, and vanished rearward between thick stands of trees on either
side of the road. They were like two lost meandering serpents crawling from a
cavern of darkness. 


Aton
took no part in the vigorous discussions regarding impending battles and final
destinations; he was alone with his thoughts. As he marched along in the line,
his own eternal debate engaged his mind. He could not stop himself from
dwelling on it. He was downhearted and brooding, and threw shifting glances
around. He looked ahead, often expecting to hear the enemy’s battle cry, but
the two long serpents crawled slowly from hill to hill without a single arrow
or spear piercing the sky in their direction. After the road dried, a reddish
cloud of dust floated away to the right. The sky overhead was sapphire blue. 


Aton
studied the faces of his companions, always on the watch to detect those he
suspected of sharing the same emotion he was trying to conceal: fear. He was
disappointed. Some patriotic fervor in the air was causing some of the younger,
less experienced warriors to move cheerfully along. Naive men began to speak of
victory as if they had already attained it. Aton considered himself separated
from the others after hearing so many unconcerned and joyous discourses that
went from man to man. Later, some of the men marched to the tune of laughter.
This troubled him because he thought that they should consider battle, the very
struggle for life itself, seriously. It was not long before he noticed that
some the men, but all from the same clan, seemed to forget their mission and
the fatal dangers that might be waiting for them. This contingent of clansmen
seemed to grin in unison, and laughed as one, but Aton’s gloom was
indestructible. 


As
they marched unsupervised and without the discipline that a battle commander or
a clan leader would provide, an inexperienced soldier attempted to steal a
horse from a field near the road. He planned to load his gear on it. As he
tried to trot the horse away, a young boy rushed from behind a bush and grabbed
the animal's mane. A struggle ensued. The young boy, with nostrils flared and
wide eyes, stood his ground like a bold statue. The men, standing at rest in
the roadway, exclaimed with laughter, and cheered for the boy. Men from
different clans became so absorbed in the event that they entirely stopped
thinking about their own battle ahead and their petty inter-clan rivalries.
They verbally taunted the embarrassed warrior and offered cheers and
encouragement to the child. Finally, the young boy hit the soldier across the
thigh with a stick he had used to herd goats. His comrades delivered another
sting with a roaring round of laughter. As he retreated from the young farm boy
by the road, the string of words that assailed him hurt far worse than the
whack from the angry child. He took a position in the rear of his group and
marched quietly along. 


At
nightfall, the columns broke into groups, and the fragments went into the
fields to camp. Tents sprang up like weeds. Red campfires dotted the night.
Aton kept from interacting with his joyful companions as much as circumstances
would allow. He felt as though their cheeriness was a fatal disease. If he
caught it, he would become soft against the seriousness of battle and would
soon perish in death’s embracing arms. In the evening, he wandered a few paces
into the gloomy darkness. From that little distance, the many fires, with the
black forms of men passing back and forth in front of the red flickering
flames, appeared demonic.


Aton
lay on the grass. The blades pressed tenderly against his cheek. The silver
moon appeared as if it were perched on a treetop. The stillness of the night
enveloped him like a blanket soaked with disappointment. Soft winds gently
caressed him, but they could not massage away his self-pity. He wished that he
was at home again, making the endless rounds from the house to the secluded
forest and then back through his father’s gardens to return to his loving
family. He remembered disparaging the level of security inside his clan’s
stockade, but from his present point of view, there would have been no better
place, where he could feel more secure at that moment, than home. Home was just
a distant memory, something like a dream, a place he could go to only in a
fantasy because that home did not exist anymore. The love of his life was far
away, too. Lanzo’s murderous act, killing Malina Regalyon, had driven a wedge
of expanding distance between Aton and Esina, where the bond of affection
should have been. After pondering these thoughts of home, he confessed to
himself that he was not really a warrior, and he seriously considered the
fundamental differences between himself and those men who had actually
experienced and survived battle.


Although
he was tired enough to have slept where he lay in the grass, he summoned the
resolve to get up and find cover for the night. He went slowly to a tent and
stretched himself on a blanket beside someone snoring loudly. In the eerie
darkness of the tent, he had visions of the fanged monster of desertion that
would claw at his back and cause him to flee during the night, while others
were going calmly about their business. He admitted that he would not be able
to cope with the imaginary creature hidden in the shadows of his imagination.
He felt that every nerve in his body could feel the ogres slashing at his
courage, while other men would remain solid and brave as they waited for the
battle cry. He stared at the red, quivering reflection of a fire on the wall of
his tent until he was exhausted and ill from the monotony of his suffering, and
then he fell asleep. 


The
following night, after an all-day march, the meandering columns filed across a
stream. A glaring fire tinted the water to look like blood. Its rays, shining
on the moving masses of troops, brought out mysterious shadows on their faces.
Across on the other side, a dark and mysterious range of treetops curved
against the sky. The insects of the night sang sadly, as if they were
foreshadowing a tragic event. After crossing the water, Aton assured himself
that at any moment the enemy would suddenly assault them from the woods. He
kept his eyes vigilantly on the darkness at the forest’s edge, but the enemy
did not attack the camp, and its soldiers slept safely throughout the night. 


In
the morning, the traveling warriors jogged along a narrow road that led deep
into the forest. Eventually, Grinald’s army sat down again and Aton had time to
think, continuing his perpetual thoughts regarding his bravery and the fate
that awaited him in battle. The odor of the peaceful forest was in the men's
nostrils. The sound of monotonous axe blows rang through the trees, and the insects
serenaded them like a choir.


The
next early dawn, a soldier kicked him in the leg, and then, before he was
entirely awake, he found himself running down a road in the midst of men who
were panting from the sprint. His gourd canteen banged rhythmically on his
thigh, and his quiver bumped him softly. He tried to run in such a way as to
avoid hitting the other men with the bow in his swinging arm. He was
bewildered, still groggy. As he ran with his companions, he vigorously tried to
think about what was happening, but all he knew was that if he fell down, those
coming behind would trample him. He needed all of his mental and physical
abilities to guide him over and past obstacles in the road. He felt like an
unruly mob carried him along.


The
sun spread its revealing rays, and one by one, groups of fellow archers burst
into view. Aton wondered if the time had come. He was about to be measured. He
instantly saw that it would be impossible for him to escape from the moving
ranks. They surrounded him on all sides, enclosing him. He was in a moving box.
As he recognized that fact, it occurred to him that he had no vested interest
in the battle. These men were strangers to him, not from his clan or even from
close to his home. This was not how he really wanted to test his manhood. He
could gain nothing from it, but he could lose everything. Protecting his family
and conquering a sworn enemy had merit, but blindly attacking a strange city
was purely mercenary. At least mercenaries were paid for their endeavors. Aton
knew he was not much different from a slave. He was only worth as much to the
warlord as dogs thrown into a pit to fight for their lives. His circumstances
had dragged him here, and now his unfortunate fate was taking him to the enemy
for slaughter. 


They
slid down a bank and wallowed across a little stream. The current moved slowly
on, like a sad tear flowing down a scarred cheek, and in the shaded water,
minnows seemed to peer at the scene with unhappy eyes from the calm of a
shallow pool near the bank. On the other side, ants marched in columns like
warriors across the dirt. Aton stepped on these little soldiers in the same
manner that he believed the impending enemy was ready to trample on him. As the
archers climbed the bank on the farther side, they heard the enemy’s battle cry
and swords thumping on shields. Aton forgot many things that had troubled him
as he felt a sudden impulse of curiosity. He scrambled up the bank with a speed
that a murderous warrior could hardly exceed. He expected a battle scene. There
was a field surrounded by a forest. Spread over the grass and in among the tree
trunks, he could see moving lines of swordsmen and their opponents who were
running back and forth, and an occasional arrow or spear dotted the landscape.
A flag fluttered in the distance. 


Other
groups of allied warriors struggled up the bank. They formed a line for battle,
and after a pause, started slowly through the woods into the rear of the
withdrawing skirmishers, who were continually melting into the scene, only to
appear again farther on. They were always reappearing, intensely engaged in
intermittent fighting with bands of scouting troops. Aton tried to observe
everything. He seemed to bump into trees and branches, and his feet were
constantly tripping over stones or getting entangled in cocklebur. The small
pockets of advancing combatants, probably scouts for the enemy, fascinated him
with their bravery. His position as archer kept him in the rear, and that
greatly pleased him.


While
the march continued, the formation encountered the body of a dead enemy. He was
on his back staring at the sky. He was dressed in a torn cotton shirt, a wool
tunic embroidered with an unknown symbol, and leather leggings, all stained red
with his dried blood. He was barefoot. Someone had stolen his shoes. As they
marched, the ranks opened wide to avoid the corpse. Aton looked intensely at
the pallid face. Death had frozen the man’s arm in an extended position, as if
he was begging. Maybe he had begged for his life with an unseen spirit and
frozen like that in his last moment alive. Aton wanted to stare at the dead
soldier, as if that might answer the questions and calm his doubts about
bravery and battle.


A
house standing peacefully in a distant field had an ominous look. The shadows
of the woods were formidable. He was certain that the nearby landscape hosted
the murderous enemy. A thought rapidly came to him that the commanders did not
know what they were doing. It was all a trap. He thought that those close woods
could suddenly bristle with swords, arrows, and spears. Attacking hordes would
appear soon. The enemy would sacrifice them to their gods. He believed
Grinald’s commanders were stupid. The enemy would swallow them. He cast his
glare around, expecting to see the stealthy approach of his death. He thought
that he must break from the ranks and caution everyone. They should not allow
the enemy to kill them like wild boars, and he was sure it would happen unless
he told everyone about those hidden dangers. The clan leaders and their
commanders were idiots to send them marching into a slaughtering pen. He
thought that he had the only pair of sane eyes. He told himself that he should
step forward and make a speech, but he could not summon the courage to do it.
Passionate words came to his mind, but not to his lips. His self-doubt grew
deeper because he knew that if he were not brave enough to make a speech to
rally his comrades to safety, he would surely melt during the heat of a battle.
That was not an admirable characteristic of a leader of men.


The
line of warriors continued through fields and woods. Aton looked at the men
nearest him, and saw serious expressions, as if they were examining something
that had charmed them. One or two marched as if they were already in battle.
Others walked as if they were on thin ice. Most of the men appeared quiet and
absorbed. They were all going to look at and experience brutal combat. It was
just ahead somewhere. 


Aton
assumed the character of a person who knew that he was doomed. With
heartbreaking glances at the sky, he trailed behind. As he daydreamed about his
impending fate, a troop commander surprised him and hit him with the butt of
his spear. The commander yelled at him to move along, and Aton quickened his
pace. It was all Aton could do to restrain his temper against that man, but he
did not want to risk a trip to the gallows, so he bit his tongue rather than
unsheathe it.


After
some time, they halted in the filtered streaming light of a forest. The
skirmishes continued somewhere in the distance. During the standstill, many of
the men began searching for cover. They claimed ditches, bushes, and tree
trunks, anything that they thought might offer camouflage. That caused a
discussion among the men. The swordsmen wished to fight face to face because
they believed hand-to-hand combat required the most heroic valor. The spearmen
did not totally discount that logic, but found little dishonor in killing a man
from a distance with a thrown spear, and a man wielding a spear can also fight
in close ranks against the enemy. All he needed was a sturdy shield on his
forearm and he could go forward into the adversary’s line and thrust his spear
tip directly into his foe. The archers did not excuse their desire for distance
or conceal the fact that they usually did not do their work at close range.
They also had to fear the arrows of the enemy’s hidden archers and always
reminded the men of how many adversaries they could kill before one line of
troops advanced on the other. They could bring death from above.


The
swordsmen laughed at the archers. The archers scoffed in reply. The debate
continued and became more heated as additional archers and swordsmen joined,
but the discussion cooled when an aged and experienced archer came from around
a wide tree, carrying his longbow, which had survived many battles with him.
The tall veteran of many battles towered over the group and easily got their
attention. First, he looked at the group of archers, then at the young faces of
the swordsmen, and made apparent the simple fact that although some of the
archers were young, many had the distinguishing characteristic of graying hair
around the temples. The bowmen had obviously survived battle many times. The
gray hair of experience proved that there was merit in their argument. Then he
cautioned the young swordsmen, and before he turned to conceal himself again,
he told the swordsmen, “Die for your commander. I will live for mine.” The tall
archer’s brief speech dampened the debate, but when a commander ordered them to
march again, the ranks segregated themselves by specialty and without further
discussion, continued forward on the road. 


When
the columns of soldiers found a location to stop and eat, the search for
concealment and the various debates on bravery and fighting techniques happened
again. After the noon meal, the commanders and clan leaders moved them along. 


Aton’s
father had taught him that a man became another thing in battle. He saw his
salvation from cowardice in such a change. Therefore, the constant moving and
waiting on the way to combat was an ordeal to him. He was in a fever of
exasperation. He wondered what the purpose of endless marching and continually
moving positions could be. Soon they stopped again. He accepted the new
location and circumstance with great coolness, eating from his satchel at every
opportunity. On the march, he had gone along with the stride of a hunter in the
woods, not overtly objecting to either pace or distance. He had not raised his
voice when any commander of troops had ordered him away from the cover of a
bush or tree trunk, because he had decided to save the energy of losing his
temper, and expend it on the enemy. 


In
the afternoon, the columns of men entered another territory that appeared very
similar to where they had been that morning. The countryside had finally
stopped feeling like a threat to Aton. He had been close to it and become
familiar with it. The enemy would appear when the enemy was ready; there was no
sense in obsessing over it. However, when they began to pass into another
region, his old fears of stupidity and incompetence assailed him again. The
problems of battle and manhood relentlessly occupied his mind.


Once
he thought that it would be better for the enemy to kill him directly and end
his troubles. Regarding death in the back of his consciousness, he considered
it nothing but rest. A fleeting bewilderment filled his mind that he would have
made an extraordinary commotion over the mere matter of dying in combat. He
thought that he would die here in battle because it made absolute sense to him
now. Formidable and experienced enemies would line up on the battlefield
against him and his comrades. They wanted him to die and had experience in
those endeavors. Aton had faith in his ability as an archer, but he was not
really a fighter. He was mortal and he knew that the tip of a sword, or an
arrow falling silently though the sky, could kill him as quickly and easily as
any other man. He began to realize that trying to find glory in battle was
foolish, and he wished he had never sought combat to prove his manhood, or
enlisted with Grinald.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The
next morning they continued the march. Aton could see that the road was taking
them up the gentle slope of a hill. From behind that hill, a mounted courier
galloped toward Aton’s formation. The messenger’s eyes were wide with fear, his
long hair trailing behind his head like a kite, and the horse galloping as if
death were chasing it. Suddenly, Aton could hear the sound of battle. Some
warriors ran ahead. A few stray arrows pierced the ground. The racket began to
increase. Angry men shouted at their enemy; their unified voices became a loud
growl, like the roar of a charging lion. He had forgotten about being killed;
he gazed spellbound as combat unfolded in front of him. His eyes grew wide and
busy with the action of the scene; his mouth was a little bit open. All of a
sudden, he felt a heavy, sad hand bump his shoulder, which brought him out of
his trance. He turned to see a young and unfamiliar face. 


“I
don’t want to die,” pleaded the stranger, with penetrating despair. He was pale
and his bottom lip was trembling. 


“What?”
murmured Aton, in great astonishment. 


“I’m
not going to die here. Not me,” continued the stranger. 


“Who
are you?”


“I’ve
seen the way you look around. You’re ready to jump and run like a scarred
rabbit, too.” He looked around to make sure no one had heard him speak. “Let’s
run away. Draw an arrow as if you’re ready for battle, then we’ll slip into the
woods. We can hide in the trees until it’s dark, then we can leave during the
night. I don’t want to die.” 


Aton
was embarrassed that someone had noticed his trepidation. If it was that
obvious, then surely the enemy could see it, too. They would attack him
fearlessly; he would be an easy target. Sudden terrifying thoughts paralyzed
him. 


The
stranger gave him a glance as if from the depths of a tomb, raised his
trembling hand in a prophetic manner, and turned away. Aton had hesitated, so
the stranger left him where he stood, and disappeared into the rear of their
formation. 


The
skirmish was quickly over. Most likely, it had been more advance troops
scouting for information on their enemy’s location and number of soldiers. The
ox horn blew, and Grinald’s army continued its march. The short trek onward
stopped near the fringe of a thicket of trees. They crouched in the grove and
scanned with their wary eyes for any sign of the enemy. They had stopped on a
ridge, and a light fog hung over the stream valley below. They were to hold the
high ground; that was where the battle would commence. Now, there was no
escaping what was about to happen.


Out
of the haze, they could see men running and hear the distinct clatter of swords
as fierce bloodthirsty men beat their edged weapons against their shields.
Spears and arrows impaled the ground below. Aton’s group of men watched and
listened eagerly while they speculated on gossip about their involvement in the
unfolding combat. A battle commander dispelled all rumors when he informed them
they were in a reserve position for the warriors in the frontal assault, but they
were to hold the ridge at any cost if the enemy were to advance up the hill.


The
clamor in front swelled to an incredible pitch, but Aton and his fellow archers
had frozen in silence. They could see a banner flapping angrily in the wind.
Near it were the distorted and frantic forms of troops. Then a wild torrent of
men came across the fields. Cavalry flanked both lines of warriors, and the
slaughter of men really began. A catapult stone screamed over their huddled
heads. It landed behind them in the grove, and exploded in a shower of brown
dirt. There was a little sprinkle of torn leaves. Arrows began to whistle among
the branches and nip at the foliage. Arrows dropped from the sky and stabbed
the ground in front of them. The vertical shafts looked like a forest of arrow
saplings that were magically conjured by some mysterious unknown, but lethal,
spirit from above. Many of the men were constantly dodging and ducking their
heads, expecting an arrow to strike them dead at any moment.


The
enemy shot the commander of Aton’s group in the hand with an arrow. Nervous men
wondered at the skill of the opposing archers, but Aton knew better. A stray
arrow had hit their commander. If the archer had actually been proficient, he
would have sent a fatal volley of arrows. It was not a lethal wound, just
demoralizing. Someone snapped the offending shaft, and then pulled it through the
commander’s hand. He tossed it on the ground as if it were a hot stone. The
commander held up his wounded hand and expressed no emotion, signifying bravery
in battle, then held his hand away from his side so the blood would not drip
onto his battle clothes.


A
stiff breeze went through the stream valley and blew away floating dust that violent
conflict had churned from the dry ground and suspended in the air. The waning
haze of war revealed their battle flag in the distance, jerking about madly in
the wind. It seemed to be struggling to free itself from an agony. Below, Aton
could see that the forces with which he had marched here were moving backwards.
The retreating men grew in numbers and he quickly realized that their whole
front line was fleeing. Their flag suddenly sank down as if dying, as if it had
fallen under great despair. Then the men in Aton’s line became breathless with
horror. 


“They’re
retreating. The enemy will follow!” exclaimed the man next to Aton. 


They
shrank back and crouched as if forced to wait for a violent deluge. Aton shot a
swift glance along the ranks at either side. Their profiles were motionless,
like statues with open mouths and wide eyes. The retreating men went whirling
around the flank. The exodus carried cursing commanders like debris during a
flood. With their sword handles, the commanders struck at the retreating
warriors, punching every head they could reach. They cursed at them with
relentless rage.


A
clan’s battle commander had witnessed the line breaking and his men retreating.
He galloped around and screamed for them to fight. The hooves of his horse
threatened the heads of the running men, but they still stampeded in the
direction of retreat. In the rush to safety, they were apparently all deaf and
blind with fear. 


During
the turmoil, the reserve soldiers yelled grim jokes at the retreating men, but
the withdrawing warriors apparently did not realize they had been performing
for an audience. The reflection of battle horror that had shone for an instant
in their faces made Aton realize that there would have been nothing that could
have stopped his legs from a hasty retreat, except a deadly sword slash, a
piercing spear tip, or an arrow through the heart. The sight of the retreating
stampede exerted a force that seemed able to rip trees and men from the ground,
but a battle commander had instructed Aton’s group to hold the high ground, to
hold on at all cost.


Someone
near Aton yelled, “They’re attacking!” 


There
was rustling and muttering among the men. The grim jokes ceased. They displayed
a heated yearning to have every possible weapon ready and in their hands. They
pulled their swords from scabbards. The archers spilled the contents of their
quivers at their feet. Sweaty hands held tightly on the shafts of spears as their
tips dipped forward toward the enemy, and they raised their shields.


“Stand
your ground!” yelled the clan leaders. “Stand your ground!”


Across
the valley came a swarm of running men who screamed terrifyingly as they
charged. They advanced swiftly, slashing their swords at all angles, followed
by a volley of arrows. An enemy flag, tilted forward, sped toward the front. As
Aton caught sight of the charging enemy, he was momentarily startled by a
thought that perhaps his bow might break or his arrow might not fly true. It
was not really his bow; he did not make it or the arrows. He doubted if he
could trust his life to these meager weapons that he possessed. He stood,
trying to rally his vacillating resolve to fight. This might just be unfounded
fear, an excuse to use, to run and hide.


A
clan leader appeared on a large black horse. A servant behind him carried his
battle standard. The clan leader waved his sword in the air and yelled, “Hold
your position! You have to hold your position!” The wounded commander held his
battle sword high, put his bleeding hand over his heart, and stood in front of
his group of men. He took this position to show the clan leader that he was
committed to hold the line and win the battle. The mounted clan leader made a
fervent gesture toward the battle line and galloped away. The commander, maybe
to relieve his suppressed anger, began to curse savagely at the gods he
worshiped. Aton, turning swiftly to make sure that the rear was still free of
an encircling enemy, saw the commander regarding his men in a highly resentful
manner, as if he regretted their existence.


The
man at Aton's side was mumbling. He kept repeating to himself, “They’re going
to slaughter us like boars.”


Another
commander had been pacing eagerly back and forth in the rear. He spoke in an
endless repetition to the archers. “Save your arrows, men. Wait until they get
close. Make them count; there are no supply wagons nearby.”


Perspiration
streamed down Aton's face, but it made him look like a weeping child. He frequently,
with a nervous movement, wiped his eyes with his shirtsleeve. His mouth was
still a little ways open, but he could feel himself breathing through flared
nostrils. He could see the field in front of him swell with enemy forces, so he
instantly forgot about whether the bow would crack or if the arrows would fly
true. Before he realized it, he had sent his first arrow toward the enemy. He
had selected the closest charging man that was carrying a sword and who was
near the front of the meandering enemy line. The man dropped to his knees and
then fell on his face. The charging men behind the fallen warrior trampled over
the body. Aton did not know if his arrow had killed the enemy, or if it was
someone from the adjacent row of archers who were already picking their distant
targets, too.


In
the heat of this battle, Aton lost concern for himself. He was not an
individual man, but a real warrior serving under a warlord’s banner. He felt
like he was actually a part of something. A single desire welded him into the
common personality that dominated his group. He felt his bravery might be
overshadowing the need for self-preservation and thought that if his position
was about to be conquered, only then he would run, but only so that he could
continue fighting and not because he was afraid of anything. At least that is
what he told himself. 


He
had a consciousness of the presence of his comrades around him. In the line of
men, he had finally felt the camaraderie of battle. It was a mysterious
fraternity born from the danger of death. He was not exactly sure of the true
reason for the battle. Was it simply for conquest and plunder? 


He
began to feel the effects of combat, a blistering sweat, a burning sensation in
his eyes, and the roar of battle cries filling his ears. A red rage followed
the effects of his battle stress. He developed a feeling of vexation, like a
rabbit chased by a dog. He was mad that he could only shoot one arrow at a
time. He wanted to rush forward with a sword and kill them all before they
killed him.


There
was a blare of heated rage mingled with a certain expression of focus on all
faces. Many of the men were making guttural moans; those restrained snarls,
expletives, and prayers made a wildly barbaric melody that expanded like an
undercurrent of sound, a strange mantra with the resounding harmonies of the
war march. A man beside Aton was jabbering to himself, apparently trying to
calm his own nerves with a soliloquy of self-encouragement. Another was
swearing in a loud voice, apparently upset that his clan leader had left them
in that position, all alone, to defend the hill.


Someone
maniacally screamed, “They’ve abandoned us!”


Aton
was in a battle trance and only heard it like someone half asleep. The men,
bending and surging in their haste and rage, were in every possible position,
but there were no heroic poses. The swordsmen knew their position in battle,
the front lines. The men from Aton’s group began making their way down the
hill. As they approached, they banged their swords against their shields in
unison to show their solidarity to the enemy and express their resolve to
fight. They looked like marionettes under the direction of an invisible
puppeteer who was walking them into a meat grinder.


Bloody
men dropped around them, like red apples from a tree during autumn. The enemy
had killed one of Aton's nearby commanders in an early part of the action. His
body lay on the ground in a contorted position. An arrow hit the shoulder of
someone nearby. He cried for mercy and ran away. When an arrow hit another, the
man grunted as if a club had hit him in the stomach. Farther down the line of
men, a soldier’s legs disappeared instantly when a catapult stone tore them
from his body. His cries of pain were short lived and muted by the soft ground
as he lay face down in the dirt, and died.


As
a resounding cheer came from his fellow archers, Aton came partially out of his
battle sleep and realized that the enemy was moving back. He saw that Grinald’s
men had repulsed the charge. They had disseminated the adversary into scattered
groups. The evil enemy waves had receded. He was grimy and dripping with sweat
like a slave in the fields. He grasped his gourd of water and took a long
swallow. It was warm from the heat of battle. He turned to look behind himself,
to the right and to the left. He experienced the joy of a man who at last had
found a reason to stop and appreciate the sight of his accomplishment. However,
scattered on the ground, there were a few grisly forms lying motionless. The
dead had nothing to celebrate. They lay twisted in grotesque contortions of
death. Combat had bent their arms and necks, turning them in unbelievable ways.



From
a position in the rear of the grove, Grinald’s forces were still pelting the
enemy with catapult stones. A small procession of wounded men plodded drearily
toward the rear, like the flow of hemorrhaging blood from the body of battle.
From his elevated position, through a clearing in the trees, Aton saw horsemen
go dashing along the line of the horizon toward the town of Kern. From the
distant hill came the receding sound of cheering and clashes. As he listened to
the commotion from the hillside, he heard far away battle cries, the clash of
steel swords, and men still screaming from the pain of death. It occurred to
him that the fighting surrounded them. The forces of war had spread death and
battle all around. There was enough misery for everyone. As he gazed upon the
battlefield, Aton felt a flash of amazement at the pure-blue sky and the sun
gleaming on the trees and fields. It was relieving to see that the serene world
continued tranquilly in the midst of so much carnage.


Aton
woke fully from the battle trance and came back to a place from where he could
judge himself. All day long, he had been scrutinizing himself in a confused
way, as if he were a stranger. Then he picked up his quiver from the ground. He
swung his satchel over his back and inspected his body just to make sure he did
not have any unseen wounds. He mopped the sweat from his face. He had attained
a personal victory that day. He had finished the utmost test of a man, bravery
in the face of death. He had not run away in fear. He had defeated the
difficulties of war. He was ecstatic. Survival was the most pleasant feeling of
his life. Standing as if apart from himself, he had viewed that last image of
battle and believed what he saw in his mind’s eye. He had seen himself as a
magnificent man, a true warrior. He smiled in profound satisfaction with his
performance under stress. His father and cousin would be proud of him.


There
was some forearm clasping and congratulations with other men, whose features
were vaguely familiar from the march to battle. Aton now felt the bond of unity
gluing them together with the shared blood of combat. While he was helping a
man bind a bleeding wound, he heard the ranks cry in amazement. He heard
someone distantly yell, “They are charging again!” Aton quickly turned wide
eyes to the valley. He saw throngs of men begin to swell in masses out of the
distant woods. He saw a new enemy’s flag tilted forward at the front of the
stampede. A distant clan had come to the aid of the town to which Grinald had
planned to lay siege, which was just past the clearing in front of them, the
city of Kern. The tide of the battle might turn and that greatly concerned
Aton. Catapult stones, which had stopped troubling them for a time, came
whirling again, and exploded in the grass or among the leaves of the trees.
After impact, the dust looked like gray phantoms floating in the air, or
mysterious spirits leaving a battlefield graveyard.


The
men groaned. The gleam faded from their eyes. Their soiled expressions now
conveyed a deep sadness. They moved their stiffened bodies slowly, and watched
with a brooding disposition the wild approach of another enemy. Aton stared, as
he hoped that another dreadful thing was not about to happen. He waited to
shoot because he expected the enemy to turn and run. Kern’s counter attack had
to be a mistake. This could not really be happening. The arrows began to fly
again and Aton frantically went to pull spent arrows from the ground to
replenish his quiver. His eyes appeared as if they belonged to a startled
horse. His legs quivered with nervous weakness and the muscles of his arms felt
numb and bloodless. His hands seemed large and awkward, as if he were wearing
invisible mittens that did not allow his fingers to do anything fast enough. He
felt fear rising in his body again.


He
began to exaggerate the endurance, the ability, and the courage of those who
were coming. As he suffered from exhaustion on the hilltop, he was astonished
beyond belief at the enemy’s tenacity. Evil demons must possess them. He slowly
lifted his bow, and after catching a glimpse of the low ground, he sent arrows
flying at the adversary. He saw the field covered with men who were all running
like tracked rabbits and yelling. To him, it was an onslaught of mighty demons.


An
archer near him, who had been sending lethal arrows at the enemy, suddenly
stopped and ran. He had no more arrows. All the swordsmen and men with spears
had gone to the stream valley to protect the high ground. There was really no
buffer between him and the enemy, except a narrowing distance. The enemy was
approaching.


When
the man closest to him retreated, Aton blanched like someone who was walking to
the gallows. In that moment of weakness, he had an epiphany of survival. He ran
like a rabbit, too. Others began to scamper away. He turned his head, and saw
others fleeing desperately, eyes wide, nostrils flared like a racehorse near
the finish line. For a moment in the confusion, he felt like a lost orphan
child. His sense of direction vanished. He felt death threaten him from all
sides. Immediately, he sped toward the rear. His quiver, gourd, and satchel bounced
wildly against his body. His face contorted from the horror of all that he had
imagined could happen to a man in battle. He ran like a blind man. Two or three
times he fell down. Once he tripped on a tree root and went face first to the
ground. Turning his back to the fight had magnified his fears. An arrow between
the shoulder blades was far more horrible than death confronting him face to
face. As he ran, he blended with others who had retreated. He vaguely noticed
men in his peripheral view and he heard crashing footsteps behind him. He
thought that everyone was fleeing, pursued by red-eyed demons. In his flight
from battle, the sound of his comrade’s following footsteps gave him a meager
sense of relief. He knew that a pursuing death would make a first choice of the
men who were nearest to the chasing demons of war. The first scraps for the
pursuing monsters would be those who were behind him. Therefore, he became a
sprinter in a race for his life. As he ran across a field, the thick weeds
slowed his progress. An arrow whistled by his ear, so he went low to the
ground, but realized that remaining in one spot would make him easier to hit,
so he stopped groveling on the field, sprang up, and went sprinting through
some bushes.


To
his astonishment, he saw a rush of warriors going to reinforce the weak battle
line. He marveled at the sight of a group of men willing to march into the
mouth of war. Later he came upon another commander eager for the spoils of war
and a battle victory that was slipping through his fingers. There he walked
slowly by and listened to men discussing strategies with the war-hardened man
on horseback, and others galloped back and forth, constantly updating the
status of the skirmish. Sometimes other horsemen surrounded the mounted man,
and at other times, he was alone. Aton’s growing contempt for all of it created
in him a desire to thump the commander and his advisors with a heavy club, or
at least approach and tell him in plain words that he thought they were all
incompetent.


A
man on a brown horse brought a message to the head commander. After delivering
the message, he made his stallion bound into a gallop in his haste to leave.
There was a cloud of dust. A moment later, Aton saw the head commander bounce
enthusiastically in his saddle, then yell, “The line held. We did it!” His
excitement made his horse kneel, but it promptly rose as if to stand at
attention.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Aton
cringed. He had been wrong. They were victorious, not vanquished. He could hear
cheering from behind him. He looked in the direction of the fight and could
hear the noise of Grinald’s soldiers advancing, hooves pounding the ground as
the dreaded Black Fang’s mounted men repelled the enemy. Aton turned away,
shocked and fuming with anger at himself. He felt that his courage had betrayed
him. A real warrior would not have run.


Then
Aton tried to rationalize his actions. He told himself that he had fled because
obliteration had loomed his way. It was his duty to preserve every piece of
Grinald’s war machine. Although a small part of the apparatus, he was still a
piece of it; therefore, what he had done was necessary. He had saved himself
for the upcoming siege at the walls of Kern. Later, the commanders or clan
leaders on the battlefield could fit all the little pieces of the mechanism,
like him, together again. If none of the little pieces were sensible enough to
save themselves from the flood of death at a time like this, then how could
they effectively serve in Grinald’s war machine? In his own mind, it was plain
that he had proceeded according to sensible rules of engagement. His actions
were wise. He had used a keen strategy, commendable, actually. He convinced
himself that his valor had not faltered, his bravery was beyond reproach, and
his father and Briand would be very proud of his conduct.


Thoughts
of the men who had surrounded Aton came to his mind. The advancing swordsmen,
the spearmen that followed, and the archers, who had supported all of them from
a distance as Grinald’s men on the frontline bravely stood their ground, had
withstood the enemy’s advance and won. He grew bitter over it. It seemed that
the blind ignorance and stupidity of those little pieces of Grinald’s war
machine had betrayed him. Their lack of sense dismayed him. Intelligent deliberation
should have convinced them that holding their position on the hill was
impossible. He was a clever and enlightened man whose vision could pierce the
dark fog of war. He had retreated because of his superior insights and
understanding. He began to feel angry with those men with whom he had shared
the ridge, and an irritation arose from their betrayal of him, because they had
not fled. Using that logic, he could prove that they had been fools, and he
fully convinced himself that his father and cousin would have done just the
same as he had done.


He
wondered what his comrades would say when he went back to camp. His mind heard
cries of ridicule. Their inferior power of reason would not enable them to
understand his sharper point of view. He began to feel pity for himself. He
shuffled along with his eyes cast low to the ground, his brain in a furor of
anguish and misery. He went from the field into the dense woods, as if
determined to insulate himself from the continuing clatter of warfare. He did
not want to hear another battle cry. Bushes and vines cluttered the ground, and
the trees grew close together. He made a noisy advance through the thicket;
vines pulled against his feet and legs, and the green tendrils snapped noisily
when stretched too far. Dry twigs broke under his feet and low branches either
snapped as he pushed his way through or whipped back like a woman offended by a
rude man. He could not appease the forest; it kept pushing him back, as if it
wanted no part of man’s savagery. He feared that his commotion in the timbers
would bring men to look for him, to punish him for fleeing. Therefore, he went
farther, seeking a dark place to soothe his humiliation. The greenery was like
a healing ointment on a burn from the heat of war.


After
a short time in the woods, the sound of human misery grew faint. Most of the
mortally wounded had already died, and those who were severely injured had bled
so much that they could barely moan as their bodies weakly quivered on the
blood-soaked ground. The sun cast filtered light through the trees and the air
was still. The insects and birds continued the perpetual choir of nature’s
song. A woodpecker’s red head peeked around the side of a tree, and then the
bird continued its search for food under the rough bark of a majestic oak. A
goldfinch flew by his head, almost within arm’s reach. There, nature had shut
its door to man’s celebration of destruction.


A
raccoon waddled through the clearing between two bushes. Back home he would
have taken the furry creature in one easy shot with his bow. In his mind, he
waved his hand like a judge commuting a death sentence. He was not in the mood
to kill anything right now. All he wanted was the peace and tranquility of the
forest to surround him and heal his war-torn mind. He continued, and soon found
himself in what was almost a swamp. He had to walk carefully to keep from
sinking into the quagmire. He saw a black cat from the nearby bog pounce on a
muskrat and eviscerate it with unrelenting claws.


Past
the bayou, Aton went into the deep thickets again. He walked into a
never-ending storm of whipping tree branches that promised to hide him farther
away from the horrors of war. He had noticed a few broken branches, and his
hunter’s instinct gave him caution. It told him that he had not followed a deer
trail. He wondered if the snapped branches could be from the enemy, secretly
lurking around searching for information about Grinald’s armed forces. The
thought of possibly walking on an enemy trail was unsettling, but he finally
arrived at a clearing in the trees and relaxed. The sun filled the open area
with pleasant yellow light. He pushed the final branches aside and entered. A
soft blanket of leaf litter covered the ground. After two short paces forward,
he abruptly stopped.


Facing
him was a dead man seated with his back against a tree. The body was not
parallel with the trunk, almost poised as if the corpse was indecisive as to
whether it should simply collapse all the way to the ground or just remain
reclined at an uncomfortable angle. The eyes were still open, as was the jaw,
as if the man had emitted a final moan before he died. Aton took a few steps
closer and recognized him as the young stranger who had encouraged him, with
lips trembling from fear, to desert during the initial skirmish with enemy
warriors from the city of Kern, who had scouted ahead of their advancing force,
the prelude to the battle from which he had fled. That terrified man had told
Aton that he did not want to die, and then retreated alone to the rear of
Grinald’s armed men when Aton had not followed him. The man ironically had
found death, or death had found him, as he deserted the battle.


Then
Aton noticed an arrow protruding from the man’s back as the reason why he had
not fallen over, because the dead body’s weight pressed the long arrow shaft
against the bark, preventing the corpse from slumping over. Aton pulled out the
arrow shaft, and the body fell to the ground. The corpse made a sound like a
groan when it went forward. The grotesque sound had just been air expelled from
the lungs as the body had fallen, but it startled Aton so much that he jumped
like a frightened kitten. He gave a yelp, as if the corpse had attacked him.
Then he remained motionless for a few moments. After his terrified
consciousness thawed, he retreated slowly from the body. It was almost as if he
was afraid of it. As he left the clearing, the branches pushed against him
again. The image of the dead man would not leave his mind, so he tried to run
as fast and as far as he could to distance himself from it. After a short time,
he paused, breathless and panting, listening to the sounds of impending
twilight. He heard a crow squawk and fly away.


The
sun was bowing from the stage, receding from another performance above the
violence of humankind. The leaves rustled softly in the breeze. The sinking sun
cast its slanted golden rays through the branches. Then through the silence,
there was a violent eruption of noise. This demonic growl came from not far
away. Aton stopped. He heard more battle cries and the familiar pounding of
swords on shields. His mind raced. It must be another battle. A final push by
desperate men before the intermission from carnage that would follow the
darkness after sundown. He intently listened for a while, trying to deny what
he heard. Then he began to run in the direction of the ruckus. Realizing that
he had just run from combat, heading back in that direction was almost
unbelievable to him, but his curiosity was overwhelming. It suddenly occurred
to him that compared to the noise of this clash of clans, he had fled from a
mere brawl. After hearing the struggle of opposing forces, he was doubtful if
he had experienced a real battle scene. He sped onward, wanting to peek from
the edge of the forest to witness it for himself.


Sometimes
thorn bushes formed a wall and tried to hold him back. Trees, confronting him,
stretched out their branches and prohibited him to pass. It seemed that nature
did not want him to venture back into the violence of war. It wanted to hold
him in the loving embrace of a mother, protecting him from harm. He meandered
around the obstacles and came to where he could see the location of another
battle line. He looked back over his shoulder, but he only considered returning
into the thicket for a moment. Looking forward, his eyes had an awestruck
expression. He stared in the direction of the conflict then began to go forward
again. As he walked, he wondered why he had the perverted desire to go near
combat once more, to risk his life, and to look at corpses contorted in morbid
positions at their last moments before death.


On
his way back to the clash of clans, he entered a silent meadow that had
recently been a field of violent combat. A dead warrior was prone on the
ground, arms stretched wide as if he were still trying to surrender. Farther
off, there was a group of four or five corpses. Two others had wrapped in each
other’s arms and had apparently stabbed each other to death, ironically
appearing like good friends as they hugged one another in their death pose.
Ants had already found their way into and out of one dead soldier’s mouth. The
hot sun had shone its spotlight on the carnage all day. All the stagnant death
made him feel uncomfortable, so he hurried away. He came to a road from which
he could see wounded men walking away from the latest skirmish, cursing with
pains as they moved along. It was a steady current of the damned. So often,
even the smallest wounds become infected, and brave soldiers died days later,
after the battle was over. For most of those wounded warriors, their final
battle, a battle against deadly infection, had already begun.


He
got closer to the marching injured and saw the gray expression of death on a
bald man who was staggering along the road. Blood tricked from the corner of
his mouth and another wound had soaked his shirt a dark red color. The open
spear wound in his chest whistled as he walked, or more accurately, as he
stumbled along, panting heavily to breathe. He moved as if his feet were heavy
stones. Aton thought that he might have recognized the bald man from the group
with which he had marched to battle. He was not sure if he knew the man, but
was certainly not in the mood for nostalgic reminiscing of the recent battle
from which he had fled. He thought it was best to try to avoid someone that
might recognize him.


A
wagon approached from behind. As it passed, he could see that it was full of
wounded men. A man in the back of the cart suffered from what appeared to be a
severe leg injury. He yelled for the driver to stop the horses. On the ride to
convalescence, some of the wounded had already died. The injured man used his
good leg to kick the dead bodies off the wagon. They fell with a dull thud and
the walking dead used the fallen corpses as stepping stools to take their turn
riding on the cart. The man with the reins whistled sharply and the horse
continued down the road, pulling a wagon full of bleeding men waiting to die.


Aton
fell back in the procession until the stumbling wounded man, who he thought
might recognize him, was not in sight. Then he started to go on with the
others. Open wounds and a mob of bleeding men surrounded him. He knew that he
did not fit in with this crowd, so he started to walk with a fake limp. Even
with the false limp, he walked with the speed of a healthy man. He slowed his
pace, looked at the ground with a sullen expression, and saw clots of blood had
covered the dusty trail, but none of the blood was from him. He was afraid some
commander might gallop by and see that he was in fine shape, behead him as a
deserter from battle, and pike his head on a spear tip to display on the
roadside as an example of the fate awaiting a coward. His limp was not
convincing enough, so he took a calculated risk and rushed ahead to find the
bald wounded man. Aton located him, went to his side, swung the man’s bloody
arm over his shoulder, and helped him on their mutual way, at the slow pace of
the injured. With only an expression, a quick but slight smile, the man thanked
Aton and leaned his weight onto him. Aton’s imagination had tricked him. He did
not know the injured man.


Battle
trauma had fixed the wounded man's eyes into a distant stare. The shadows of
his face were deepening and his lips tightened, as if they were holding a sigh
of great misery. While the man leaned onto Aton as they went down the road, the
dying man walked as if he could feel stiffness in the movements of his body, as
if he was taking care not to provoke his injuries. As Aton guided the way, the
wounded man seemed to be looking for a certain place by the road, but it all
looked the same, an endless dirt road packed with dying men flanked by fields
of grass and shrubbery. 


Aton
could feel the warm blood trickle on him and noticed a combination of old and
new blood stained his clothes black and red. Suddenly, as the two hobbled on, a
tremor overcame the injured warrior. His face appeared a more ashen color. He
clutched Aton's arm tightly and groaned. Then he began to speak in a shaking
whisper. “I’m going home.” The wounded man lifted his arm free from Aton’s
support and stumbled forward on his own. Turning his head swiftly, Aton saw the
man stagger and stumble toward a little clump of bushes. That was where he fell
and died after leaving Aton camouflaged with smeared blood, which would hide
him in a group of the wounded.


As
the march of the injured continued, he became aware that the roar of the battle
was growing louder. Men filtered from the woods and the fields became dotted
with combatants again. As they reached the peak of a hill, he noticed that the
road was now an awful mass of wagons and men. Whips cracked and bit into
horses’ backs. One angry horse reared after the crack of the whip and jolted
the wagon forward so violently that the driver fell from it, still holding the
reins in one hand and whip in the other. A wooden wheel bounced over his body,
and he groaned with broken ribs as he lay writhing in pain on the dusty trail.


Aton
felt comfortable where he was, camouflaged with real blood in a line of
retreating injured men. He sat down at the roadside and watched them pass. He
felt vindicated for leaving battle, accompanied by so many others doing the
same. Then a column of very healthy soldiers marched past. They obviously were
not retreating, and then Aton realized that the trail did not lead back to
Acadia, just to another confrontation.


After
sitting and regaining his senses, he realized that he had a scorching thirst.
His face was so dry and grimy that he thought he could feel his skin crack.
Each bone of his body had an ache in it, and felt like it could break with each
movement. His feet were like two sores. His stomach was calling loudly for
food. His vision blurred, there was a sharp feeling in his gut, and when he
tried to walk his head bobbed like a balloon on a stick. Weak from thirst and
hunger, he did not feel like a warrior. The shadows of real fighters had just
swept over his body as they marched past him. He now conceded that it was
possible that he would never prove himself in battle and become a commander of
men. As he sat there, he wished to know who was winning. He felt like a moth circling
a flame around which the firelight captivated it and hypnotized it so that the fluttering
insect would travel directly into its fascination, straight to its death.


The
column of warriors that had marched past the wounded men was barely out of
Aton's sight before he saw waves of Grinald’s men come sweeping out of the
woods and down through the fields. As they got closer, he could see the
expression of terror in their wide eyes. It was like a stampede of wild horses.
He was petrified once more. These warriors were retreating, so that meant a
losing battle was lurching toward him. It was over. An evil war machine was
coming toward his comrades to swallow them whole. The warlord’s commanders had
not expected the town that they were advancing on to have received strong reinforcements
from a distant clan, but they had. As Grinald’s men retreated, they tripped
blindly because of the increasing darkness.


The
first warriors to retreat had darted quickly around him as they ran away. Soon,
he was in the midst of others withdrawing. They hurdled over obstacles and
dashed all around him to get away. Their blanched faces shone in the dusk. They
seemed, for the most part, to be very robust men, most likely all swordsmen
from the frontlines of the battle. Aton turned from one to another of them as they
ran along, and he asked about the battle. They did not seem to notice him.
Aton, after rushing around and desperately begging for answers from the
reckless bands of disappearing warriors, finally grasped a fleeing man by the
arm. They swung around and met face to face. That was when Aton saw the man’s
deep scar from a sword that had gashed into his forehead and cheek, in a
straight line across his eye. That was why he had gotten so close to the
fleeing man and had been able to grab his arm. He was blind in the eye closest
to Aton. The blade had split his flesh open to the bone and had splayed his eye
in half. The thick clear liquid that had spilled forth from his wounded eye
socket had cleared a place free of blood and dust on his upper cheek, in the shape
of a crescent. The strong but half-blind man did not stop, and dragged Aton
with him several paces before Aton let go. Aton touched his own cheek in
sympathy for the man, and felt surrogate pain when he did. 


Aton
hurried away in the dusk. The day had faded, and now he could barely
distinguish the ground. The alley of retreat now lay lifeless. There were dead
horses, overturned wagons, and more corpses. War had been like a falling tree
that had cast its sharp splinters everywhere. A dragging weariness overcame
him. His head hung forward. Hunger and thirst stooped his shoulders. His feet
shuffled along the ground, dragging behind them a ball and chain of despair. He
was so tired that he could barely tolerate it. He felt like lying down right
there in the grass, or finding refuge somewhere else. He had no food, so his
stomach made the decision for him, and he moved along with his ball and chain
of despair. Before long, he saw a campfire and a familiar banner silhouetted by
the flickering light.


His
body cried from exhaustion and pain. Those shouting ailments from his limbs and
joints forced him to seek a place with food and rest, at whatever cost. Aton
went slowly toward the fire in hope that he might find a familiar face. He made
his way toward the flames. He could see dancing black shadows of the forms of
men, cast about by the flickering red light of the campfire. He stepped over
the dark cocoons of sleeping men scattered on the ground as he went forward. He
stepped cautiously, like a man unsure of where a bear trap lay, waiting to rip
his ankle from his leg. 


From
the darkness, he heard a man ask, “Is that you, Aton?”


He
was not sure how to reply. He simply said, “Yes,” and hoped no one was sharing
stories of battle, separation, and reunion. He had not yet thought how to
explain his disappearance from the hill.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


He
had found his way into a camp full of familiar faces around a campfire. The day
had been rough for everyone, so it was easy to avoid a conversation with those
tired and listless bodies that had already surrounded him in silence. Consumed
in their thoughts, no one spoke, but in their minds, each person was reliving
the day’s events. Overall, the battle had been a horrific experience; no one
was in the mood for celebration. Combat stress and fatigue were working their
way through the camp like a plague. The men simply stared into the hypnotic
flickering light.


After
realizing that the same trance had also caught him, Aton tried to shake it away
from his mind. He knew that he needed sleep, so he left the fire ring to find
an open spot on the ground, away from the mesmerizing flames. After a short
while, the things around him began to take form. He saw that men, sprawling in
every imaginable position, cluttered the ground in the deep shadows. Glancing
narrowly into the more distant darkness, he caught occasional glimpses of faces
that loomed pallid and ghostly, lit with flickering firelight. Those faces
expressed in their lines the deep blankness of the tired warriors, appearing
like men drunk with ale. 


On
the other side of the fire, Aton watched a man sleeping. The man had his back
against a tree where he had fallen asleep, and was somehow maintaining that
position, delicately balanced against the trunk, seemingly ready to topple. His
face was like the others, dusty and stained. His lower jaw hung down as if
gasping at a horrific scene unfolding in a nightmare. He was the image of an
exhausted warrior after a feast of battle. He had gone to sleep with his sword
in his arms. Those two slumbered in an embrace like a married couple on their
honeymoon, but the field of combat was where they had already consummated their
relationship. 


He
observed other soldiers within the gleam of rose and orange light from the
burning logs in the campfire. Some were snoring and some were as quiet and
still as if they were dead. All the shoes had mud and dust from marching on the
dirt roads, and ragged pants and shirts showed gashes from running through
walls of thorn bushes. 


The
fire cackled melodically. Light smoke wafted upwards like ghostly spirits
leaving a graveyard. Overhead the trees’ foliage moved softly. The leaves, with
their faces turned upward, reflected shifting hues of silver. In the firelight,
the leaves of the silver maple were true to their name. He was thirsty and
hungry, so he went to fill his gourd canteen and look for a bite to eat.
Directly above, through a window in the forest canopy, he could see a handful
of stars splashed, like glittering jewels, on the black canvas of the night sky.
Aton found the camp’s water, filled his gourd, then tilted his head back and
held it long to his lips. The water caressed his blistered throat. A small
brick of hardtack was all he could find to eat, but it calmed his stomach.


Ready
for sleep, but uncomfortable from the chill in the dark forest, he quickly
jogged back to where he had seen a fallen horse. He took the wool blanket from
the dead animal’s back and then returned to where he would sleep. On the ground
by the crackling fire, the comforting warmth of the horse blanket enveloped
him. His head fell forward on his crooked arm and his weighted lids went softly
down over his eyes. He gave a long sigh, curled his body under the wool
blanket, and in a moment, slumbered like his comrades who had spread about the
forest floor, resembling broken tree branches after a storm. 


When
Aton woke the next morning, it seemed to him that it all had been just a very
bad nightmare. He rubbed his blurry eyes, then quickly realized that it was a
nightmare, but not from a dream. He was still there in this foul place, waiting
his turn to be marched to battle and maybe his death. A light fog hovered low
to the ground, ironically seeming to wrap them in a heavenly blanket while they
lay in the midst of hell. A faint red glow of the rising sun, signaling an
impending splendor in the eastern sky, captured his attention as he lay on the
hard ground. The campfire had died during the night, and chilly dew had
dampened his face, so he curled farther down under the blanket. He stared for a
while at the leaves overhead, and listened as the condensing dewdrops fell to
the forest floor like gentle rain.


With
the first light of day, the noise of battle began again and silenced the call
of a mourning dove in mid-song. It was the clamor of forward troops skirmishing
as they tried to assess the condition and morale of their enemy. Around him
were the groups of men that he had faintly seen the previous night. The soft,
red light of dawn made the exhausted features of the dusty warriors appear
burned, and it had dressed the skin of the soldiers with a shade of death,
making their jumbled limbs seem pulseless and deceased. After his vision had
cleared, his eyes first swept over this motionless mass of men, spread thickly
on the ground, with ashen faces and in abnormal postures. His bitter mind
interpreted that place as the foyer to the house of death. For an instant, he
believed that he was in the house of the dead, and he did not dare move because
of a haunting fear that those corpses might rise, crying and screaming. He
shook his head and tried to evict the morbid image from his mind. He heard
someone tossing a few split logs onto the embers of last night’s fire, and then
turned his head to see a man trying to coax a flame back from the ashes. A few
other figures moved in the fog, and he heard the hard cracking of axe blows. 


Suddenly,
there was a call of percussing drums. A distant ox horn blew faintly. Similar
sounds, varying in strength, came from near and far through the forest. The
horns called to each other like hungry wolves in the night, trying to unite the
pack for another hunt. The body of men in the woods slowly woke. Tired heads
lifted, voices began to murmur, and tangled limbs unraveled. Ashen faces hid
behind fists that twisted slowly against dark eye sockets. Aton sat up and
decided it was time to rise.


The
fire came back to a blaze as the freshly chopped wood hissed and crackled under
the growing flames. An older man, a veteran of many battles, brought fresh meat
to the fire. He sliced and skewered strips of it and handed them to the hungry
men. It sizzled in the heat, waking Aton’s hungry stomach from a deep slumber.
He devoured his share, but it had a peculiar taste, a taste that was not
familiar to him. After finishing his portion, he looked around to see from
which supply wagon the man had acquired the meat, but he could see none. He
really wanted to toast some bread on the fire, but as hungry as he was, he felt
like he could eat anything. He asked the nearest person, “Is there any bread?
Hardtack will do.”


Then
a perverse question came to his mind. Where did the strange tasting meat
come from? Images of all the dead men strewn across the ground hit him in
the gut. He had never known the kind of hunger that could drive someone to cannibalism,
but his increasing fear was that he had just eaten human flesh. Suddenly, he
felt a sensation in his stomach like fingers were trying to crawl free from his
belly and move up to his throat, dirty fingernails scratching their way upward
as they did. He grabbed the old man and demanded to know where he had gotten
the meat. The old man leaned back, moving away from Aton’s wild eyes, and told
him it was from a horse killed during yesterday’s battle. The thought of eating
horse disgusted Aton just the same. They were loyal beasts with names, and
people should not devour them for their meat. He had a sad memory of his loyal
horse that had saved him twice as he fled for his life from the Regalyon estate
after the spring festival. Even when his horse was in the last painful throes
of death, he could not put his faithful steed out of its misery. As for this
horse, if he had seen the animal or had heard its name uttered, he would have
vomited the entire meal no matter how hungry he was. He put another horror of
war on the back shelf of his mind and tried to let it pass, because there was
nothing he could do. He was a prisoner trapped inside Grinald’s war machine.


Apparently,
the meal had not offended the others. Two men accused another of eating more
than his fair share. Taking offense at the allegation, the man charged with the
wrongdoing stood tall and revealed his true size. He could have cast a shadow
that covered both of his accusers. They exchanged heated words, until someone
whom Aton believed was a man of power, possibly a troop commander, interjected
his authority into the matter. He separated the men and said, “Save it for the
enemy. We are all brothers here.” The accused returned to his old seat. In a
short while, the three antagonists sat close together, cordially discussing
strategy; they were saving it for the enemy.


Later
that morning the sound of a horn assembled them at the side of the road. They
formed columns stratified by the fighting men’s village of origin. At the sound
of an ox horn, the column went forward like a line of ants. On the way, they
heard intermittent clashes. Occasionally a stealthy arrow would fly from the
darkness of the forest and claim a victim. That brought a nervous twitch to the
marching men, always turning to look beyond the trees on either side, waiting
for the arrow that would bring them eternal sleep. The closing battle would
happen this day. 


The
columns marched to reinforce a line that had lain in some shallow trenches,
which farmers and their field slaves had dug parallel to each other across a
cotton field. Those furrows in the ground were close to the city that Grinald
had chosen to attack and siege, the town of Kern, so he ordered his men to stay
low in the trenches to conceal their numbers and prepare for the attack. The
excavators had intended the ditches to be irrigation canals, but they were not
completely finished, because the farmers had not connected the trenches to the
nearby stream. Some unlucky farmers had dug them to bring water to the cotton
field, but now the crops lay in waste, tramped by angry men and their battle
horses, after they repeatedly tried to kill each other. Excavated mounds of
dirt hugged the edges of the trenches and created berms as long as the ditches,
behind which Grinald’s soldiers could hide.


Grinald’s
men took positions in the dry channels across the field. In front of them was a
level stretch of cultivated land surrounded by a forest, but straight ahead,
just past a clearing that divided the woods, were the walls of Kern. From the
forest came unpredictable arrows, just often enough to create caution in how
boldly a man should walk out of a shallow trench. The men nestled behind the
embankment, and those with shields placed them over their heads. A weary man
next to Aton lay down, buried his face in his arms, and almost instantly, was
in a deep sleep. The fatigue of recent combat, the lack of food and restful
sleep, had been overwhelming. Aton leaned his chest against the brown dirt,
peering into the woods and up and down the line of men in the long ditch. The
curtain of trees protected the enemy from his view. A few flags of clans loyal
to Grinald were perched on the dirt berm at the edge of an irrigation canal.
When Aton looked to his left and right, he could see other inquisitive heads
sticking curiously over the top. To his right was an approaching commotion
along the line of men laying prone in the trench. A wave of yelling, arm
waving, stomping, and curses advanced toward him. He quickly realized that a
large rat had carelessly scampered its way into the ditch and was running for
its life, toward him.


——   ——   ——


In
the first years after the asteroid impact, after the human population
drastically decreased and the survivors abandoned their wrecked cities and
farms, the prone remnants of the unharvested fields became the home of
countless rodents. They swarmed in incredible masses, devouring the abandoned
grain. In the untended fields, bales of rotting hay, pierced with the tunnels
of burrowing rodents, became a breeding place for the pestering creatures, as
generations of them poured into the meadows, year after year. The grain left in
barns, silos, granaries, mills, and in the warehouses of deserted towns
disappeared in the same manner. With those enormous stockpiles of food, the
rodent population exploded, and they spread disease across the landscape.


The
worst of all the rodents were the rats, which came out of the old cities in
such vast numbers that the few surviving people who saw them all fled in fear
of the ravenous creatures. A rapidly advancing cloud of fur with quickly moving
claws and gnawing teeth consumed those too weak to flee. That trepidation did
not last as long as the evil of mice, because the rats, probably not finding
sufficient food when together, scattered abroad, and were destroyed by starving
cats and dogs that devoured them by the thousands, killing far more than they
could eat, so that the remains were left to decay and spread diseases. In some
cases, unbearable hunger overcame the armies of rats; they became cannibals and
attacked each other. They were still plentiful, but did not appear to do the
same amount of damage as was occasionally caused by mice, when the latter
invaded the cultivated fields.


When
people had begun to raise crops in the fields once more, those swarms of
rodents rushed in and destroyed with an uninhibited fury. Nothing could keep
them out, and if a person were lucky enough to kill even one, a hundred more
returned. They came back in perpetual waves, like the waves crashing on a
shoreline, eroding everything in its path. Birds of prey, the fox, and coyotes,
too, hunted these rodents, but at first, they made little or no perceptible
difference. In a few years the predators, having such a wealth of food,
multiplied in numbers, as did the vermin before them. Although there was some
relief with the rebalancing of predator and prey, as nature does, fields and
villages were still susceptible to invasion, and the granaries and the standing
crops continued to suffer from the eternal plundering of these rodents. The
population of rats, field mice, and swamp muskrats seemed to contract in some
seasons, but humankind’s hate for these furry pests never diminished.


——   ——   ——


Lying
low in the trench, Grinald’s conscripts attacked the fleeing rat with strikes
from their spear butts and stomping feet, to no avail. To Aton’s amazement, the
rodent was navigating skillfully through the maze of lethal hazards in the
ditch, heading directly for him. Just before it reached his position in the
line, it sprinted up the dirt wall and leaped from the berm. The rat
disappeared as it scurried away under the remnants of cotton plants.


A
moment later, battle commanders came from the rear lines and began to meander
among the men, pushing them into a better alignment to charge. They chased and
beat those who straggled, and they fumed at a few men who seemed to have
decided to remain where they were. They were like critical shepherds,
struggling with obstinate sheep. After the commanders had passed through, the
warriors were like molded clay; the artistic hands of the commanders had bent
and shaped the men into the forms of sprinters before a signal. The call to
charge was almost upon them. Many pairs of glinting eyes peered from the grimy
faces toward the curtain of the deeper woods and the walls of Kern just beyond.
They seemed to be engaged in deep calculations of time and distance.


Aton
stared at the land in front of him. Its greenery now seemed to shroud both
unknown powers and secret horrors. He heard the blowing of ox horns relayed
down the line, and whispers of men mumbling that they were ready to charge the
enemy. The man next to him began to cry for his mother. From the corner of his
eye, he saw a troop commander with a black banner gallop by on a horse. This
was the moment to do or die; a real and fierce battle was going to test his
manhood. His legs felt wobbly. Was this normal? Briand had told him that
they would feel like steel springs just before the charge. Suddenly he felt a
straining and heaving among the men on either side, approaching him like a
wave. The line fell slowly forward over the berm in front of the trench, like a
toppling wall, and the charge began. His comrades pushed and jostled him for a
moment before he sprang ahead and began to run in a desperate search for cover.
A distant, but prominent, clump of trees caught his attention, and he ran
toward it. He felt like a deer pursued in the hunt as he ran, bounding over
small obstacles, fearing that if he were too slow, or that if he fell, an arrow
would find his heart. He had to run for his life and get to the grove.


As
Grinald’s men charged forward from safety into danger, the woods and thickets
in front of them awoke. Angry men with swords appeared from behind trees and
bushes and more appeared from under the forest’s shadow, carrying spears. The
line of charging men went forward in an asymmetrical design, uneven places on
the ground splitting the advance and scattering it into isolated clusters.
Aton’s light feet propelled him quickly along; not burdened with a heavy sword
or awkward spear, he sped by those around him and continued running for the
clump of trees.


Sword
hilts beat on shields, men with spears made grotesque faces as their opponents
advanced, and there was the soft thud of arrows finding their targets as doomed
men fell limply to the ground. Swords moved to the rhythm of pumping arms as
they ran. One man’s foot found a rabbit hole as he ran at full speed. The sound
of the leg bone breaking was like the crack of the whip. He fell so quickly
that his prone body tripped the man running behind him, and that warrior fell
onto his own drawn dagger when he hit the ground. Other men, punched by silent
arrows, fell in grotesque agonies. The charge left a distinct trail of bodies. 


As
he ran, his mind raced with quick thoughts of how best to survive, but although
his mind was in turmoil, the world around him seemed to be moving in slow
motion, with total clarity of even the most minor details. It seemed to Aton
that he saw everything. Each blade of grass was separate and distinct, like
warriors clustered in a green battle. He thought that he was aware of every
shift in the wind as he went forward. As he got closer, the rough brown tree
trunks showed each furrow and ridge on their surfaces. The charging men, with
their wild crazy eyes and sweating faces, running madly or falling dead,
bristled with arrow shafts. The picture gallery of his mind had cataloged it
all.


The
straining pace of the charge had consumed his endurance, and a tide of weakness
began to overcome him. He slowed, but continued his sprint for cover. Aton went
forward with burning legs, but he was desperate not to stop because he was
afraid of greeting an enemy’s arrow. The archer in front of him fell to his
death. Only stopping for a moment, Aton grasped the bequeathed arrows and
continued running like the wind, gaining on the enemy’s territory. An arrow
whistled by his ear.


Aton
continued sprinting like a maniac to reach the small grove of trees, an oasis
of safety from which he could launch his own brave offensive, but only if an
arrow did not discover him first. He ducked his head low, his neck disappearing
as if he were afraid that a fanged demon would swoop from above and drain his
soul away through sharp teeth. He almost closed his eyes as he gained on the
objective, but quickly remembered the image of the man who had broken his leg
in the rabbit hole. The sound of the bone snapping had made his face cringe
more deeply than the race for his life was already doing. The scene was a wild
blur. Pulsating saliva stood at the corners of his mouth. When he reached the
grove of trees, he lunged into the thicket and dove behind a hollow, rotten old
log, covered with moss, and leaned his back against it while he breathed
frantically, his lungs craving oxygen and his thighs burning as if they were on
fire. He had never run so hard in his life. Perspiration from his forehead
found his wide eyes and as the salt in his sweat began to burn them, his vision
blurred again, so he closed his eyes to keep out the burning perspiration. The
clash of battle was all around him, and he could still hear it perfectly. He
felt like a sailor in a lifeboat during a storm on unfamiliar waters. The
hurricane of war raged around him. In his mind, he could feel the violent
rocking of the little boat that he desperately needed to stay afloat as it
pitched in the waves of death. Not wanting to drown in that morbid ocean, he
opened his eyes and crawled to the edge of the log so he could peer over and
around its end to see what was happening on the field of battle. His trembling
fingers grasped the rim of the log’s hollow end, and he pulled himself up to
view the action. He pressed his chest against the moss and saw two undulating
lines of soldiers pressing against each other, moving like meandering streams
of death, slaughtering each other with savage weapons of war. Suddenly, he felt
the sharp sting of claws attack his right hand, which gripped the edge of the
hollow log. With all the adrenaline coursing through his body, he instantly
sprung away and landed on his back. Leaning up, his eyes squinting from the
sharp pain, he could see the silhouette of a black forest cat that had arched her
back; hackled fur ran down her spine. It was sidestepping toward him with ears
turned back, teeth bared, and hissing. Behind her were four young kittens, eyes
still shut and blind to the whirlpool of violence and carnage that surrounded
their lair. She defiantly raised a paw and spread her claws; she showed no fear
to her enemy. He knew he could smash the mother cat with one stomp of his foot,
but her level of unbridled bravery seemed to wake him from his persistent and
obsessive thoughts of fear. In front of him was a small cat ready to fight to
the death against an armed man. She poised bravely but edged toward a losing
battle against the possible force of his crashing heel, seemingly defying death
with each little step forward as she hissed at her nemesis.


The
cat inspired Aton. He stood and shooed it away with his bow and turned to face
the battle. If a small cat could confront a comparative giant like Aton, then
surely a skilled archer could face his enemy, too. He tossed his quiver behind
an oak tree and stood tall, using the trunk as cover. Bodies littered the
landscape. His comrades were pushing back the enemy. It appeared that his
companions were winning. He fitted an arrow to the bowstring and let it fly,
then another. He looked for dense groups of the enemy and sent them death from
above. The wound the cat had left on his hand hurt each time he pulled the
bowstring, and it angered him that such a small animal had made him jump in
fear. The stinging wound from the brave cat inspired him again, so he snatched
the remaining arrows from the ground and ran to the open field. Closer now, he
sent more arrows forward and he could see them all find their targets. Not one
arrow was wasted. Grinald’s men were vanquishing the enemy; victory was close.
Completely focused on finding targets downrange, he did not hear the horns blow
behind him, announcing the presence of Black Fang and his entourage. Kern’s
foot soldiers and cavalry were crumbling. Grinald and his following wanted to
watch the enemy troops recede before them, so they had mounted their finely
groomed horses and slowly trotted forward, discussing the bravery of the
warriors under their command as though they themselves had actually fought in
the battle, risking their own lives. The horses maneuvered around the dead men;
some were not yet dead, but still writhing in pain, moaning for mercy. The
forward trotting group of elite and privileged horsemen paid no attention to
the death surrounding them. They were discussing female conquests, land
acquisition, and what they each planned to do with their share of the spoils of
war. Their laughter mixed with the groans of dying men as they went. The closer
they trotted to the receding battle lines, the more littered the ground became
with death. Their horses stepped on the dying as if they were just tufts of
grass in a pasture, but instead of the sound of dry grass under hooves, there
was the crack of broken ribs when the muscular black horses of war stepped on
fallen ribcages.


Grinald
was an impatient man, and he found it inconvenient to have all these obstacles
in his way as he advanced toward his next siege, the walls of Kern. The warlord
waved to the man with the horn, and it sounded again. His troops were to give
him wide berth on the field of battle. His entourage was getting closer to the
actual fighting, although it was waning now, and he and his minions did not
want a stray arrow or spear to hit them. Therefore, Grinald thought it prudent
to have his troops disperse from his presence, for his safety and the security
of his procession. 


Fighting
for their lives, his soldiers had not heard the horn blow; they continued
struggling with the enemy. That irritated Grinald. He dispatched his color
bearer, a mere child with a flag of the warlord’s colors. The horn blew again
and the boy tilted the warlord’s banner forward and ran toward the battle to
announce that Black Fang had arrived. Grinald’s warriors finally noticed the
banner coming from behind them, and the entourage of privileged men that
followed it. The warlord’s line of fighting men arced as if an invisible force
were pushing against them, and they gave the powerful men on horseback adequate
space, just like Grinald and his entourage expected. The young flag bearer
continued running forward, waving the warlord’s banner. 


Aton
could see Grinald’s banner and the warlord’s mounted cronies coming toward him.
He had shot his last arrow, so he pulled a bloody sword from a dead soldier’s
back and stood there trying to decide which section of the front line of combat
to run toward and continue the fight. He was going to dive headfirst into
battle, slashing like a barbarian at the enemy. His father and cousin would be
proud. They would be delighted with his newly found conviction, because he was
not running from a real and dangerous battle, but toward it. He decided that he
was a real man now. With a tight grip on the handle, he felt the heft of the
metal blade in his hand, and it felt good. He was a warrior and this was his
calling, just like his father and the other brave men of his clan. As he stood
there, he watched the waving banner come toward him, flapping over the
unrelenting legs of what appeared to him to be a very small soldier. He stared
at the pennant as it approached, and thought how gallant it would appear to
charge into the thick of battle with the warlord’s colors fluttering beside
him. When the banner passed him, he was going to run beside it and charge the
enemy. The flag was close now and he could not believe what he saw. He mopped
the sweat from around his eyes and blinked twice. The color bearer was a child.
He was just a young boy, groaning under the weight of the flag as he ran toward
the receding front line of battle. Almost next to Aton now, the boy stopped
suddenly and fell to his knees. The flag’s momentum carried it forward before
it hit the bloody ground. The child’s little hands clutched around his neck and
the boy opened his mouth as if he wanted to scream, but nothing came out. An
arrow had pierced his throat. The child’s cries were silent. There was just a
hissing sound and gurgling blood that splattered as it came from the wound. The
young boy fell backward; his small hands still around his neck, weakly pressing
against the hole in his throat. He appeared to be crying now, but there was no
loud sobbing, just silent tears and facial contortions accompanied by the sound
of babbling blood as he respired through the open wound in his throat. Aton
dragged the sword as he went to the child’s side. The tip of the blade had
scratched a trailing line on the bloodstained battlefield behind him as he had
walked. He was speechless as he watched the boy suffering. Aton tried to say
something, but his jaw only twitched, and nothing came out. The boy went limp,
and the pool of blood stopped expanding on the ground around the small body. He
was dead. The child might have been eight years old. Someone had dressed him
like a soldier and had given him a toy wooden sword to carry into battle with
the warlord’s flag. The young child had probably thought that he would be a
hero, but he really had died for no reason at all, just the vanity of a warlord
needing a banner to announce his presence, and the novelty of dressing a young
child like an allied warrior and marching him to his death. With that image
burning deep into his memory, he recalled the warning that Hauk the slave had
told him in the city of Acadia. Aton had told Hauk that he wanted to provide
the warlord with loyalty and service on the battlefield; he wanted to be a
warrior in his ranks and prove his manhood in combat. Hauk had cautioned him to
be careful with what he desired, because he might attain it. He had warned Aton
that the battlefield was where he would find death, not manhood.


While
he had dragged the bloody sword toward the boy and watched him die, he had not
noticed the enemy begin to retreat behind the walls of their city. He was in a
trance. The inner voice that had begged him to run was calling him again.
Aton’s conscience pointed an invisible finger at the corpse of the young boy on
the ground in front of him and asked what was honorable about the death of a
child. The internal voice warned him that he was immersing himself into a
grotesque scene and soaking himself in the poisons of war. It told him to look
into the child’s dead eyes, glassy, and staring into the unfocused distance,
and try to find the reflection of glory. At that moment, he realized that the
nostalgic stories of war had deceived him, Hauk had been correct. Aton had only
found death, not manhood, on the battlefield. Children did not need to die for
the greed of old fat men. What was Aton doing here? Why was he killing for
someone that considered him less than a dog? He could feel his temper erupting
again, like lava flowing through the cracks of a volcano. His rage was ready to
explode. Shocked, repulsed, he gazed with festering anger at the little corpse,
contorted in an image of painful death. Aton did not hear Grinald approach and
speak behind him, as the warlord pulled the reins to stop his huge horse.


“I
said, turn around soldier,” barked Grinald. “Good work today. How many did you
kill?”


Aton
turned to see what looked like a dusky mountain. The warlord was dressed in
dark colored clothes on top of his giant black horse. Its nostrils flared as he
pulled back the reins again to steady his mount. Grinald’s eyes seemed to
pierce through him as he waited for the answer.


“I
don’t know.”


“Too
many to count, is it? That’s what I want to hear.” 


The
warlord had seen the bloody sword in Aton’s hand and thought he had been
walking back from the front lines after defeating the enemy. He had no idea of
the hateful thoughts in Aton’s mind. At that moment, Aton would have preferred
nothing more than to run the sword right through the warlord’s body and let him
bleed to death next to the young child.


“It’s
a shame, isn’t it?” asked Grinald. He had turned to look at the dead banner
carrier.


Thinking
that Grinald intended to be mournful, he agreed with a nod and simply replied,
“Yes.”


The
warlord pulled the reins to his right, which turned the horse slightly in that
direction. His entourage had assembled closer to Kern’s front wall to discuss
the initiation of the siege. They were waiting for him and he could see that.


“It’s
shameful that this could happen. On your way back to camp, take it with you.”


“It?
Do you mean…the body?” asked Aton, with cautious confusion, not wanting to
sound like he was questioning a man of such great power, because to do so could
mean a trip to the gallows. 


Grinald
laughed loudly, and then replied, “The boy? No! War orphans are easy to find. I
want you to take my banner back to camp and have it washed. It’s a shame to
have it lying on the dirt, just a shame.” He tossed a silver coin to Aton and
triumphantly galloped his horse toward a group of commanders to make plans for
the siege.


With
Grinald and his minions as the audience, warriors, mercenary soldiers, and
others who desired plunder deliberately set out toward the walled city,
advancing up the sloping ground. The camp moved closer and formed a line to
watch the impending battle. Black Fang, the emperor of death, was pleased at
the advance and seemed to drool with delight. Aton dragged his bloody sword
toward other men who were ready to watch what was about to unfold. 


Shading
his eyes with his hand, Grinald watched a small wave of men advance. Because of
their close proximity to the enemy’s walls, they could see the initial skirmish
as it happened. When his conscripts had gotten within the distance of the
enemy’s longbows, and arrows began to drop among them, they dismounted from
their horses and left their mounts with the horses’ attendants, who walked them
up and down the field of battle, keeping in constant motion to escape the aim
of archers behind the walls of Kern. After drawing their swords, the soldiers,
who were in full battle gear, marched at a steady pace to the front wall. With
their large shields before them, they were not bothered by the small arrows, or
even by the spears that poured on them when they came within range. There was
no moat around the walls, so they easily pushed forward and were quickly at the
base. They reached it so easily that Aton almost thought the city had
surrendered and that the war was completely finished. Then he saw blocks of
stone, more arrows, and flaming beams of wood thrown at them from the ramparts.


Not
yet discouraged, the soldiers set up their ladders and held them by sheer force
against the palisade. The captive citizens behind the barricade tried to knock
the ladders away, and chopped at the rungs with their axes, but they were clad
with metal. Aton saw the soldiers slowly reach the parapet and slash at the
enemy with their swords. The gleam of steel was distinctly visible as the
blades rose and fell with flashes of reflected sunlight. The enemy thrust at
them with long pikes, but seemed to retreat from closer combat, and a moment
afterwards, the gallant warriors stood on the top of the wall. The audience,
including Grinald and his entourage, saw the outlines of their bodies, dressed
for battle, distinctly against the blue sky. Their battle slaves and servants
swarmed up the ladders behind them, and some appeared to descend on the other
side. A shout rose from the warlord’s battle camp and echoed over the woods. 


While
the soldiers stood on the front wall, they did not know what to do next because
they could see that reinforcements were not on the way. At least a dozen enemy
men dressed for battle appeared, running along the top of the barrier toward
them. Afterwards, Aton understood that the ease with which they had climbed the
wall was because there were no trained and experienced soldiers there at that
moment. Those who had collected to repulse the assault were citizens, servants,
slaves, anyone who had been nearby, because the town’s real warriors were still
gathering from their retreat on the field of combat. When they saw Kern’s real
soldiers approach from the left side of the wall, Grinald’s forces were hushed,
and every eye strained on the combatants.


Approaching
from one side, the warlord’s men on the wall could not meet their assailants at
once because the top was only wide enough for two to fight, shoulder to shoulder.
Others from the opposite side of the wall quickly joined the skirmish, and
because more men advanced the other way, they fought back to back, two facing
one way, and the other two in the opposite direction. The swords rose and fell.
Aton saw a flash of light fly up into the air. It was the point of a broken
sword. At the foot of the wall, the servants and slaves struggled to assist
their masters by stabbing upwards with their spears.


Suddenly,
the opposing forces of Kern hurled two of Grinald’s soldiers from the wall.
Comrades of the brave warriors, who had so fearlessly climbed the wall to
initiate the attack, caught one of them near the outside of the barricade as he
fell; the other landed solidly on the ground. While they were fighting the
enemy face to face, others within the walled city had come with spears and
thrust them upwards at the intruders. The other two still fought back to back
for a moment, then finding themselves overwhelmed, they jumped down among their
friends.


When
the first two fell, the horses’ caretakers ran toward the wall. Despite the
rain of arrows from the parapet, Aton saw several warriors placed on their
steeds. Only one could sit upright unassisted; two were supported in their
saddles, and the last was carried. They retreated without further injury
because the enemy on the wall crowded so closely together that it interfered
with the aim of their arrows, which fell short. There was a dark mass beneath
the barrier, where at least a dozen slaves, who did not have battle gear, not
even a shield, had been slain or disabled.


The
men of Kern did not follow the retreating party because they had lost the
battle and were getting ready for the siege of their city. The injured slowly
returned to the camp. Suddenly, a new group of the enemy appeared from behind
the parapet. An instant afterwards, several servants dropped, as if struck by
lightning. Sling stones, whirled with great force by skilled men, had hit them.
The round rocks came with such power that they could stun from a greater
distance than a thrown spear. The aim was difficult, but when directed at a
crowd they were sure to strike someone. Continuing, leaving the fallen men where
they lay, the rest were quickly out of range, and came safely back to their own
line of men. Everyone ran to meet them, the warlord included, and as Grinald
passed in the crowd, Aton heard him remark about their bravery, but he had not
even lifted a finger to reinforce the brave soldiers who had initiated what
could have been a successful attack. From Aton’s perspective, it was as if
Grinald was indifferent as to the outcome of the offensive, as if he were there
to watch the suffering caused by human cruelty, only for the purpose
entertainment. If that were true, which it certainly appeared to be, Grinald
had witnessed plenty of it. Since he had delayed the final offensive, the
conflict would be prolonged, rather than come to a swift end. In the meantime,
the inaction had denied his forces their plunder and the end to the campaign.


Only
one of the soldiers was severely injured. The hurt warrior had fallen on a
large stone and broken two ribs. The rest suffered from bruises, but had no
wounds. Several of the group were missing, probably prisoners. They had leaped
down from the wall into the town to impress their masters. The townspeople had
killed several servants and slaves, or maybe they deserted or were prisoners,
but no one seemed concerned or cared about them. As for the men knocked over by
the sling stones, they had lain there until they recovered their senses, and
then crawled back. That additional incident cooled Aton's passion for the fight
even more, because he thought that if he were injured, they would leave him,
too. The devotion of the slaves to support and rescue their masters was almost
heroic. The privileged warriors thought no more of their men than of a dog
slashed by a boar's tusk during the hunt. Aton was through with war.











CHAPTER TWENTY


Aton
tried to make sense of the battle that he had just survived, and while doing
so, tried to understand it from Grinald’s perspective. The warlord had a long
experience with war, and he knew its extreme uncertainties. The outcome of an
individual battle or an entire war was often the result of a single, sometimes
unexpected event. He had already seen many walls taken, and lost. Within Kern’s
barriers, the enemy had the advantage of narrow, winding streets. Each house
would become a fortress from which they could repulse the attack. To risk such
an event would be madness before the town had been disheartened and discouraged
by the continuance of the siege, the lack of provisions, or the fall of their
chief leaders in the minor daily combats that took place, which tested the
city’s resolve to continue fighting.


Grinald’s
congregation of allied forces lacked professional discipline. It consisted
mostly of opportunistic men, hungry for plunder. Loyalty was fragile and the
bond to the battle at hand was much like the attachment of the slave to his
master, only held in place on the part of the slave by the dread of punishment.
There were no distinct ranks, no organized troops, just social stratifications.
The slaves obeyed their masters, the masters acted as warriors, the warriors
followed the commanders, the commanders followed the clan leaders, the clan
leaders were subjects of their warlord, and the warlord ruled over all of them.



Aton
acknowledged those things to himself, but he was filled with admiration for the
bravery of the soldiers and the men who had supported the first attack on the
walls of Kern. On their behalf, he became completely full of resentment for
Grinald and his callous disregard for human life, and Aton uttered his seditious
views too freely. The thought of the dying child on the battlefield had seared
a gruesome image into his mind, and burned it deep into his soul. The sound of
the warlord laughing, while he considered a dirty banner a tragedy as it lay
next to the cooling corpse of someone’s son, just a young and innocent child,
sickened Aton. All of that made him speak too freely about his growing
resentment of Grinald’s ethics, strategy, and competence. His friends in camp
cautioned him. Aton’s hot temper had returned, and he freely gave way to his subversive
feelings and opinions, entirely without restraint. To laugh at the warlord’s
weaknesses, his gluttony, or foolishness, was one thing. To criticize his
military conduct was something entirely different. The former was merely banter,
and Grinald might have laughed had he heard it. The latter was treason, and
likely to annoy a ruler faced with the delicate matter of military reputation,
loss of control, and possible rebellion. Discontent among the troops could be
like a cancer, and Grinald would have to cut it out at any expense.


A
few days later, while Aton took his commander’s horse to water it at the stream,
he was still thinking about recent events that occurred during the first day of
the siege, and he became even more contemptuous and furious with indignation.
How could Grinald watch and do nothing, while brave warriors had initiated a
successful attack against the wall? How could he casually look on, but not send
a strong detachment, or move his whole army, to finish the enemy when men loyal
to him had needed help? If he had not intended to advance and conquer, then why
had he permitted an attack in vain that could only result in the loss of brave
men? When he had seen his soldiers thrown from Kern’s front wall, why did he
not send a squadron to cover their retreat? Aton concluded that Grinald
considered it as a mere display for his amusement when it was actually
barbarous and cruel in the extreme. Aton worked himself up into a state of
anger that rendered him even less cautious than usual in expressing his
opinions of Black Fang’s competence. When he thought about the dead flag boy
again, the talons of his anger extended, and he completely threw his restraint
to the wind. 


His
friends in camp had tried to protect him, but the head guard rudely arrested
him early the next day. Guards bound him with ropes, and placed him in a stone
hut that they had built to hold condemned men. At the same time, they ordered
another man, a suspected accomplice to Aton’s sedition, to remain within his
tent, and the head guard assigned a sentry to watch that man, too.


When Aton suddenly found himself this near to
the executioner, the little hope he had left in his heart died. He had seen so
many butchered without just cause that he had good reason to feel anguish.
Toward sunset, he felt sure that they would drag him out and hang him on the
oak tree used as a gallows. The morbid tree stood near where the long road from
Acadia joined the camp. That most probably would have been his doom if the allegations
of treason were entirely against one person, but because of that simple twist
of fate, having an accomplice suspected of the same treasonous actions, he was
able to escape a miserable and sudden death. The delay in judgment of the
prisoners was due to an investigation of the allegations to determine the
extent of possible collusion, a measurement of discontent among the ranks.
Still, all the agony of being on the path to death, and his awareness of that
fact, brought him as much suffering as if the noose had already constricted
around his neck.


His
heart swelled with bitterness. Overwhelming fury filled him. His whole being
rebelled against his careless tongue and the events that had thrown him into
the jaws of death. After a short time passed, he thought that they would
probably give him some chance to speak for himself, but there would not be any
trial. Why would anybody waste time with such an insignificant wretch? If he
could have an opportunity to speak, he committed himself to plead for his life
and mind his wicked tongue while he did, because he was full of anger, and he
knew himself too well. He knew that his tongue, a weapon that grew sharper from
constant use, could lash as fast and fiercely as any sword, to his own
detriment. In his heart, he knew that he could vindicate himself before they
executed him, and he tried to collect his thoughts and put them into order.
Every moment, as he lay with wrists tightly bound together on the floor of the
stone hut, the wise face of his father seemed to look upon him, lovingly and
mournfully. In his imagination, he also saw the dusty and distorted features of
the slave corpse that he had seen drawn by a horse through the camp. He
wondered if his tongue would also hang out and lick the dirt after his
execution. He suffered those shrill agonies that impelled the condemned to
grieve mentally, before their physical anguish and execution.


Time
passed slowly, and no one came. He called, and the guard appeared at the door,
but only to see what was the matter, and after finding his prisoner safe,
resumed his march back and forth. For his own sake, the guard did not dare have
a conversation with a prisoner under arrest for this capital offense, because
Grinald’s spies might suspect him, too. Had it been merely theft or any
ordinary crime, the guard could have talked freely enough and maybe even
sympathized with the prisoner. As time went on, Aton grew thirsty, but the
guard ignored his request for water. He remained confined there until late in
the afternoon. When they marched him out, he begged for an opportunity to
speak, but the guards did not reply and simply hurried him forward. He feared
they would execute him without the chance to say a word in his own defense, but
to his surprise, he noticed that they were taking him in the direction of the
warlord’s tent. As he marched along, new fears gravely clutched him because he
had heard of sentries turning men loose, making them run for their lives, and
then hunting them down with dogs for the amusement of powerful men. What he
desired was that Grinald review the case instead of an appointed judge. A
magistrate would be nearly certain to condemn Aton and confiscate any of his possessions
that the judge could lay his hands on, which was nothing, but he was afraid a
magistrate might not know that and would send him immediately to his death.
Grinald might pardon, because the scraps from a condemned man meant nothing to
a leader that ruled by divine right. It was as Aton had wished. Grinald had
ordered that the guards bring the prisoners to him that evening.


The
guards led Aton inside the warlord’s quarters, unbound, and commanded him to
stand upright. There was an assembly of clan leaders anxious to see the
judgment of the warlord on the two prisoners. The other man, someone hardly
known in the camp, was an alleged accomplice of Aton’s, and kept apart from
him, just in case the two might collude their defense. 


The
warlord returned to his tent after an afternoon of celebration. At the ebb of
war, ale flowed as freely around Grinald as water did down mountain streams in
the springtime. That afternoon had been no exception. Although the war was not
over, because the siege had just begun, he had acted as if he were already the
victor. 


Grinald
sat at the table in the rear of the tent and called for a flask of water. Aton
was dehydrated and hungry. He had not drunk or eaten since the previous night.
It was a hot day, and his tongue was dry and parched. He felt like confessing
to any heinous crime just to quench his parched lips.


Aton
was first to be accused. He denied any treasonable thoughts or tendencies. As
for the other prisoner, he was some vagrant who worked odd jobs around the camp
for scraps of food, and he said that he had never even spoken to Aton. 


“Is
this true?” asked the warlord, as he turned to Aton.


“It
is true,” replied Aton. “We have never spoken to each other. He knew nothing of
what I said.”


Grinald
sat bolt upright. He was surprised to hear someone dressed so shoddily speak so
correctly, while so brazenly facing him as Aton did. His eyes narrowed and he
suddenly recognized Aton from the battlefield. He had been standing near the
dead flagbearer. Grinald remembered the bloody sword and dead bodies strewn
about, and thought that Aton had killed his share of the enemy that day with
the bloody weapon that he had held in his hand. That image attenuated the
warlord’s anger. Maybe Aton would live.


“Are
you a traitor?” Grinald asked.


“I
can’t be a traitor. I never swore my allegiance to you,” Aton replied in an
unexpected tone of defiance.


“So
be it.” Blank Fang lifted his mighty arm and twirled his hand at the wrist.
With a quick look at his guards, he declared, “Banish him!”


Therefore,
they did. The guards seized him; they dragged him off his feet, and hastily
carried him outside the tent. They pushed him along, beating him with the butts
of their spears to make him run faster. The groups of soldiers they passed
laughed and heckled. The dogs barked and snapped at his ankles. They hurried
him outside the camp, and while thrusting at him violently with their spear
butts, the angry guards knocked him headfirst onto the ground. They gave him
the warning that if he ever ventured back to the camp, they would hang him.
Like a dead dog, they left him on the dirt.


A
while later, in the dusk of the evening, Aton slinked away, skirting the forest
like a wild animal that was afraid to venture from its cover. He stayed in the
shadows of the trees until he reached the road that led to Acadia. He needed to
reach his boat. He would have gone the whole way through the woods, but that
was not possible. Without an axe to hack his way through the dense tree
branches or a machete to slash the tangled brushwood, he knew it would be
treacherous because he had already seen how thick it was. He ached and trembled
in every limb, not with physical suffering, but from the emotional pain that
follows unwarranted harm. They had bruised his ego more than his body. He
followed the road as fast as his weary bones would let him. He had drunk
nothing that day but water from the stream that flowed past the camp.
Regardless, he continued without pausing, his head hung forward, and his arms
listless, but his feet mechanically plodding onward. The shadow of the forest
crept across the ground and covered the road with a dark blanket. Under cover
of the night, he continued walking the road back to Acadia and his boat. He
walked like a ghost, by sheer will alone, because there seemed to be no life
remaining in his body.


The
rustling sound of tall grass by the roadside, dancing with the wind,
accompanied by the serenade of insects calling for their mates, were his only
companions in the solitude of nightfall on that dark and lonely road. He was
all alone; it was sink or swim, do or die, survival of the fittest, and Aton
wanted to live. Making it back to Acadia on foot seemed like an impossible
task, but he had no other choice. He knew that if he made it back to the city
by the lake, he could get his boat and leave all of this behind him. 


With
each footfall, a billowing puff of dust escaped the dirt path and floated
silently away like a gray spirit. As he pushed forward, he resolved to make it,
or he knew that he would surely die on this road all alone. He turned every bit
of his body’s pain into determination. Despite his thirst and hunger, he
continued to plod onward, thinking about the joy he would attain after making
it to his destination. As he stumbled along in a stress-induced hypnotic
trance, something occurred to him that he believed was of great importance.
Before he could let himself pass through the city of Acadia and escape in his
boat, there was one other thing that he had to do in that town.


 


 


END OF BOOK ONE


Thank you
for reading Across The Lake. The story concludes in its sequel, The
Long Journey Home.


Doug Kelly
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